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Medieval Burials at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1, the Kansk-Rybinsk Basin

Previously, burials at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 on the Kan River near Kansk were dated to the Late Middle Ages 
(pre-Russian period) and attributed to an autochthonous group. In 2015, two burials were discovered at the cemetery, 
with the remains of an adolescent girl and a child. A comprehensive analysis of the burial rite and grave goods 
suggests that the burials date to the 12th century. Numerous archaeological and ethnographic parallels were found. 
Morphologically, the girl’s cranium reveals generally eastern traits, specifi cally those common in Western Siberian 
(Uralic and Ob-Irtysh) populations. The cranium was restored, and a graphical reconstruction of the face was made. 
Burial practices of the 17th–19th century Middle Kan populations are described. They were Ket-speaking Kotts, 
Turkic-speaking Karagas, and Samoyed-speaking Kamasins. The analysis of sources suggests that the buried people 
were likely ancestors of the Kotts.

Keywords: Siberia, Middle Yenisei, Kansk-Rybinsk basin, Kan River, Middle Ages, fl at graves, Kets.

THE METAL AGES AND MEDIEVAL PERIOD

Introduction

The medieval period of the forest-steppe part of the 
Middle Yenisei is illustrated by a very limited set of 
sources (primarily archaeological). These sources 

quite unevenly describe the cultural and chronological 
features of the history of the population of this vast 
region from the 5th to 17th centuries AD, which features 
are interpreted by the results of studies of several 
dozen archaeological sites. The general ethno-cultural 
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characteristics of the Middle Yenisei basin were 
proposed by O.A. Mitko (1995). The chronological 
classifi cation of the medieval period of the Krasnoyarsk 
forest-steppe was developed by S.M. Fokin (2007). The 
main theoretical inferences of these authors have not 
undergone signifi cant changes since the defense of the 
respective dissertations. Materials from the southern 
taiga zone of Central Siberia pertaining to the early 
2nd millennium AD were studied by P.O. Senotrusova 
(Senotrusova, Mandryka, 2018). The Late Middle Ages 
(from the Mongolian period to the ethnographically 
modern period, the 13th to 18th centuries) of the Middle 
Yenisei were addressed by S.G. Skobelev, who issued 
a series of publications (Skobelev, 2009; Skobelev, 
Vybornov, 2019; Skobelev, Zelenina, 2019).

The understanding of this, more than thousand-year 
long, historical period of a large region of North Asia has 
to be changed with the accumulation of new fi ndings. The 
discovery and research of new sites imply the refi nement 
of the chronology of sources, and identifi cation of local 
variants and new components in the ethno-cultural 
situation. We believe that the motley ethnic picture of 
the Middle Yenisei region in the 17th–18th centuries, 
described in various ethnographic publications, was 
generated by similarly heterogeneous processes, which 
could be traced only through archaeological studies.

Among the forest-steppes of the Middle Yenisei, 
the Kan River basin is a special ecological area. The 
Kansk-Rybinsk basin, located in the northeast of the 
Middle Yenisei region, has been one of the northernmost 
outskirts of the forest-steppe belt of Eurasia for the last 
2000 years. The population of this region has historically 
been closely associated both with the densely populated 
Khakass-Minusinsk basin, and with the inhabitants of 
the Eastern Sayan Mountain range, the Cis-Angara taiga, 
and the western part of the Krasnoyarsk-Achinsk forest-
steppe. There are few known medieval archaeological 
sites in this area. The Kansk burial on Rzhavy Island 

(Saveliev, Svinin, 1978), and the flat-grave burial 
grounds of Krasnopolyansky (Kungurov, Kungurova, 
2018) and Antsir-1 (Fokin, 2020a) have been studied. 
Random fi nds suggest the infl uence of the Khakass-
Minusinsk basin population of the 13th–14th centuries 
(Kansko-Perevozinskoye) (Kyzlasov, 1983: 75).

This article focuses on the materials from two 
medieval burials at the site of Ryabchikov Klyuch-1, 
in the middle reaches of the Kan River (Fig. 1). In the 
course of archaeological excavations, these objects were 
identifi ed as late medieval sites and attributed to the third 
quarter of the 2nd millennium AD (Vybornov et al., 2015). 
Subsequent research has made it possible to estimate the 
age of the burials more precisely.

Archaeological materials

The site of Ryabchikov Kluch-1 (recorded as: Karapsel. 
Ryabchikov Kluch-1 site) was found in 2011 by 
E.V. Knyazeva, the researcher from the Siberian Federal 
University. The site is located on the right bank of the 
Kan, 3.2 km upstream of the boundary of modern town 
of Kansk and 4.3 km to the southwest of the village of 
Karapsel. The site occupies a sloping area of the above-
fl oodplain altiplanation terrace. This lies between the 
eastern face of the ravine of a nameless stream and a high 
floodplain (about 12–17 m above the water edge). In 
2015, an expedition of the IAET SB RAS worked at the 
site. In the excavation trench, two cultural horizons were 
established on the basis of the stratigraphy and recovered 
artifacts associated with a range of chronological periods: 
from the Neolithic to the Bronze Age and the Early Iron 
Age, from the Middle Ages to the ethnographically 
modern period.

The burials are located on the edge of a relatively fl at 
ground on the western outskirts of the above-fl oodplain 
altiplanation terrace. This ground rises above a vast 

Fig. 1. Location of the site of Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 in the Kansk-Rybinsk basin.

0 100 km

0 2 km



A.V. Vybornov et al. / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 50/3 (2022) 92–10294

foreface turned to the north. The hands of the deceased 
were widely spaced (perhaps she was wearing a fur coat) 
and extended along the body, with the palms down. The 
anatomical order in places of articulation of the arm bones 
is disturbed (a consequence of sliding down the slope). 
The legs were extended, with the feet towards the north.

At the head of the buried girl, two white barrel-shaped 
beads made of vitreous paste were found (Fig. 3, 6); a 
large, eight-petaled convex beige bead (Fig. 3, 7) was 
noted in the area of the upper thoracic vertebrae, this 
bead possibly served as a button for outerwear (fur coat). 
A string of six cowrie shells (Fig. 3, 5) was found on the 
wrist of the left hand. In the area of the right elbow-joint, 
an openwork cast bronze double-sided disk bearing two 
dragon images (Fig. 3, 1), a fragment of an iron item 
(heavily corroded), a pipe-shaped bead (needle-case?) 
(Fig. 3, 2, 3), and a small fragment of animal rib were 
discovered. Two articulated caudal vertebrae of a cow 
were located north of the right knee-joint of the buried 
girl. A stemmed iron knife was found near the left knee-
joint (Fig. 3, 4).

Burial 2 (Fig. 4) is located 10 m west 
of burial 1. The grave-pit, rectangular 
in plan view, is oriented with its long 
axis along the W-E line. Its dimensions 
are 1.2 × 0.65 m, the depth is 0.30–
0.35 m from the level of the modern 
daylight surface. In the filling of the 
pit, clods of dense light-yellow loam, 
interlayered with humic gray sandy 
loam, were recorded. The roof contains 
remains of wooden planks and birch-
bark that covered the grave-pit across 
its long axis. Along the perimeter, the 
grave-pit was framed by a rectangular 
cribwork (the corners have not been 
preserved) consisting of small poles 
(5 cm in diameter). At the fl oor, there 
were fragments of birch-bark.

The buried child, 5–6 years old, 
was laid on his back, with the head to 
the east. The skull is crushed, with its 
foreface turned up. The arms of the 
buried were bent at the elbows: the 
right arm was at an angle of 45°, the 
elbow was laid aside, the hand was on 
the stomach; the left one was folded 
and pressed to the body, with the hand 
over the shoulder. The child’s legs were 
widely spread (more than 90°) and bent 
at the knees.

ravine and is close to the turn of the river at a large island. 
Before the start of excavations, at the level of the daylight 
surface, there were no signs of burials observed.

The grave-pit of burial 1 (Fig. 2) is rectangular in 
plan view; its long axis is oriented along the W-E line, 
with a slight shift to the NW-SE. Its dimensions are 
1.8 × 0.9 m, the depth from the level of the modern surface 
is 0.50–0.55 m. The pit was dug out in the top of a layer 
of grayish-brown loam. The grave fi lling contains clods 
of dense light-yellow loam interlayered with humic gray 
sandy loam; pieces of charcoal were also noted. The roof 
of the layer contains remains of wooden planks and birch-
bark that covered the grave-pit across its long axis. Along 
the perimeter, the grave was framed by a rectangular 
cribwork (the corners have not been preserved) consisting 
of small poles (5 cm in diameter). The fl oor was lined 
with birch-bark, of which small fragments have been 
preserved.

The grave contained the remains of an adolescent 
girl aged 14–16, buried in an extended supine position, 
with her head to the east. The skull is crushed, with its 

Fig. 2. Burial 1 at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1.
a – fragments of human bones; b – grave goods.
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Near the left elbow-joint of the buried, 25 lenticular 
turquoise-colored beads made of vitreous paste were 
found. At the feet of the buried, there were two open-
shaped, hand-made, clay vessels, with rounded rims and 
fl attened bottoms, without decoration.

In sum, the key features of the burials are as follows. 
The graves are located at the site overlooking the river 
and distinct in the relief. The grave-pits are rectangular 
and shallow (0.5 m). There are traces of covering the 

walls near the bottoms with small beams. Above-ground 
burial structures are missing, but they could have existed: 
they probably burned down shortly after the interment, 
which is why the upper part of the wood cover shows 
traces of charring, and the grave-pit’s fi lling contains 
pieces of charcoal. The buried were laid on their backs, 
with their heads directed upstream to the east. There are 
grave goods—clothing items, ornaments, ceramic vessels, 
a knife (household), and cow vertebrae.

Fig. 3. Items from burial 1.
1 – bronze amulet; 2 – fragment of an iron item; 3 – iron pipe-shaped bead; 4 – iron knife; 5 – cowrie shells; 6, 7 – paste beads.
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Fig. 4. Burial 2 at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 (1, 2) and paste beads therefrom (3).
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Morphology of the skull from burial 1 
and facial reconstruction of the deceased

The cranial vault of the young female is of a rounded 
shape and a medium length; it is very narrow and 
short, sub-dolichocranial according to the cranial index 
(Fig. 5). The outline of the parietal bone displays the 
shape of a convex curve. The entheseal sites are smooth. 
The mastoid processes are small and smooth, weakly 
protruding and facing forward. The supramastoid ridge 
is weakly pronounced. The frontal part of the outline of 
the vault is rounded. The shape of the vault in the axial 
plane is ovoid. The occipital bone is not protruding nor 

refracted. The nuchal lines are smooth, the external 
occipital protuberance is not pronounced (1 grade). The 
vault in general displays some asymmetry. The forehead is 
fairly sloping, medium-wide, and eurymetopic according 
to the frontal-transverse index. The frontal eminences are 
weakly pronounced. The brow-ridges are not protruding 
with respect to the nasal bridge.

The facial skeleton is of medium width but very 
tall, leptoprosopic according to the common facial 
index. The face is prognathic in the vertical plane, and 
hyperprognathic in the alveolar part. In the horizontal 
plane, the face is weakly protruding at the level of the 
orbits, but more strongly protruding in the subnasal area 

(Table 1). The orbits are of the closed 
type and display a squared shape. The 
orbital tubercles are not pronounced. 
The line of the incision of the eye 
is slightly inclined internally. The 
glabellar region is weakly developed 
(2 grade). The maxillary frontal 
processes display an oblique frontal 
orientation.

The nose is of intermediate height 
and width, mesorhinic and very 
weakly protruding. The nasal process 
of the frontal bone is very short, 
wide and trapezoid. The frontonasal 
angle is smooth. The nasal bones are 
narrow and of medium length. The 
nasal bridge is narrow, moderately 
protruding at the level of dacryon, 
medium-wide, and fl at at the simotic 

Table 1. Craniometric data of the female skull from burial 1 

Variable Value Variable Value

1. Cranial length 170 55. Nasal height 50

8. Maximum cranial breadth 131 54. Nasal breadth 25

17. Cranial height from ba. 123 51. Orbital breadth from mf. 44

9. Minimum frontal breadth 93 51а. Orbital breadth from d. 41

45. Bizygomatic breadth 123 52. Orbital height 34

40. Basion-prosthion length 100 77. Nasomalar angle 143.9

48. Upper facial height 73 zm’. Zygomaxillary angle 133.9

47. Full facial height 121 32. Frontal profi le angle from n. 77

43. Upper facial breadth 99 72. General facial angle 78

46. Midfacial breadth 94 73. Mid-facial angle 81

DC. Dacrial width 18 74. Alveolar angle 67

DS. Dacrial subtense 9 75. Nasal bones inclination angle 65

SC. Simotic width 8 75 (1). Nasal protrusion angle 13

SS. Simotic subtense 2.5 8 : 1 77

20. Cranial height (from porion) 108.7 48 : 45 59.4

Fig. 5. Skull from burial 1.
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level. The vertical outline of the nasal bridge is straight. 
The nasal aperture is triangular. The subnasal margin is 
blunt, of the “infantile” shape. Both sides of the margin 
are at the same level. The preservation of the anterior 
nasal spine is poor, but it was likely fairly developed 
and faced horizontally. The zygomatic bones are small, 
gracile, and smooth. The canine fossae are shallow.

Both maxillary and mandibular alveolar processes are 
low and protruding. The teeth are oriented vertically. The 
skull exhibits a natural form of prognathism of the dental 
part of the jaws. The dental occlusion is scissor-shaped. 
The mandible is of medium size. The mental eminence 
is of an intermediate width in the anterior plane. The 
frontal outline of the chin is rounded, while it is weakly 
protruding in the profi le view. The mandibular ramus is 
inclined. The mandibular angles are weakly fl ared. The 
lower margin of the mandible is smooth.

The anatomical and morphological description of 
the skull was carried out following the protocol of the 
Russian school of facial reconstruction (Gerasimov, 1949, 
1955; Lebedinskaya, 1998; Nikitin, 2009). As a result, we 
obtained a portrait of a girl with a tall but relatively narrow 
face, an inclined forehead of an intermediate width, and 
a protruding and prognathic alveolar part of the face 
(Fig. 6). The eyes are of medium size, with a smooth fold 
of the upper eyelid, with the line of the incision of the eye 
slightly inclined internally. The nose, of medium size as 
well, is weakly protruding in respect to the main plain of 
the face, its base and tip face anterior, or slightly elevated. 
The mouth is fairly large and the lips are plump. The chin 
is of an intermediate size and rounded.

In order to trace the main direction of morphological 
affi nity of the female skull from Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 
against a background of variation of North Eurasian 
peoples, a multidimensional statistical analysis of a large 
craniometric dataset was performed. Supra-population 
sample means were calculated employing un-weighted 
population means, in order to stabilize the pattern of 
variation and to account for the infl uence of each of the 
population samples to the general morphological type of 

a supra-population mean. In such a way, female samples 
representing the Baikal, Central Asia, Altai-Sayan, North 
Altai, Kazakhstan, Ob-Irtysh (Tobol-Baraba Turks), 
Tom-Narym (Tom-Chulym Turks and Narym Selkup), 
Ural (Northern Mansi, Northern and Eastern Khanty) 
anthropological types were summarized. The Yamal-
Yenisei anthropological type of the Western Siberian 
formation included samples of the North Samoyeds 
(Tundra and Taz Nenets), as well as a composite sample 
of the North Samoyeds (Nganasan, Nadym Nenets, 
Yar-sale and Shchuchiya Nenets), and the Kets (after 
(Gokhman, 1982; Dremov, 1984)). The craniometric data 
for the populations mentioned above were quoted from 
(Bagashev, 2017: 356–358, tab. 50).

The fi rst two canonical vectors (CV) of the analysis 
account for more than 63 % of the total dispersion. The 
highest values of CV I will be found in samples displaying 
a wide skull-vault, a tall and horizontally fl attened (at both 
levels) facial skeleton, and a relatively low nasal bridge; 
and the lowest values vice versa. This combination of 
traits differentiates Mongoloid and Caucasoid samples. 
The variation of CV II is associated with the height of the 
cranial vault and of the nasal bridge.

The distribution of the samples in the morphospace 
of the fi rst two CVs (Fig. 7) shows that the girl’s skull 
from burial 1 at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 displays a 
specifi c combination of cranial traits and does not show 
morphological similarity to the reference samples*. Such 
an outcome of the analysis can be explained by the high 
intragroup craniometric variation typical of modern 
humans. All the dimensions of the skull from burial 1, 
excluding the upper facial height and cranial width, fi t 
into the range of the intergroup variation of the reference 
female samples.

Summing up the results of the present analysis, it can 
be broadly concluded that the main morphological features 

Fig. 6. Facial reconstruction based on the skull from burial 1.

*The values of the cranial dimensions of the individual from 
burial 1 were employed “as is”, without recalculation to “adult” 
values. All the reference samples employed were female.
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of the girl’s skull from Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 are similar to 
those of predominantly Mongoloid populations: in particular, 
the groups of the Uralian and Ob-Irtysh anthropological 
types of the Western Siberian formation (Table 2).

Discussion

Dating of the burials. Radiocarbon dates*. were generated 
for burial 1 – 906 ± 43 BP (GV-02781), and for burial 2 – 
1048 ± 50 BP (GV-02768). The calibrated date (±2σ, 
95.4 %) for burial 1 is 1035–1220 AD, that for burial 2 is 
886–1153 AD (11.1 %).

Among the grave goods, an openwork plaque (amulet) 
with images of dragons deserves special attention. 
Parallels can be found in the Mongolian period, younger 
than the 13th–14th centuries. A review of similar Siberian 
fi nds was made by P.O. Senotrusova (2021). We can agree 
that such an item could have appeared in the Kansk-
Rybinsk basin no earlier than the 13th century. However, 

the even earlier appearance of the plaque 
with dragon images in the Yenisei basin 
cannot be excluded either, because 
manufacture of such items began prior 
to the 13th century. The youngest date 
of existence for such items is diffi cult 
to determine. Such plaques could have 
been in use until the 17th–18th centuries.

The  beads  f rom Ryabchikov 
Klyuch-1 are close in shape to those from 
the graves of the 13th–14th centuries 
at the cemetery of Prospikhinskaya 
Shivera IV, which varied in composition 
and possible origin (Valiulina et al., 
2017). Cowrie shells have been widely 
known in the archaeological materials 
of Siberia since the Early Iron Age; 
the shells were used for decorating 
clothes among the peoples of North 
Asia in the ethnographic period. They 
were also used as money both in the 
ethnographic period and in the Middle 
Ages (for example, in the Yunnan 

Province (“Kniga”…, 1956: 137)). Ceramic vessels have 
no decoration, and are open-shaped, with straight rims and 
fl at bottoms. No chronological parallels of such pottery in 
Siberian archaeology are known.

Thus, the grave goods are younger than the derived 
radiocarbon dates. The 12th century seems to be the most 

Fig. 7. Location of North Eurasian female groups in the correlation fi eld of canonical 
vectors I and II.

*Radiocarbon analyses were carried out on the fragments 
of the ribs of the deceased. Dating was executed at the AMS 
Laboratory of Budker Institute of Nuclear Physics SB RAS 
(Rastigeev et al., 2018). Bone samples were subjected to 
chemical processing and graphitization at the Laboratory for 
Isotopic Studies of IAET SB RAS and Laboratory for the 
radiocarbon analyses of the Novosibirsk State University 
(Lysikov et al., 2018), which currently belong to the Center 
for Collective Use “AMS Golden Valley”. Calibration of the 
radiocarbon age was carried out through the calibration curve 
IntCal20 (Reimer et al., 2020) and the program OxCal 4.4 
(Bronk Ramsey, 2009; Bronk Ramsey, Lee, 2013).

Table 2. Mahalanobis-Rao distances between 
the skull from burial 1 at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 

and the reference (female) samples 

Ethnic groups, ethnic types Value 

Tobol-Baraba Tatars 17.1441

Tom-Chulym Turks 18.4247

Narym Selkup 19.8798

Eastern Khanty 17.1657

Northern Khanty 16.5969

Northern Mansi 23.5801

Tundra Nenets 22.4949

Taz Nenets 23.0934

North Samoyeds 23.2670

Kets 25.9278

Altai-Sayan type 20.6783

North Altai type 18.8462

Kazakhstan type 28.8972

Central Asia type 26.2945

Baikal type 25.4165

Mongols 22.1000
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reasonable date, well-correlated with both radiocarbon 
determinations and the items’ features.

Ethnocultural attribution. The set of grave goods 
could be associated with a group of pastoralists (judging 
by the presence of cow bones in the burial) of the pre-
Mongolian period. This group should have been included 
in the system of connections between the population of 
the forest-steppe region of the Middle Yenisei and the 
surrounding territories, which is evidenced, most likely, 
by imported cowrie shells, a bronze amulet, and glass 
beads. Ceramic dishes do not show evident distinguishing 
features. It is currently impossible to attribute the buried 
individuals to any archaeological culture, because no 
medieval cultures in the Kansk-Rybinsk basin are known. 
There are also no exact parallels to the discovered burials.

Medieval burials of the population of the Kansk-Achinsk 
forest-steppe are represented mainly by small cemeteries 
and single graves. The ethnocultural identification 
of the youngest burial sites (2nd millennium AD) 
is based on the historiographic tradition (cremation – 
the Yenisei Kyrgyz, inhumation – the Kyshtyms), 
supplemented by the data from written sources and 
maps of the dispersal of the peoples of Siberia. A grave 
is usually attributed to a certain ethnic group on the 
basis of the following information: the grave location, 
information about the collection of tax (yasak) in the 
17th–18th centuries, the areas of dispersal of individual 
seoks (clans), and the adoption of Christianity by the local 
population. In the Kansk-Achinsk forest-steppe, there 
are known burials of the Turkic-speaking Kachins (the 
Ezerts, according to D.G. Messerschmidt (1962: 165)) 
and Ket-speaking Arins: Innokentyevsky (Nikolaeva, 
1963), Badalyk, Berezka, Vysokoye, Monashka, Solontsy, 
Shishka (Skobelev, Zelenina, 2019), Startsevo-1, and 
Antsir-1 (Fokin, 2020b). The cemeteries are located 
mainly on hills and other high landforms. These are fl at-
grave burials, some of which are associated with low 
mounds and masonries. Burials were made through the 
inhumation rite, in some cases—with the use of fi re in 
the grave (this feature is common for the burials of the 
Turkic-speaking Kachins and Ket-speaking Arins). The 
grave-pits are shallow, contain the remains of wooden 
structures (roof, covering of the bottom and walls) and 
whole coffi ns; the use of birch-bark is noted. The buried 
individuals, with rare exceptions, were placed in graves 
in the supine position, with their heads to the west, rarely 
to the east; no connection with the direction of river 
fl ows has been recorded. The graves yielded sheep bones 
and grave goods: pottery, weapons, elements of horse 
equipment and clothing, ornaments, and cult items.

According to ethnographic data limited by consolidated 
information from the map by B.O. Dolgikh (1960), in the 
16th century, various ethnic groups lived in the Kansk-
Rybinsk basin: the Kamasins (Kashins), Kotts, and 
Karagas. The Kamasins are the Samoyed population of 

the forest-steppe and taiga zones on the right bank of the 
Yenisei in the basins of the Kan and Mana. The Karagas 
(Tofalars) belong to the Turkic peoples of the northern 
forest-steppe and the Eastern Sayan range. The Kotts are 
the Ket-speaking population of the Middle Yenisei. It is 
known that Fort Kansk was set up by the Krasnoyarsk 
ataman Nikifor (Miloslav) Koltsov in “Kott’s land” in 
1636 (Prokushev, 1986: 12). Apparently, the Kansk area 
was called Kott’s land, which unequivocally indicates the 
ethnicity of the majority of its population. Information 
about the penetration of Turkic-speaking groups (Karagas) 
into this region dates back to the time of the Russian 
colonization of Siberia (after the 16th century).

A review of the features of the burials of the Kets, 
Samoyeds, and Turks of the Late Middle Ages and 
the Early Modern Age recorded in ethnographic and 
archaeological materials does not provide solid grounds 
to identify criteria for a strict ethno-cultural classifi cation 
of burials made according to the rite of inhumation in the 
Middle Yenisei. The burials of the Ket-speaking Arins 
have been studied in the vicinity of Krasnoyarsk. The Arin 
burials are considered those that do not show the use of 
fi re. These include, for example, the Monashka cemetery, 
where some of the burials were provided with small 
masonries and some were not distinguished in relief. The 
latter had shallow pits with wooden structures (covering 
of the walls’ bottom, roofi ng, including birch-bark). The 
buried was placed in the supine position, with the head to 
the west. Downstream of the Kan River from Ryabchikov 
Klyuch-1, the Antsir-1 fl at-grave burial is known, which 
has a stone above-ground burial structure and a partial 
intra-grave cover. The buried person was laid in a narrow 
pit in the supine position, with the head to the east. The 
grave goods include stone beads and other ornaments, and 
an axe. The burial is preliminarily dated to the 16th–18th 
centuries (Fokin, 2020a).

The burial rite of the Kets was described by 
B.O. Dolgikh (1961). The common features of the burials 
and graves at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 described by him are 
location of the graves near rivers, orientation of the head 
to the east, wooden structures, and possibly traces of fi re 
(it was made near the body of the deceased when they 
started to dig a pit; charred soil and pieces of charcoal 
were recorded to the north of burial 1 at Ryabchikov 
Klyuch-1). The distinctive features of the Ket burials: 
grave-pits are rather deep (about the height of an adult), 
the bottom and the body are covered with boards; the face 
of the deceased is turned to the west. Dolgikh noted that, 
according to A.P. Dulzon, the Chulym Turks buried the 
dead in the way similar to the Kets, but before placement 
of the body in the grave, a fi re was made in it. Dolgikh 
considers burial rites of the Shors and Chulyms to be the 
most similar to those of the Kets.

Late Turkic (judging by the occurrence of the leather 
case for the umbilical cord—“kin”) burials of the 



A.V. Vybornov et al. / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 50/3 (2022) 92–102100

Krasnoyarsk forest-steppe were found at the Badalyk 
cemetery, in the vicinity of Krasnoyarsk. The Turks of 
the Minusinsk basin and the adjacent regions practiced 
cremation (Kyrgyz mounds, Askiz culture), as well as 
inhumation, sometimes with elements of cremation. A 
burial in mound 3 at Badalyk (apparently, of the Kacha 
culture) was topped with a low rounded stone pile. In the 
grave, there was a structure made of wooden boards (with 
a bottom and a roof), oriented along the W-S-W – E-N-E 
line. Birch-bark was used in the roof construction. The 
buried, in the supine position, was oriented with the head 
to the west-southwest. The face was turned to the south 
(materials of excavations by S.G. Skobelev, 1985).

A.Y. Tugarinov (1926: 81) provided a brief 
ethnographic description of the Kamasin burials. His 
interviewees informed him that the Kamasins (Kalmazh) 
practiced inhumation of the dead dressed in their 
best clothes and with a whole set of grave goods; the 
buried was wrapped in birch-bark, laid with the head 
to the west; external structures were absent. Samoyed 
burials are described in ethnographic records about the 
northern groups (Selkups) and supported by the data 
from archaeological excavations of sites associated with 
the Samoyed population in the Ob region. A common 
feature of the burials of the Narym Selkups (Tiskinsky 
cemetery) of the 18th–19th centuries (Bobrova, 2007: 
40) and the burials at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 is shallow 
graves. The differences are signifi cant: occurrences of 
group burials (including those in kurgans), orientation of 
the head to the west, predominance of burials in coffi ns 
of various types. However, the Tiskinsky cemetery 
showed a modifi ed rite of the Ob Samoyeds. G.I. Pelikh 
(1972: 62–63) identifi ed a type of a more traditional 
and common burial rite, which reveals features close 
to those that of Ryabchikov Klyuch-1: the orientation 
of the buried with their heads upstream the river, the 
construction of a cribwork.

The available ethnographic data (Olenny narod, 
(s.a.)) indicate that burials of the Karagas (Tofalars) 
show similarities to the burials under consideration: 
shallow graves, covering with bark, building a cribwork 
(for winter burials), orientation of the dead with the 
heads to the east, the feet downstream the river, burial 
in everyday clothes and with a small set of grave goods. 
A burial of a child at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 presents a 
striking difference from the well-known Tofalar burial 
practices. According to ethnographic data, the Karagas 
buried children in coffi ns carved out in logs or hollows 
of trees. The child’s grave in question revealed traces of 
wood, but this was probably the joisting of the wooden 
structure in a shallow grave-pit, similarly to that in the 
girl’s burial.

The features of burials of various ethnic groups of 
the Siberian population in the Late Middle Ages and 
the Early Modern Age do not provide any unambiguous 

criteria for determining the ethnicity of the people 
who left the Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 cemetery. The most 
important features of the Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 burial 
rite have parallels in the burial practices of all the main 
inhabitants of the Kansk-Rybinsk basin prior to the 
Russian colonization. Apparently, attempts to identify 
relationships between people living in the same region 
in the 12th and 16th centuries should take into account 
the possibility of a complete change of inhabitants. 
The processes of changing the ethno-cultural situation 
in Central Siberia during the medieval period are 
identifi ed by indirect signs that are distinguished in the 
archaeologically studied burials (anthropological type, 
processing of the remains, orientation, grave goods, 
mutual arrangement of structures, etc.). On this basis, 
generalized groups of “local” and “migrant” populations 
are described. Apparently, at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1, 
burials of the ancestors of one of the three main ethnic 
groups mentioned in the 16th century written sources 
were found. Comparison of archaeological, ethnographic, 
and anthropological data makes it possible to attribute 
the described complexes to the Ket-speaking population.

Conclusions

The burials of a girl and a child found at Ryabchikov 
Klyuch-1 refl ect the traditions of a part of the Kansk-
Rybinsk basin population of the 12th century AD. Burial 
rite is the most important indicator of the ethno-cultural 
affi liation of the people who made these burials. But a 
strict classifi cation of burials according to this indicator 
should be carried out taking into account the fact that the 
differences, including the ritual ones, between groups 
of people who spoke the same language, may be more 
signifi cant than those between neighboring populations 
speaking different languages.

Burials at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1 were made following 
the rite of inhumation in shallow pits with wood covering. 
The dead were oriented with the heads upstream the river, 
to the east. A comparative analysis of the materials makes 
it possible to affi liate the buried with the ancestors of one 
of the ethnographic groups populating this area in the 
third quarter of the 2nd millennium AD: the Ket-speaking 
Kotts (who were the most widespread at the early stages 
of the Russian colonization in the Middle Kan), the 
Turkic-speaking Karagas, and the Samoyed-speaking 
Kamasins. The shortest list of the main archaeological 
and ethnographic features of the burials of these groups 
shows the complexity and mixed character of their 
ritual practices and the ambiguity of the archaeological 
evidence of the burial rite at Ryabchikov Klyuch-1. Most 
likely, the buried individuals belong to the population that 
was the ancestor group of the later Ket-speaking people 
of the Kansk-Rybinsk basin.
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