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Abstract

The Qara Khitai or Western Liao dynasty (1124–1218) is one of the most fascinating polities in medi-
eval Eurasia, but also one of the least documented in terms of both literary sources and material
culture. Founded by Khitan refugees who escaped from North China when the Jurchen Jin dynasty
(1115–1234) vanquished the Khitan Liao dynasty (907–1125), the Qara Khitai soon established a
multicultural empire in Central Asia, combining Khitan, Chinese, and Muslim elements. The
Buddhist Qara Khitai ruled over their mostly Muslim population in rare harmony until the rise
of Chinggis Khan (r. 1206–1227). Hitherto only a few objects—and not a single structure—have
been associated with this powerful empire. We argue that the Kök-Tash mausoleum, excavated in
2017–2018 and originally interpreted as a unique subterranean Muslim mausoleum, is actually
the first-ever identified Qara Khitai elite tomb.

This unique tomb, located in the Kochkor valley of north-eastern Kyrgyzstan, about a day’s ride
from the Qara Khitai capital of Balāsāghūn, shares many similarities with the Liao tombs in North
China, notably the typical Khitan mesh-wire burial suit. Yet it also uses local Central Asian materials
and techniques, thereby manifesting how the Qara Khitai managed to retain their cultural identity
in their new Central Asian and mostly Muslim environment. Moreover, identifying the Kök Tash
mausoleum as a Qara Khitai tomb allows us to reassess several other unusual tombs excavated in
the region in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and to suggest attributing them, too, to the
Qara Khitai.

Keywords: Qara Khitai; Liao dynasty tombs; Kök-Tash mausoleum; cultural identity; Kyrgyzstan;
mesh burial suit

The Qara Khitai dynasty, also known as the Western Liao (Xi Liao 西遼 1124–1218), is one
of the fascinating yet lesser-known polities in the history of Central Asia—and not only
because it preceded the rise of Chinggis Khan. Founded by Khitan refugees who escaped
from North China when the Jurchen Jin 金 dynasty (1115–1234) vanquished the Khitan
Liao 遼 dynasty (907–1125), the Qara Khitai soon carved out for themselves a multicul-
tural empire in Central Asia that combined Khitan, Chinese, and Muslim elements.
After concluding its expansion in 1141, the Qara Khitai empire stretched from the Oxus
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to the Altai mountains (namely, from present-day Uzbekistan to Western Mongolia,
including Kyrgyzstan, parts of Tajikistan, South Kazakhstan, and most of Xinjiang, China).
Its capital was at Balāsāghūn (modern Burana) in the Chuy valley of North Kyrgyzstan,
about a day’s ride from the Kök-Tash mausoleum. The Western Liao is the only Central
Asian dynasty that is considered to be a legitimate Chinese dynasty by traditional
Chinese historiography, and yet these Buddhist nomads from North China managed to
rule their heterogeneous but mostly Muslim population in rare harmony up to the early
thirteenth century. Moreover, their imperial Khitan culture, which included both Chinese
and nomadic components, together with the relative stability and prosperity that they
had brought to Central Asia and their religious tolerance, enabled the Qara Khitai to legit-
imate their rule in Central Asia without embracing Islam (Figure 1).1

The literary sources on the Qara Khitai are scattered between Chinese, Arabic, and
Persian sources. Moreover, almost none of these fragmentary, and often contradictory,
records is indigenous.2 Until now, the material remains of the Qara Khitai have been
scanty at best (see below): only few objects—and not a single structure—have been
unequivocally associated with this powerful empire. We argue, however, that the
Kök-Tash (Kyrgyz: Blue Stone) mausoleum recently unearthed in north-eastern

Figure 1. Map of the Qara Khitai empire, including the location of Kök-Tash. Source: Biran, The Empire of the Qara
Khitai, p. 221.

1 M. Biran, The Empire of the Qara Khitai in Eurasian History: Between China and the Islamic World (Cambridge, 2005);
M. Biran, ‘True to their ways: why the Qara Khitai did not convert to Islam’, in Mongols, Turks and Others: Eurasian
Nomads and the Sedentary World, (eds) R. Amitai and M. Biran (Leiden, 2005), pp. 175–199; M. Biran, ‘Scholarship
and science under the Qara Khitai (1124–1218)’, in The Coming of the Mongols, (eds) D. O. Morgan and S. Edwards
(London, 2018), pp. 58–72; M. Biran, ‘The Qara Khitai’, in The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Asian History, (ed.)
D. Ludden (New York, 2020), pp. 1–20; Wei Liangtao 魏良弢, Kalahan wang chao shi, Xi Liao shi 喀喇汗王朝史,
西辽史 (Beijing, 2010).

2 Biran, The Empire of the Qara Khitai, pp. 2–10; Biran, ‘The Qara Khitai’, pp. 15–18.
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Kyrgyzstan, and preliminarily identified as a rather unusual Muslim mausoleum,3 is actu-
ally the first-ever discovered Qara Khitai elite tomb.

The basis for this assumption is the mausoleum’s striking similarities to the tombs of
the Liao dynasty in China both in terms of its architecture and burial goods, notably the
typical Khitan mesh-wire burial suit, as well as its lack of any obviously Muslim features.
The tomb does, however, make use of local materials, including the blue ceramics that
gave it its name, thereby contributing to our understanding of this fascinating empire
and its composite identity. Below we start with some background on the Liao, the
Western Liao, and what has been known hitherto on Qara Khitai material culture. We
then introduce the Kök-Tash mausoleum and analyse its parallels to the Liao tombs
and its use of local materials. We further discuss the mausoleum’s location in the Qara
Khitai empire, its possible occupants, and what it adds to our understanding of this
unique polity. Moreover, identifying the Kök-Tash mausoleum as a Qara Khitai tomb
allows us to re-examine a number of other unusual burials excavated in the region in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and suggest that they may also belong to the
Qara Khitai empire.

Background: from the Liao to the Western Liao (Qara Khitai)

The Khitans, a nomadic people of Manchurian provenance, arrived in Central Asia after
more than 200 years of rule in Manchuria, Mongolia, and parts of North China as the
Liao dynasty (907–1125). In North China, the Khitans created their own imperial culture
which, while maintaining their indigenous traditions such as a nomadic way of life, the
Khitan language, and shamanic rituals, also created new Khitan characteristics. These
included two Khitan scripts, large and small, invented at the request of the Liao founder,
Abaoji (阿保機, r. 907–926); intensive urbanisation, which did not prevent the royal court
from maintaining its seasonal movements among its capitals throughout the Liao period;
and the emergence of a unique and sophisticated material culture, the remains of which
are mostly apparent in the many luxurious Khitan tombs—in terms of both architecture
and contents—that have been discovered throughout the Liao territory. Moreover, the
Liao empire also embraced Chinese imperial traditions, including its trappings such as
reign titles, the calendar, and the Chinese language, which they used alongside Khitan
(and Turkic). The Liao Khitans also set up a dual administration, in which the southern
branch was responsible for administering the sedentary population (mostly Chinese
and Bohai) and the northern branch, the nomadic sector. They also embraced
Buddhism and lavishly patronised the universal religion, which became a common ground
between the Khitans and their heterogeneous subjects, notably the Han Chinese who com-
prised the majority of the Liao population. The Khitans presented themselves both inside
and outside their realm as the true successors of the Chinese Tang dynasty (618–906), and
from the early eleventh century, they also forced the contemporaneous Han Chinese dyn-
asty, the Song (960–1279), to acknowledge them as equal. Hence, in contrast to the trad-
itional Chinese worldview, the Liao and Song emperors both bore the title ‘Son of Heaven’
(the Liao emperor as the northern one and his Song counterpart as the southern). In fact,
the word ‘Cathay/Khatā/Kitad’, which derived from the ethnic affiliation (Khitan/Khitai)
of the Liao’s rulers, became the term for China not only in Mongolia, but also further

3 K. T. Akmatov, ‘The mausoleum Kyok-Tash in Kyrgyzstan’, ACCU Nara International Correspondent XXI (2018),
pp. 12–16; K. Tabaldiev and K. Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej Kök-Tash (rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh raskopok 2017 goda)’,
MANAS Journal of Social Studies VIII.1 (2019), pp. 595–623; K. Tabaldiev et al., ‘Rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh rabot
na mavzolee Kök-Tash v polevom sezone 2017–2018 gg. v Kyrgyzstane’, Narody i religii Evrazii IV.21 (2019),
pp. 48–70.
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west—in medieval Europe, Russia, and the Muslim world, thereby attesting to the success-
ful identification of the Liao with China. The Liao conducted trade relations with various
polities, including those of Islamic Central Asia, notably the Qarakhanids (circa 955–1213),
with whom they also had marital connections.4

In the early twelfth century, when the Liao, plagued by political crisis and global cool-
ing, was overthrown by another wave of Manchurian invaders (the Jurchens), one Khitan
prince, Yelü Dashi耶鲁大石, chose not to submit to the new rulers. Instead, he led his few
adherents westwards, hoping to return subsequently and restore the Liao in its former
domains. In little more than a decade, he succeeded in setting up a new empire in
Central Asia that was known there as the Qara Khitai, and in China as the Western
Liao. The dynasty persisted for nearly 90 years, before finally being vanquished by the
Mongols in 1218.

At its height, after defeating the Seljuq Sultan Sanjar in the famous Battle of Qatwān
near Samarqand in 1141, the Qara Khitai empire stretched from the Amu Darya River
in western Uzbekistan to the Altai Mountains on the Chinese-Mongolian border. Until
1175, the state’s borders ran even further east into the Naiman and Yenisei Qirghiz ter-
ritories on the fringes of western Mongolia. The population of this vast empire was multi-
ethnic and heterogeneous. Besides the Khitans, who constituted but a small minority in
their own domain, there were Turks (including Uighurs), Iranians, Mongols, and a few
Han Chinese. While most of the populace was sedentary and Muslim, it had a significant
nomadic component (led by the Khitans themselves), as well as flourishing Buddhist,
Nestorian, and even Jewish communities.5

In Central Asia the Khitans continued to adhere to the Liao imperial culture, including
Liao-Chinese trappings (such as languages, symbols of rulership, and vassalage) and
Khitan identity markers (such as language, script, shamanic rites). However, despite
these similarities, and due to the impact of the new Central Asian environment, Qara
Khitai rule was very different from that of the Liao. First of all, it was far less direct
and centralised. Apart from its core territory, centred around the capital Balāsāghūn
and including the Kök-Tash area, most of the Qara Khitai realm was administered indir-
ectly and in a rather minimalistic way: the local dynasties—most important among them
the Eastern and Western Qarakhanids and the Gaochang Uighurs—remained mainly intact,
usually retaining their rulers, titles, and armies, and no permanent Qara Khitai troops
were stationed in the subject territories. Liao peculiarities such as the dual administration
or the five capitals were not retained, and despite the use of Chinese titles, no Chinese
bureaucracy existed under the Western Liao. Instead, in a typical Inner Asian amalgam-
ation, the Qara Khitai administration also included Turkic and Persian elements, mani-
fested, for example, in the use of the Persian and Turkic languages in addition to

4 D. Duturaeva, Qarakhanid Roads to China (Leiden, 2022), pp. 46–59; M. Biran, ‘Unearthing the Liao dynasty’s
relations with the Muslim world: migrations, diplomacy, commerce and mutual perceptions’, Journal of Song
Yuan Studies XLIII (2013), pp. 221–251; V. Hansen, F. Louis and D. Kane (eds), ‘Perspectives on the Liao’, Special
issue of the Journal of Song-Yuan Studies XLIII (2013); Liu Pujiang 刘浦江, Liao Jin shi lun 辽金史论 (Shenyang,
1999); Liu Pujiang 刘浦江, Song mo zhi jian: Liao Jin Qidan Nüzhen shi yanjiu 松漠之间: 辽金契丹女真史研究

(Beijing, 2008); Shen Hsueh-man, ‘Body matters: Manikin burials in the Liao tombs of Xuanhua, Hebei province’,
Artibus Asiae LXV.1 (2005), pp. 99–141; D. Twitchett and K. P Tietze, ‘The Liao’, in The Cambridge History of China.
Vol. 6: Alien Regimes and Border States 907–1368, (eds) D. Twitchett and H. Franke (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 43–153;
K. A. Wittfogel and Feng Chia-sheng, History of Chinese Society: Liao (907–1125) (Philadelphia, 1949).

5 Biran, The Empire of the Qara Khitai; Li Yali et al., ‘Short-term climatic catastrophes and the collapse of the
Liao dynasty (907–1125): textual evidence’, Journal of Interdisciplinary History LXIX.4 (2019), pp. 591–610. For the
Jin, see H. Franke, ‘The Chin Dynasty’, in The Cambridge History of China. Vol. 6, (eds) Twitchett and Franke,
pp. 215–320.
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Khitan and Chinese, and in the prevalence of Turkic and Persian titulature in the dynasty’s
prominent titles, such as tayangyu (Turkic: ‘chamberlain’) and shiḥna (Persian: ‘local gov-
ernor’). Even the ruler’s title, Gürkhan (‘universal khan’), was a hybrid Khitan-Turkic
title.6 Despite these influences, however, and in sharp contrast to their predecessors
and successors in Central Asia, throughout their rule the Qara Khitai did not embrace
Islam, the dominant religion in their new environment. Instead, they constructed their
identity and legitimacy upon a unique combination of a shared nomadic political tradition
and the prestige of China in general and the Liao in particular in Muslim Central Asia.7

Recent historical and archaeological studies suggest that the Qara Khitai’s Khitan charac-
ter was more pronounced than has been previously thought.8

The material culture of the Qara Khitai

Until now, the archaeological remains of the Qara Khitai have been extremely elusive. The
first attempt to identify the archaeological traces of the Qara Khitai was made in the late
1930s–early 1940s by the Soviet archaeologist, Alexander N. Bernshtam (1910–1956).
Bernshtam excavated at the site of Ak-Beshim (circa 50 kilometres [km] east of
Bishkek), where he unearthed a Buddhist monastery and Chinese pottery roof tile ends
(wadang 瓦當), along with a ceramic assemblage typical of the tenth to twelfth centuries
as well as some Qarakhanid coins. Bernshtam’s expedition also discovered cavities under
the floors of the monastery’s living quarters. These were interpreted as the remains of a
heating system (kang 炕), which was typical of Northeast Asian, including Khitan, struc-
tures. Despite the fact that he found the closest parallels to the fragments of the
Buddhist sculpture from Ak-Beshim in the materials of the Sui (581–617) and Tang peri-
ods, Bernshtam dated the monastery to the twelfth/beginning of the thirteenth centuries.
Accordingly, he labelled the part of the town around the monastery as ‘the Khitan quar-
ter’ and identified Ak-Beshim as the Qara Khitai capital, Balāsāghūn.9 He also ascribed to
the Qara Khitai a Buddhist statuette found near Bishkek, arguing for a renaissance of
Buddhism in Central Asia under the Qara Khitai.10 Bernshtam also attributed to the
Qara Khitai Chinese roof and drip tiles that had been uncovered during the construction
of the Great Chuy Canal in 1941 near the village of Alexandrovka (in the Moskovskij dis-
trict of the Chuy region in North Kyrgyzstan). Operating on the assumption that the kilns
that produced the tiles were also located there, he referred to Alexandrovka as a ‘major
centre of Qara Khitai culture’, but did not conduct any substantial excavations at the
site.11 However, at the necropolis of Alexandrovka he did excavate several graves,

6 M. Biran, ‘Between China and Islam: the administration of the Qara Khitai empire’, in Imperial Statecraft:
Political Forms and Techniques of Governance in Inner Asia, Sixth–Twentieth Centuries, (ed.) D. Sneath (Bellingham,
2006), pp. 63–84; D. Kane, ‘Khitan and Jurchen’, in Tumen jalafun jecen akū: Manchu Studies in Honour of Giovanni
Stary, (eds) A. Pozzi, J. Janhunen and M. Weiers (Wiesbaden, 2006), pp. 121–132.

7 Biran, The empire of the Qara Khitai; Biran, ‘True to their ways’.
8 Shu-fan Cheng, ‘Ethnic Identity and the Consolidation of Imperial Power in the Grand Khitan Empire (AD

907–1125): Burial Art as Evidence for Ethnogenesis in a Multi-ethnic Society’, (unpublished PhD dissertation,
University of Cambridge, 2018); Biran, ‘The Qara Khitai’; and see below.

9 A. N. Bernshtam, ‘Trudy Semirechenskoj arkheologicheskoj expeditsii. Chujskaia dolina’, MIAS no. 14
(Moscow, 1950), pp. 47, 55, 139–142; V. A. Kol’chenko, ‘Interpretastii raskopok na gorodishche Ak-Beshim v
1939–1940 gg’, in Aktual’nye problemy istoriko-kul’turnogo naslediya Kazakhstana: proshloe, nastoyashchee, budushchee,
vol. I (Almaty, 2016), pp. 273–280.

10 A. N. Bernshtam, Istoriko-kul’turnoe proshloe severnoj Kirgizii po materialam bol’shogo Chujskogo kanala (Frunze
1943), pp. 25–26, 44; Bernshtam, ‘Trudy Semirechenskoj arkheologicheskoj expeditsii’, pp. 47–55;
A. N. Bernshtam ‘Istoriko-arkheologicheskie ocherki Tsentral’nogo Tian’-Shanya i Pamiro-Altaya’, MIAS no. 26
(Moscow, 1952), pp. 169–172.

11 Bernshtam, ‘Trudy Semirechenskoj arkheologicheskoj expeditsii’, p. 25.
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which he attributed to the Qara Khitai.12 The graves were dug in the soil and paved with
mud-bricks, forming a vault. The buried faced north and the graves contained some jade
objects, including belt plaques and a Chinese mirror. Lastly, Bernshtam credited the
Khitans with a burial excavated near the village of Novotroitskoe (modern Shopokov,
216 km north-west of Kochkor and 97 north-west of Ak-Beshim). The grave was built of
baked bricks and had a vault, covered with a small mound. It contained human and
horse skeletons, a vessel of the Song dynasty (960–1279), and two jade rings. Unusually,
the human was buried in a seated position with the head facing in the southern
direction.13

Bernshtam’s excavations were interrupted by the Second World War and have been
mostly ignored since the early 1960s, not least due to the intensification of the
Sino-Soviet dispute (1956–1966) and later tensions between China and the former
Soviet Union, which led to the downgrading (if not fully ignoring) of Chinese influence
in Kyrgyzstan.14 Later excavations and post-Soviet publications, however, refuted most
of Bernshtam’s conclusions on scientific and not political grounds. Notably, the monas-
tery was dated to the beginning of the eighth century, although it continued to function
until the eleventh. Ak-Beshim was convincingly identified as Suyab (Chinese: Suiye 碎葉),
the capital of the Western Turks (circa 581–657) and their successors, the Turgesh (699–
766). The city was under Tang rule from 679, served as the seat of one of the Tang
dynasty’s four garrisons in 692–719, and was later controlled indirectly by the Tang as
the Turgesh’s overlords. This easily explains the Chinese features unearthed there,
which had no connection to the Qara Khitai.15 We should also mention two graves in
which the deceased were buried in a seated position that were recently excavated in
the Chuy Valley and can be dated approximately to the twelfth century.16 Yet these graves
are not typical of the Liao dynasty, nor do they have any attested connection to the Qara
Khitai.

As was recently observed by Asan Torgoev, it is nearly impossible to identify ‘purely’
Qara Khitai monuments. This is mainly because on many sites it is very difficult to iden-
tify layers dated to the twelfth century as these are often completely absent.17 However,
an important discovery was a single burial excavated by Karl Bajpakov in 1971 on the left
bank of the Talgar River near Almaty.18 The grave was dug in the soil, oriented towards

12 Ibid., p. 98.
13 Bernshtam, ‘Trudy Semirechenskoj arkheologicheskoj expeditsii’, p. 93; Bernshtam, Istoriko- kul’turnoe prosh-

loe severnoj Kirgizii, p. 26.
14 A. Forte, ‘An ancient Chinese monastery excavated in Kirgiziya’, Central Asiatic Journal XXXVIII (1994),

pp. 41–57. In addition, at the beginning of the 1950s some of Bernshtam’s publications were subjected to official
criticism in the Soviet Union and were labelled ‘bourgeois’ and ‘nationalistic’. His findings were cited in the 1956
and 1962 editions of Viatkin et al., Istoriya Kirgizii, vol. 1 (Frunze), pp. 140–141, but not in later editions of this
work or its equivalents; see also A. Kanimetov et al. (eds), Pamyatniki kultury i iskusstva Kirgizii (Leningrad,
1983), pp. 62ff, where Qara Khitai culture is completely omitted.

15 Forte, ‘An ancient Chinese monastery’; V. D. Goriacheva and S. Ia. Peregudova, ‘Buddijskie pamyatniki
Kirgizii’, Vestnik drevnei istorii CCXVI (1996), pp. 167–189; B. A. Litvinskij, ‘Eshchë o buddijskikh pamyatnikakh
Semirech’ya’, Vestnik drevnei istorii CCXVI (1996), pp. 190–193; B. Ya. Staviskij, ‘The fate of Buddhism in Middle
Asia’, Silk Road Art and Archaeology III–IV (1993), pp. 113–137; B. Ya. Staviskij, ‘A. N. Bernshtam i izuchenie bud-
dijskikh pamyatnikov Srednej Azii’, in Iz istorii i arkheologii drevnego Tian’ Shania, (eds) K. I. Tashbaeva et al.
(Bishkek, 1995), pp. 176–186; B. Ya. Staviskij, Sud’by buddizma v Srednej Azii (Moscow, 1998), pp. 111–133.

16 V. A. Kol’chenko, ‘Srednevekovoe khristianstvo Kyrgyzstana po dannym arkheologicheskikh istochnikov’, in
Religii Tsentral’noj Azii i Azerbajdzhana, vol. IV. Khristianstvo (Samarqand, 2018), pp. 48–103.

17 Asan I. Torgoev, ‘Remennye ukrasheniya Semirech’ya V—nachalo XIII vv. (voprosy khronologii)’, (unpub-
lished dissertation [Dissertatsiya na sooskanie uchenoj stepeni kandidata istoricheskikh nauk], Saint
Petersburg State University, 2011), pp. 113–114.

18 K. M. Bajpakov, Drevnyaya i srednevekovaya urbanizatsiya Kazakhstana, vol. II (Almaty, 2013), pp. 313–316.
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the north, and, just like the Alexandrovka burials, it also contained a jade belt set, which
can be dated to the thirteenth century.19 Torgoev concluded that these burials at
Alexandrovka and on the Talgar River, which are different from contemporaneous
Qarakhanid graves, could belong to the Qara-Khitai.20 However, they could also be attrib-
uted to East Asians (such as Khitans, Mongols, Jurchens, Chinese) who arrived in the
region during or after Chinggis Khan’s campaigns in the early thirteenth century
(1218–1225).

In recent decades, however, numerous metal objects allegedly connected with the
Qara Khitai have turned up on various websites (such as https://www.zeno.ru/).
These are mainly chance surface finds or objects discovered by detectorists. They
include coins and inscribed metal plaques, which probably served as seals or paizas
(tablets of authority, a kind of diplomatic passport).21 The findspots of most of these
objects seem to have been the eastern part of the Chuy Valley. Few of these artefacts
were convincingly attributed to the Qara Khitai,22 but for many of them the lack of con-
text means that they cannot be unequivocally associated with the Qara Khitai, as some
of these objects could be Tang or Song paraphernalia, or even Liao artefacts individually
imported to Central Asia from China through trade or diplomacy.23 The same reserva-
tion is also true for the unique Khitan large-script book, unearthed in Kyrgyzstan in
the 1950s. Originally classified as a Jurchen work, it gathered dust in the Hermitage’s
cellars for more than half a century, until the Russian philologist Vyacheslav Zaytsev
rediscovered it in 2010, identifying it as Khitan. This intriguing document, bound in
a Muslim fashion and wrapped in a leather cover, is the only extant Khitan book (in
any script) and by far the longest example of any Khitan text. Zaytsev suggested that
it was composed of several distinct compilations, one of which is the Khitan ‘veritable
records’ (shilu 實 錄, the records subsequently used for compiling a dynastic history) of
the nine Liao emperors (up to 1125), while another is a collection of corresponding
biographies; the rest are still unidentified. All of these, however, are still
undeciphered.24

We should also mention silver belt plaques with floral and zoomorphic designs that
were found before 1917 in the Kochkor Valley and are kept in the Hermitage Museum
in Saint-Petersburg.25 Torgoev suggested that the belt might have belonged to the Qara

19 Torgoev, ‘Remennye ukrasheniya Semirech’ya’, p. 84.
20 Ibid., p. 114.
21 K. M. Bajpakov, G. A. Ternovaya and V. D. Goryacheva, Khudozhestvennyj metal s gorodishcha Krasnaya Rechka

(VI-nachalo XIII vv.) (Almaty, 2007).
22 For example, M. Fedorov, ‘A hoard of Khytai copper-lead alloy silver-washed dirhams from the Krasnaia

Rechka Hillfort’, Numismatic Chronicle CLXIV (2004), pp. 322–327; V. A. Belyaev, V. N. Nastich and
S. V. Sidorovich, ‘The coinage of Qara Khitay: a new evidence (on the reign title of the Western Liao emperor
Yelü Yilie)’, in Proceedings of the 3rd Simone Assemani Symposium, September 23–24, 2011, Rome—Trieste (Trieste,
2012), pp. 128–143; V. A. Belyaev et al., ‘Recently discovered Khitan script official seal of the Western Liao
state’, Numismatique Asiatique XXXIII (2020), pp. 25–32.

23 See, for example, the magnificent fragments of a gilded silver saddle ornament featuring a Liao dragon
motif found in Samarqand and mentioned in F. Grenet, ‘Maracanda/Samarkand, une métropole pré-mongole:
Sources écrites et archéologie’, Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales LIX (2004), p. 1064; for the Liao connections
with Muslim Central Asia, see Biran, ‘Unearthing the Liao’.

24 V. P. Zaytsev, ‘Rukopisnaiia kniga bol’shogo kidan’skogo pis’ma iz kollektsii Instituta vostochnykh rukopisej
RAN’, Pis’mennye Pamiatniki Vostoka II.15 (2011), pp. 130–150; V. P. Zaytsev, ‘Identifikatsiya kidans’skogo istoriches-
kogo sochineniya v sostave rukopisnoj knigi- kodeksa Nova N 176 iz kollektsii IBR RAN i soputstvuiushchie probl-
emy’, Acta linguistica Petropolitana XI.3 (2015), pp. 167–208; ‘Nova N 176’, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Nova_N_176 (accessed 26 January 2023).

25 Bernshtam, ‘Istoriko-arkheologicheskie ocherki Tsentral’nogo Tian’-Shanya i Pamiro-Altaya’, p. 52, fig. 48.
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Khitai.26 Recently, some types of arrowheads, which appeared in the Tian Shan region in
the twelfth century, were also attributed to the Khitans.27

These objects notwithstanding, however, up until now no structure or monument has
been indisputably associated with the Qara Khitai. Their domination in Central Asia was
discussed exclusively on the basis of the meagre literary sources (if any at all), and the
material culture from this era was routinely ascribed to their vassals, the Qarakhanids,
without even mentioning the name of the Qara Khitai.28 Since the Qarakhanids had
adopted Islam by the late tenth century, this material culture was also automatically
defined as Muslim.

The mausoleum

The Kök-Tash underground tomb was uncovered in the Kochkor valley in modern
Kyrgyzstan near the village of Kum-Döbö (Figure 2).29 The excavations were carried out
in 2017–2018 by a team from the Kyrgyz-Turkish Manas University headed by Kubatbek
Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov. After the excavations of the main structure had been
completed, the excavators published a short note in English in 2018 and two preliminary
reports in Russian in 2019.30

The tomb was accidentally discovered by locals during the construction of a silage pit
in 1988, when parts of the dome and sections of the walls were destroyed. It was prelim-
inarily reviewed in 1991, but due to the lack of funding was not excavated. In 2010–2011,
the site suffered further extensive damage when one of the local villagers conducted an
illegal excavation using heavy machinery. It was looted again in 2015. All this promoted
rescue excavations that began in 2017. Despite these setbacks, however, the findings are
impressive.

The mausoleum is an underground tomb: it was constructed in a previously dug pit
(Figure 3). After the structure was completed, the space between the tomb’s inner walls
and the walls of the pit was filled with a setting of brick fragments, creating a facade
with an irregular surface (Figure 4).

The Ground-penetrating radar (GPR) survey conducted by specialists from Moscow in
2017 suggested that the entrance to the tomb was via a stepped walkway (dromos) that
was not excavated. The Kök-Tash mausoleum consists of two adjacent chambers, a smaller
rectangular one (2.4 x 4 metres [m]) and a larger square room (6.3 x 6.3 m) connected by
an arched passage (Figures 5–7). The structure is perfectly situated on the south-north
axis, and the entrance is from the south.

It is built of baked bricks and the second, square room was covered with a dome based
on an octagon formed by squinches (Figures 8–9).31 Its diameter was 5.2 m. The floor of
both chambers is paved with two layers of baked brick (Figure 10). Six burned wooden
beams and many additional fragments of burned wood were found in the main chamber
(Figure 11). The preserved beams have a round section and a diameter of 10 centimetres
(cm).

26 Torgoev, ‘Remennye ukrasheniya Semirech’ya’, pp. 85–86.
27 K. T. Akmatov, ‘Novaya kollektsiya zheleznykh nakonechnikov strel v Gosudarstvennom Istoricheskom

Muzee Kyrgyzskoj Respubliki’, Vestnik NGU: Istoriya, filologiya, Arkheologiya i etnografiya XIII.3 (2014), pp. 209–217.
28 Kanimetov et al. (eds), Pamiatniki kultury i iskusstva Kirgizii; P. N. Kozhemyako, Rannesrednevekovye goroda i

poseleniya Chujskoj doliny (Frunze, 1959); Viatkin et al. (eds), Istoriia Kirgizii, vol. I.
29 The tomb’s coordinates are N 42°14ʹ22,7ʺ, E075°34ʹ36.0ʺ.
30 Akmatov, ‘The mausoleum Kyok-Tash in Kyrgyzstan’; Tabaldiev and Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej Kök-Tash’;

Tabaldiev et al., ‘Rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh rabot na mavzolee Kök-Tash’.
31 The top of the dome might have emerged above the soil level.

720 Michal Biran et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000621 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000621


In the centre of the northern half of the second chamber, close to the rear wall, a coffin
of baked brick was built directly on the floor (length 238–240 cm, width 156–169 cm,
height 72–96 cm) (Figure 12). The channel in the upper part of the coffin indicates that
it had a lid, but no traces of it remain. It was probably made of wood, since the brickwork
is too thin to support a heavy stone lid.

Figure 2. Map of the region showing the sites mentioned in the article. Source: Drawing by Valery Kolchenko on a

Google Earth map.

Figure 3. General view of the Kök-Tash mausoleum during excavations. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and

Kunbolot Akmatov.
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The remains of three individuals were found in the tomb. All of them were disturbed
and removed from their original resting places.32 Inside the coffin, the upper part of a
female skeleton was uncovered. The skin was partially preserved and completely covered
with green powder. Bones from the lower part of the same skeleton were found near the
western wall of the main room. The thighbone and the shinbone were wrapped in bronze
or copper wire mesh (Figures 13–16).33 The green powder unambiguously indicates that
the same wire mesh also covered the upper part of the female skeleton. Along the western
wall of the burial chamber and above the lower part of the female skeleton, a male skel-
eton in good anatomical order was found (Figure 17).34 Its bones were also covered with
green powder, and it is clear that it was also wrapped in bronze wire mesh which had
oxidised. Small fragments of bronze wire were discovered in various parts of the tomb.
Thus it seems safe to assume that the couple, who were probably husband and wife,
were originally buried together inside the coffin. It seems that the grave was first dis-
turbed shortly after the burial, when the male body and the lower part of the female
body were thrown out of the coffin and left lying along the western wall. In addition,
the skull of an adolescent was found near the northern wall of the burial chamber, 90–
95 cm above the floor, and several bones belonging to the same skeleton were uncovered
outside the tomb, near the entrance. The C-14 analyses of the adolescent’s skull gave a

Figure 4. A setting of brick fragments near the entrance to the tomb. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and

Kunbolot Akmatov.

32 The mausoleum has been looted several times, therefore it is difficult to reconstruct what exactly happened
to the bodies after they had been placed in the tomb or how they reached their present positions in it.

33 The X-ray fluorescence analysis of the green powder showed that it contained about 50 per cent copper
with different admixtures.

34 The excavators reached the conclusion about the sex of the buried based on their examination of the ske-
letons in the field. Although we follow this identification, a DNA analysis of the skeletons is required for a def-
inite conclusion.
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range of 1264–1300.35 However, because no additional coffin or other installation was
placed in the burial chamber, and the majority of the bones were found outside and
were not wrapped in wire mesh, it seems that the remains of the adolescent are unrelated
to those of the couple and belong to a later period.

In addition to the human remains, several animal bones and a dog skeleton were dis-
covered inside the tomb, together with numerous other finds, including fragments of cer-
amic and glass vessels, metal, stone, gypsum, and jade objects. Most of them were
uncovered at the height of one metre above floor level, and therefore probably belong
to the period after the construction of the tomb, when it was gradually filled with soil.
In some places, the soil inside the tomb was redeposited several times, and plastic bottles

Figure 5. Plan and section of the Kök-Tash mausoleum. Source: Drawing by Elena Bouklaeva.

35 The remains of the couple in the main burial chamber were excavated in the second season (2018) and it
has not yet been possible to subject them to C-14 analyses.
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Figure 6. 3D-reconstruction of the Kök-Tash mausoleum. Source: Drawing by Elena Bouklaeva.

Figure 7. An arched passage leading from the antechamber to the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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Figure 8. Remains of the foundation of the dome in the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev

and Kunbolot Akmatov.

Figure 9. North-western squinch. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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Figure 10. Floor paved with two layers of backed brick in the antechamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev

and Kunbolot Akmatov.

Figure 11. Burned beams in situ, south-eastern corner of the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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Figure 12. The coffin in the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.

Figure 13. Bones wrapped in copper/bronze wire mesh from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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Figure 14. Bones wrapped in copper/bronze wire mesh from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.

Figure 15. Bones wrapped in copper/bronze wire mesh from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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Figure 16. Bones wrapped in copper/bronze wire mesh from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.

Figure 17. Male skeleton in situ, main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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and bags were found even in the lower layers. Additional evidence of disturbance is the
fact that only one complete vessel could be assembled from the hundreds of pottery
sherds found in the tomb. Therefore, it seems that only a few finds, uncovered directly
on the floor, can be considered to be found in situ and belonging to the grave goods of
the original burial.

Among these objects are 12 small plates made of jade, which were placed on the floor
in stacks of two to four pieces near the arch of the entrance to the burial chamber
(Figures 18–19). At a short distance to the north of these plates, two bronze mirrors
were uncovered (Figure 20). They have a diameter of 23.5 cm and one has a projection
in the centre with a hole, probably intended for a loop.

Another remarkable find in the tomb is fragments of blue glazed pottery. The excava-
tors reassembled a low, four-legged table (height 21 cm, length 53 cm, width 46.5 cm)
(Figure 21), but numerous additional fragments and the find of another, fifth leg indicates
that originally at least two such tables were placed in the tomb.

One badly preserved, unidentified Chaghadaid coin (thirteenth–fourteenth centuries)
was found under the male skeleton. Since the skeleton was removed from the burial cof-
fin, the coin probably belongs to a later period, when the burial chamber was no longer in
use. Thus, together with the date obtained by the C-14 analysis of the adolescent’s skull,
the coin only gives us a terminus ante quem, allowing us to conclude that the Kök-Tash
tomb was built not later than the thirteenth century.

Discussion

In their preliminary report, Tabaldiev and Akmatov concluded that the Kök-Tash mauso-
leum is a Muslim tomb that should be dated to the eleventh–thirteenth centuries.36

Figure 18. 12 small jade plates in situ, main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and Kunbolot

Akmatov.

36 Tabaldiev et al., ‘Rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh rabot na mavzolee Kök-Tash’, pp. 56–60.
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However, the tomb includes nothing that is specifically Muslim and, moreover, some of its
features are exceptional and do not find ready parallels in contemporaneous Central Asian
funerary structures.37 Notably, underground tombs are extremely rare in medieval Central
Asia, and none has a two-chamber structure. A floor paved with two layers of brick is also
unknown in Muslim Central Asia. Furthermore, the burial arrangements are as atypical as
the architectural ones: Muslims are supposed to be buried in the ground, without coffins
and grave goods, and certainly burial in a coffin built on the floor and the coffin’s east-
west orientation are highly unusual. Moreover, a burial of a couple (male and female)
together in the same coffin or grave is unknown in Muslim Central Asia.38

Figure 19. Drawing of the jade

plates. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.

37 Akmatov, ‘The mausoleum Kyok-Tash’, p. 13; Tabaldiev and Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej Kök- Tash’, pp. 602–607;
Tabaldiev et al., ‘Rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh rabot na mavzolee Kök- Tash’, pp. 56–60.

38 For Muslim funerary practices, see, for example, L. Halevi, ‘Funerary practices’, in Encyclopaedia of Islam,
THREE, (eds) K. Fleet et al., 2013, http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_27205. For Muslim mausoleums,
see, for example, R. Hillenbrand, Islamic Architecture (Edinburgh 1994), pp. 253–330; for contemporaneous, very
different Qarakhanid mausoleums, see R. P. McClary, Medieval Monuments of Central Asia: Qarakhanid Architecture
of the 11th and 12th Centuries (Edinburgh, 2020), pp. 23–152; for the Qarakhanid cemetery in Tashbulaq, see
E. A. Bullion, ‘Kinship and Religious Identities in Medieval Central Asia (8th–13th c. CE): Tracing Communities
of Mortuary Practice and Biological Affinity’, (unpublished PhD dissertation, Washington University in St
Louis, 2018), available at https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/art_sci_etds/1516/ (accessed 26 January 2023).

Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 731

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000621 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_27205
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_ei3_COM_27205
https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/art_sci_etds/1516/
https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/art_sci_etds/1516/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186322000621


Figure 20. Bronze mirror from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and Kunbolot

Akmatov.

Figure 21. Reconstruction of the glazed ceramic table from the main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek

Tabaldiev and Kunbolot Akmatov.
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In contrast, however, these and other features of the Kök-Tash mausoleum closely
resemble the underground tombs of the Khitan Liao empire, whose refugees established
the Qara Khitai or Western Liao dynasty. Based on these similarities, we argue that the
Kök-Tash mausoleum is actually a Qara Khitai elite tomb, the first to have come to
light so far.

An impressive number of several thousands of Liao burials are known today and new
tombs continue to be discovered in the Khitan-ruled territories in north and north-east
China. Most of the tombs were unearthed in the modern provinces of Liaoning and
Inner Mongolia, but also in Hebei, Shanxi, Tianjin, Heilongjiang, and Jilin. With such an
abundance of material—combined with the magnificent findings inside the tombs—it
comes as no surprise that the architecture of the Liao tombs, their grave goods, and
Liao burial customs have been extensively studied.39

The Kök-Tash mausoleum clearly fits into the Liao ‘house-shaped tomb’ (屋式墓 wush-
imu) type, according to Dong Xinlin’s classification.40 This is the most common type of
Liao burial. It consists of a passageway, a portal, and a fairly large chamber (2 m or larger)
or chambers, with a domed ceiling. Variants of this type include the number of chambers
along the main axis as well as the existence and number of side rooms, and also the shape
of the chambers, which can be round or oval, square, rectangular or polygonal but usually
octagonal or hexagonal.41 Kök-Tash’s layout of two central rooms, with one smaller ante-
chamber leading into the main burial chamber, is characteristic of many Liao elite tombs.
Rectangular rooms, however, are less common in Liao tombs, the most popular being
round and octagonal shapes.42 Side rooms, which often characterise Khitan aristocratic
burials, are missing at Kök-Tash. Its rectangular double-chamber layout without the
side rooms is typical of the high-ranked Liao non-Khitan (that is, Han Chinese) elite.
These Han Chinese aristocrats usually rose to prominence by statecraft and through mili-
tary channels, but consolidated power through intermarriage with Khitan imperial and
consort clans, and in some cases even received the honorary Khitan royal surname
‘Yelü’, so they were quite ‘Khitanised’. While many held hereditary prerogatives and
their families served the Khitans for generations, others (what Cheng calls ‘non-
hereditary elites’) rose to prominence by other means, mainly their skills or wealth,
and only retained their privileges for three generations or fewer.43 Among these
non-Khitan hereditary elite tombs, Cheng identified seven out of 21 which had two
rooms. All of them belonged to the upper rank of the Liao Han hereditary elites, of the

39 For example, Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’; H. Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices
of Liao (907–1125) Khitan Elites: A Reflection of Hybrid Culture’, (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of
Oxford, 2006); N. N. Kradin and A. L. Ivliev, Istoriya kidan’skoj imperii Lyao: 907—1125 (Moscow, 2014), pp. 84–119;
D. Kuhn, How the Qidan Reshaped the Tradition of the Chinese Dome-shaped Tomb (Heidelberg, 1998); D. Kuhn, ‘An
introduction to Chinese archaeology of the Liao’, in Gilded Splendor: Treasures of China’s Liao Empire (907–1125),
(ed.) Shen Hsueh-man (New York, 2006), pp. 28–41; Liu Wei 刘未, ‘Liaodai Qidan muzang yanjiu 辽代契丹墓

葬研究’, Kaogu Xuebao 考古学报4 (2009), pp. 497–546; Liu Wei 刘未, 辽代墓葬的考古学研究, Liaodai muzang
de kaoguxue yanjiu (Beijing, 2016); P. Sebillaud et al., ‘A glimpse into burial practices of medieval (10th to 13th
c. AD) elites in the Horqin region, Northeast China’, Bulletin de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient CV (2019),
pp. 255–320; N. S. Steinhardt, Liao Architecture (Honolulu, 1997), pp. 241–353; N. Tackett, The Origins of the
Chinese Nation: Song China and the Forging of an East Asian World Order (Cambridge, 2017), pp. 211–245.

40 Dong Xinlin 董新林, ‘Liaodai muzang xingshi yu fenqi luelun 辽代墓葬形制与分期略论’, Kaogu 考古 8
(2004), pp. 62–75.

41 Ibid.; Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices’, pp. 66–67.
42 N. Steinhardt, ‘The architectural landscape of Liao and underground resonances’, in Gilded Splendor, (ed.)

Shen, p. 47. Sebillaud et al., ‘A glimpse into burial practices’, p. 282.
43 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, pp. 362–364, 367, 371–372; on the Han fam-

ily and Khitanisation, see P. Crossley, ‘Outside in: power, identity, and the Han lineage of Jizhou’, Journal of
Song-Yuan Studies XLIII (2013), pp. 51–89.
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families of Han 韓 and Geng 耿 . Three of them—those of the Geng family (dated to 949,
1020, and 1026, and located at Guyinzi Village, Chaoyang City, Liaoning, in the Liao’s
Central Capital circuit)—were rectangular and without side rooms, and Cheng defines
them as manifesting a high degree of Khitanisation, that is, they emulated the tombs
of the Khitan elites.44 The closest analogies to the Kök-Tash architectural plan are the
tombs of Geng Zhixin 耿知新45 and Zhang Shiqing 張世卿 (tomb no. 1) from Xuanhua,
Hebei province (in the Liao’s Western Capital circuit), dated to 1116 CE and famous for
its remarkable murals (Figure 22).46 Zhang Shiqing, a non-hereditary aristocrat, made
his fortune in agriculture and was granted an official title after he had donated grain
for famine relief (that is, he bought his way into the administration). He continued to
advance in the Liao Southern administration, becoming a middle-ranking official. He

Figure 22. Plan of Zhang Shiqing’s tomb (M1), Xuanhua, Hebei province. Source: Li Qingquan, Xuanhua Liao mu,
vol. I, p.193.

44 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, pp. 359, 362–364, 367, 670.
45 Ibid., pp. 323–325. Geng Zhixin is described in his epitaph as a bright young man, adept in riding and archery

as well as in Chinese classics, who received a first military office before getting ill and dying at the age of 15. The
Geng family were among the Han families who had joined the Liao from Abaoji’s times. They made a career in the
Liao army and conducted various marriage alliances with the Yelü and Xiao Khitan clans and with the Han 韓

family, the most prominent Han-Chinese elite family under the Liao. One member of the family was a concubine
of the Liao emperor Shengzong (r. 982–1031). Ibid., pp. 720–721; Li Daoxin 李 道 新 , ‘Liaochao mingmen-Bazhou
Gengshi jiazu 辽朝名门—霸州耿氏家族’, Liao Jin lishi yu kaogu 辽金历史与考古 2 (2017), pp. 113–117.

46 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, pp. 384–390; Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices’,
pp. 87–89; Li Qingquan 李清泉, Xuanhua Liao mu: Muzang yishu yu Liao dai shehui 宣化辽墓：墓葬艺术与辽代社

会 (Beijing, 2008), vol. I, pp. 192–238; Hsueh-man Shen, Authentic Replicas: Buddhist Art in Medieval China (Honolulu,
2019), pp. 2–3, 52–54; Steinhardt, Liao Architecture, pp. 342–344. These tombs have two chambers, without any side
rooms. A smaller rectangular antechamber is immediately followed by a larger square burial chamber. The main
difference is that at Kök-Tash, the antechamber is arranged with its shorter sides along the axis of the building,
while in the tombs of Geng Zhixin and Zhang Shiqing these are the longer sides.
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was a devout Buddhist and was close to the last Liao emperor, Tianzuo (天祚, r. 1101–
1125), who enjoyed Zhang’s lavish hospitality during Buddhist feasts. By the time of his
death, his grandson was married to a woman of the Yelü clan.47 Zhang’s tomb was con-
structed in a style emulating the burials of the Liao Khitan aristocracy, yet its content
and burial practices were typical of the tradition of the Liao Han-Chinese tombs, contain-
ing many Buddhist features and excluding Khitan characteristics.48

The wooden beams and iron nails that were found inside the Kök-Tash burial cham-
ber49 could be part of a door. However, many Liao tombs contained wooden architectural
elements in the main burial chambers. In some of them, an entire wooden interior tent
(muzhang 木帳) was built, to create a kind of inner wooden envelope inside a burial cham-
ber made of brick. This wooden interior tent is specific to the Liao dynasty and is
unattested earlier in Chinese architecture.50 Since only beams were found in Kök-Tash,
it is clear that the entire burial chamber was not faced with wood. Nevertheless, we can-
not exclude the possibility that the beams were used as supports for some kind of struc-
ture above the burial coffin.

The entrance to Liao tombs is usually situated in the south-eastern direction, but the
orientation of the Liao Khitan tombs is almost never as accurately north-south as in the
Kök-Tash tomb. However, the orientation of the entrance to the south is typical for Liao
Han Chinese graves.51

Much attention has been paid to the possible correlation between certain architectural
features of the tombs, the objects placed in them, and details of the burial rites with the
alleged ethnic identity of the buried, either Khitan or Han Chinese.52 Notably, distinctively
Khitan mortuary customs included the entombment of entire bodies clothed with metal
burial attire, consisting of a body netting of wire mesh suits and crowns, as well as face
masks (Figures 23–24), while in Han Chinese burials the deceased were cremated, although
a human manikin of wood or straw was sometimes placed in the tomb.53

The wire mesh used to cover the deceased’s entire body from head to toe, which we
find on the couple buried at Kök-Tash, was thus a distinctive feature of the burial practices
of the Liao Khitan elite throughout the empire’s existence.54 The origins and meaning of
this Khitan custom have been much debated and should not concern us here.55 What is
important for our purposes is the preservation of this distinctive Khitan custom in
Central Asia, which testifies to its continuation under the Qara Khitai elite.56 Since the
green powder also covered the front of the heads of the Kök-Tash couple (Figure 25), it

47 Li Qingquan, Xuanhua Liaomu, vol. I, pp. 236–38; Shen, Authentic Replicas, pp. 2–3.
48 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, p. 396.
49 Tabaldiev and Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej Kök-Tash’, fig. 14.
50 Kradin and Ivliev, Istoriya kidanʹskoj imperii Lyao, pp. 105–106; Kuhn, ‘An introduction to Chinese archaeology

of the Liao’, pp. 33–34, figs. 6–7, 36.
51 Kradin and Ivliev, Istoriya kidanʹskoj imperii Lyao, pp. 96–97; Steinhardt, Liao Architecture, p. 316; Sebillaud

et al., ‘A glimpse into burial practices’, p. 288.
52 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’; Tackett, The Origins of the Chinese Nation,

pp. 211–243.
53 Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices’, p. 72; Kradin and Ivliev, Istoriya kidanʹskoj imperii Lyao, p. 96; Shen, ‘Body mat-

ters’, pp. 99–141; Shen (ed.), Gilded Splendor, pp. 96–109, 218–219; Tackett, The Origins of the Chinese Nation, pp. 231–
233.

54 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, p. 267.
55 Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices’, pp. 129–144, arguing for Steppe origin; F. Louis, ‘Iconic ancestors: wire mesh,

metal masks, and Kitan image worship’, Journal of Song-Yuan Studies XLIII (2013), pp. 91–115 favouring Chinese and
Buddhist provenance.

56 While the use of wire mesh was typical for Khitan elites, there is also limited evidence of its adoption by
some ‘Khitanised’ Han Chinese elites of the Liao empire. Thus, wire mesh gloves were found in the tomb of Geng
Yanyi (Geng Zhixin’s father, whose grandmother was a Khitan of the Yelü clan) and his wife situated near
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seems likely that their faces were covered with copper or bronze masks that have since
disappeared. Covering the faces of the deceased with metal masks, as part of the wire-
mesh attire, is typical of the Liao.57

The quantity of the attire elements and the metal used reflected the status of the bur-
ied. The masks and the body netting of members of the Liao imperial and consort clans
were made of gold and silver, while people of lower status had fewer pieces, which were
made of bronze.58 Caution is necessary here, since the Liao tradition was transferred to a
different geographical and cultural environment. However, in the context of the known
Liao tombs, the simple layout of the Kök-Tash mausoleum (namely the absence of side
rooms) and the bronze or copper wire mesh (rather than gold or silver) may indicate
that the Kök-Tash couple did not belong to the imperial family of the Qara Khitai, but
were, rather, members of the elite.

Figure 23. Mesh suit from the tomb of Princess Chen (d.

1018), Naimen Banner, Zhelimu League, Inner Mongolia

Autonomous Region. Source: Zhongguo lishi bowuguan, Nei

Menggu Zizhiqu wenhua ting 中囯历史愽 物馆, 内蒙古自治

区文化厅 (ed.), Qidan wang chao: Nei Menggu Liao dai wenwu
jinghua. 契丹王朝 : 内蒙古辽代文物精华 (Beijing, 2002),

p. 29.

Chaoyang, Liao province dated to 1020 CE (Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’,
pp. 319–322, 357, 721–722).

57 Although Liao tombs where the deceased only had wire mesh body suits, without facemasks, are also
known: Kinoshita, ‘Burial Practices’, pp. 115–116.

58 Ibid., pp. 106–116.
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Figure 24. Golden mask from

the tomb of Princess Chen.

Source: Zhongguo lishi bowu-

guan, Nei Menggu Zizhiqu wen-

hua ting (ed.), Qidan wang chao,
p. 38.

Figure 25. Skull with traces of green power in situ, main burial chamber. Source: Photo by Kubatbek Tabaldiev and

Kunbolot Akmatov.
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The burial of married couples together is typical for the Liao, for both Khitan and Han
elites. This further supports the suggestion that the individuals buried in the Kök-Tash
tomb were husband and wife. In Liao tombs, corpses were often placed in wooden or
stone coffins,59 which were usually located closer to the rear wall of the main chamber
than to the entrance,60 exactly as at Kök-Tash.

Mirrors and small ceramic tables found in Kök-Tash also find parallels in the Liao
tombs. The latter often contained a number of mirrors, in both Khitan and
Han-Chinese elite tombs.61 In several elite Khitan tombs, mirrors were hung from the
walls or ceiling.62 Especially noteworthy is a large, undecorated mirror from the tomb
of the Princess Chen (d. 1018) and her husband, which was suspended from the wall in
the burial chamber with a silver cord inserted in the boss of the mirror.63 It bears a
close resemblance to the Kök-Tash mirror, and it seems safe to assume that the latter
was also suspended from the ceiling or the wall, while the second mirror from the
tomb, without a boss, was placed somewhere in the room. Kinoshita suggested that the
use of mirrors in Liao tombs imitates the arrangement of mirrors in pagodas and
might have been employed by the Khitans to create an auspicious, Buddhist-inspired
‘environment of paradise’.64

The blue glazed ceramic tables seem to be almost identical in shape (but larger in size)
to the turquoise glazed table (36 x 40, h. 14 cm) found in 1951 at Taraz (Kazakhstan)
(Figure 26).65 According to the records of the Taraz Regional Museum, this table was acci-
dentally discovered during gardening, in an underground tomb built of baked bricks. It
was accompanied by several glazed vessels, a jar, three plates, a small bowl, two
bronze ornamented mirrors, and a turquoise glazed ceramic box with removable lid
(Figures 27–28). Based on the ceramics, the tomb was dated to the thirteenth century.
Unfortunately, since it did not come from a controlled excavation, this tomb was never
properly studied. Senigova, who reproduced drawings of several objects from this tomb,
referred to it as a ‘female burial’.66 She also describes the bronze mirrors (6.5 and 8 cm
in diameter) and notes that they have a semi-circular projection in the centre with a
hole for suspension, exactly like the Kök-Tash mirror.67 Most importantly, Senigova
attests that the box from the burial contained cremated remains.68 This definitely rules

59 Cheng, ‘Ethnic identity and the consolidation of imperial power’, pp. 92–99; Lin Dong林栋 , ‘Liaodai muguan
chutan 辽代墓棺初探’, Chifeng Xueyuan Xuebao (Hanwen Zhixue shehui kexue ban) 赤峰学院学报（汉文哲学社会

科学版）XLI.8 (2020), pp. 1–6.
60 Steinhardt, Liao Architecture, p. 316.
61 C. Schulten, ‘Some notes on the use of bronze mirrors in the tomb of Zhang Wenzao, Liao period’, Cleveland

Studies in the History of Art IX (2005), pp. 68–89.
62 Kinoshita, ‘Burial practices’, pp. 93–95.
63 Ibid., fig. 3.35; Schulten, ‘Some notes’, p. 78.
64 Kinoshita, ‘Burial practices’, p. 103.
65 The striking resemblance is remarkable, even in small details, such as the edges, which are bent slightly

upwards.
66 T. N. Senigova, Srednevekovyj Taraz (Alma-ata, 1972), p. 193.
67 Ibid. She notes that mirrors of this shape are well-known from the tenth–fourteenth centuries.
68 Ibid., pp. 99, 201. This information is also repeated by Bajpakov, who adds that the box contained (burned)

bones (K. M. Bajpakov, Drevnyaya i srednevekovaya urbanizatsiya Kazakhstana, vol. III.1 [Almaty, 2016], p. 52).
Senigova did not describe the table, only the box, and in the drawing she published, the box is placed on the
table for some unknown reason (Senigova, Srednevekovyj Taraz, fig. XIII, p. 41). However, from the original
museum records of 1951, the excellent picture of the table published in a recent catalogue (K. M. Baipakov
et al., Treasure of Ancient and Medieval Taraz and Zhambyl Region (Taraz, 2013), p. 181; fig. 23 here), and the photo-
graphs and measurements generously supplied by the Taraz museum staff, it is clear that the table and the box
are two separate objects. We would like to thank Sejtzhan Il’yas, the Director of the Taraz Regional Museum, and
Aisha Begalieva, the Chief Curator of the museum for their invaluable assistance.
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out the possibility that the buried woman was Muslim. Since the ashes and bones were
put in the box, apparently specifically manufactured for this purpose, probably some of
the vessels were originally placed on the table. After the discovery of the Kök-Tash

Figure 26. Glazed ceramic table from a female burial at Taraz. Source: Baipakov et al., Treasure of Ancient and
Medieval Taraz, p. 181.

Figure 27. A glazed ceramic box with removable lid from a female burial at Taraz. Source: Photo courtesy of

Sejtzhan Il’yas and Aisha Begalieva.
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tomb, and given the similarities of the two monuments (the offering table, the grave
goods, the underground tomb, and the non-Muslim burial), we can also tentatively attri-
bute this female burial from Taraz to the Qara Khitai. The central position of Taraz
(known as Talās in the medieval period) in the Qara Khitai realm—at the north-western
border of their Central territory and the headquarters of a notable general who headed
their western campaigns—supports this identification.69

These strikingly similar ceramic tables from Kök-Tash and Taraz appear to be a local,
Qara Khitai version of offering/altar table(s), which were often placed in Liao tombs, espe-
cially those of the Liao Han Chinese. These offering tables were part of the ‘sacrifice of
repose’ intended to provide the souls of the deceased with a final banquet, and often con-
nected with Buddhist beliefs (Figure 29).70 The jade plates that were probably placed on
the table seem to be related to this banquet, which was so essential for the Chinese per-
ceptions of burial that Tackett has defined it as ‘constitut[ing] good evidence of Chinese
cultural influence’.71 The presence of a large number of vessels in a burial is atypical for
Central Asia. Yet jade was a famous product of the Khotan region, which was subject to the
Qara Khitai, and a commodity coveted by and exported to both the Liao and the Song
dynasties by the Qarakhanids in the pre-Qara Khitai period.72 Interestingly, one of the
features that we suggest identifying as non-elite Qara Khitai graves is the presence of
burial goods made of jade (see below). The combination of ‘Khitan’ and ‘Chinese’ charac-
teristics at the Kök-Tash tomb corresponds to the category of ‘hybrid’ tombs as defined by

Figure 28. A glazed ceramic box with removable lid from a female burial at Taraz. Source: Photo courtesy of

Sejtzhan Il’yas and Aisha Begalieva.

69 Biran, The Empire of the Qara Khitai, pp. 106, 111–112.
70 Shen, ‘Body matters’, p. 130, fig. 26; Tackett, The Origins of the Chinese Nation, p. 223.
71 Tackett, The Origins of the Chinese Nation, p. 222.
72 M. Biran, ‘Qarakhanid eastern trade: preliminary notes on the Silk Roads in the 11th–12th centuries’, in The

Complexity of Interaction along the Eurasian Steppe Zone in the First Millennium CE. Empires, Cities, Nomads and Farmers,
(eds) J. Bemmann and M. Schmauder (Bonn, 2015), pp. 575–596, esp. p. 584; Duturaeva, Qarakhanid Roads to China,
pp. 81–82, 102–103.
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Tackett.73 Notably, an offering table is one of the Chinese practices adopted by the Khitans
buried in such ‘hybrid’ tombs.74

The Central Asian element manifests itself in the building techniques and use of local
materials. This is also true for the material used for the offering table—blue ceramics.
Blue, the colour of the East in the Chinese and Turkic world, might have represented
the Qara Khitai’s connection to the East or simply local taste. In twelfth-century
Transoxania, under the Qara Khitai, blue glazed ceramics were widespread, especially in
Samarqand and Bukhara, where turquoise glazed ceramics also became numerous and
mass-produced.75 Another local element is the baked bricks; their size is identical to
those used in the eleventh-century minaret in Burana (Balāsāghūn), the Qara Khitai

Figure 29. ‘Sacrifice of repose’ from the tomb of Zhang Wenzao (M7) at Xuanhua, Hebei province. Source: Li

Qingquan, Xuanhua Liaomu, vol. II, p. 34.

73 Tackett, The Origins of the Chinese Nation, pp. 226–227, 234–239: ‘… “hybrid” tombs, which exhibit both
Chinese and Khitan features. In this last type of tomb, one typically finds primarily Khitan tomb elements,
with the addition of the grave goods typically associated with the “fragrant banquet” (wine vessels, spittoons,
etc.) placed on an offering table’ (ibid., pp. 226–227).

74 Ibid., p. 236.
75 G. V. Shishkina, Glazurovannaya keramika Sogda (vtoraya polovina VIII–nachalo XIII vv.) (Tashkent, 1979),

pp. 33, 51.
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capital.76 Thus the Western Liao elite used local Central Asian raw materials to reconstruct
the funerary culture typical of the Liao empire in North China.

Who was the couple buried in the Kök Tash mausoleum? They were subjects of the Qara
Khitai empire, likely of Khitan origin (or perhaps Khitanised Chinese), and possibly
Buddhists. They were part of the elite, but probably not of its higher echelons or of
the Qara Khitai royal family, so merely the local elite.

This assumption fits well with the location of the mausoleum. Three to four kms from
the Kök-Tash tomb, next to the modern village of Kum-Döbö, there is a large site (400 x
870 m) usually identified as medieval Quchqār Bāshī or Qochnār Bāshi. The city is men-
tioned by Maḥmūd Kāshgharī (fl. 1072) in his Compendium of the Turkic Dialects (Dīwān
Lughāt al- Turk). He said that the meaning of ‘Qochnār’ is a ram, that the city was located
near the Siḍin lake, and that a certain Zānbi pass was located between Kochnar and
Balāsāghūn (identified as the current Shamsi pass). Moreover, it was mentioned by
Kāshgharī in his world map (centred in Balāsāghūn), thereby suggesting that it had at
least a certain regional importance.77 The city (as Quchqār) is mentioned once by the
eleventh-century Ghaznavid historian Gardīzī as the death site of the Qarakhanid ruler
Ilig Khan (d. 922), who passed away on his way back from Samarqand to Turkestan.78

Yet we were unable to find any other reference to the city in the twelfth–thirteenth cen-
turies, despite the abundance of biographical and geographical works, most notably the
Kitāb al-Ansāb (Book of Genealogies) of al-Samʿānī (d. 1166), who spent a few years in
Qara Khitai-ruled Transoxania, and Yāqūt’s (d. 1229) comprehensive Muʿjam al-Buldān
(Dictionary of Countries). This absence suggests that in the twelfth-century, Quchqār
was not home to a significant scholarly Muslim population. The name (as Quḥqār) reap-
pears in the Timurid chronicles, when describing Tamerlane’s raids into Moghulistan (the
eastern Chaghadaid realm, roughly equivalent to the Qara Khitai empire minus
Transoxania) in the 1370s–1380s. Apart from a certain strategic importance, not much
information can be gleaned from these later sources.79

In the twelfth century, the city belonged to the central territory of the Qara Khitai, the
part of their realm over which they ruled directly, as opposed to most of their empire
where subject rulers (notably the Eastern and Western Qarakhanids and the Gaochang
Uighurs) retained their authority. Most of the Khitans and those who accompanied
them in their migration from northern China resided in the central territory, which
was located around the capital, Balāsāghūn.80 Moreover, Quchqār was on the road leading
from the Qara Khitai’s winter pasture around the capital to one of their summer pastures
on the north-western slopes of the Tian Shan above the Issyq Kul, passing through
Barskhān (modern Karakol) and sometimes going all the way to the outskirts of
Kashgar (China).81

76 Tabaldiev et al., ‘Rezul’taty arkheologicheskikh rabot na mavzolee Kök-Tash’, p. 60.
77 Maḥmūd Kāshgharī, Compendium of the Turkic Dialects: Dīwān Lughāt at-Turk, (trans) R. Dankoff and J. Kelly

(Cambridge, 1982), vol. I, p. 5; vol. II, pp. 345 (611), 217 (502), 375 (634); Tabaldiev and Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej
Kök-Tash’, p. 608.

78 ʻAbd al-Ḥayy ibn Ḍaḥḥāk Gardīzī, Zayn al-akhbār, (ed.) ‘A. Ḥabībī (Tehran, 1968), pp. 168– 169; ʻAbd al-Ḥayy
ibn Ḍaḥḥāk Gardīzī, The Ornament of Histories: A History of the Eastern Islamic Lands AD 650–1041. The Original Text of
Abū Saʻīd ʻAbd al-Ḥayy Gardīzī, (trans.) C. E. Bosworth (London, 2011), p. 74; V. V. Barthold, Turkestan Down to the
Mongol Invasion, (trans.) V. Minorsky (Delhi, 1968), p. 260; Tabaldiev and Akmatov, ‘Mavzolej Kök-Tash’, p. 608.

79 For example, Muʿīn al-Dīn Naṭanzī, Anonym d’Iskandar, (ed.) J. Aubin (Tehran, 1957), p. 411.
80 The driving distance today between Balāsāghūn and Kochkor is 132 km, with the road taking a major

detour around the mountains. The aerial distance is circa 66 km. On horseback, the ride would have been
around 70 km. See https://distancecalculator.globefeed.com/Kyrgyzstan_Distance_Result.asp?vr=sehest&fromla
t=42.7333333&fromlng=75.3333333&tolat=42.2180556&tolng=75.7372222&fromplace=Burana,%20Kyrgyzstan%20KG&
toplace=Kochkor,%20Naryn%20Kyrgyzstan%20KG (accessed 26 January 2023).

81 Biran, The Empire of the Qara Khitai, p. 133.
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Another feature that seems to provide further support for the settlement of the Qara
Khitai in the Kochkor region is the underground burials that were unearthed in the nine-
teenth century, but until now were never connected to the Qara Khitai. In 1891,
A. M. Fetisov explored several underground burials in the area of Keske-Tash in the
same Kochkor valley, which were disturbed by the locals. Overall, he recorded five enclo-
sures made of rammed earth with five to six large stones placed in the corners and with
an entrance from the east. One burial, labelled ‘A’ had already been completely robbed
when Fetisov arrived, while burial ‘B’ was partially disturbed. This allowed him to exam-
ine the general setting and the construction of the burials. From the entrance in the
enclosure, there was a descending ramp leading to the floor of a completely underground
structure made of baked brick. After cleaning the entrance, Fetisov realised that the ceil-
ing of the structure had collapsed and further excavations would be dangerous. Therefore,
he turned to the undisturbed enclosure ‘C’ (20 x 10 m). Its round burial chamber (diameter
2.33 m) was situated more than 1 m below the surface level. It was covered by a ‘dome-like
vault’ 3.42 m high. The floor inside the tomb and its walls were plastered. Near the rear
wall of the burial chamber there was a brick coffin (1 x 0.5 m and 3.42 m high) that con-
tained ashes of the deceased. Fetisov recorded that enclosures ‘A’, ‘B’, and ‘C’ were
arranged along one diagonal line at a distance of 5–10 m from one another. Enclosure
‘E’ was the largest (22 x 14 m) and was also situated at a distance of 75–80 m from the
rest. It had also been partially robbed and had collapsed as a result.82

Such underground burial constructions made of mud bricks are not characteristic of
the region. Indeed, after Fetisov’s excavations, nothing similar was encountered in the
region, and scholars did not suggest any convenient interpretations for these
Keske-Tash burials, although it was clear that they should be dated to the medieval
period.83

In the same year of 1891, Fetisov also excavated a number of burials at Orto-Tokoi in
the eastern Kochkor valley.84 The burials were in stone boxes at a depth of 2 m and
oriented towards the north. Burial goods included a Chinese mirror, jade jewellery, and
a belt set. In two graves, a wooden plate, which contained sheep bones, was placed to
the right of the skull.85

Now, after the discovery of the Kök-Tash mausoleum, which has some similar basic fea-
tures, it seems reasonable to suggest that the burials excavated by Fetisov belonged to
non-elite Qara Khitai. If this is indeed true, then the first Qara Khitai constructions
were already uncovered almost 130 years ago, but it is only now that we can recognise
them as such. The burials excavated by Bernshtam at Alexandrovka and by Bajpakov
near Almaty may also have belonged to non-elite Qara Khitai, while the female burial
from Taraz unearthed in 1951, with its cremation box and offering table, may even
have been another elite Qara Khitai tomb. Features that are shared by most of these graves
include underground burial, graves paved with brick (sometimes vaulted), northern orien-
tation, the presence of grave goods made of jade, and Chinese mirrors.

We must, however, remember that the troops of Chinggis Khan who subjugated the
Qara Khitai in 1218 and the Khwārazm Shāh’s empire soon afterwards (1219–1225)
included quite a few Khitans and northern Chinese who had joined the Mongols at an
early stage or were recruited after the conquest of the Jin capital, Yanjing, in 1215.
Moreover, after their conquest of Transoxania, the Mongols transferred numerous

82 A. M. Fetisov, ‘Raskopki drevnikh mogil v Issyk-Kul’skom i Tokmanskom uezdakh’, in Arkhivnye materialy po
Istorii Kyryzstana (Bishek, 2012), pp. 6–27.

83 K. Sh. Tabaldiev, Kurgany srednevekovykh kochevnikov Tyan’-Shanya (Bishek, 1996), p. 8.
84 Fetisov, ‘Raskopki drevnikh mogil’, pp. 17–19.
85 M. B. Piotrovskij (ed.), Kochevniki Evrazii na puti k imperii. Katalog vystavki (St Petersburg, 2012), no. 710.
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Chinese, Khitan, and Tangut farmers to the region, and used Khitans from North China as
administrators, for example, in Bukhara.86 Thus, some of the other tombs might have
belonged to East Asians (Khitans, Chinese, Jurchens, Mongols) who arrived in Central
Asia after the Qara Khitai’s collapse. Unlike all these other tombs, however, the presence
of the wire mesh suit in the Kök-Tash mausoleum firmly supports its identification as a
Qara Khitai tomb.

Conclusions

The architecture and content of the Kök-Tash mausoleum finds close parallels in the
underground tombs of the Liao dynasty unearthed in North China. Conclusive evidence
is provided by the use of wire mesh attire on the Kök-Tash couple. This is a custom unique
to the Liao Khitan elite and is unattested elsewhere in this period. Some features, like the
double-layered floors and the inner wooden architectural elements, are also unique to
Khitan graves and not found elsewhere. Another rite specific to the Liao tombs is the
hanging of bronze mirrors in the burial chamber. Moreover, additional details of the bur-
ial customs attested at Kök-Tash such as double (male and female) burial in a brick coffin
placed near the innermost wall, as well as grave goods and offering tables, also correspond
to the rites of the Liao elite tombs. Needless to say, these characteristics do not fit Muslim
burials.

The Kök-Tash tomb combines features typical of the Liao elite’s Khitan and Han tombs.
The features more typical of the Khitan burials include inhumation and encasement of the
corpses in wire mesh. Characteristics of Han-Chinese Liao tombs include north-south
orientation and the funerary banquet. The rectangular room shape and absence of side
rooms are also more common in Han Chinese tombs. All in all, the tomb resembles the
hybrid Khitan-Chinese tombs that appear in the late Liao. Who, then, were the couple bur-
ied in the Kök Tash? We suppose that they were Buddhist Khitans, but while we cannot
determine their ethnic and religious identity with any certainty at this stage, their polit-
ical identity, namely their belonging to the elite of the Qara Khitai empire, is quite
clear-cut.

Burial customs were among the main characteristics of the Khitan imperial culture that
took shape in North China with the establishment of the Liao, together with the Khitan
scripts and the creation of capital(s). In the pre-imperial era, the Khitans did not bury
their dead but used ‘sky burial’, that is, they left bodies on a tree until the flesh had dis-
appeared, later collecting the bones. Monumental burials had already begun by the time
of the Liao founder Abaoji and became the most typical architectural form identified with
the Khitans throughout the Liao period. It therefore makes sense that the Qara Khitai
would continue to practise this major feature of the Liao imperial culture, just as they
continued to use the Khitan script and language in Central Asia (alongside other lan-
guages and scripts, as was also the case in the Liao period). However, just as they adapted
aspects of their government and administration to the new Central Asian environment,
they made certain adaptations in their mortuary culture. The Kök Tash tomb therefore
not only combines Khitan and Chinese features of the Liao tomb, but also local Central
Asian elements. These included both building techniques, such as using baked bricks of

86 P. D. Buell, ‘Sino-Khitan administration in Mongol Bukhara’, Journal of Asian History XIII.2 (1979), pp. 121–151;
M. Biran, ‘The Mongols in Central Asia from Chinggis Khan’s invasion to the rise of Temür: the Ögödeid and
Chaghadaid realms’, in The Cambridge History of Inner Asia: The Chinggisid Age, (eds) N. Di Cosmo, A. J. Frank
and P. B. Golden (Cambridge, 2009), pp. 46–66; M. Biran, ‘The Mongols and nomadic identity: the case of the
Kitans of China’, in Eurasian Nomads as Agents of Cultural Change, (eds) R. Amitai and M. Biran (Honolulu, 2015),
pp. 152–181.
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local production, and prestigious local artefacts and raw materials, such as glazed blue
ceramic tables and jade plates.

Such adaptations notwithstanding, the Kök Tash mausoleum is by far the most impres-
sive archaeological evidence of the distinct Khitan character of the Qara Khitai empire.
This fits well with the recent, albeit few in number, philological, historical, and archaeo-
logical publications which suggest that the Khitan character of the Qara Khitai was more
pronounced than was previously thought.87 It contributed, among other things, to the
non-Islamisation of the Qara Khitai in Central Asia, despite their various adjustments
to their new environment.

Moreover, this unique mausoleum may be the harbinger of a bigger discovery. We have
already suggested that a few other graves unearthed in the Kochkor valley and at Talas
might have also belonged to the Qara Khitai, and new research may further support
this hypothesis. Moreover, a GPR survey conducted in the region in 2017 suggested
that additional underground tombs were situated near the Kök-Tash mausoleum. We
intend to further investigate the area and hopefully unearth additional, less disturbed,
tombs belonging to this necropolis. Such further excavations would eventually allow us
to better reconstruct the hitherto barely explored material culture of the Qara Khitai,
as well as to gain more insights into this fascinating empire and its role in the history
of medieval Central Asia.
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