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Fish depictions in the deer stones
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Fish depictions in the deer stones

Abstract. The autochthonous community of Central Asia, including Mongolia, is based on a 
nomadic culture, the origins of which go back to the paleoculture, the Bronze Age. The article is devoted 
to the topic of Central Asia - study drawings, petroglyphs in the Late Bronze Age. On the deer stones, 
petroglyphs, logograms depicting heavenly bodies (sun, moon), hunting and labor tools, wild and 
domestic animals, fish, as well as the so-called «pair fish» of which were found during archaeological 
work in Mongolia, South Siberia, Central Asia. The article notes that in the depicted figures, logos 
reflected the «world view» of the ancient people, their mythology and ideology, understanding of the 
world and nature. Some artifacts of the paleoculture discovered during archaeological excavations 
are still kept in the National Museum of Mongolia. Exploring the artefacts of paleoculture, the author 
makes his own contribution to the study of the cultural origins of Central Asia.

Keywords: paleoculture, Central Asia, Mongolia, deer stones, drawings, fish, worldview

Introduction
A unique culture of stone statues of deer image has spread among nomads in Central Asia 3,000 

years ago. The monuments have become a great pride of Mongolian culture, bringing to our time rich 
ideas about the minds, beliefs, and sacrifices of the people of that time.

The deer stone depicts several animals apart from the deer, and one of them is a fish. Today, 
only two deer stones depicting fish have been found. One of them is located near Saadag Khairkhan, 
south of Zagastai pass in Zavkhan aimag (province). There are depictions of two deers and a pair 
of fish in this deer stone, that first published by Volkov V.V. These representations are defined to 
refer to the time of the deer stones, not the time of Turkic. The monument was later turned into a 
Turkic man-stone [1, p. 69] (picture 1). In other words, the width of the base of the coin at the site of 
the monument was redecorated during the Turkic period, the human head was carved, the man was 
repaired as a stone and erected next to a square fence. 

Picture 1. Deer stone of Saadag Khairkhan
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The monument is now upright in front of Zagastai pass on the left-hand side of the great road, on 
the left side of one of the two railing stone curb parallel to the Turkic period monument fenced with 
an iron curb (picture 2). 

 

Picture 2. Current condition of Saadag Khairkhan deer statue

On the northeast side of the Turkic memorial is a large keregsur with a circular frame, and 
predictably, the deer stone appears to have originally been next to that keregsur (Kereksury). 

There is no denying that this deer statue, which depicts a fish, has been immortalized on the 
side of the road since ancient times, and the feathers were influenced by the name of Zagastai Pass 
(“zagas” is Mongolian word that means “fish”).  In addition to the above-mentioned statues, deer 
statues depicting fish have not been recorded anywhere else until recently. 

In 2006, a research team led by D. Erdenebaatar and A.A. Kovalev discovered a complex of 
monuments with 8 deer statues and their sacrificial structures in Surtiin Denj, Burentogtokh soum, 
Khuvsgul aimag  (province) [2, p. 103]. These researchers excavated the site in full and brought one 
deer stone to the National Historical Museum of Mongolia at the time, which is now in an outdoor 
area of the National Museum. However, the description of the deer stone has not yet been published. 
In 2013, we made hand drawings and descriptions of the statue of the deer stone to make an address 
description for the audience, and in the process of doing this, we identified a representation of a pair 
of fish in the monument. 
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Analysis
The deer monument is described in full: Made of grey granite. At the top of the statue, there are 

two diagonal lines on the front side, and on the left side, there is a pendant on the left side of the ring, 
which is engraved on both sides. Below them, around the statue, 14 hollows depicting a necklace.  
Below this, a circular beast, a pair of fish, a 10-spoke chariot-like figure, a right-angled circular coil 
on the right, and three horses below it, carved out the lowest horse, cut the belt and continue down.т 
At the back of the statue, above the belt, there is a shield with a pattern on the palate, and on the left 
side, there are daggers, axes and mirrors. At the bottom of the statue, a wide belt is engraved, and on 
the front side of the belt, a whip and a knife are worn. Some parts of the coil image depicted in the 
statue are holed up, and the lack of damage other than fading storage is good (picture 3).

Picture 3. Deer stone on Sortiin Denj

Including this statue, there are now two deer statues depicting fish in the culture of the deer 
statue, with a pair of Fish depicted in each deer statue. 

M.H. Mannai-ool has studied deer stones in Tuva, some of which are generally considered to be 
«fish-shaped» [3, p. 139-140; 144-145]. 

At the beginning of the 19th century, from the 2nd millennium BCE to the 1st millennium BCE, 
a giant 3-5 m long statue in the shape of a fish called “vishap” or with various interesting depictions 
such as rams and bulls was discovered in Armenia. According to ancient mythology and folklore, the 



ISSN (print)2664-5157 Turkic Studies Journal 2021, Volume 3, Number 2 47

J.  Bayarsaikhan 

statue is associated with the worship of rivers and water, and the word «vishap» in ancient Armenian 
and Georgian means «whale», but now means «dragon» [4]. Some researchers believe that these 
monuments are related to Mongolian deer stones in terms of their origin [5], but there is still a lack of 
concrete evidence to link them directly. 

Fish was a great source of farming and eating food for peoples around rivers, lakes and oceans, 
but also has a history of taking a particular place in their spiritual, artistic and religious consciousness. 
So far, more than 40,000 years ago, a related fish hook was found in East Timor, an Asian island 
nation, making it the oldest fishing evidence in the world [6, p. 1117-1121] .

In the highlands of Central Asia, there is much evidence of fishing from the Neolithic period. 
In addition to hunting in Mongolia, fishing played a minor role in the breeding of Neolithic people. 
Examples are a fishing spear from a house excavated in the southern foothills of Ovoot Mountain in 
Dornod aimag, a fish made of stone found in the Dulaan Gobi of Dornogobi aimag, and a large fish-
shaped whitewashing stone found in Ongon soum, Sukhbaatar aimag [7, p. 89]. This tablet stone has 
a special significance in that it expresses the unity, faith and artistic pleasure of the two entrepreneurs 
[8]. Perhaps the idea is to combine the abundance of grain with the symbolism of fish breeding. This 
suggests that the depiction of fish dates back to ancient times.

Fish depictions on rock paintings in Mongolia are very rare, and no specific information has 
been published so far, except for a single fish depiction on Tsagaan Salaa rock paintings [9, p. 227]. 
However, petroglyphs from neighboring countries are not common, while petroglyphs from coastal 
countries are quite common. 

Dozens of fish-shaped artefacts made of various materials have been found in artefacts from the 
Bronze and Iron Age, widespread in Eurasia, many of them dating back to the 6th-4th centuries BCE. 
On these items, a number of fish are described individually or as being handled by birds of prey [10, 
p. 130-134; 11, p. 168-169; 12, p. 19; 13, p. 37; 14, p. 30]. There are also goldfish figures from the 
Tuva Arjan-2 (second half of the 7th century BCE) [15, Fig. 8,2], and a pair of goldfish figures from 
the 6th-5th century BCE tombs in Ust-Bukon, East Kazakhstan [16, tab.57,5-6]. In the tomb of Altai 
Pazyryk (V-II centuries BCE) were found several textiles depicting fish hanging from saddle sticks 
[17, fig 167; 18, p. 223]. 

However, textiles from Xiongnu tombs depict animals such as fish, birds, and frogs [19, p. 98-
104, tab. LIII-LV]. Some scholars also believe that the image of a bronze fish from the tombs of the 
ancient Chinese Zhou (1046-256 BC) was a currency [20].

In terms of spiritual followings, there were various queer consciousness concepts about fish 
among the Ancients, and fish, as animals living in water, were associated with the idea of water 
worship, sources of life, water power and deities. In ancient China, abundance symbolized wealth, 
energy, renaissance, and harmony, and the image of a single fish was a symbol of asceticism, orphans, 
bachelors, and widows, while the image of a pair of fish was a symbol of unity, joy, marriage, and 
reproduction [21, p. 68]. Seals, inscriptions, and objects with fish figures have been found in the culture 
of Harrapa and Mohenjo Daro (2600–1900 BCE) in the Indus Valley in present-day Pakistan [22, p. 68, 
79, 187]. Scholars have speculated that the image of a fish in the Indus Valley alphabet, which dates 
back to 2600 BCE, may have meant a «shining star» or a «god» in addition to the meaning of «fish» 
[22, p. 69-71]. In the Indian and Tibetan traditions, which are based on Buddhism, the pair of goldfish 
is considered to be a symbol of fertility and peace in addition to water worship, and in pre-Buddhist 
times it was worshipped as a representation of the sacred Ganges and Yamuna rivers [23, p. 176].

Around 680 BCE, ancient Athens depict a fish on a pottery symbolizing the female’s uterus and 
procreation. Later, the concept of Atargatis (əˈtɑrɡət /s /), the Syrian goddess of reproduction, with 
a fish-shaped female goddess, was passed down through ancient Greece and Rome, and became the 
basis for the worship of fish, Ichthys, the son of Atargatis, a mysterious symbol of Christianity. It has 
a history of breaking down the five letters of the Greek word «fish» from «Ichthus» or «ἰχθύς» as an 
abbreviation for «Jesus, Christ, God, Son and Savior». The word, which consists of these five letters 
of ancient Greece, is represented by a circle with 6 or 8 rays, which is found in the ruins of the ancient 
Greek city of Ephesus in present-day Turkey [24] (picture 4).



ISSN (print)2664-5157 Turkic Studies Journal 2021, Volume 3, Number 248

Fish depictions in the deer stones

Picture 4. Stone monument found in the ruins of Ephesus

The Buryats believe that the earth rests on the back of a large fish in the middle of the tortoise and 
that when this fish moves or converts, the sea floods and earthquakes occur [25]. Altai people believe 
that the creator created the earth and all things by the order of the White Mother, who lives in the 
Great Ocean. In addition to believing that the three giant fish shaped the earth, they also associated 
the seasons, natural disasters, the heavens, and the earth with the bodies and temperaments of giant 
fish. Many versions of the myth of the fish, which is the source of man and animals, have survived. 
One of the most important spirits of Teleut shamans was the spirit of a large fish, the son of Dalai 
Khan, the lord of the sea [26, p. 268-291; 27, p. 391-393]. The lower part of the tambourine of some 
Siberian ethnic shamans depicts frogs, fish, and lizards because they thought these are animals of 
Death (Erlig) from the underworld  [28]. According to the shaman researcher O. Purev, shamanic 
view seems to divide all creatures in the world are divided into four groups: aquatic, аmphibians, 
terrestrial, and celestial. It has been suggested that only aquatic animals include all aquatic animals, 
from fish and amphibians, and that there is a whole environment in the water called «lus» (Lus 
means aquatic in Mongolian)   [29, p. 83-84].

As the Mongols discussed the three mothers of the universe as “the mother tea of the eatery, the 
mother of the tissue mound, and the mother fish of the animal”, the mythological creator described 
above appears to have a double bearing on the mother’s understanding.

Since Mongolians have been discussing the three Mothers of the World as “Mother’s Tea, Mother’s 
Mother Khadag, and Mother’s Mother Fish”, it seems that the notion of the mythical creator mentioned 
above is also preserved.

Later, the Mongols worshiped fish as a sea animal, and traditionally wore fish backs and necks 
on children’s clothes, toys, and necklaces to symbolize longevity [30, p. 403-404].

An overview of the consciousness of the ancient peoples of the East and West about fish, first 
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of all, had a wide meaning: the origin of the world, the Lord savagery of rivers and oceans, fertility, 
womanhood, a symbol of energy, peace and unity, as well as the Virgin of the shaman’s helper.

Based on the above ancient ideas, it seems possible to make several assumptions about the pair 
of fish depicted in the deer stone we are studying. First of all, according to the concept of shamanism, 
like the depiction of other animals in the deer stone, it may be an expression of nomadic thinking about 
the guardian spirit, the aquatic or the underwater world. In other words, just as pigs are associated 
with the cult of the land, fish can be associated with ancient consciousness, which saw them as the 
masters of the mysterious world of rivers, lakes, and oceans. It is possible that the animism in the 
minds of Central Asian nomads during the Bronze Age also represented a stage in its development.

Looking at the depiction of a paır of fısh on deer stone in Sertiin Denj and Zagastai Pass, the 
fact that one of them is smaller than other one. It suggests that they are symbols of male and female 
heredity, breeding, and an ancient example of the ideology of the pair of fish in later Eastern thought.

The ten-spoke circular shape depicted under the pair of fish in deer stone of Sertiin denj deserves 
attention in terms of context (Picture 3). To put it simply, this depiction seems like a carriage wheel 
and the image of a fish are reminiscent of the 6- or 8-spoke circle that includes the Christian Ichthyus 
we mentioned earlier. 

Moreover, we know that one of the eight most sacred symbols of Buddhism, the «horol gem», 
which is considered to be the oldest symbol, has eight-spoke wheels, and a «fish gem» with a pair 
of goldfish. The circular shape with wheels and spokes was a symbol of the sun in the Hindu valley 
civilization (2600-1900 BCE), and in the Vedic period (1750-500 BCE), and in the post-Vedic period, 
the circular symbol of the sun.

The ancient Babylonian sun-god Shamash and the Indian sun-god Vishnu were also represented in 
a circle [31, p. 169]. A circular image of 12 leaf-shaped beams on a jar of Harrap culture (or 2600-1900) 
is considered an extremely ancient fact of the Earth showing a solar year with 12 months [31, p. 170].

Buddha did not want to make any image of himself, and his disciples’ depicted malevolence, 
swastika and other symbols on one and a pair of toes.

Researchers believe that the Buddha’s footprints date back to the 4th century BCE [12], but the 
earliest known works date back to the 1st century BCE [32].

The roundel  was represented on the Buddha’s footsteps has as many rays as the sun, which later 
developed into eight rays, which are considered to represent the «wheel of the path» or the eight lines 
of enlightenment. [33, p. 42], developed as a symbol of overcoming obstacles [34, p. 14].

It is a very interesting result to trace only a small number of images depicting a deer in Central 
Asia, including the territory of present-day Mongolia, which has long been a region of many ideologies 
and cultural interactions.

In other words, the image of a fish and a roundel remains a great representation of the ancient 
Eastern culture, starting with the sun, and a brief symbol of later Christianity.

Conclusions
Studies have shown that rock paintings in Mongolia and neighboring countries are often depicted as 

shining or coiled rays radiating outside the circle [35, p. 92, 36, tab. 39; 37, p. 151, 38, p. 52, fig. 65].
In our case, however, the sun is rarely depicted as a spoke wheel, but petroglyphs often depict 

horse-drawn carriage wheels.
Thus, the representation of fish and roundels was inseparable from ancient and Eastern ideas and 

religious symbols, and was also represented in the culture of the Mongol deer monument, a document 
of the migration, and cultural interactions of ancient peoples.
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Бұғы тастарында балықтың бейнеленуі

Аннотация. Орталық Азияның автохтонды қауымдастығы, соның ішінде Моңғолияның 
мәдениеті көшпелі мәдениетке негізделген палеомәдениеттен, қола дәуірінен бастау 
алады. Мақала Орталық Азиядағы өзекті тақырып болып келген – қола дәуіріне жататын 
петроглифтерді, суреттерді зерттеуге арналған. Бұғы тастарда,  жартастарда, тас мүсіндерде 
аспан денелерін (күн, ай) бейнелейтін суреттер, петроглифтер, логограммалар, аңшылық 
және еңбек құралдары, жабайы және үй жануарлары, балықтар, сондай-ақ «жұп балықтар» 
деп аталатын суреттердің көпшілігі Моңғолия, Оңтүстік Сібір, Орталық Азия археологиялық 
жұмыстары кезінде табылған. Мақалада бейнеленген суреттер мен логограммаларда ежелгі 
адамдардың «әлем суреті», олардың мифологиясы мен дүниетанымы, қоршаған әлем мен 
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табиғатты түсінуі бейнелейтіндігі көрсетілген. Археологиялық қазба жұмыстары кезінде 
табылған палеомәдениеттің кейбір жәдігерлері әлі күнге дейін Моңғолияның Ұлттық музейінде 
сақтаулы. Палеомәдениеттің артефактілерін зерттей отырып, автор Орталық Азияның мәдени 
бастауларын зерттеуге өзіндік үлес қосады.

Кілт сөздер: палеомәдениет, Орталық Азия, Моңғолия, бұғы тастары, суреттер, балықтар, 
дүниетаным.

Ж. Баярсайхан
Национальный музей Монголии, Улан-Батор, Монголия

 (E-mail: jabayarsaikhan@gmail.com)

Изображение рыб на оленных камнях

Аннотация. Автохтонная общность Центральной Азии, в т.ч. и Монголии, основывается 
на базе кочевой культуры, истоки которой восходят к палеокультуре, эпохи бронзы. Статья 
посвящена актуальной в Центральной Азии теме – исследованию рисунков, петроглифов в эпоху 
поздней бронзы. На оленных камнях, скалах, изваяниях древней палеокультуры запечатлены 
рисунки, петроглифы, логограммы с изображением небесных светил (солнце, солярий, луна), 
орудий охоты и труда, диких и домашних животных, рыб, а также, так называемых «парных 
рыб», многие из которых найдены во время археологических работ на территории Монголии, 
Южной Сибири, Средней Азии.  В статье отмечается, что в изображенных рисунках, логограммах 
отразилась «картина мира» древних людей, их мифология и мировоззрение, понимание 
окружающего мира и природы. Некоторые артефакты палеокультуры, обнаруженные во время 
археологических раскопок, до настоящего времени хранятся в Национальном музее Монголии.  
Исследуя артефакты палеокультуры, автор вносит свой определенный вклад в изучение 
культурных истоков Центральной Азии.

Ключевые слова: палеокультура, Центральная Азия, Монголия, оленные камни, рисунки, 
рыба, мировоззрение.
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Edigü at the Head of the Golden Horde: the Experience of His Chagatai Emigration

Abstract.In the second half of the 14th century in the ulus Khanates of the former Mongol 
Empire happened fading Chinggisid ruling dynasties’ charisma has ebbed.The real power found itself 
in the hands of powerful representatives of Turkic tribal aristocracy.The most striking example of 
degradation of Chinggisids’ royal prerogatives was sovereignty of Timur in the Chagatai Ulus. The 
article shows how

Mangyt Edigü Beq, during his long stay at the Timur’s court, was inspired by this example and 
embodied the basic principles of hisrule in the Golden Horde. For two decades Edigü handed the 
throne to his henchmen, and under all of them he was the chief lord (beqlerbegi). Furthermore, close 
contacts with the theologians of the environment of Timur formed the spiritual guidance of Edigü 
that manifested later in his campaign of Islamization of the Golden Horde nomads. [200-300 words]

Keywords: Edigü, Timur, Golden Horde, Chinggisids, beqlerbegi [10-12 words/word 
combinations]
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– The degree of research of the topic
– Analysis
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Алтын Орда басындағы Едіге: шағатай эмиграциясының тәжірибесі

Аннотация. XIV ғ. екінші жартысында бұрынғы Моңғол империясының ұлыстық хандық-
тарында билік құрған Шыңғыс әулеттерінің қуаты әлсірей бастады. Билік шын мәнінде 
түркілік ру-тайпа ақсүйектерінің тегеурінді өкілдерінің қолдарына көшті.  Шағатай ұлысында 
Темірдің толық әмірін жүргізуі шыңғыстекті монархтардың тозғынға ұшырауының ең айқын 
көрінісі болды. Мақалада маңғыт бегі Едігенің Темір сарайында ұзақ уақыт болуы арқасында 
осы мысалдан үлгі алып, оның негізгі қағидаларын Алтын Орданы басқаруы барысында 
іске жаратқаны көрсетіледі. Екі онжылдық бойына Едіге хан тағын өзі қалаған адамдарға 
ұсына отырып, олардың бас бегі боп саналды. Оның үстіне, Темірдің айналасындағы дін 
ғұламаларымен тығыз араласуы нәтижесінде Едіге өзінің рухани бағдарларын қалыптастырып, 
кейіннен онысын Алтын Орда көшпелілерін мұсылмандық жолына бұру әрекеттері кезінде 
пайдаланды...  [200-300 сөз]

Ключевые слова: Едіге, Темір, Алтын Орда, шыңғыстектілер, бектербегі [10-12 сөз/сөз 
тіркесі]
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Едыгей во главе Золотой Орды: опыт чагатайской эмиграции

Аннотация. Во второй половине XIV в. в улусных ханствах бывшей Монгольской 
империи происходило угасание харизмы правящих чингисидских династий. Реальная власть 
оказывалась в руках могущественных представителей тюркской родоплеменной аристократии. 
Самым ярким примером деградации царственных прерогатив монархов-чингисидов было 
полновластие Тимура в Чагатайском улусе. В статье показано, как мангытский бек Едигей во 
время своего долгого пребывания при дворе Тимура вдохновился этим примером и воплотил 
основные принципы его правления в Золотой Орде. На протяжении двух десятилетий Едигей 
вручал ханский трон своим избранникам, при которых состоял главным беком. Кроме того, 
тесные контакты с богословами из окружения Тимура сформировали духовные ориентиры 
Едигея, что позднее проявилось в развернутой им кампании по исламизации кочевников 
Золотой Орды... [200-300 слов]

Ключевые слова: Едигей, Тимур, Золотая Орда, Чингисиды, беклербек [10-12 слов/
словосочетаний]
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Алтын Орда басындағы Едіге: шағатай эмиграциясының тәжірибесі

Аннотация. XIV ғасырдың екінші жартысында бұрынғы Моңғол империясының ұлыстық 
хандықтарында билік құрған Шыңғыс әулеттерінің қуаты әлсірей бастады. Билік шын мәнінде 
түркілік ру-тайпа ақсүйектерінің тегеурінді өкілдерінің қолдарына көшті.  Шағатай ұлысында 
Темірдің толық әмірін жүргізуі шыңғыстекті монархтардың тозғынға ұшырауының ең айқын 
көрінісі болды. Мақалада маңғыт бегі Едігенің Темір сарайында ұзақ уақыт болуы арқасында 
осы мысалдан үлгі алып, оның негізгі қағидаларын Алтын Орданы басқаруы барысында 
іске жаратқаны көрсетіледі. Екі онжылдық бойына Едіге хан тағын өзі қалаған адамдарға 
ұсына отырып, олардың бас бегі боп саналды. Оның үстіне, Темірдің айналасындағы дін 
ғұламаларымен тығыз араласуы нәтижесінде Едіге өзінің рухани бағдарларын қалыптастырып, 
кейіннен онысын Алтын Орда көшпелілерін мұсылмандық жолына бұру әрекеттері кезінде 
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Empire happened fading Chinggisid ruling dynasties’ charisma has ebbed.The real power found 
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itself in the hands of powerful representatives of Turkic tribal aristocracy.The most striking example 
of degradation of Chinggisids’ royal prerogatives was sovereignty of Timur in the Chagatai Ulus. 
The article shows how MangytEdigüBeq, during his long stay at the Timur’s court, was inspired 
by this example and embodied the basic principles of hisrule in the Golden Horde. For two decades 
Edigü handed the throne to his henchmen, and under all of them he was the chief lord (beqlerbegi). 
Furthermore, close contacts with the theologians of the environment of Timur formed the spiritual 
guidance of Edigü that manifested later in his campaign of Islamization of the Golden Horde nomads. 
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