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The article is devoted to the scientific systematization and digital inventory of Turkic-period stone sculptures
discovered in the Jetisu and Saryarka (Kazakhstan). It examines their landscape localization, as well as the
iconographic and semantic characteristics of these monuments. The authors propose a methodological model for a
unified digital registry, incorporating geographic coordinates, typology, dimensions, iconography, archaeological
context, and the preservation of each object. A structured data scheme has been developed with fields for
comprehensive documentation attributes, including: monument name, discoverer or expedition, administrative
location (region, district), year of discovery, precise coordinates, sculpture dimensions, typology, iconographic
elements (presence of vessels, weapons, ornaments, clothing elements), connections with other components of the
memorial complex (enclosures, burial mounds, stone sculptures, balbals), chronology, and references to publications.
This systematic approach allows data to be standardized, facilitating creation of cartographic visualizations and
conducting a typological and chronological comparative analyses of the monuments. GIS modeling has revealed
spatial patterns: the majority of sculptures are concentrated at the foot of mountains and in river valleys, and nearly
all figures are oriented east ward. The proposed digital registry contributes to the preservation of cultural heritage
and promotes interdisciplinary research. It can be integrated into national and international monument registries,
employed for visualization (interactive maps, virtual museums) and support the development of conservation
measures. This work is essential for the further Turkic era, the sacred geography of the region and the reconstruction
of the social and religious practices of ancient Turkic communities.
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MAaMSATHUKOB. ABTOpPHI TpEAyiaraloT METOJOJOTHYECKYI0 MOJEeNbh €IUHOro Iu(poBOTO  peecTpa,
BKJTIOYAIOMIETO Teorpaduueckue KOOPAMHATHI, THUIIOJIOTHIO, Pa3Mephl, MKOHOTPA(HIO, apXeoIOrHdecKuit
KOHTEKCT U COCTOSIHUE COXPAHHOCTH KaxIoro oObekTa. Paspaborana cTpyKTypupoOBaHHas cxeMa AaHHBIX
C OJISIMH U1 KOMIUJIEKCHOHM (prkcanuu aTpuOyTOB: Ha3BaHWE MaMSATHHKA, aBTOPCTBO WM 3KCIIEAUIMS
OTKPBITHA, aIMHUHHCTPATHBHOE DPACIIONIOKeHHe (00iacTh, paiioH), TOJ BBISBICHHSA, TOYHBIE KOOPIWHATEHI,
ra0apuThl W3BasHUS, TUIIOJOTUS, UKOHOTpahuUecKue 3IEMEHTHl (HaJliuue COCYIOB, OPYKHs, YKpalleHUH,
9JIEMEHTOB OZICK/bI), CBSI3b C APYTMMH KOMIIOHEHTaAMH MEMOPHAIILHOTO KOMITIEKca (OrpakeHHUsI, KypraHbl,
KaMCHHBIC W3BasHUS, Oa0aipl), XPOHOJIOTHS W CCHUIKM Ha MyOnmKaruu. Takoe CHCTeMaTH3UPOBAHHOE
MIPEJCTaBIIEHHE JAaHHBIX TIO3BOJISIET TPHUBECTH HX K eAuHoMmy ¢opmaTry, oOecmedmBasi CO3/IaHUE
KapTorpaduueckux BU3yadH3aluil U MPOBEIEHHE THIIOJOTHYECKOTO M XPOHOIOTHYECKOTO CPAaBHUTEIBHOTO
aHanmza namMsaTHUKOB. | MC-MomenpoBaHye BBISIBHIIO POCTPAHCTBEHHBIE 3aKOHOMEPHOCTH: OOJIBITMHCTBO
W3BAasHUN COCPEJOTOYEHO Yy TIOJHOXKHH TOp W B PEUYHBIX JOJMHAX, MPAKTHYECKH Bce (UTYpPHI
OpPUEHTHPOBaHBl Ha BocTOK. IIpennmaraemelii nndpoBoil peecTp CHOCOOCTBYET COXPAHEHHUIO KYJIBTYPHOTO
Hacjenusi W Pa3BUTHIO MEXIWUCIMIUIMHAPHBIX —HccieoBaHuid. OH MOXeT ObITb HMHTErPUPOBaH
B HAIIMOHAJIBHBIE W MEXAYHApOJHBIE PErHCTPHl TNAaMSITHUKOB, WCIOJB30BaH IS  BU3yalM3allud
(MHTEpaKTUBHBIE KapThl, BHUPTYaJdbHBIC My3e¢H) M pa3pabdOTKH OXpaHHBIX Mep. Pabora BaxHa IS
JalbHEWIIero W3y4YeHHs1 TIOPKCKOM SIOXH, cakpalbHOW reorpadguu pernoHa u  (opmupoBaHus
MIPEJCTABIICHUI O COITMATbHO-PEMTHO3HBIX IPAKTUKAX JAPEBHUX TIOPKOB.

KaioueBbie cuoBa: JKersicy, Capblapka, KaMeHHBIE W3BasHHS, TIOPKCKas KyJIbTypa, peecTp,
MKOHOTpadusi, KyIbTypHOE Haclleaue.
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Introduction

Stone sculptures from the Jetisu and Saryarka regions are among the unique archaeological
monuments that reflect the spiritual and social life of the ancient inhabitants of Eurasia, particularly
the Turkic tribes. These sculptures are considered not only as funerary monuments but also as a
complex system of semiotic signs representing the worldview, ritual beliefs, social hierarchy, and
ethnic self-identification of the Turks (Yermolenko 2004; Dosymbayeva 2006).

According to distribution maps, thesest one sculptures are most frequently located on flat areas
at the foot of mountainous regions or in adjacent zones. In Saryarka (Central Kazakhstan), the main
sites where individual sculptures and groups of stone figures are found include Ulytau, the Arganaty
Mountains, the Jylysay Plateau, Kyzyltau, Ortau, Aktau, and Aktogay. In the Jetisu region, the Chu
Valley, Merke, Jaisan, Sandyktas, Togansai, and Korasai gorges are considered the principal centers
of Turkic stone sculptures (Margulan 1966; Kassenova 2019; Dosymbayeva 2002).

The development of a register of archaeological monuments in Kazakhstan was initiated by
scholars such as E.I. Ageyeva, K.A. Akishev, G.A. Kushayev and others. The systematization and
classification of archaeological data enabled researchers to document Kazakhstan’s historical and
cultural monuments effectively (Ageyeva et al. 1960). Although the Turkic stone sculptures were
not comprehensively included in these early efforts, the foundational steps for their study were laid.
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Sh.Sh. Valikhanov first recorded scientific data on stone sculptures, while Ya.A. Sher investigated
the monuments of Jetisu and southern Kazakhstan, and A.A. Charikov studied monuments
in eastern Kazakhstan (Valikhanov 1984: 385; Sher 1966; Charikov 1987). In the Saryarka region,
various monumental sites were studied by A.Kh. Margulan and L.R. Kyzlasov (Kassenova,
Manapova 2022: 184). Despite the discovery of hundreds of stone sculptures to date, the majority
remain unregistered with precise coordinates, and are recorded in a disorganized and often damaged
state. The creation of a comprehensive register of Turkic-period stone sculptures remains a pressing
issue, essential not only for the protection and preservation of historical and cultural heritage but
also for the study of these monuments using modern approaches such as geoinformation systems,
digitization, and virtual reconstruction.

The main purpose of the presented article is to present a methodological model for the
sequential digital registration of stone sculptures in the Jetisu and Saryarka regions, with a pilot
implementation in the Merke—Jylysay area.

The scientific novelty of the research is reflected in the creation of an integrative data model that
combines archaeological, iconographic, and landscape attributes into a single GIS framework, the
identification of spatial patterns (such as orientation and connections with relief and hydrological
features) using quantitative metrics, and the integration of 3D documentation with registry descriptors.

The main objectives of the research are to collect and systematize scientific and archival sources
related to stone sculptures in the Jetisu and Saryarka regions, develop a structural scheme for a
comprehensive GIS-based database, pilot the methodology in the Merke—Jylysay region and
register the resulting data in a unified digital registry. Additionally, the study aims to determine the
legal status of the monuments and formulate recommendations for their protection and monitoring.

Materials and methods

During the writing of the article, the main attention was given to the scientific works of
domestic and international scholars on the Turkic period stone sculptures. The sources used can be
divided into two groups: the first comprises publications based on the results of archaeological
excavations, and the second includes specialized publications related to the research topic.
The methodological foundation of the study is based on the principles of objectivity and historicity
in scientific and historical research. Additionally, data systematization and comparative analysis
methods were applied throughout the study.

The research utilized data on 76 objects from the Merke monument complex in the Jetisu region, six
objects from the Jylysay monument, and 108 stone sculptures from Central Kazakhstan.
This systematization encompassed their location, typology, iconography, archaeological context, spatial
orientation, and state of preservation. Particular attention was given to the attribution of
anthropomorphic features, objects held in hands, details of clothing and headgear, as well as other
elements of the memorial complexes, including fences, stone sculptures, balbals, and burial mounds.

For systematization, mapping, and spatial analysis of the stone sculptures, geographic information
system (GIS) methods were employed. A digital terrain model based on space borne radar data (SRTM)
was created to serve as the basis of the map (Tapete et al. 2021). To obtain a more precise terrain
description, 30-meter resolution data were used. Information regarding water systems, settlements, and
roads was sourced from open-access online platforms such as Open street map'. Geoinformation
mapping was performed using the professional GIS software ArcGIS Desktop 10. Furthermore,
3D models of the stone sculptures were generated using photogrammetry, an accessible and powerful
technique that allows for highly accurate textural representation of objects using digital photography and
specialized software (Patias et al. 2013). Content analysis was also applied to review the scientific
literature on the study of Turkic stone sculptures, enabling the identification of historiographical gaps
and highlighting the necessity for creating a unified digital register.

! Open Street Map is a geographic database that allows you to create and edit maps of the world in an open manner.
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Results

In order to provide a methodological basis for the formation of a digital database of Turkic era
stone sculptures, a structured table was created incorporating keyindicators for each object. The
following columns were included in this table: serial number, name of the monument, expedition or
author who discovered it, administrative location (region, district), exact address, year of discovery,
geographical coordinates (in various formats), dimensions of the statue, iconographic features,
presence of attributes, elements of the enclosure, connection with a monastery or temple
(sanctuary), information about the place of storage, chronology, as well as references to literary
sources, reports and publications.

This method allows for a comprehensive registration of stone sculptures in the Jetisu and
Saryarka regions, precise determination of their spatial locations, and comparative analysis.
Individual attributes and compositional elements common in the Jetisu region are compared with
their variants in the Saryarka monuments, facilitating the identification of cultural and ethnic
counterparts in Saryarka monuments, facilitating the identification of cultural and ethnic
characteristics of Turkic tribes. Such a systematic classification allows consolidation of information
in a unified format, mapping of spatial distribution, and typological and chronological comparisons.
Furthermore, the compiled data can be integrated into national and international cultural heritage
registers, while improving accessibility for researchers.

The spatial arrangement of Turkic stone sculptures is closely related to the natural landscape. In
Jetisu, the sculptures are concentrated in river valleys and mountain passes, with most oriented
eastward. This orientation reflects the ancient Turkic ideology of the sun, Tengri worship and
represents the religious philosophy of the boundary between life and death (Dosymbayeva 2006). In
Central Kazakhstan and Jetisu, warrior statues were typically placed on the eastern side of stone
enclosures or kurgans, often accompanied by a series of low stone columns extending eastward
(Agapov, Kadyrbayev 1979: 88).

The importance of the scientific register is to ensure the preservation, study and systematization
of these sculptures as cultural heritage. It should include GPS coordinates, dimensions, material
characteristics, photo images, 3D models and historical and contextual information. This database
can be not only a tool for introducing information into scientific circulation, but also the basis for
virtual museology and the strategy of preserving historical memory (Kassenova 2020). Through
digitization, the sculptures become accessible not only to scientists but also to a wide audience
interested in cultural heritage. Accordingly, attributive information was filled in, based on the exact
coordinates and description of the monuments, and the Turkic stone sculptures of Saryarka and
Merke were mapped (Fig. 1—2).

3D digital models of more than 10 stone sculptures from the Ulytau region have been created and
uploaded to the sketchfab platform of the Margulan Institute of Archaeology (sketchfab.com: 1).

In Saryarka, more than a hundred stone sculptures were found in the Jylysai, Borili, Kumai, and
Aktau ranges in the Ulytau region (Kurmankulov et al. 2014). As a result of research conducted in
2017, about 70 sculptures were recorded in the Aktogay district alone, and GPS coordinates were
accurately fixed at 111 sites (Kassenova 2020: 59—60).

One of the main centers in Jetisu is Jaisan and Merke. The stone sculptures in these areas
formed the sacred landscapes of the ancient Turks and were included in the system of cult-memorial
structures closely related to them. More than 37 memorial structures have been recorded in the
Jaisan complex, and aapproximately 70 stone sculptures in the Merke region (Dosymbayeva,
Zholdasbekov 2013: 236—242).

Most of the sculptures are anthropomorphic, depicting male or female figures holding a vessel
in the right hand or in both hands. For example, in the Terekty-2 (Jaisan) complex, the figures are
depicted holding a large cup with both hands at chest level. Common elements in male sculptures
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include belts and weapons such as swords and daggers, while female sculptures often feature beads,
braided hair, and skirts (Kassenova 2019; Dosymbayeva 2002).

Several sculptures display specific ritual symbols, amulets, horned vessels, and “three-horned”
religious headdresses, reflecting the cults of Tengri, Umay, and ancestral worship within the Turkic
worldview (Zuyev 2002; Klyashtorniy 1978).

A comprehensive study of the stone sculptures of Jetisu and Saryarka revealed several
consistent patterns:

1. The sculptures are predominantly located at the foot of mountains, in river valleys, and

along ancient roads.

2. All sculptures face the sunrise, symbolizing sun worship, renewal, and faith in spiritual

energy.

3. The dense clustering of sculptures indicates the presence of ancient sacred spaces and

centers of political and ritual authority.

Today, most of the sculptures are not given archaeological protection status, and there is no
modern digital database on their exact number and condition. Determining their chronological
relationship in the local and neighboring territories is also one of the important issues today
(Khasenova et al. 2023: 534).

The creation of a unified register of stone sculptures is essential, both in response to the risk of
their destruction and for advancing archaeological research and cultural policy priorities.
A systematically organized register with geocoordinates will enable:

1. Legal protection and preservation of monuments;

2. Development of cultural tourism and integration into museum systems;

3. Scientific monitoring and comparative analysis;

4. Creation of an information base for interdisciplinary research.

Moreover, presenting the stone sculptures spatially through a virtual map offers an effective
means of transmitting knowledge to future generations, supporting interactive education, and
integrating these monuments into global scientific discourse.

Discussion

Currently, in archaeology, thereis clear trend toward the creation of specialized registers and
databases across various scientific disciplines, including anthropology, archaeozoology, and
paleoecology (Kravchenko et al. 2018: 24—35). Such practices allow for the standardization of
research materials, facilitate comparative analysis, and ensure accessibility of information for the
scientific community. Within this scientific framework, the development of a register of stone
sculptures from the Turkic period is of particular significance. These monuments constitute crucial
sources for understanding the worldview, artistic traditions, and socio-cultural structures of that era.
The establishment of a systematized database not only aligns with contemporary scientific
approaches but also addresses gaps in current research, enabling the study of chronological
development, iconographic characteristics, and regional distribution patterns of stone sculptures
across Kazakhstan.

In terms of iconography, the statues are distinguished by complex ritual symbolism. The right
hand of the depicted figures often holds a vessel or ritual object, while the left hand rests on a belt
or weapon, indicating sacrificial rites, ancestor worship, or markers of social status (Baipakov 1998:
11). Compositional elements in Jetisu statues: such as tamgas, belts, swords, and earrings, reflect
social stratification, whereas the Saryarka sculptures are interpreted as material manifestations of
memorial rituals (Sher 1966). Stone statues from the Turkic period of Central Kazakhstan
frequently depict heroes, military leaders, renowned biys, priests, singers, and shepherds, often
accompanied by military weapons (swords, daggers, combat belts) and armor (Margulan 1966: 13).

Attribute analysis also provides insight into the ethnic interpretation of the sculptures. Given the
special significance of tamgas in Turkic tradition, comparing them with other archaeological data
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helps establish the ethnic affiliations of the monuments. Tamgas and other symbols on Jetisu
sculptures may be associated with the Turgesh and Karluks, while Saryarka stone sculptures are
hypothesized to relate to the Oghuz-Kipchak culture (Kurmankulov, Yermolenko 2014).
Furthermore, anthropological and morphological studies offer new opportunities for studying the
ethnic characteristics of the sculptures.

Semantically, Turkic stone sculptures are considered as a manifestation of spatial and temporal
concepts. Their placement within the natural environment is deliberate rather than random. Mountain
ridges, river valleys, and border elevations carry sacred significance, indicating that these sculptures
were an integral component of Turkic memorial complexes. They were created not solely to represent
individual persons, but to materialize broader religious and ideological concepts (Margulan 1979).

While compiling a register of stone sculptures, several patterns can be observed in the
monuments located in the Merke and Jylysai complexes.

A comprehensive analysis of the Merke and Jylysai monuments, while preserving their
canonical structure, clearly reveals differences in their iconographic content and ritual
infrastructure. These differences, in turn, reflect not only the functional specificity of the two
complexes, but also the nature of their social perception within the community.

The Merke complex is defined, according to its content structure, as a “cosmic sanctuary”. The triad
of “jar — hollow sacrificial stone — rune” (Belsaz 1, Shaisandyk 3, Ulysay 2) enables the
reconstruction of oath and sacrificial rituals directed towards the earth and water (Dosymbayeva 2013:
67). In addition, depicting two women (Suyundyk 1, 2; Shaisandyk 2; Sandyk 3) serve as a semantic
factor reinforcing the cosmological code (Dosymbayeva 2013: 35). In this complex, the male-female
binary of images embodies the concept of cosmic balance, manifested within the ritual space.

In contrast, the Jylysai monuments exhibit a completely different character. This complex
appears to have functioned as a memorial site, symbolizing ancestral memory and military status.
The composition of “semicircular enclosures — a long chain of balbals” is interpreted as a
manifestation of ancestor veneration and the preservation of family memory. The predominance of
male portrait images, along with the inclusion of “childhood” memories (fences No. 9—14), creates
a distinct model of family-memorial space (Margulan 2003: 39). These structures are designed to
reflect internal social hierarchy, generational continuity, and military prestige (Kubarev 1984: 79—
81). The disappearance of balbals during the Kipchak period and the changes in construction
techniques correspond to transformations in ideological and ritual norms characteristic of the late
Turkic era in Central Asia (Pletneva 1990: 173—174).

The primary distinction between the two complexes is evident in their iconographic features. In
the Merke complex, the images of men and women holding a vessel with both hands at the waist are
dominant. At Belsaz I (Dosymbayeva 2013: 28), the vessel is depicted as a deep bowl with clearly
carved fingers. Overall, the abundance of large, mostly cup-shaped jars in all the stone sculptures
represents one of the key iconographic canons of this complex (Belsaz, Shaisandyk). The
iconography of female figures displays particular features: kimeshek (Sandyk 2), saukele-type
headdresses (Sholsay), women’s takia (Shaisandyk 2; Kashkasu I), and turban-shaped headdresses
(Shaisandyk 2; Koralassazy 2) (Dosymbayeva 2013: 33). These attributes are considered important
semiotic signs reflecting the social and ritual status of female sculptures.

There is no specific information about the attributes in the Jylysai complex. Here, the main
focus is on the portrait characteristics of male images. For example, the image of statue No. 2
(height 180 cm, width 28 cm) depicts a man with a long mustache, large round eyes, a protruding
nose, and a high forehead, carved into the narrow frame of a square stone column. Statue No. 5, a
middle-aged woman (height 140 cm, width 32 cm), is carved from gray kumite stone. The woman's
flat face, a protruding nose, and small eyes are only slightly indicated, and since both the shape of
the statue and the construction of the fence do not resemble those of the Turkic era, it is attributed to
the Kipchak era. Another unique element of the Jylysai complex is a “children's” fence (1.2 x 1.5
m). These small enclosures flank the larger “ancestral” fences (No. 6 and 7) on both sides, and
containing small statues and shortened balbals (one of them has 22). Structurally, this complex
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includes two different models: enclosures typical of the ancient Turkic period were built of boards
placed on edge (enclosure No. 6 is 5.9 x 6 m, with a chain of 50 balbals), while the Kipchak-period
model used horizontal blocks and did not include balbals at all (Margulan 1966: 27; 2003: 38—39).

These materials allow for a high-level interpretation of the ritual-cultural integrity of the two
monuments, not limited to a descriptive comparison. From this perspective, the Merke and Jylysai
complexes can be considered as two stable registers of a single material-ritual tradition. In the case
of Merke, we observe a clearly structured sacred complex: the vessel here serves not only as a
material inventory but also as a sign representing a ritual gesture; the sacrificial stone with grooves
is the center of a regularly performed sacrificial ritual; and runic signs function as semiotic texts of
a dedicatory nature. The juxtaposition of male and female images, as well as the presence of
petrographic pairs of sculptures, reinforces the cosmological binary nature of this complex (Akishev
1984: 2—5; 128). Distant parallels of such structural elements are also known: the image of a vessel
occurs in Eastern European plastic art, and the connection “vessel — groove — rune” corresponds
to the “oath-taking ritual” in written sources (Pletneva 1990: 153; Akishev 1984: 2—35). This
confirms the interregional character of the ritual scheme.

The Jylysai monuments, on the contrary, reflect a model of “community memory”. In this
complex, semicircular fences, long chains of balbals, the predominance of male images, and
elements of remembrance “for children” are clearly observed. Such features formed a unique model
of the local tribal-community topography. The parallel presence of Turkic and Kipchak layers,
along with the gradual disappearance of balbals over time, indicates a transformation in the tradition
of monument construction. This phenomenon corresponds with materials from Altai and Tuva,
where balbals are primarily considered as markers of social relations and intra-community ties,
rather than as “accounts of the killed”, as traditionally understood. The composition of semicircular
fences, characteristics of balbal chains, and portrait features have been analyzed in detail in corpus-
type studies (Kubarev 1984: 20—21).

The difference between the two complexes also directly affects the methodology for creating a
single register of monuments. For the “sacred register”, it is necessary to record all the features of
the ritual complex: the presence and type of vessels (shape, manner of holding, hand posture),
female attributes (headgear, ornaments, covers), petrographic pairs of statues, characteristics of
sacrificial stones and their grooves, the presence of traces of liquids, as well as the location and
morphology of runic signs. For the “community register”, other indicators take precedence: the
construction technique of the fences (vertical slabs or horizontal blocks), the parameters of the
balbal chains (length, number, step size, orientation), the presence or absence of “children's” fences,
portrait characteristics (eye shape, mustache, nose shape), sculpting technique (full, semi-relief,
faceted chisel). In addition, common metadata must also be recorded: landscape condition,
orientation, petrographic characteristics and colors, dimensions, level of preservation, and risk of
damage. Systematic recording of such data ensures their comparability and makes the register
suitable for cross-regional analysis and digital integration.

Stone sculptures of the Turkic era are unique archaeological artifacts that vividly reflect the
spiritual and cultural traditions of the peoples of Central Asia. However, despite their historical and
cultural significance, barbaric acts are taking place in some regions of Kazakhstan against these
monuments. Stone sculptures are used as building materials, installed as supports for fences, rolled
into cattle pens, or turned into stakes for tying livestock. Such actions lead to the complete destruction
of cultural heritage and contradict Article 7 of the Law of the Republic of Kazakhstan “On the
Protection and Use of Historical and Cultural Heritage Sites”, which strictly prohibits the independent
excavation, removal, or destruction of archaeological sites (Ministry of Justice RK 2025: Art. 7).

In addition, although Article 35 of this law (Ministry of Justice RK 2025: Art. 35) provides for
administrative and criminal liability for acts of damage or destruction of archaeological monuments,
the lack of systematic accounting and official status of many stone sculptures contribute to their
destruction. Therefore, the creation of a special state register of Turkic-era stone sculptures is a
pressing need. Such a register will determine the legal status of the sculptures and allow them to be
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included in the unified state list of historical and cultural monuments. At the same time, it will
provide for the implementation of protective measures during any economic activity on a legislative
basis, strengthening control and responsibility for the preservation of monuments.

An example can be considered based on the above-mentioned legislative acts in the Jylysay and
Merke complexes. In A.Kh. Margulan work, the group of stone sculptures in Jylysay contains
memories of two eras. It was indicated that there were stone sculptures in each of the fences, a total
of 9 stone sculptures. During field research, only three were found to be preserved, while the heads
of the others were broken off. According to the scholar, many of the stone sculptures were damaged
by nobles during the Tsarist era. They were mostly made of soft stones (kumite, marl), and
the heads of the statues with successful carvings were broken off and taken to museums for sale
(Margulan 1966: 25; 2003: 39). The same pattern is observed in the Merke complex. The stone
sculptures were found in a fragmented state in the kurgan rubble, and the heads of some stone
sculptures were separated (Dosymbayeva 2013: 28).

In this regard, the following comprehensive measures are proposed to strengthen the legal
status of the statues and ensure control over their preservation:

Supplementing the registry and protection status

o Enter all stone sculptures into the state digital register, assigning each a unique ID, complete

geocoordinates, and descriptive information;

e Grant national or regional status to large and specially valued objects, and grant reserve or

protected area status to local-level monuments.

e Organization of the monitoring system

e Record re-visit dates and photo-documentation data through annual drone and ground

inspections;

¢ Introduce a “Vandalism incidents” layer in GIS to chronologically display the time and type

of damage;

Open WebGIS portal and public announcements;

e Develop a WebGIS portal with filters by region, status and damage;

e Empower local communities and volunteers to report vandalism via mobile reporting tools,

and organize updates through social media.

If these recommendations are systematically implemented, the legal protection mechanism for
stone sculptures will be robust, and their cultural heritage will be reliably preserved. At the same
time, studing stone sculptures from ancient times and their identifying them in the modern period
remains a challenging task. Since documentation, drawings, and blueprints of stone sculptures are
not always accurate, re-examination and systematic listing of these monuments are necessary
(Yermolenko, Kurmankulov 2014; Yermolenko et al. 2021).

Conclusion

As a result of the study of Turkic-era stone sculptures in the Jetisu and Saryarka regions, clear
patterns have been revealed in the spatial distribution, iconographic characteristics, and ritual-
functional significance of these monuments. From an archaeological, historical, and semantic
perspective, these sculptures are unique examples of cultural heritage reflecting the worldview
foundations, social structure, and connection with sacred space of Turkic society.

The orientation of the sculptures to the east, their frequent placement within kurgan and enclosure
systems, and the repeated depiction of symbols (vessel, belt, weapon, tamga) demonstrate that they
are an integral part of memorial and ritual complexes. Although the stone sculptures of Central
Kazakhstan and Jetisu are largely similar, differences exist. Central Kazakhstan’s sculptures
sometimes depict individuals with a unique anthropological appearance: large-bodied, robust, stocky,
with not very prominent jaws and a full chest (Margulan 1966: 52). Alongside the similarities
between Jetisu and Saryarka sculptures, regional differences are also observed, which allow the
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identification of their ethno-cultural characteristics. For instance, Jetisu sculptures are dominated by
elements consistent with the ideology of Tengri worship (orientation to the sun, holding a vessel),
while Saryarka sculptures are regarded as sacred boundaries and political symbols.

In this regard, creating a unified scientific register of Turkic-era stone sculptures is one of the
urgent tasks of archaeological science. Currently, the list of ancient and medieval stone sculptures
in Kazakhstan numbers 998 (Tables 1—2). This list, which includes sculptures already in scientific
circulation, still requires supplementation. Such a register should be a complete database containing
the coordinates of each sculpture, dimensions and materials, iconographic attributes, archaeological
context, state of preservation, and references to historical sources. This, in turn, will make a tangible
contribution to the preservation, protection, and popularization of Kazakhstan’s historical and
cultural heritage.

In addition, the use of digital technologies and geographic information systems will enhance
opportunities for visualization, mapping, and scientific dissemination of these sculptures. Such
approaches will expand the methodological basis for interdisciplinary research and enable
integration with both domestic and international scientific communities.

Ultimately, the systematic study and registration of Turkic stone sculptures will allow a deeper
understanding of civilizational processes in the Kazakh steppe, determine historical continuity in
the Turkic cultural space, and provide a scientific foundation for future research.

3 ™ ; — [}
2 e -
s - Y -’ \ et
i B / K et ,
1) y ?)’ v L by
' . 3 y
Wocranai | 1 ;‘D"‘” ¥ 2 m~
[ ] + ,? .!, oy " r -~ :
- I {
£ ™ = / % _Masnonap
f 2, N { LY J ®
J £ 1
4 3 o Kok u.||lb Tay / >
s y y d S -
{ -~ ’ { J f G \ U i 2 i
\ — 1 A e [ ik f ~ Y Lot
J L > 4 o + ) Y p Vot
/ o (e (i ~ACTAHA A 3 g
E 7.5 ~— oF . k) SNt i
G ! L -~ ¥ B Yene-gmanoopod
e { \ ~ +
i 1N g | 1 o LY + .
- y \ J__Jr :I §nat <
{ \, % \ * st
\ __// e Ve } Tepupray +
i \ 1 \ L] Kaparanas L R
; 5 1\' L 3 \
¥} ! 3 ¥
L Tk N Bl Aol P ! K PG‘ Wt \
b o T =Y P + \
‘e / -C ¥ NI e x| +
Pire./ N s ;
J + \
+ L . sl s pie
j' z Woneyay = % ' ..c} et
@ + - - il ey oV, -
= — N + \ ot % o r.mu
" [ R LSS SR
L - Garfiann ¢ L 0 * s # y
£ ) F i *__/, b + 4 Y
= | ® LL LT
\.'--~_ ; ) .
= \ : \,I
L R \
=
o
T
sy
2
-, -Ksk-_\ Baipnosyp
) -
. 1 LJ\.\,__] +  KameHHble MIBanHua
wry \ ok

Fig. 1. Location of stone sculptures of the Turkic period in the Saryarka region on the map.
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Fig. 2. Location of stone sculptures of the Turkic period in the Merke region on the map.

Table 1. Creating a register of stone sculptures using GIS technologies.

GIS function

Significance for the registry

Practical importance

1. Spatial database (geodatabase)

Saves coordinates, period, gender,
preservation status, photos and scans

Eliminates  duplication, facilitates
updating of information, and provides

of monuments as point/polygon|researchers with access through a
attributes. unified structure.
2. Cartographic visualization Shows distribution across natural|Enables filling research gaps by

regions, and connections with kurgans
and ancient roads

identifying unknown monuments in the
inventory, and helps plan expeditions
and protected areas.

3. Analysis of landscape factors
(DMR, hydropower, soil)

Compares the location of sculptures
with terrain, water sources, and

geology

Supports statistical substantiation of]
hypotheses regarding the selection of]
sacred sites and helps create predictive
search models.

4. Monitoring the current situation

Add high-resolution satellite imagery
and drone orthophotos to each object.

Allows early detection of damage,
erosion, or vandalism, and provides
justification for protective measures.

5. Integration with legal and museum

Integration with cadastre, protected

Facilitates the registration of monument

systems areas, museum collections. status, museum transfers, and
UNESCO/ICOMOS reporting.

6. Web publishing WebGIS portal with filters by era,|Increases scientific transparency,

type, and status. engages local communities, and

facilitates crowdsourcing to enrich the

information.
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Table 2. Register of stone sculptures

Photos, drawings
Brief description, size (author of the References
photography and drawing)

L. Valley in the Mongoloid face, head Sher 1966
eastern part of distinguished from the
Jungar Alatau monolith, neck and
shoulders schematically
outlined, eyebrows
stylized.

District and object
studies

Size:
1.80 (?) x0.60 (?) m

2. Photo archive of |Mongoloid face, Sher 1966
LBIA AS USSR |eyebrows stylized. The
head is separated from
the torso by a thin
schematic line

representing the chin

Size:
2.00(?) x0.40 (7)) m

3. Jaisan Sanctuary | The folds and hems of
the outer garment are
depicted, with an
ornamented belt
featuring a buckle and
tip, a vessel, and a
weapon in its sheath. The
vessel, in the form of a
cup, is placed at chest
level and held in the left
hand, while the right
hand is pressed to the
abdomen.

Dosymbayeva
2013

Size:
1.95 % 0.55 x0.30 m
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Table 2. Register of stone sculptures (continued)

District and object
studies

Brief description, size

Photos, drawings
(author of the
photography and drawing)

References

Jaisan Sanctuary

Depicted are the lower
hem of the garment,
narrow sleeves with thin
cuffs, belt, dagger,
vessel, and earrings. The
hair is parted with a
center part and shown
flowing down the back
(the rough texture of the
stone is successfully
used for this effect)

Size:
2.0x0.5%x022m

Dosymbayeva,
Bogenbay 2015

Sanctuary of Merke

The sculptures are made
of granite in bas-relief
technique. The kurgan
contains one male and
two female sculptures.
The male sculpture
strictly follows the 181
iconographic canon, with
emphasized portrait
features and bent,
crossed legs. On the
female sculpture, the
necklace (grivna) and
breasts are depicted. In
the hands of the
sculpture, a flat-
bottomed vessel is
shown at waist level.
Facial features are
executed in a traditional,
characteristic manner.

Dosymbayeva
2013

Museum of
Archeology and
Ethnography SAI

The sculpture is made of
gray coarse-grained
stone. A curved line at
the top of the forehead
reproduces the hairline.

Size : 1.51 x 0.35—
0.40 x 0.15—0.20 m.

Yermolenko
2013: 201,
Fig. 1.1
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Table 2. Register of stone sculptures (continued)

Photos, drawings

No Agtrice an'd object Brief description, size (author of the References
studies .

: photography and drawing) _ :

7. At the Kanattas fence At the fence. Kanattas Margulan 2003:
tract, Nurtai River Pen il. 65
valley. Karaganda P '
region, Aktogay district

8. | Karashoky-2 Karashoky-2 tract. Margulan 2003,
Balkhash Museum of il. 67;
Local History (Balkash Kurmankulov,
city). Karaganda region, Yermolenko

Aktogay district 2014, fig. 108

Appendix, fig. 35
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