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Modules of Stone Construction and the Building
of Ritual and Social Traditions in Prehistoric

Xinjiang (China) and Mongolia

Annie CHAN

OVERVIEW

ORGANIZED CLUSTERS OF STONE STRUCTURES ARE A STARK and ubiquitous archaeological
feature of the Inner Asian steppe. Diverse in form but rather homogenous in
constructional concept, these built forms represent significant episodes of human
activity, particularly in funerary and commemorative respects, from the beginning of
the second millennium B.C.E. to late in the first millennium C.E. Interest in their
distributional characteristics has stimulated a critical development in methods of spatial
and statistical analysis tailored to the idiosyncrasies of prehistoric steppe landscapes,
most notably through field studies of Bronze Age and Xiongnu sites in Mongolia
(Allard and Erdenebaatar 2005; Brosseder and Miller 2011; Honeychurch et al. 2007;
Houle 2010; Jacobson-Tepfer et al. 2010; Kovalev 2005), southern Siberia (Bourgeois
et al. 2014; Kiryushin et al. 2015; Kiryushin et al. 2006; Plets et al. 2012; Tishkin and
Gorbunova 2005), and, more recently, Xinjiang, China (Caspari; Chan and Cong, this
issue).

Although such survey data have contributed to a more holistic view of longitudinal
and spatial changes in the area (Caspari, this issue), scholars have rarely addressed data of
a scope that traverses international boundaries. The difficulty of integrating cross-
regional studies can be attributed to linguistic barriers and disparities in research
approach among different long-established academic traditions, some of which are
represented by the authors in this special section. Naturally, such barriers have hindered
the circulation and publication of primary field data. Zhang and Festa’s well-referenced
literature review ameliorates the problem by offering a rare background analysis useful
for grasping the current modus operandi of archaeology in Xinjiang, especially for an
English-speaking readership (also see Bennett 2012). Their article comprehensively
outlines the key theories and methods of analysis underpinning the major discoveries
and local research developments in Xinjiang archaeology from the 1950s through the
2000s.
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Paucity of excavation data is another important limitation, both because of the small
number of excavations that have been carried out of, for example, Iron Age funerary-
commemorative complexes in Mongolia (Tishkin, this issue) and Bronze Age
settlement structures in Xinjiang (Caspari; Chan and Cong, this issue), and the scant
availability of primary field data, which are often distributed only through local
publications (see Zhang and Festa’s Table 1 list of primary excavation reports, this
issue). Previous ventures have shown that the translation and transference of such latent
scholarly materials onto international publishing platforms have the potential to
advance our collective understanding of the status of research in various fields (e.g.,
Bemmann et al. 2009; Brosseder and Miller 2011).

The idea of compiling such studies originated in a post-conference discussion
following the Seventh Society for East Asian Archaeology meeting in Boston,
Massachusetts in 2016.With the exception of Zhang and Festa’s valuable later addition,
the articles herein were developed from presentations given by the authors at a panel
entitled “From the Tian Shan to the Altai: Recent advances in archaeological
research.” In presenting a selected body of primary field research conducted by Russian
and Chinese teams in western Mongolia and Xinjiang on remains of ancient
stonework, this special section aims to take a step toward building the representation of
non-Western scholarship in more internationally accessible venues of publication,
particularly those concerned with the archaeology of Inner Asia. The articles detail
findings from field surveys and excavations as well as secondary literature that has
hitherto largely been absent from the English language literature. This special section
thus showcases the extent and value of a corpus of material that has yet to be assimilated
into mainstream discourse.

The areas of study encompass several important geographical nuclei of
archaeological sites, including the western peripheries of Dzungaria and the Chinese
Tian Shan and, further east, the regions of the Chinese and Mongolian Altai. Three
articles report on field expeditions in Xinjiang (Caspari; Chan and Cong; Zhang and
Festa) and one in Mongolia (Tishkin). The authors address findings spanning a period
from the middle of the Bronze Age to the Iron Age (covering the second through first
millennia B.C.E.), with a focus on burial and non-burial stone structures, stelae, and the
burial goods with which they are associated.

MODULES AND AESTHETICS OF STONE CONSTRUCTION AND SPATIAL

RECONSTRUCTIONS OF FUNERARY AND COMMEMORATIVE CULTURES

The ways in which archaeological studies of stone structures in Xinjiang andMongolia
have been conducted fall into two broad types of assessment: qualitative and
quantitative. The former focuses on structural form and schematic design and
interprets traits in funerary and commemorative architecture as distinctive
representations of culture, while the latter deduces function and distribution by
detecting behaviorally meaningful patterns from the quantification of archaeological
features on a multi-sited or pan-regional scale.

The outcome of qualitative assessments of the archaeological record is often the
formulation of typologies based on a combination of formal characteristics attributable
to existing or new archaeological cultures. Although Chan and Cong’s article on
architectural landscapes in Bortala and Ili valleys in Xinjiang leans on research of the
classification of Bronze Age Andronovo Culture, it advocates a contextualized view of
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the evidence by considering the features and principles of space use and building style
against environmental and social conditions within defined geographical scopes. It
furthermore highlights the unique processes of construction by which a structure may
be distinguished into staggered, cumulative, or overlapping spatio-temporal stages of
construction.

Similarly assessing the cultural significance of the Andronovo is Zhang and Festa’s
review of archaeological research in the Ili region. Throughout their article, they
commend Chinese researchers for their fervent attempts at systematizing new findings
from Ili and connecting Xinjiang to Central Asia by identifying possible relations
between the Andronovo and Saka archaeological cultures. However, they also note
that no behavioral inferences are drawn in many of these studies. This analytic gap is yet
to be addressed in full, largely because of the lack of integration of middle-range
theories, that is, inferential models commonly grounded in ethnographic, historical,
and experimental studies that archaeologists use to connect data from field studies to
general phenomena. Current researchers appear to emphasize the integration of new
scientific methods of analysis, especially using digitization and imaging tools to
improve cultural typologies, while overlooking questions regarding patterns of human
behavior or adaptations to the environment.

When combined with quantitative analyses, developing typologies of prehistoric
structures based on surface outlines nonetheless remains effective in delineating broad
regional trends. Caspari’s quantitative study of structures in Heiliutan Basin illustrates
the diachronic and spatial changes in commemorative and habitational building
practices in southern Kanas (Altai Prefecture, Xinjiang) over four millennia. His
research covers a broad spectrum of structure types in the region. Relying on ground
survey alone, he identifies 12 “monument” types and their respective frequencies and
patterns of distribution. This is a similar approach to that taken by Bourgeois and
colleagues (2014) in their survey of Dzhazator Valley in the Russian Altai. Caspari
points out the difficulty of distinguishing some structural components and cluster
boundaries based on surface features alone and remarks on the relative visibility of
certain structural types.

Though not often outlined in official reports, inherent sampling and site delineation
biases are a known conundrum in regional spatial studies of steppe landscapes
(Honeychurch et al. 2007; Markofsky 2013). This affects not only how large-scale
survey data are used as proxies for measuring changes in social organization and
patterns of mobility and settlement, but also whether the selected variables are viable
units of comparison. A holistic approach to ground survey, as Caspari advocates, is not
always feasible since access is interdicted for certain areas near the border region. There
is also the prevalent problem of looting throughout the region. In the case of Xinjiang
and Mongolia, the statistics are further skewed by the disproportionate number of
burial and commemorative sites being discovered compared to settlements, for which
there have been scant archaeological data until recently (see Tishkin; Zhang and Festa,
this issue).

The strong geometric homogeneity of the surface features further challenges any
attempt at establishing a chronology based on arbitrary structure types that can be
tested on a cross-regional scale. The key to a more empirical system of classification
could be found beneath the ground surface. Results of excavations at Aduuchuluu and
Husita in Bortala River Valley and Jirentai in Ili River Valley show that the
subterranean parts of non-burial structures are often more complex than surface
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features suggest and therefore reveal a far more reliable architectural schema with
which to distinguish structural differences (Chan and Cong, this issue). It is by studying
variations in subterranean features—postholes, hearths, and wall foundations—that the
design and functional differences between Ili and Bortala’s Bronze Age “double-walled
dwellings” are made clear. For instance, a consecutive pattern of construction is unique
to the habitation structures so far investigated in Bortala. A single enclosure or complex
can be made up of building components that date to different periods of construction.
This is because components of earlier constructions were often adapted for building an
extension during a later period of site reoccupation. This building practice is also
observed in burial structures, many of which consist of modules successively appended
to an initial construction. In Ili, by contrast, building designs incorporate regular
arrangements of hearths and postholes and evince extended periods of occupation. A
more centralized social organization is also represented by the coexistence of the
various structures used for habitation, burial, and specialized activities in the same
location.

Other surface objects associated with these structures possess artistic and stylistic
traits that can be used to characterize funerary and commemorative cultures. Deer
stones, for example, are integral to the ritual composition of khirigsuurs and the
iconography of their bas-relief conveys past perceptions of the physical and spiritual
worlds. Images depicting armaments could be suggestive of the prevalence of warfare
or homage to military might (Fitzhugh 2009a; IAX CASS et al. 2016; Volkov 2002). It
has been argued that zoomorphic motifs are a manifestation of animistic beliefs and
shamanistic devices traditionally deployed in hunting rituals (Fitzhugh 2009a, 2009b,
2010; Jacobson-Tepfer 2015; Pan 2008). Tishkin gains new insight from a study of the
relief contours of deer stones in Buyant Valley. He argues that understanding how
carving techniques play into pictorial composition is key to identifying designs on a
stele. Improving rubbing techniques is therefore crucial to reading deer stone imagery.
By tracing the profile of the chiseled surfaces on the deer stones, Tishkin identifies
depictions of headdresses and other sartorial features at his study site. He also notices
that there is a correlation between pictorial representations and the physical
characteristics (i.e., the size and profile) of the deer stones. For example, the “combat
belt” is only found on large deer stones. Tishkin further illustrates the distinct carving
techniques of deer stones by comparing them to medieval Turkic anthropomorphic
statues of the mid-fifth through eleventh centuries C.E., which are primarily distributed
across Mongolia, southern Siberia, Inner Mongolia, and Xinjiang (Hayashi 2005; Ren
2013; Wang and Qi 1995). Representations of weaponry and certain sartorial details
remained in the Turkic period, but the sculptural presentation of stone stelae evolved as
it became modeled on more three-dimensional forms.

The commemorative building practice of putting up deer stones and khirigsuurs (a
Late Bronze Age funerary or commemorative structural complex consisting of a central
mound enclosed by a circular or quadrangular fence, clusters of auxiliary stone circles
on the perimeter, and occasionally radial pavements) is also found on the other side of
the Altai Mountains across the China-Mongolian border. Altay阿勒泰 Prefecture has
the highest concentration of deer stones in Xinjiang, with 72 deer stones and 34 sites
documented to date; a total of 27 deer stones and 16 sites have been recorded from the
rest of Xinjiang (Xinjiang Cultural Bureau 2011:151). However, the existence of deer
stones and khirigsuurs in Xinjiang and their connection to coeval funerary and ritual
cultures remain poorly understood despite the excavations of mega-complexes such as
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at Sandaohaizi三道海子 site (IAXCASS et al. 2016;Wright 2012:139, 141, 151; XIA
2014). Comprising ca. 100 stone mounds across an area of nearly 600 km2, among
which are three of the largest stone mounds discovered in the Chinese Altai,
Sandaohaizi is unique for its scale. The recent excavation of mound no. 1 at one of the
sites, Huahaizi 花海子, a half-submerged flat-stone barrow of a cross-spoke design,
yielded radiocarbon dates from the ninth century B.C.E. Other than two deer stones and
fragments of ceramics and animal bones in the auxiliary sacrificial stone circles,
however, material finds are scarce. Further studies of other complexes in the region are
needed to better understand the chronological, stylistic, and functional connections
between khirigsuurs and deer stones in Xinjiang with their counterparts in Mongolia
and southern Siberia in late prehistory (Guo 2011; Kovalev and Erdenebaatar 2007;
Pan 2008).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Moving forward, a vital task appears to be continuing to consolidate dispersed datasets
currently subsumed under different research traditions. To do so, it is also necessary to
devise more inclusive andmultilingual collaborative frameworks for data exchange. This
would help us better integrate disparate systems of classification and unite separate
discourses. This entails a methodological approach that takes into account not only
variability in structural form but also time scale of construction and history of use. The
prescribed criteria for organizing structures into cultural types are generally applicable to
aboveground building features alone, but they are not incontrovertible chronological or
culturalmarkers.Withoutexcavation, aTurkicburialmoundcaneasilybemistaken for an
Iron Age cairn. A Bronze Age quadrilateral habitation structure might have been
reconfigured during constructions dating to a much later time period. It is of course an
almost impossible task to synchronize the many cultural typologies that originated in
different parts of the region into one overarching classificatory system, but it is possible to
redirect questions of social change and complexity to scopes of analysis independent of
prescribed “types.” Previous studies have already made considerable progress in
developing methods of spatial analysis that are most appropriate for quantifying and
periodizing a diffuse monumental landscape with great social variation (Allard and
Erdenebaatar 2005; Honeychurch et al. 2007;Wright 2012). Amultivariate approach to
diagnosing the nature of site use in pastoral landscapes, for example, may elucidate the
factors at play and their variability (Wright 2017).

A relatively untapped source for identifying and testing such factors is the cultural
knowledge of the conceptualization of space from ethological studies. It has been
widely documented that burials and commemorative places are spatial markers that
originate in sacralized views of the human relationship to the physical elements of the
environment and are then used in the symbolic zoning of a landscape (Sodnompilova
and Nanzatov 2019). The scale, orientation, and location of a habitation or a burial are
not solely determined by an unvarying set of factors based on subsistence practices or
social customs. As a building project is formulated within the composite whole that is
the landscape, its spatial qualities must be viewed as interdependent and perpetuating.

The perpetuation of certain building characteristics over time has been observed in
the archaeological record. The temporality of sites and structures is thus a pivotal trait
that determines architectural and spatial configurations. Two structural entities of the
same form could have been constructed on different timescales. That is, they may
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contain building elements (even stelae such as deer stones) that have been reused,
repurposed, redesigned, and expanded upon over time. It is also common in Inner
Asian steppe to find aboveground structural remains of an amalgamation of building
elements from completely different cultural periods. Such staggered phases of
construction generate a discontinuous stratigraphy of time-depth for the archae-
ological site that surface typologies simply cannot represent. The accumulated building
heritage of a site is echoed in formal continuity of burial architecture over time and
across generations. Identifying intra-site temporal spectrums and spatial connectivities
between different architectural and cultural periods is central to defining the social
customs of stone architecture of the Inner Asian steppe.
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