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Use of Parts of Ram Carcasses in the Funerary Practices 
of the Baikal Region Population in the 13th–14th Centuries

In the 13th and 14th centuries, there was a custom of placing parts of a ram/sheep carcass in the grave as an 
offering in the Baikal region. Materials from three areas, which were then parts of the Mongol Empire, are described: 
southeastern Trans-Baikal, northern Khövsgöl, and southern Angara. Graves are described with a focus on sheep 
bones, their composition, and location in the grave. In the southern Trans-Baikal, the shank was usually placed near 
the buried person’s head. Scapulae and vertebrae are much less frequent than shank bones. The latter are most often 
found under the human pelvic bones or under the upper femur. In the Khövsgöl area, a ram’s shank was placed near the 
deceased person’s arm or leg. On the Angara, a ram’s head—or the entire dorsal part—was placed near the deceased’s 
legs. In the Sayantui type burials, located south of Lake Baikal and representing the Mongols’ funerary tradition of the 
imperial period, the most common offering was a ram’s shank, placed upright. Elsewhere in the Baikal region, other 
ways of arranging parts of a ram carcass are observed, apparently because of the absence of the Mongol population 
and its elite in those areas.
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Introduction

At the beginning of the 13th century, the region south 
of Lake Baikal became part of the Mongol Empire. This 
event signifi cantly affected the various aspects of life of 
the local population, including their funerary rite. The 
economic structure and cultural traditions of the steppe 
region population differed only slightly from the founders 
of the empire—the Mongols. This made it easier for the 
locals to acquire new cultural trends common among the 
titular nation, which after some time spread nationwide.

One of the common features for a signifi cant part of the 
burials in imperial territory, including the Baikal region, is 
the presence of ram/sheep skeletal remains in the grave. 
In various proportions, these included primarily shank 

bone, as well as scapulae and bones of dorsal part of the 
carcass. The custom of placing a ram’s shank in the graves 
probably had both utilitarian and sacral significance. 
Moreover, ram’s hind leg, placed upright in the grave, 
is considered by a number of researchers as the most 
important cultural element, characterizing the Mongolian 
milieu in the first half of the 2nd millennium AD. 
For example, N.V. Imenokhoev attributed the medieval 
burials with the ram/sheep shank bones to the 
archaeological culture of the 8th–14th centuries, which 
territory covers part of the Irkutsk Region, the Olkhon 
Region, western and eastern Trans-Baikal, and northern 
Mongolia (1988). This culture was proposed to be 
called Early Mongolian (Konovalov, 1989; Imenokhoev, 
1989, 1992).
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In order to understand how stable was this tradition 
of placing a ram/sheep hind leg in burials of the 13th–
14th centuries in the Baikal region, let us compare materials 
from the three regions of the area: the valleys of the 
Urulyungui and Onon rivers in the Trans-Baikal Territory, 
the valley of Angara River in the Irkutsk Region, and from 
the northern shore of Lake Khövsgöl in Mongolia.

Burials with ram bones

In the 13th–14th centuries, in the southeastern Trans-
Baikal, the unifi cation of the funerary ritual is noted. Its 
main elements include the placement of parts of a ram/
sheep carcass in the grave, which is well recorded in the 
materials of the Okoshki cemetery, located on the left 
bank of the Urulyungui River (Kharinsky et al., 2014). 
A sheep shank, forming a single unit with the heel and 
talus bone, is most often found in the burials of the 
necropolis. The shank of the animal was placed near the 
wall of the grave, to the right of the head of the deceased 
(Fig. 1, 1). Most of the graves of the cemetery were 
looted. However, despite the loss of the anatomical 
integrity of the human skeletons, the bones of the ram’s 
leg retained their position in the northwestern corner of 
the grave-pits (Fig. 1, 2). In the graves of the Okoshki 
cemetry, the shank bone of the animal is turned with the 
upper epiphysis down. The body of the deceased was 
placed in an intra-burial structure—a wooden frame, 
a coffi n, a log, or a stone sarcophagus, while the ram’s 
shank was put outside, most defi nitely at the northwestern 
corner of the structure (Fig. 1, 3, 4). According to the 
data from burial 17, the shank was installed in the 
pit even before the intra-burial structure was placed 
there: under the weight of the coffi n, the bone broke, 
and part of the shank was under it (Kharinsky et al., 
2019). In some cases, the leg bones of the ram were 
raised above the bottom of the grave-pit by 20–25 cm 
and were at the level of the facial area of the buried, 
which suggests the presence of a special small step.

The placement of the ram’s shank at the head of 
the deceased was also recorded in the burials in the 
Onon River valley. In burial 2 of the Budulan cemetery, 
a sheep shank was found in the northeastern part of 
the grave, near the skull of the buried human (Aseev, 
Kirillov, Kovychev, 1984: 46, 47). At the Chindant 
cemetery, ram bones were found near the northeastern 
end of the log coffi n in burial 6; on the cover of the 
log coffi n, at the same end, in burial 10; and on a stone 
slab covering a wooden coffin, at the northern end, 
in burial 11 (Ibid.: 49–56). In burial 10 of the Ulan-
Khada III cemetery, a ram’s leg bone was discovered 
in the northwestern corner of the grave, outside the log 
coffi n (Ukhinov, 2014). A similar practice was noted 
in the Onon River valley also before the 13th century. 

In burials 1 and 7 (Fig. 1, 6, 7) of the Malaya Kulinda 
cemetery (excavations of 2003), dated back to the 11th–
12th centuries, ram’s shanks placed upright were found 
near the northeastern corner of the coffi n (Kovychev, 
2004b; Kovychev, Dushechkina, 2004), as well as in 
another group of graves of this burial ground, excavated 
in 1980 and attributed by E.V. Kovychev to the12th–13th 
centuries (2004a: Fig. 17) (Fig. 1, 5), which suggests a 
signifi cant stability of this tradition.

In addition to the ram’s shank bones, in the 13th–
14th centuries burials of the southeastern Trans-Baikal, 
ram’s lumbar vertebrae and scapulae are also found. At 
the Okoshki cemetery, vertebrae were discovered in fi ve 
burials (in four, they retained their original position), 
and scapulae in two burials. In burial 49, the scapula 
was located vertically near the northeastern corner of 
the log coffi n in which an infant was buried, and the 
vertebrae were located under the bottom of the log coffi n 
(Fig. 1, 3, 4).

Despite the fact that during the imperial period, in 
most of the Baikal region, common burial traditions were 
formed, known as Sayantui type burials (Kharinsky, 
2018), a certain individuality was preserved in some 
of its areas. This included the placement of the ram’s 
carcass parts into the grave, along with the deceased. One 
of these areas was the northern shore of Lake Khövsgöl 
(Mongolia). To date, fi ve undisturbed and six partially 
disturbed burials of the 13th–14th centuries have been 
excavated there, which yielded sheep bones (Kharinsky, 
Erdenebaatar, 2011, 2019; Orgilbayar et al., 2019; 
Orgilbayar…Bayansan, 2019).

In burial 2 of the Zuun-Khyaryn-Denzh-1 cemetery, 
the deceased was buried in an extended supine position, 
with his head to the northwest (Fig. 2, 1). Near the 
bones of the right hand, there was a rectangular piece 
of birch-bark, possibly the remains of a quiver. Under 
it, the bones of the hind leg of the ram (tibia, talus, and 
heel bone) were found in anatomical order, which were 
located horizontally and directed with their upper parts 
to the northwest. Under the right ischium of the pelvis 
of the deceased, two lumbar vertebrae of a sheep were 
found adjoining each other, with their front parts to the 
northwest.

At the cemetery of Urd-Khyar-1, in burial 9, the 
deceased was buried in a log coffi n in an extended supine 
position, with his head to the northeast. Between the log 
and the wall of the grave-pit, sou theast of the upper part 
of the left human femur, there was the metacarpal bone 
of a sheep vertically set with its lower epiphysis upwards. 
Three ram’s lumbar vertebrae were found under the right 
femur of a human. During the burial, they were in an 
articulated state, and were oriented with their front parts 
to the west.

Three burials with ram’s bones were excavated at 
Urd-Khyar-2. In burial 23, the deceased was buried 
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Fig. 1. Burials with sheep bones in the southeastern Trans-Baikal.
1–4 – Okoshki cemetery: 1 – burial 20, 2 – burial 48, 3, 4 – burial 49; 5 – Malaya Kulinda, 1980, burial 22 (Kovychev, 2004a: Fig. 17); 

6, 7 – Malaya Kulinda, 2003 (Kovychev, 2004b: Fig. 1): 6 – burial 1, 7 – burial 7.

0 50 cm

1
2

3

4

5
6 7



A.V. Kharinsky / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 51/1 (2023) 146–153 149

in an extended supine position, with her head to the 
northwest. She was covered by a wooden ceiling. To 
the left of the human left hand bones, along the wall of 
the grave-pit, bones of the ram’s hind leg (tibia, tarsal, 
metatarsal) were found in anatomical order. They were 
located obliquely, with their upper epiphyses to the 

northeast. Between the human femurs, there were two 
ram’s lumbar vertebrae. During the burial, they were in 
an articulated state, and were oriented with their front 
parts to the southeast (Fig. 2, 2).

In burial 24, the deceased was laid in the same way 
as the previous one, but with his head to the northeast. 

Fig. 2. Burials with ram’s bones on the northern shore of Lake Khövsgöl.
1 – Zuun-Khyaryn-Denzh-1, burial 2; 2–4 – Urd-Khyar-2: 2 – burial 23; 3 – burial 24; 4 – burial 26.
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In the southwestern part of the grave-pit, along the 
northwestern and southeastern walls, there were the 
bones of the ram’s hind legs (tibia, tarsal, metatarsal) 
in anatomical order. They were located obliquely, with 
their upper epiphyses to the southwest (Fig. 2, 3). Two 
ram’s vertebrae were found near the left femur of the 

buried. During the burial, they were in an articulated 
state. One meter northeast of the grave, a round pit was 
located, where the skull and leg bones of a lamb were 
found. Probably, before burial, they formed a single 
whole with a skin taken from a killed animal and placed 
in the pit.

Fig. 3. Burials with ram’s bones in the southern part of the Angara River valley (Nikolaev, 2004).
1 – Doglan cemetery, burial 15; 2, 3 – Shebuty III cemetery: 2 – burial 5, 3 – burial 6; 4–6 – Ust-Uda cemetery: 

4 – excavation 4, burial 1, 5 – excavation 6, burial 4, 6 – excavation 6, burial 10.
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In burial 26, the deceased was buried in a log coffi n 
in an extended supine position, with his head to the east-
northeast. The bones of the middle part of the skeleton 
were absent. The ram’s tibia and tarsal bones were found 
to the right of the skull and humerus of the interred 
(Fig. 2, 4). At the time of burial, they formed a single unit, 
oriented by its upper epiphysis to the east-northeast and 
located parallel to the human skeleton.

The placement of ram’s bones in the burials of 
southern part of the Angara River valley differed from 
those in the southeastern Trans-Baikal and the northern 
shore of Khövsgöl. At the Doglan cemetery, the ram’s 
shanks were found in a grave-pit on both sides of the 
legs of the deceased, whose head was oriented to the 
northwest (burials 14 and 15). In addition, in burial 15, 
near the northeastern wall (southeast of the ram’s leg 
bones), there was ram’s skull and part of its spine, and at 
the southwestern wall (southeast of the ram’s leg bones) 
its cervical vertebra and a rib (Fig. 3, 1). At the cemetery 
of Shebuty III, several burials were excavated, in which 
the deceased were placed in log coffi ns and were oriented 
with their heads to the northwest. In each of them, a ram’s 
spine was found. In burials 5 and 7, it lay near the bones 
of the lower part of the human left leg (Fig. 3, 2), and in 
burial 6 between the tibia of the deceased (Fig. 3, 3). In 
all the cases, the animal spine was in anatomical order and 
was oriented in the same direction as the human skeleton 
(Nikolaev, 2004: Fig. 49, 52, 66–68).

In three burials of the Ust-Uda cemetery, where the 
deceased were buried in log coffi ns, skeletons of sheep/
ram were found. In burial 1 of excavation 4, the deceased 
was oriented with his head to the northeast. The sheep 
skeleton was located along the southwestern wall of the 
log coffi n, with its skull to the southeast (Fig. 3, 4). In 
burial 4 of excavation 6, the buried was oriented with his 
head to the north. The ram’s skull and spine were to the 
west of the southern end of the log coffi n. The animal’s 
skeleton was oriented with its skull to the north (Fig. 3, 5). 
The bones of the ram’s leg were located in the log 
coffi n, along its wall to the southwest of the bones of the 
human’s right foot. In burial 10 of the same excavation, 
the deceased was oriented with his head to the northeast. 
The ram’s skeleton was located at the southwestern 
end of the log coffi n, along its southeastern wall, with 
its skull to the southwest (Fig. 3, 6) (Nikolaev, 2004: 
Fig. 86, 94, 99).

Discussion

The tradition of placing a vertically installed ram’s 
shank in the grave was widespread in the Mongol 
Empire. This element of the funerary rite is primarily 
typical of the Mongols themselves, but was probably 
also borrowed by the culturally close peoples. In the 

south of Siberia, most of the burials of the 13th–
14th centuries with this funerary feature were recorded 
in the southern Trans-Baikal.

It is still difficult to identify where the tradition 
of placing a ram’s shank in the grave at the head of 
the deceased was originally developed. According to 
E.V. Kovychev, in the Onon River valley, this custom has 
been already known in the 11th–12th centuries (1981, 
2004b). At about the same time, it was practiced in the 
southwestern Trans-Baikal, in the Selenga River valley. 
At the Kibalino cemetery of the 11th–14th centuries, 
seven of the eight excavated graves contained vertically or 
obliquely arranged ram’s shanks. In four cases, the bone 
was in the northeastern corner of the grave-pit, in two 
cases in the northwestern corner, and in one case behind 
the skull of the buried human. Sheep vertebrae were 
found in the central part of two burials of the cemetery 
(Konovalov, Danilov, 1981). Sheep bones were also found 
in a grave on the right bank of the Selenga River, 1 km 
from the bridge along the Ulan-Ude – Kyakhta route. At 
the left clavicle of the deceased, there was a tubular ram’s 
bone, placed upright, and at the right hand humerus, on the 
outside, there were three ram’s vertebrae (Aseev, Kirillov, 
Kovychev, 1984: 34). A paired burial was excavated 
15 km east of Ust-Kyakhta, in the Subuktui area. The male 
skeleton lay in the western part of the grave, the female 
in the eastern. A vertically standing tubular bone of a ram 
was found next to the man’s skull, and ram’s vertebrae 
near the right hand bones. One ram’s vertebra was located 
at the elbow joint of the woman’s left hand (Ibid.: 36). In 
burial 1 of the Varvarina Gora cemetery, a ram’s leg bone 
was placed upright in the northwestern corner of a burial 
chamber (domovina) made of boards, near the skull of the 
deceased (Ibid.: 38).

Judging by the materials of the 13th–14th centuries 
burials in the southeastern Trans-Baikal, ram’s shanks 
were found in about half of them. In most cases (about 
90 %), these were placed upright near the skull of the 
interred person. Sheep scapulae and vertebrae occur in 
burials much rarer than shanks (Kharinsky, 2015). The 
latter are most often discovered under the pelvic bones or 
the upper part of the femurs of the buried.

Funerary rite of inhabitants of the Khövsgöl region in 
the 13th–14th centuries, as in the southern Trans-Baikal, 
included the active use of parts of a ram/sheep carcass. 
In four of the fi ve cases we examined, these were two or 
three lumbar vertebrae, belonging to the loin part of the 
animal carcass. It was laid at the bottom of the grave-
pit before the deceased was placed there. In the funerary 
practices of Khövsgöl population, the ram’s shank placed 
upright in the grave near the head of the deceased was not 
recorded. Here, it was placed in other parts of the grave-
pit. In two cases, the ram’s shank was located horizontally 
to the right of the right hand of the deceased, and in 
one case obliquely to the left of the left hand. Another 
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grave contained two ram’s hind legs, which were located 
obliquely between the walls of the pit and the legs of the 
deceased. Near this grave, there was a separate burial of 
the lamb’s skin, with head and legs. Only in one case, a 
vertical placement of the lower part of the sheep shank 
in the grave was recorded, to the left of the left leg of a 
deceased person.

The Angara burials, where ram/sheep bones were 
found, belong to the Ust-Talkin culture (11th–14th 
centuries) (Nikolaev, 2004: 158), widespread in the 
northern periphery of the Mongol Empire. There was no 
imperial elite, nor the Mongol population here, which 
contributed to the preservation of a number of Ust-Talkin 
own cultural traditions, including the placing of parts of 
a ram/sheep carcass in the grave. These were located at 
the feet of the deceased in the log coffi n or outside of 
it. Unlike the Trans-Baikal and the Khövsgöl region, in 
the Angara region, a whole sheep carcass or a signifi cant 
part of it was placed in the grave. The presence of a 
sheep shank near a human’s skull has not been recorded 
in the Ust-Talkin culture. One of the most important 
features of this culture is the construction of separate 
burials of horses, cows or rams near the graves of people.

Conclusions

Despite the unifi cation of funerary rite in the Mongol 
Empire in the 13th century, there were still areas in the 
Baikal region where cultural identity was preserved, 
including a custom of placing parts of a sheep carcass 
in the grave. The Sayantui type burials, refl ecting the 
funerary practices of the Mongols of the imperial period, 
show the custom of placing a ram/sheep shank in a 
vertical position in the grave, while in other parts of the 
region there were other traditions. The Ust-Talkin culture 
people, who represented the easternmost enclave of the 
Kypchak circle of cultures, placed mainly the loin of a 
sheep at the feet of the deceased. On the shores of the 
Khövsgöl, where the Tumats lived, a sheep shank was 
placed in the grave near the hand or foot of the deceased. 
The preservation of these local differences was probably 
due to the absence of the Mongolian population and its 
elite in the northern peripheral regions of the empire.
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