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 My objective for summer 2006 was the groundwork necessary for establishing an 
archaeological project in Khovd aimag of western Mongolia. The key tasks included 
background research on the archaeology of Khovd and previous excavations, conducting 
preliminary surveys and mapping several sites in the lower valleys as well as in the high 
mountain areas, and the subsequent planning for excavations and additional surveys 
during the following years. The fieldwork in Khovd aimag was conducted under the 
guidance of Prof. Erdenebaatar of National University of Mongolia, though it should be 
mentioned that the entirety of my work this summer also benefited from the equally 
important assistance of numerous persons, including professors, fellow students and 
researchers, and local residents in the towns and valleys of Khovd. The value of 
consulting with locals not only benefits archaeological investigations of a particular 
region, but, as I discovered this September during the survey expedition, also has a 
significant effect on the manner in which researchers are received and the degree to 
which their research has bearing on the people whose land and history they are studying.  
I thus aim to incorporate a conscious organized effort to communicate and cooperate with 
local residents and institutions into the agenda of future archaeological endeavors in 
Khovd.    
 

PRELIMINARY RESEARCH 
 
 The first scientific investigations of Khovd archaeological monuments were 
conducted in 1960 by Ts. Dorjsuren from the Institute of History. In a field report the 
following year, he described remains from several periods of early history, among them a 
site in Mankhan sum of mostly square tombs with ramps on the south side found in a 
long stretch of sandy area between two hills which the locals called Bunkhan. Dorjsuren 
excavated two of the smaller circular graves at the site, each of which lay to the east of a 

larger square tomb. He calculated the cemetery, 
which later became known as Takhilt from the 
name of the nearby town, as containing about 
60 graves. Several more burials of the Xiongnu 
Confederacy (3rd century BCE – 2nd century CE) 
have been excavated in Khovd, the largest and 
most recent of which are the two square tombs 
at Takhilt cemetery dug by D.Navaan (National 
University of Mongolia between 1987 and 1990. 
A summary of the results were published in the 
1999 monograph Khunnugiin uv soyol (Khunnu  

   Tomb 1 at Takhilt: 1987-88 (Navaan 1999) 



 
Culture), with descriptions of some of the bronze, iron, bone and gold artifacts as well as 
sketches of the two tombs. In the1970s, Prof. D. Tseveendorj (Institute of Archaeology, 
Mongolian Academy of Sciences) also excavated a typical circular Xiongnu grave near 
the town of Möst. The human remains from all of these excavations are now housed in 
the collections of National University of Mongolia. 
 The collection of related archives and articles, assisted greatly by Ts.Odbaatar 
(National Museum of Mongolian History), proved much less complex than research of 
the previously excavated materials. Besides the human remains at National University, 
there are also several iron and bone artifacts at the Institute of Archaeology, ceramics and 
other assorted items in the Cultural Center of Mankhan in Khovd, bronze scepters a 
spouted pot and a bowl-lamp on display at the National Museum (as well as other 
artifacts in storage), and gold coffin decoration and ornate jewelry locked in the National 
Treasury at Mongol Bank. It was my initial hope to catalogue the previously excavated 
materials into a single database of graves and their artifacts, but the scattered nature of 
materials from single graves into numerous collections makes such an effort impractical. 
From the materials I was able to view and the descriptions, however brief, given in the 
reports, a general understanding of the graves and their findings can be reached. 
 The smaller circular burials consist of a thick ring of stones on the surface with a 
diameter several meters wide. While this surface demarcation correlates exactly with 
stone ring and wood coffin Xiongnu graves elsewhere in Mongolia, the two graves of 
adults excavated by Dorjsuren contained stone cysts and no wooden furnishing.  Many of 
the larger graves in Xiongnu cemeteries have stone cysts around an inner wood coffin, 
but no traces of wooden framework were found in either of the small graves at Takhilt. 
Stone cyst graves of the Xiongnu have been found elsewhere, but these are a small 
minority (Turbat 2004). The large square tombs excavated by Navaan, however, each 
contained double wooden coffins. Additionally, the floral coffin ornamentation, horse 
trappings, chariot fragments, ornate belt pieces, and jewelry all equate with assemblages 
found in similar elite tombs at Noyon uul (Dorjsuren 1961; Rudenko 1969), Tsaraam 
(Minyaev and Sakharovskaya 2006), Ilmovaya pad’ (Konovalov 1976), and Gol Mod 
(Mission 2003).  These burials are indisputably part of the same greater material culture 
of the early Iron Age people found throughout Mongolia and southern Buryatia. 
Nevertheless, it is the degrees of local variation between sites and even between graves 
within a single cemetery that remains the focus of my present research. By reconstructing 
the layout of graves and excavated materials from the summaries and sketches, I have 
gathered the first bit of information for starting to adapt a database, developed over the 
course of survey and excavations at the centrally located Xiongnu cemetery of Gol Mod 2 
in Arkhangai aimag (Miller et al. 2006), to suit any future surveys or excavations of 
Xiongnu sites of the periphery in Khovd aimag. 
 

SURVEY EXPEDITION 
 

Although graves have been excavated at in Mankhan and Möst, neither of these nor 
other sites in Khovd have been properly mapped. In addition, several Xiongnu sites found 
by Prof. Erdenebaatar in years previous have been noted by him but not yet officially 
documented. During our September expedition to central Khovd, we documented seven 



sites and a total of 275 monuments, 246 of which were Xiongnu burials, but also included 
some structures which might be ritual or residential as well as features of other time 
periods which were found together at the sites of Xiongnu remains. The high number of 
Xiongnu burials documented only reflects this summer’s emphasis on that period of 
archaeological remains.  In fact, several deer stone sites and Turkish ritual sites with 
human statues were noted, and the vast majority of monuments seen during our travels 
dated to the Bronze Age. Dozens of stone mound khirigsurs are concentrated along 
Dund-Tsenkher River near Bort, a third of the features at Aduuchin Am burial ground are 
also khirigsurs, and a handful of slab burials with standing stones were found at 2,500 
meter elevation in the mountain passes between Mankhan and Mönkhkhairkhan. 
 

 
Map of Mongolia: Ulaanbaatar city, Takhilt cemetery 

and travel route to Khovd 

 
Central Khovd aimag and documented sites 

 
 

 
Slab Burials in the Dund-Tsenkher Altai Pass  

 
SITE CODES: (Place name, sum county) 
THL: Takhilt, Mankhan 
ADM: Aduuchin Am, Mönkhkhairkhan 
SBR: Shömbuuzin Belchir, Mönkhkhairkhan 
MAT: Maant’, Mönkhkhairkhan 
BCI: Bogochiin Ikher, Mönkhkhairkhan 
BUR: Baishin Uzuur, Darvi 
DLT: Doloot, Darvi

 Our survey crew consisted of myself, Leah Holguin (Cal State Long Beach), D. 
Batnasan (University of Ulaanbaatar), two college students from Khovd University 
(Shijir and Mönkhtulga) and Prof. Erdenebaatar. At each site, we walked as two separate 
team lines of three people each, following handheld compasses and partitioned for survey 
sweeps according to directional coordinates.  We noted UTM coordinates, dimensions 



and orientation (if applicable) and also took 
photographs of every feature at the sites.  By 
this method, monuments of all nature and 
possible time period were recorded for the sites 
with Xiongnu remains that we surveyed. 
Bilingual survey forms for the anticipated 
circular and square graves, as well as a general 
form for any unexpected or variant monuments, 
were drafted in Ulaanbaatar by myself, Leah, 
and Batnasan before the departure for Khovd.  
These allowed the two Khovd students who 
joined our team to learn the methodology of 
archaeological survey and documentation 
quickly, and helped avoid confusion in the 
field about which measurements and notes 
were necessary for each feature. 
 The first cemetery we surveyed was the 
well-known site of Takhilt where we noted 132 
graves, more than double the number originally 
estimated by Dorjsuren four decades ago. The 
difference here comes from careful and 

methodological approaches to investigating a site, as well as previous knowledge of the 
numerous features associated with such a site.  In the original surveys of Gol Mod 2 
cemetery in 2001 (Allard et al. 2002), we noted almost one hundred square tombs similar 
to those at Noyon uul and Xiongnu other cemeteries. We also noted the presence of small 
circular burials which flanked the larger tombs. These so-called satellite burials had, at 
the time, just begun to be seriously studied as a phenomenon of elite tomb complexes by 
Minyaev (Minyaev and Sakharovskaya 2002).  A new feature was also discovered there: 
parallel lines of stone pairs running east-west and lying to the north of many of the tomb 
mounds.  Since the average number of satellite burials at Xiongnu elite cemeteries is less 
than ten and usually between one and five, and several of the square tombs at Gol Mod 2 
have between 15 and 20 satellite burials, it was originally thought that perhaps the stone 
lines at Gol Mod 2 were equally an anomaly. This was proven wrong when we 
discovered seven tombs at Takhilt this summer with stone lines to the north of the main 
platform.  Furthermore, at the small site of Shömbuuzin Belchir in the mountains near 
Bort, we documented five medium sized circular burials with parallel east-west stone 
lines directly to the north of the grave demarcations.  While the high number of satellite 
burials at Gol Mod 2 still appears to be an anomaly, the presence of stone lines are not 
exclusive to that site. This begs the question of whether stone lines are present at other 
Xiongnu cemeteries, and careful reexamination of the already documented sites, 
especially those with thick foliage cover, could possibly reveal their presence to the north 
of tombs there.  
 Aside from the issues of satellite burials and stone lines, we also wished to test the 
pattern of Xiongnu graves elsewhere only occurring in lower valleys or foothills. The 
sites of Aduuchin Am, Shömbuuzin Belchir, Bogochiin Ikher and Maant’ lie between 
2100 and 2500 meter elevation.  While small in number of burials, these cemeteries  



clearly point to a break in the 
preconceived pattern of the location of 
Xiongnu graves. Small sites also occur 
in the lower valley areas, such as the two 
we documented near Darvi – Baishin 
Uzuur and Doloot – and the site near 
Möst which we did not have time to 
survey. We were also told by people at 
the Khovd Museum about several other 
Xiongnu cemeteries along the same open 
stretch between Darvi and the town of 
Khovd, but these, too, will have to wait 
until further surveys of the project. 
While the survey of each site  

 
Surveying Takhilt: 

Batnasan, Mönkhtulga and Shijir

was meticulous, there was no intensive surveys of whole valleys or methodological 
approach to the location of sites as there should eventually be. The few sites which were 
located and mapped, however, cover a breadth of size and location which hints toward 
the necessity of more intensive regional surveys not only in Khovd, but on other areas of 
Mongolia as well. 

The means of site location, beyond the cemetery at Takhilt, depended first on the 
memory of Erdenebaatar and second on the assistance of locals. The site of Aduuchin 
Am was easy enough to locate, as it lies along the Dund-Tsenkher river bank within view 
of the town of Mönkhkhairkhan. Erdenebaatar knew of the nearby site of Shömbuuzin 
Belchir, and once we had relocated it with the help of a local townsmen named Tsogoo, 
whom Erdenebaatar knew from previous work in the area, our local guide immediately 
recognized the sort of archaeological remains we were looking for. When we had finished 
surveying Shömbuuzin Belchir, Tsogoo led us to a single burial at Maant’ and three 
graves at Bogochin Ikher. At the end of our expedition, we went to the area around Darvi 
sum center, where Erdenebaatar had gone more than twenty years ago to view the famous 
Turkish inscriptions carved on boulders at Baishin Uzuur. When he had first been there, 
he had noticed numerous stone circle graves within view of the inscribed rock outcrop. It 
was this site which we had gone in search of but had difficulty relocating. Again, we  

 
Local advice and the “Ger Positioning System” in action 



asked the locals. In the process of searching, we found two spots near Doloot Hill which 
had several burials, one with several Xiongnu circular graves, and the other with 
scattered Turkish period burials and two rock enclosures tucked against the steep slope 
which may be the remains of ancient winter campsites. On the ground all around these 
two spots were scattered the shattered sherds of ceramic vessels from the Bronze Age and 
early Iron Age as well as a few fragments of stone tools. Upon asking one more herder at 
his ger home, the man jumped into the front seat of our Russian furgon van and showed 
us the way to the rock outcrop at Baishin Uzuur, which was only a short walk away and 
over a few hills from where we had been at Doloot. There we found the Turkish 
inscriptions, numerous Xiongnu burials fanning out from one side of the hill slope and 
two Bronze Age burials on the other side of the hill. 

 The issue of continuity, so apparent at a place 
like Baishin Uzuur, also became evident in the 
relationship between the ancient monuments and 
the present herders. The blue cloths that we saw 
placed next to or on monuments are characteristic 
of innumerable sites in Mongolia, but it was the 
animal bones set on top of a tomb at Takhilt 
which particularly struck me.  Unknowingly 
echoing the Bronze and Iron Age tradition of 
placing the heads and hooves of herd animals 
under stone mounds or, later, in graves, a       

   Horse bones atop a tomb mound at Takhilt     local(s) had carefully placed the skull and four  
              hooves of a horse on the mound of a Xiongnu 
tomb. This high degree of respect which the locals hold for the ancient monuments must 
be honored through careful communication before, during, and after the process of 
archaeological excavations. The problems of not adhering to such concerns can be seen in 
the instance of the 1987-1990 unearthing of two square burials at Takhilt. 
 It can be a problem, when excavating, to dispel rumors amongst locals that one is not 
engaging in the looting of sites for gold but rather the scientific documentation and 
preservation of all materials belonging to the peoples of the past. The potential distrust of 
archaeologists related to such misunderstandings has, in the area of Mankhan, been 
exacerbated by the cavernous pits still left behind from the excavations more than a 
decade previous. The degree of disrespect by archaeologists in the eyes of local herders is 
further aggravated by the danger to their herds of pits more than ten meters deep. Because 
of this problem, we will have to take immediate steps at the beginning of next summer to 
heal relations with local herders, namely help to fill in the hollowed burials. We also plan 
to invite the locals to occasional dinners before each of which we will formally present 
the results of our work thus far. Several of us experimented with such presentations to the 
locals in Arkhangai for the excavations at Gol Mod 2, and I hope that we will have an 
equally successful outcome at Takhilt. Finally, at the conclusion of excavations of each 
square tomb which we undertake, we will not only refill the burial pits but also aim to 
reconstruct the tombs in the exact manner which they stood so that any who pass through 
the valley or live in it may appreciate the monuments. A goal of the overall project will 
thus be to inform local families living in the river valleys where we work of the nature of 



archaeological endeavors and how they can be used to illustrate the past of the region in 
which they live. 
 In the process of creating this new archaeology project, I aim to establish close 
relationships with the local university in Khovd.  The goal of this interaction is to 
establish a consistent crew of local participants which can support the group of 
researchers from Ulaanbaatar and abroad in future fieldwork, and to assist in training 
local university students with the field equipment and methods related to archaeology. 
This second goal is crucial since the field of archaeology has only become formally 
offered at Khovd University as of this year. The proposed project based on this summer’s 
research and fieldwork will constitutes a significant case study of regional analysis for 
my dissertation on the Xiongnu Confederacy and also serve as the foundation for further 
investigations of the archaeological monuments and material remains of the Altai region 
of Mongolia and surrounding territory. 
 

 
Square tomb mound with ramp at Takhilt cemetery 

 
*Special acknowledgements must be given to L.Holguin and D.Batnasan for their extensive work before, 
during and after the expedition. This summer’s success is in great part due to their invaluable assistance.  
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