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Archaeological research at the Kuraily-asar burial ground in 2024

The article examines funerary structures of the Jetiasar culture in the Eastern Aral Sea region. In 2024, investigations
were conducted by the Aral Sea Archaeological Expedition of the Margulan Institute of Archaeology at the
Kuraily-asar burial ground, located in the Karmakshy District of the Kyzylorda Region. Particular attention was paid
to kurgans Nos. 5, 6, and 7. All the structures share an identical construction. Each kurgan is surrounded by a ditch
with causeways on the northern and eastern sides, with a burial pit located at the center. In kurgan No. 5, the skeletal
bones were found scattered, whereas in kurgan No. 6 the buried individual was laid in an extended supine position,
oriented to the north. In kurgan No. 7, no skeletal remains were recorded. In the burial pit of kurgan No. 5, remains
of a sacrificed sheep (skull and postcranial bones) were identified, indicating the presence of a sacrificial ritual. Taking
into account the lambing season in the Syr Darya valley (February—April), it can be assumed that the burial rite was
performed in late spring. Based on the analysis of the burial assemblage and comparison with previously investigated
kurgans, the kurgans are dated to the 2nd—4th centuries AD.
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Kypaiinbi-acap KopbiMmbiHAafbl 2024 }KblFbl apXe0/IOrUAbIK 3epTreynep
Makanaga LWbiFbic Apan maHbiHAAFbl KeTiacap MafeHUETIHIH Kepaey opbiHAAPbl KapacTbipblaaabl. 2024 xbiabl
9.X. Mapfy/iaH atbiHAaFbl APXEONOrMa MHCTUTYTbIHbIH, Apan apxeonoruanblk akcnegnumacel Kbisbliopaa o6abichl

Kapmakuwbl aygaHblHAa opHanackaH Kypalinbl-acap KopbiMbiHA@ 3epTTey Kyprisai. 3epTtrey 6apbicbiHaa N 5, 6
oHe 7 obanapfa epeKie Hasap aygapbingbl. Ne 7 obaga afam KaHKach! Tipkeamegi, an Ne 5 xkaHe 6 obanapapiH,
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KYPbIZIbIMbl MeH Kepsiey pacimi bipaein. Obanap weHbep Topi3fec OpMeH KopluanfaH, OpAblH, LbIFbICbIHAA
Hemece conTycTiriHae Kipebepici 6ap. O6anapablH, opTacbiHAa Kepaey LYHKbIPbl opHanackaH. No 5 obaga agam
KaHKaCbl WaLbIpaHKbl Kylae awbingbl, an Ne 6 obaaasbl aaam KaHKacbkl gopcanbabl 6eTimeH (apKacbiMeH, TiriHeH)
YKaTKbI3bI/IFAH KaHe 6acbl CONTYCTiKKe bafbiTTanfaH. Ne 5 o6aHbIH Kepaey WyHKbIPbIHAH KYPOaHAbIKKA LWafblHFaH
KOMAbIH cyeKTepi (bac cyieri »kaHe H6acKa cyiekTepi) Tipkenai, TviciHwe 6yn KypbaHAabIK Wany paciMmiH KepceTeai.
Cblpfapva ankabbliHAa@ KOWAbIH Tendey YyaKbiTbiH (aknaH-cayip ainapbl) eckepe OTbipbin, obanapapiH, Xepney
paciMmi KEKTEMHIH, COHbl fien 6oKayFa 6onaabl. Hepney matepuanblH Tangay *KaHe bypbiH 3epTTenreH obasapmeH
canbICTbipy HerisiHae obanap 6.4. |-V FacbipiapbimeH mep3imaeni.
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Apxeonoruyeckue uccnegosaHua Ha moruabHuke Kypaiinbi-acap 8 2024 roay

B ctatbe paccmaTtpuBatoTcAa norpebasibHble COOPYMKEHMUA MKETblaCapCKoM KynbTypbl B BoctouHom [puapanbe.
B 2024 roay [MpuapanbcKkoli apxeonornMyeckor skcneguumernt UHctutyta apxeonorum um. A.X. MaprynaHa
6blM NpoOBeAeHbl UCCNefoBaHUA HAa MOTMAbHUKe Kypaiabl-acap, pacnonoeHHom B KapMaKLMHCKOM palioHe
Kbi3blnopamHckon obnactn. Ocoboe BHMMaHMe yaeneHo KypraHam Ne 5, 6 u 7. Bce 06beKTbl UMEIOT UAEHTUYHYIO
KOHCTPYKLMIO. KaXKAbIM KypraH OKpy»XEH PBOM C Mepembl4Kamm C CEBEPHOM U BOCTOYHOM CTOPOH, B LLEHTPE KOTOPbIX
pacnonaraeTcA norpebanbHas Ama. B kKypraHe N2 5 KocTu ckeneTa 6bin pa3bpocaHbl, B TO BpeMA KaK B KypraHe
Ne 6 norpebéHHbIN HbiN yN0XKEH B BbITAHYTOM MOJIOXEHUM HA CMIMHE, C OPUEHTMPOBKOM Ha ceBep. B KypraHe Ne 7
KOCTHbIE€ OCTaHKM He 3adMKCMpoBaHbl. B morunbHon ame KypraHa Ne 5 3admKcnpoBaHbl OCTaHKM NMPUHECEHHOW B
YKEepTBY OBLbl (4epen M NOCTKPaHMANbHbIE KOCTH), YTO CBUAETENbCTBYET O HAIMUYUM XKEPTBEHHOTO PUTYana. YUunTbIBas
Ce30H OKOTa oBel, B AonuHe p. Coipgapbu(deBpanb—anpenb), MOXHO NPeAnoNoXKMUTb, YTO 06pAL 3aXOPOHEHUA
NPOBOANCA B KOHLLE BECHbI. Ha OCHOBaHMM aHanun3a norpebasbHOro NpeamMeTHOro KOMMAEKCA U CONOCTaBAEHUA C
paHee ncciefoBaHHbIMU KypraHaMu KypraHbl aatupyrotcea 1=V BB. H.3.

UcTouHUK PpuHaHcMpoBaHua: CTaTbs NOAIOTOB/IEHA B paMKax MPOrpammHo-LeneBoro puHaHcMpoBaHma KomuteTta
Haykn MHBO PK 2024-2026 rr., UPH npoekTta BR24992939.

UutuposaHue: TaxkekeeB A.A., Owrapynbl A., CyntaHxkaHoB .K., LWarupbaes M.C., Lopaes b.K. 2025.
Apxeonormyeckme uccnegoBaHus Ha morunbHuKe Kypainbl-acap B 2024 rogy. MapaynaHosckue ymeHus—2025.
C. 261-274.

Introduction

The Kuraily-asar burial ground is the necropolis of the eponymous settlement (another designation
of the site in the materials of the Khorezm Archaeological and Ethnographic Expedition is Jetiasar No. 7)
and is located 14 km west of the village of Turmagambet (Karmakshy District, Kyzylorda Region). The
necropolis includes several hundred kurgans forming three large groups [Galieva 2024]. In 2023, the
expedition of the Margulan Institute of Archaeology (headed by A.A. Tazhekeyev) began excavations of
the third group of kurgans, as a result of which four kurgans were investigated. In three of them, burial pits
with side niches were recorded, while one contained a simple burial pit. All burials were preserved intact
(in situ). Judging by the nature of the grave fill and the position of the buried individuals, the funerary rite
in these kurgans was uniform. The deceased were laid on the bottom of the burial pit on a layer of plant
matter, in a supine extended position, with straightened legs and arms. In all burials, the individuals were
oriented with the head to the north. The burial inventory is characterized by uniformity and includes
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ceramic vessels and spindle whorls, a mirror, as well as elements of costume (earrings, an amulet, buckles)

[Onggaruly et al. 2024].
During the 2024 field season, archaeological work was continued within the third group of kurgans,

where three more kurgans (Nos. 5-7) were excavated (Fig. 1)*. (*lllustrations prepared by the authors.)
The present study also presents the results of an archaeozoological analysis of the material obtained

during the excavation of kurgan No. 5.
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Puc. 1. KapTta pacnonoxeHua morunbHuKa Kypainbl-acap
1-cyp. Kypalinbl-acap KOpbIMbIHbIH, OpHa/iacy KapTachl
Fig. 1. Kuraily-asar burial ground location map
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Material and Methods
Research Methodology

In the study of the archaeological record, traditional methods combining fieldwork and laboratory
analyses were applied. The Kuraily-asar necropolis was selected because, despite large-scale investigations
conducted by the Khorezm Archaeological and Ethnographic Expedition in the Jetiasar area, no
archaeological excavations had previously been carried out at this site.

The kurgan mounds were excavated manually using trenching. Excavated areas were cleaned by air
blowing with a specialized tool. A benchmark was established on the elevated part of the necropolis. The
positions of the skeletons within the burial pits were documented following the method developed by
O.V. Zaitceva and D.I. Razhev [Zaitceva, Razhev 2007: 84-89].

For the purpose of morphological analysis of the osteological material, skeletal elements of a single
sheep individual were examined using the reference collection of the Zooarchaeology Laboratory of the
Margulan Institute of Archaeology. The age of the animal was determined based on the eruption pattern
of the cheek teeth and the condition of the epiphyses [Silver 1969]. Species identification of the elements
was carried out using methods of morphological diagnosis [Zeder, Lapham 2010; Zeder, Pilaar 2010].
Osteometric measurements were taken following the methodology of A. Driesch [Driesch 1976], and the
estimated withers height was calculated using coefficients for sheep metapodials [Tsalkin 1961]. All bone
remains exhibit traces of weathering (stages 1-2 according to [Behrensmeyer 1978]).

Description of the Material

Kurgan No. 5 (diameter 9 m, height 0.10 m) is located 100 m west of kurgans Nos. 1-3, excavated
in 2023 [Onggaruly et al. 2024]. After removal of the upper layer, the outlines of a ditch and a burial
pit situated at the center of the kurgan were revealed. The ditch has a diameter of 10 m and features
a causeway (entrance) on the eastern side (Fig. 2).

The burial pit (b.p.), measuring 2.1x1.2 m, is sub-rectangular in plan (depth -1.76 m from the
benchmark) and oriented along the west—east axis; an intrusive looters’ pit measuring 0.90x0.70 m adjoins
it from the southern side. In the basal part of the burial pit, scattered bones of an adult human skeleton
were recorded. To the east of the human skull, the skull and forelimb bones of a sheep were found. In the
north-eastern corner of the burial pit, a niche measuring 0.50x0.80 m was recorded; it was found to be
empty.

Kurgan No. 6 (diameter 7.8 m) is located to the south of kurgan No. 5 (Fig. 3). The kurgan mound,
10-15 cm high, consisted of yellow clay. Beneath the mound, the outlines of a ditch with a causeway
(entrance) on the northern side were identified.

At the center of the kurgan is a burial pit with a depth of -1.39 m, oriented along the north—south
axis. A side niche (podboy), smaller in size than the main pit, was constructed beneath the western wall
of the burial pit. However, no clear structural separation between the niche and the main burial pit was
recorded. At the same time, the floor of the niche is located 18 cm lower than the floor level of the main
burial pit. During the excavation of the niche, a skeleton was uncovered; in the pelvic area, the vertebral
column of a sheep and an iron buckle were found. Most likely, the buckle fell into the pelvic area after the
decay of the belt.

The skeleton is positioned on the dorsal surface, i. e., supine in an extended position, with the head
oriented to the north. The skull rests on the occipital bone and is situated higher than the postcranial part
of the skeleton. It is possible that the skull was intentionally placed in this position. The mandible was
disarticulated, with the lower jaw open. The vertebral column forms an almost straight line, the long axis
of which is parallel to the long axis of the pit. The rib cage is “closed,” meaning that the sternal ends of the
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Morunbank Kypainsi-acap, Fpynna 3

Kyprau Ne5
TLnaw u paspes SEEE
Macuwrat: *

Puc. 2. MorunbHumk Kypatinbi-acap, KypraH Ne 5
2-cyp. Kypawnnbl-acap Kopbimbl, N2 5 06a
Fig. 2. Kuraily-asar burial ground, kurgan no. 5
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Moruasunk Kypafias-acap. Mpynna 3

Kypran Ne5

Tlaan u pas| [
Macwrat: o

L0

Puc. 3. MorunbHuk Kypaiinbi-acap, KypraH N2 6
3-cyp. Kypannbi-acap KopbiMbl, N2 6 06a
Fig. 3. Kuraily-asar burial ground, kurgan No. 6
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ribs from both sides are brought together and are in a position close to the anatomical one. The bones of
the arms and legs are arranged in an extended position.

Kurgan No. 7 is located to the west of kurgan No. 5 (Fig. 4). It has an irregularly rounded shape
measuring 15.2x14 m. The kurgan mound, 10—15 cm high, like the previously described kurgans, consists
of yellow clay. The kurgan is encircled by a ditch and has two narrow causeways on the northern side. After
cleaning the upper layer, the outline of the burial pit was not identified; therefore, a trench was laid in the
central part of the kurgan. Subsequently, a rectangular burial pit with rounded corners, oriented along the
west—east axis, was revealed in the center of the kurgan. However, no human remains or other finds were
discovered within the pit. It is possible that this kurgan was prepared but never used.

Characteristics of Animal Bone Remains

As part of the burial assemblage of kurgan No. 5, animal bone remains were identified and analyzed.
They belong to small ruminants and are represented by a skull and postcranial elements of the distal parts
of the limbs (Fig. 5).

As a result of the morphological analysis of the bone remains, the following elements were
identified: a fragmented skull with partially preserved upper jaws, both mandibles, the atlas, two central
tarsal bones, metacarpal and metatarsal bones, as well as a series of phalanges (I-lIl).

The skull (cranium) is preserved fragmentarily; the alveolar rows of the upper jaw (arcus alveolaris
maxillae) are partially intact. Individual dental alveoli of deciduous premolars (alveoli premolarum
deciduorum Dp1-Dp3) and the first permanent molars (alveoli molarum permanentium M1) are present.
The body of the maxilla (corpus maxillae) and the alveolar processes (processus alveolaris maxillae) are
preserved fragmentarily, whereas the processes and tuberosities (processus nasalis, processus frontalis)
are destroyed. The dentition was at a stage of morphogenesis: the first permanent molar (M1) had fully
erupted, while the second molar (M2) was at the stage of calcification and crown formation. The cranial
sutures (suturae craniales) remained unfused; the jugular process (processus jugularis) and the occipital
condyles (condyli occipitales) exhibited a spongy structure (substantia spongiosa). On both halves of the
mandible, deciduous premolars Dp1-Dp3 were recorded, as well as an erupted first permanent molar
(m1). The second molar (m2) was at the stage of eruption and partial crown calcification. The articular
surfaces of the condylar processes retained morphological integrity, and no pathological changes were
identified.

The atlas is partially preserved: the lateral wings and the dorsal and ventral tubercles are destroyed,
and the articular surfaces of the atlas are deformed as a result of soil pressure.

Among the postcranial skeletal elements, two central tarsal bones (ossa tarsalia centralia),
metacarpal bones (ossa metacarpi), metatarsal bones (ossa metatarsi), as well as eight first, two second,
and one third phalanges (phalanges digitorum) were identified. The periosteal tissue of most bones is
destroyed; the epiphyses are either not formed or preserved fragmentarily. Epiphyseal fusion was absent,
which corresponds to an animal age of approximately one year. Osteometric measurements carried out
according to the method of Driesch [Driesch 1976] were largely conditional due to the poor preservation
of the material (Table 1).

Osteological Reconstruction

For the funerary rite, the skull, mandibles, the atlas (first cervical vertebra), and the metapodials
with phalanges of the animal were used. The age of the animal was determined following Silver’s method
[Silver 1969], based on the presence of the m1 tooth. Considering that sheep in the Syr Darya valley lamb
between February and April, it is assumed that the burial ritual was performed in late spring. Osteometric
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Moruasank Kypaiiaki-acap. Kypran No7 f
Tiaan
Macwmab: L%

Puc. 4. MorunbHuK Kypainbi-acap, KypraH Ne 7
4-cyp. Kypalinbl-acap Kopbimbl, Ne 7 oba
Fig. 4. Kuraily-asar burial ground, kurgan No. 7
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Puc. 5. MorunbHuK Kypaiinbi-acap, KypraH Ne 5. ®@parmeHTbl Yepena 1 NoCTKpaHWaAbHble 3/1eMEHTbI CKeneTa OBLbl

5-cyp. Kypannbl-acap KopbiMbl, N2 5 06a. Kol KaHKacblHbIH 6ac cyieriHib, 6enweKkTepi
MeH 6acKa CyMeKTepiHiH, aieMeHTTepi

Fig. 5. Kuraily-asar burial ground, kurgan No. 5. Fragments of the skull and postcranial elements
of the sheep skeleton
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analysis of the metacarpal and metatarsal bones indicate a withers height of 63—64 cm. Comparison with the
materials from kurgan No. 4 excavated in 2023 [Onggaruly et al. 2024] revealed complete correspondence
in the set of skeletal elements used in the ritual: the skull, mandibles, atlas, and the fore and hind limbs
with phalanges. The first cervical vertebra was left articulated with the skull, which likely had a specific
ritual significance. In both kurgans, particular elements of the sheep skeleton were deliberately selected
for sacrificial purposes.

The differences concern the age of the animals and the presence of additional elements. In kurgan
No. 4, the sacrificial sheep was 3.5 years old; the first cervical vertebra of a camel was also found, and
pathological changes were recorded on the metapodials and phalanges. In contrast, the sheep bones
from kurgan No. 5 show no pathological alterations, and their damage is related to soil erosion. Thus, the
materials from kurgan No. 5 make it possible to reconstruct the ritual as the deliberate sacrifice of a young
sheep with the preservation of specific skeletal elements, analogous to the practice documented in the
neighboring kurgan.

Table 1 — Morphometric dimensions of cranial and postcranial elements

of the sheep skeleton

1-kecme — Kol KaHKacbiHbIH 6ac cyliek #aHe 6acKa cyliekmepi anemeHmmepiHiH,
MopghomempuAnsiK eawemoepi

Tabauya 1 — Mopgomempuveckue pasmepsl KPAHUAAbHBLIX U MOCMKPAHUAbHLIX
a71eMeHmMoe ckesiema 08ybl

Trait | After — Driesch 1976 | Measurements, mm
Maxilla (Upper Jaw)
Length of pm1-m1 (left) - 44.3
Length of pm1-m1 (right) - 46.0
Mandibula (Lower Jaw)
Crown length of Dp3 (right) - 19.5
Length of alveolar row (right) 7 69.5
Crown length of Dp3 (left) - 20.1
Length of alveolar row (left) 7 66.9
Atlas
Greatest breadth GB 58.0
Breadth of the facies articularis caudalis BFcd 48.7
Length from cranial articular margin to caudal articular margin GLF 32.0
Greatest length GL 45.0
Os tarsi centrale
Greatest length GB 13.0
Metacarpus

Breadth of proximal end Bp 26* 24.3
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 13 12.1
Breadth of distal end BD 20.9 -
Greatest length GL 131 130.1
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End of table 1
1-KecmeHiH, CoHbl

OkxoH4yaHue mabnuyb! 1

Metatarsus
Breadth of proximal end Bp 21.9 22.1
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 11.8 12
Breadth of distal end BD - -
Greatest length GL 116** 119
Phalanx 1 anterior/sinister
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 10 10.1
Breadth of distal end Bd 12.5 12
Greatest length GL 33 34
Phalanx 1 anterior/dexter
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 11 10.5
Breadth of distal end BD 12 11
Greatest length GL 32 32
Phalanx posterior/sinister
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 9.1 9.2
Breadth of distal end BD 11 9.8
Greatest length GL 32 31.5
Phalanx 1 posterior/dexter
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 10.1 9.9
Breadth of distal end BD 12 10.5
Greatest length GL 31 315
Phalanx 2 anterior/dexter
Smallest breadth of shaft SD 7.1 7.5
Breadth of distal end BD 8.9 8.6
Greatest length GL 18.2 19
Phalanx 3
Smallest breadth of sole MBS 6.0
Greatest length of sole DLS 24.0
Length of dorsal surface Ld 19.0

Note: * —right; ** — measurements are given conditionally, as the epiphyses are unfused.

Results and Conclusions

The results of the archaeological excavations conducted in 2024 in the area of the third group of
the Kuraily-asar necropolis made it possible to expand our understanding of the funerary practices of
the population of the Jetiasar culture in the Eastern Aral Sea region. The investigated kurgans Nos. 57
demonstrate the stability of architectural traditions and ritual practices previously identified in earlier-
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studied burials of this necropolis. The documentation of both simple burial pits and burials with side
niches indicates variability in constructive solutions that does not contradict the overall canonical model
of the rite. Analysis of the position of the skeletons, their orientation, and the associated grave goods,
including elements of sacrifice, allows us to assert the presence of stable ideological and ritual concepts
characteristic of the Jetiasar culture kurgans of the 2nd—4th centuries AD.

The osteological data indicate a selective choice of specific anatomical parts of animals for the
performance of the funerary rite. In contrast to the majority of Jetiasar burials, where, according to
L.M. Levina [1996: 120], hip portions of sheep predominated (98%), kurgans Nos. 4 and 5 of the Kuraily-asar
burial ground yielded an identical set of bones: the skull, atlas, and distal parts of the limbs. This selection
of elements allows the reconstruction of a ritual involving the placement of an animal hide with the head
and hooves left attached, which finds parallels in the horse burials described by L.M. Levina. The similarity
in the composition of skeletal remains in both investigated structures indicates the reproduction of a
specific ritual algorithm associated with the sacrifice of a symbolic “whole” animal.

The identification of an incomplete kurgan (No. 7), in which no buried individual was present despite
the existence of a prepared structure, is of interest for interpretation as a possible example of a symbolic
or unfinished burial. Taken together, the materials obtained deepen our understanding of the social and
ritual aspects of the Jetiasar culture and provide a basis for further comparative studies of funerary sites
in the region.
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