
SUMMARY

Numerous archaeological sites located in the middle reaches of the Syas River 
near the Gorodishche and Besovka Vil. (Russian Federation, Leningrad Region, 
Tikhvin District), constitute the largest complex of monuments in the South-Eastern 
Ladoga Region, well-known in historiography. Its study began in the 1870s. A new 
cycle of research started in the early 2000s on the background of the implementation 
of a number of large construction projects in the sphere of the gas transportation 
communications, which were to cross that very territory.

In 2018 and 2022, several research organizations carried out the rescue 
archaeological work in the form of excavations over a wide area on the territory of 
cultural heritage sites of federal significance — “Mound group 1 km NW from the 
Gorodishche Vil. (Krasnaya Zarya) (Gorodishche-7)” and “Group of hills and mounds 
0.5 km NW from the Gorodishche Vil. (19 mounds) (Gorodishche-3)” — as part of 
the cultural heritage site of federal significance ‘Complex of monuments near the 
Gorodishche Village’ in the Tikhvin District of the Leningrad Region. The cycle of 
field research was preceded by archaeological exploration carried out in 2016. 
The  works of 2016 and 2018 were supervised by Ph.  D. S.  V.  Belsky, the works of 
2022 — by Dr in History N. V. Khvoshchinskaya and Ph. D. S. V. Belsky.

The purpose of the excavations was a comprehensive study of cultural heritage 
sites, the characteristics of their cultural layer, the limits of its distribution, and 
individual structural elements. Before the start of work, historiographic data suggested 
the presence of remains of burial mounds within the contracted area of work, damaged 
during economic activities in the 20th century. Another important aim of the research 
was to get finds, bone and coal samples from possible undisturbed complexes for 
subsequent analysis and dating, as well as a general geomorphological study of the 
microregion. Besides, one of the priority tasks of the field research was the creation of 
a detailed topographic plan of the entire territory location of the specified cultural 
heritage sites.

The total area of archaeological excavations was 19,379  m2. As a result, the 
following objects were discovered:

1. 	 Traces of a site from the Early Mesolithic era (10.2 thousand years ago);
2. 	 Remains of six burial mounds from the early Middle Ages (10th–11th centuries);
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3. 	 A collection of notable bronze artifacts from the 10th to 13th centuries has been 
assembled, possibly originating from other destroyed mounds.

4. 	 Traces of a settlement of the New Time (presumably 17th–19th centuries);
5. 	 As a result of topographic work, a detailed plan was done for the territory of 

distribution of cultural heritage objects. Based on it, significant discrepancies 
with previous topographic materials of the 1970s–1980s were revealed;

6. 	 Based on the research carried out, new registration cards of the Cultural 
Heritage Objects were compiled, and the boundaries of protected zones were 
determined.

Noteworthy, with full understanding of the importance of laying a gas transport 
communications system in this area, before the start of archaeological research over 
a wide area, approvals for the territory for excavation work were obtained from the 
Committee for Culture under the Government of the Leningrad Region and design 
organizations. It was possible to shape and coordinate its changes in order to preserve 
in the landscape the burial mounds visible from the modern surface, which make up 
the unique ensemble that had been developed over the centuries. As a result, the 
landscape of the entire complex was preserved, the boundaries of the monuments 
were clarified, and documentation was developed for the state protection authorities. 
At that, the territory allocated for archaeological excavations has been studied in the 
full scale.

The received materials confirm the exceptional position of the complex of 
monuments near the Gorodishche Village in the middle reaches of the Syas River in 
the system of antiquities not only of the Southern Ladoga Region, but also of the 
North-West of Russia as a whole. After a cycle of research conducted in 2016–2022, it 
became obvious that it is much more ancient than previously thought.

Mesolithic Era

The territory in the middle reaches of the Syas River is a weakly dissected area 
formed on lacustrine-glacial sands of the late Pleistocene, overlying Devonian 
deposits. In this section, the river crosses a waterlogged moraine plain with preserved 
areas of lacustrine-glacial and fluvioglacial landscapes. The finds dated to the Stone 
Age are confined to the cape-shaped ledge of the second terrace, smoothed in relief, 
exposed southward. The territory was planned during economic development in the 
Middle Ages (plowing, filling mounds), and subsequently underwent deep plowing 
during the Modern and Contemporary Times. The localization of the Stone Age site 
can be restored by the distribution of finds, mainly associated with the arable horizon. 
The cultural layer of the Primordial Era was not found in situ. But on the mainland, 
pits entered into it were recorded: № 4 and № 7 during the 2018 excavation, and № 15 
during the 2022 excavation, associated with the period of habitation in the Stone Age. 
Stone artifacts were distributed across the exposed area haphazardly, without forming 
any compact clusters.
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The artifacts are represented with core-like objects, debitage, objects with de
liberate secondary processing, objects with irregular and random retouching, a piece 
of vein quartz, and belemnite. The collection consists of 65 items, 59 of which are flint, 
5 are quartz, and 1 lithic flake with irregular retouching is presumably made of rock 
crystal.

Osteological analysis of bone fragments from the filling of pits № 4 and № 7 showed 
that they belong to mammals, but, for the most part, cannot be identified more precisely. 
The identified bones belonged exclusively to large mammals. Two specimens were 
identified as wild reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) phalanges; the other three anatomically 
identified specimens belong to either wild reindeer or moose (Alces alces).

The time of the Stone Age complex is determined by the results of radiocarbon 
dating using the AMS method. The date 8992±47 14С BP (Hela-4399) was obtained 
from calcified reindeer bones (humeral diaphysis) originating from the pit № 7. The 
flint scraper also comes from that pit. The calendar age of the sample (2 σ) is determined 
with a probability of 95.4 % to the interval 8293–8167 cal. BC, the median age of the 
sample is 8228 cal. BC. 

Location on the river Syas is the first dated find of the Early Mesolithic in the 
Southern Ladoga Region.

The first reliable evidence of human habitation on the Syas River in the early 
Mesolithic near the southern shore of Lake Ladoga opens up prospects for resolving 
some issues.

Firstly, between the two options of land routes for the post-glacial settlement of 
Fennoscandia, namely the Karelian and Olonets isthmuses, an intermediate region 
appears, which actually removes the urgency of the question of the preference of one 
of those routes. Taking into account the relatively synchronous monuments of the 
Early Mesolithic of Eastern Fennoscandia, it becomes obvious that human settlement 
in the taiga environment occurred from south to north and proceeded relatively 
evenly.

Secondly, the dominance of high-quality flint in the collection demonstrates 
connections with carbonaceous outcrops in the Valdai Uplands, where this flint is 
found in bedrock. Upper Volga flint was found at a number of Mesolithic sites in 
Finland, Karelia, and the Vologda Region. The route of the distribution of raw 
material imports ran through the Syas River basin from the key outcrops of flint 
through Ladoga to Fennoscandia is the shortest and most accessible water vehicles. 
The discovery of a large piece of vein quartz as well as quartz flakes may also 
indicate connections with Fennoscandia. Although small quartz veins sometimes 
are found in large granite boulders brought by a glacier from the north and de
posited in a moraine.

Thirdly, linking the new site to the area of the lacustrine paleosystem, the legacy 
of which are modern large peat bogs on the both sides of the site, opens up the prospect 
of searching for new sites in this area, which are often associated with ancient lake 
shores.
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Iron Age — Middle Ages

Regarding the monuments of the Iron Age — the Middle Ages, it is noreworthy 
that the found traces of burial structures located on the territory between the “hill 
burial ground of Besovy Kharchevny” (Gorodishche-3) and the “Krasnaya Zarya 
burial mound” (Gorodishche-7), are not visible until archaeological excavations were 
carried out with modern day surface, indicate that these objects are not two different 
monuments, but constitute a single huge necropolis.

This necropolis functioned north of the settlement, over a stream flowing in 
a deep ravine. The ancient ravine inherited one of the paleochannels of the Syas River, 
formed there in the early Holocene. The necropolis featured several funerary rites 
which had been practiced for several centuries.

Currently, the earliest of the archaeologically studied sites at the “Besovy Khar
chevny hill (sopka) burial ground” is the mound №  3, studied in 1987–1988. The 
author of the excavations dates the creation of the lower tier of this burial structure to 
a period earlier than the turn of the eighth — ninth centuries. The monument was 
located at the edge of the second terrace above the floodplain of the indigenous, right 
bank of the Syas River, in the conventionally ‘western’ group of mounds.

In the centre of the Besovy Kharchevny burial ground there is a high ‘hill-
shaped’ mound, externally different from the mounds located along the river bank. 
No archaeological excavations have been carried out there. It should be noted that 
it is very similar to the high mounds known in the lower reaches of the Volkhov 
River, so-called ‘Volkhov Hills’. According to modern data, these majestic objects 
date back to the second half of the ninth century (not earlier than the 860s) — the 
first half of the tenth century. The fact that the central mounds of the necropolis 
correspond to the so-called ‘hill culture’ is also confirmed with the finds made at 
the Excavation 1/2022 in the course of studying the remains of the mound 1/2022. 
Above the mainland site, in the  arable layer, they found objects that have direct 
parallels in the monuments of the lower Volkhov Region and the west of the 
Novgorod Land: fragments of two bronze bracelets and two fragments of another 
bracelet.

To the north of the central hill (sopka), along the crest of the ridge, there was 
a chain of mounds, the outermost of which, № 1 (№ 19 in the general counting of 
currently visible burial mounds), was studied in 2018. Judging by the peculiarities of 
the funeral rite — inhumation in the burial pit under the mound, as well as the results 
of radiocarbon dating, the late phase of the functioning of this object can be attributed 
to the mid eleventh century. Undoubtedly, the undisturbed burial complex in the 
nearby mound № 2 (18)/2018 dates back to the same time, the mound of which, if it 
once existed, was completely destroyed by later plowing.

During the excavations of 2022, several tens of metres to the west of these burial 
structures, the remains of two more mounds were discovered, only ring roviks, 
mainland platforms and burials in their centres are preserved till nowadays. Apparently, 
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the mounds were completely leveled as a result of the economic activity no later than 
the nineteenth century. Also, based on the peculiarities of the funeral rite — inhu
mation in the central grave pit under the mound, as well as the dating of artifacts 
preserved during the burials (bronze two-part belt buckles with a protrusion on the 
frame), these objects can be dated to the second half/end of the eleventh — twelfth 
centuries.

These mounds were not marked on any of the known burial ground plans. 
Their discovery does not cast doubt on the presence of other similar objects, not 
visible from the nowadays surface and not included into the excavation areas of 
2018 and 2022. Modern non-invasive methods of archaeological exploration, which 
have already brought impressive results in the study of structurally similar and 
synchronous complexes of monuments (Gnezdovo, Shekshovo, and many others) 
will allow us to identify new structural elements of the complex. This is a prospect 
for the near future; the potential for studying the entire archaeological complex is 
far from been exhausted.

Further to the north — northwest of the remains of burial objects studied in 2018 
and 2022, there was a farmstead and a small territory of the Krasnaya Zarya agricultural 
centre. It is unknown whether there were any burial structures at this site. However, 
the preserved elements of the burial ground, known as “Krasnaya Zarya” (Goro
dishche-7), are located from the northern border of the farm and are recorded along 
the crest of a tapering ridge. The furthest mounds are marked on its northern edge 
running into swampy lowland.

Paleozoological research

In the mound № 1 (19)/2018, in a deep hole in the centre of the site, the bone 
remains of one adult brown bear (Ursus arctos) were found. In general, no more than 
13 % of the total number of bones of its skeleton has been preserved. Compactly lying 
bones belonging to different parts of the skeleton testify that the entire animal carcass 
was initially buried at the place. Later, parts of the already decomposed carcass were 
reburied; as a result, a grave of a human being in the burial pit under that mound was 
destroyed. Based on the results of radiocarbon dating carried out in the laboratory of 
the University of Helsinki (Finland), the AMS С14 date was obtained for the skull bone: 
1202±41 14С BP (Hela-4400). The calendar age of the sample (2 σ) was determined 
with a probability of 95.4 % in the range of 772–898 cal. AD, median age of the sample 
828 cal. AD.

In 2022, in the course of clearing of the mainland site of mound 4/2022, an 
extremely unusual object was found. In the centre of the burial site, at a depth of 0.2 m 
from the modern surface, a large spot of dense red-yellow, slightly humified sand was 
discovered. It had quite large dimensions: 4.8 m in the meridional direction and 4 m 
in the latitudinal direction. Almost in its centre, a bit moved to the north, the second, 
smaller spot was observed — it was a quadrangular filling of a hole, measuring 1.9 m 
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in the meridional direction and 2 m in the latitudinal direction. From that level, coal 
inclusions were noticeable in it.

In the process of clearing, it was determined that the edges of a large pit were 
probably reinforced with turf, preserved in the form of lenses of podzol and humified 
sand. It was shallow: up to 0.4 m deep. However, a burial of a horse was found in its 
centre placed in a separate deeper pit: up to 0.9 m deep. The burial was set in a structure 
made of boards in the form of a certain ‘box’ with a lid. The structure was preserved 
as charred blocks cleared over or around the animal bones. There are no artifacts in 
the filling of the both pits.

The horse’s carcass was laid on its right side. The axial skeleton and the skull of the 
animal are preserved entirely. At that, the most of the limbs bones, as well as the distal 
parts of the ribs, were not found in the course of the excavation. It is very likely, that 
they were removed before the carcass was buried. The preservation of the osteological 
material is very poor: the fourth stage of destruction.

The bone remains belong to an eight years old stallion whose probable height at 
the withers, calculated on the base of the length of its humerus, was about 130 cm. The 
age of the horse was established by the degree of wear on the incisors I1 and I3 of its 
upper jaw. The fact that it was a stallion can be testified by the presence of fangs. Due 
to the poor preservation of osteological material, the probable breed of the animal 
could not be determined.

The maxillary premolars of P2 showed signs of wear caused by the use of an iron 
bit. This observation directly indicates that a riding horse was buried in the pit.

Conclusions

Thus, the results of the archaeological research 2016–2022 allow us to outline the 
general chronology of the development of the burial mound necropolis north at the 
modern village of Gorodishche: from the earliest structures (8th century), located 
along the right bank of the Syas River to the central ‘hill’ (sopka) and the chain of 
mounds north of it (9th–11th centuries) to burial ground “Krasnaya Zarya” of the 
zhalnik type belonged to the Old Russian period (12th–13th centuries).

Noteworthy, that analogies to both the peculiarities of the funeral rite (the burial 
of a bear carcass in the mound № 1 (19) and a ‘bag’ with beads in the mound № 2 (18) 
in excavations in 2018, and a series of bronze artifacts outside the complexes), could 
be found not only among the antiquities of the North-West, but also, in a broad sense, 
in the North-East of Rus’ and the Volga Region. This fact clearly emphasizes the multi-
vector connections of the medieval population created this burial complex. 

Besides, such ritual features as strengthening the walls of ditches with various 
wooden structures, a ring-shaped structure limited the burial in the ‘mound’ 
№ 2 (19)/2018, a ‘hearth’ in the ditch of the mound № 1/2022, a fireplace over the 
burial 1 in the mound №  2/2022, find direct parallels in the kurgan antiquities of 
the South-Eastern Ladoga Region of the 10th–11th centuries.
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The general chronology of medieval antiquities discovered within the excavations 
of 2018 and 2022 is also important. In the excavations within the necropolis of “Besovy 
Kharchevny”, objects and artifacts were discovered that belong to funerary antiquities 
of a later period, dated to the 11th–15th centuries. The functioning of the “Krasnaya 
Zarya” burial mound dates back to the 12th–14th centuries. At the same time, no 
obvious traces of a medieval settlement to the north of the Kharchevnichesky Spring, 
which separated the settlement (the so-called “Syaskoe Gorodishche”) from the 
burial  mound and served as an obvious border between the settlement/s and the 
burial ground, were found. Therefore, even after the cessation of the functioning of 
that settlement, other settlements in this area kept existing, and their inhabitants 
continued to bury their dead in the huge common necropolis.

In the context of the studies obtained as a result of the archaeological studies of 
2016–2022, we should once again dwell on the problem of localization of Alaborg. 
This toponym appears in two sagas about ancient times, recorded no earlier than the 
mid fourteenth century: in the ‘Saga of Halfdan Eysteinssonar’ and in the ‘Saga of Hrolf 
Kraki’. Apart from the settlement in the middle reaches of the Syas River and the 
monuments in its vicinity, even a single structurally similar archaeological complex is 
known neither to the east, nor to the west and to the north of the Lower Volkhov 
Region, that could be defined as Alaborg.

The complex of archaeological sites in the area of Gorodishche and Besovka 
Villages in the middle reaches of the Syas River was a local settlement centre. Now, it 
is quite obvious that even monuments, very well known in historiography and 
archaeologically studied on a large scale, still continue to contain great, as yet unknown 
potential. There is no doubt, the further archaeological research with the maximum 
involvement of data from related disciplines, including the natural sciences, will make 
it possible to obtain qualitatively new information about the population and their 
culture of this part of the Ladoga Region and North-West Russia as a whole.




