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Does extra-large equal extra-ordinary? The ‘Wall
of Chinggis Khan’ from a multidimensional
perspective
Gideon Shelach-Lavi 1✉, William Honeychurch2 & Amartuvshin Chunag3

This paper focuses on a hitherto little-known long (or “Great”) wall that stretches along

737 km from northern Inner Mongolia in China, through Siberia into northeastern Mongolia.

The wall was constructed during the late medieval period (10th to 13th century CE) but is

commonly called the “Wall of Chinggis Khan” (or ‘Chingisiin Dalan’ in Mongolian). It includes,

in addition to the long-wall itself, a ditch feature and numerous associated fortifications. By

way of an analysis of this impressive construction we seek to better understand the concept

of monumentality and in turn shed light on the wall’s structure, function and possible reasons

for its erection. We pose the interesting question of whether any construction that is very

large and labor intensive should be defined as a “monument”, and if so, what that definition of

monumentality actually entails and whether such a concept is useful as a tool for research.

Our discussion is relevant to the theme of this collection of papers in that it addresses the

concept of the ‘extraordinary’ as conceived by archeologists. Following our analysis and

discussion, we conclude that although size and expenditure of energy are important attri-

butes of many monuments, monumentality (i.e., expression of the extraordinary) is not a

binary “either-or” concept. Rather than ask whether the “Wall of Chinggis Khan” was or was

not a monument per se, our analysis reveals aspects in which it was indeed monumental and

extraordinary, and others in which it was not extraordinary, but rather an ordinary utilitarian

artifact.
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Introduction

Monuments are almost by definition “extraordinary”
features or structures. According to the common view,
monumental works are something intentionally done

for non-ordinary purposes. They often require investment of
labor and skills that are beyond the ordinary needs for regular
day-to-day constructions and they are viewed at the time of
creation and thereafter as something unique and beyond the
ordinary. This view has been recently supported by statements
such as this by Levenson (2019, p. 23): “…monumentality is, in
any case, a relational term that defines something through its
otherness and opposition to the ‘norm’”. Therefore, addressing
monuments and the concept of ‘monumentality’ can help us to
clarify the concept of the ‘extraordinary’ and better understand its
utility and potential pitfalls as an analytic tool.

When it comes to monumental works, the Great Wall of China
is, arguably, the most celebrated monument in human history due
to its huge size and the enormous amount of labor invested in its
construction. Such features therefore provide an appropriate
locus for testing ideas about the concept of monumentality as it
relates to extraordinary structures and features. Construction and
employment of long (or “Great”) walls occurred periodically in
Chinese history from the final centuries BCE up until the 17th
century CE (Jing, 2015; Pines, 2018; Waldron, 1990). Scholars
have commonly viewed these walls as demarcating an ecological
boundary between realms of agricultural societies and those of
pastoral nomads (Huang and Needham, 1974, p. 384; Lattimore,
1937). However, the wall we study in this paper is located deep
inside the steppe grasslands associated with pastoral commu-
nities, and thus it could not have been a borderline separating
different ecological zones.

This unique ecological location prompts some basic research
questions: What was the purpose of constructing such a large
monument in a marginal and sparsely populated region; Who had
motivation to invest the substantial amount of resources needed
for the construction and maintenance of this wall-system; and
how might the concept of ‘monumentality’ help us to better
understand this construction in a way that deepens the concept as
an expression of what is extraordinary in human life? These
questions lead us to examine whether the tendency in archeology
to focus on the monumental and the extraordinary is in fact useful
for understanding the past or whether it simply obscures that
which might have been quite ordinary, despite its impressive size
and labor expenditure. The notion of monumentality carries with
it the idea of being special and extraordinary, but when confronted
with a concrete example of an archeological ‘monument’, we find
that the concept breaks down to reveal multiple contexts in which
our case study ranges from the extraordinary to the everyday.

Theoretical background
It is beyond the scope of this paper to review the extensive lit-
erature on monuments and monumentality in academic fields
such as archeology, architecture, anthropology, and art history.1

However, at a higher level of generalization it can be said that
there are two schools of thoughts on the subject. The first, which
we refer to as ‘the materialistic’ view, argues that in spite of the
immense variability in what we define as monuments, these
structures all share attributes such as large investment of labor
and resources, technical skills, elaboration of design, imposing
location, and high visibility, etc. (e.g., Buccellati et al., 2019;
Brunke et. al., 2016; Trigger, 1990). The second school, which we
refer to as ‘the subjective’ view, argues that monuments are
related to the feelings and memories they evoke. As such, they
also often have a symbolic meaning for societies and individuals.
Thus, monumentality is a quality that is related to personal

experience, culturally specific conditions and historic context
(e.g., Hole, 2012; Osborne, 2014a). According to Osborne (2014a,
p. 13), because “…monumentality lies in the meaning created by
the relationship that is negotiated between object and person, and
between object and the surrounding constellation of values and
symbols in a culture”, even a tiny artifact can become monu-
mental. In a similar way, the art historian, Wu Hung, argues that
monumentality is a cultural concept that is rooted in specific
historic context and as such we need to understand what people
of a given time and location conceived monumentality to be,
rather than imposing our own views on the past (Wu, 1996).

In our opinion, the disagreement among these two schools is
not so much about what ‘monumentality’ is, as much as about
what we want the concept of ‘monumentality ‘ to accomplish for
us. The ‘materialistic’ school employs ‘monumentality’ as a defi-
nition that helps us to analyze objects (buildings, statues, infra-
structure projects, etc.) and thereby the information that such
objects can provide about the society that constructed them. The
‘subjective’ view, in contrast, hopes to uncover the meaning that
these objects once held in the societies that constructed them and
for the individuals who used or encountered them in the past.
Although there is indeed overlap between these two schools of
thought (admittedly somewhat obscured by our simple defini-
tions), we are convinced that at an abstract level they represent
the dichotomy between etic and emic viewpoints. While in this
study we are more interested in using the concept of ‘mon-
umentality’ (and the ‘extraordinary’) as external tools by which
we analyze past societies and their actions, we suggest that such a
‘materialistic’ view will also inevitably shed light on the way
people experienced monuments. Contrary to Osborne (2014a,
p. 9) who argues that the etic approach is incapable of capturing
the effects that the built environment had on people, we think
that it is only through such an external analysis that we might
hope to understand the complexities involved in the interaction
of humans with their environment, including the man-made
environment. This is especially true for prehistoric societies, as
well as for historic periods for which we may not have very
detailed or pertinent historical records.

In order to use monumentality as an analytic tool, we first need
to define this complicated term, which, even at the most basic
level, turns out to be a difficult task. The complexity of the
phenomenon of monumentality and its varied manifestations are
acknowledged by most scholars who have written on the subject.
It is also clear that some definitional lines, even if they may be
somewhat arbitrary, must be drawn. If we accept Levenson’s
(2019, p. 19) idea that “…nothing is monumental, and everything
is monumental”, then clearly our definition will not be useful for
distinguishing or explaining anything. On the other hand, we do
not want to return to the ‘check-list’ approach of early scholars
such as Gordon Childe (1945).

In this respect, we can agree with Levenson that mon-
umentality is “…a relational term that defines something through
its otherness and opposition to the ‘norm’” (Levenson, 2019,
p. 23). However, we are in need of a more comprehensive defi-
nition that takes this relational aspect into account, but which
also provides a more concrete starting point to explore the
‘extraordinary’ quality of monuments. Diverse definitions do exist
in the literature; some put more emphasis on aspects related to
the construction of a monument, such as the energy expenditure
(e.g., Trigger, 1990), while others emphasize the visual effects
achieved by the finished monument (e.g., Hageneuer and
Schmidt, 2019). But is it possible or useful to set concrete limits,
even as a heuristic device, beyond which something cannot be
viewed as ‘monumental’? For example, can we say, as suggested
above, that a very small artifact should not be considered as
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monumental? On the opposite side of the spectrum, and more
directly pertinent to our topic at hand, can an artifact of daily
functional use, even if very large and resource intensive, be
considered a monument? In other words, are engineered features
such as aqueducts, roads, and defensive walls appropriately
considered ‘monumental’ per se? According to Osborne (2014a),
size and scale of investment are not enough to define and bestow
monumentality. Indeed, none of the many papers in the com-
prehensive book edited by Osborne (2014b), entitled Approaching
Monumentality in Archeology, address such common structures
as these. Others, however, argue that even large infrastructure
projects, such as water supply and sewer systems, might be
considered ‘monumental’ (Brunke et al., 2016, pp. 277–283).

One potential way of constructing a theoretical framework
from the various aspects discussed above—i.e., intentions, scale of
investment, and visual impact—is by employing the “handicap
principle”, otherwise known as costly signaling. This concept,
which was developed to explain the evolutionary logic of what
seem to be extraordinary traits and behaviors of different animal
species (Zahavi and Zahavi, 1997), was adopted early on in fields
such as economics and communication (e.g., Spence, 1973). The
idea is that when a signal (in our case, the monument) is highly
visible to a targeted audience (including competitors), the cost of
producing the signal (e.g., investment in the monument) guar-
antees the fidelity of the information it carries. Put another way,
the ability and willingness of the transmitter (i.e., the builder of
the monument) to invest such a huge amount of resources
beyond any practical need, proves even to a skeptical observer
that he or she is not bluffing. At the same time, if the information
is effectively transmitted and accepted then the investment is
actually economically prudent as it may save a much larger
investment, such as conflict, down the line.

This model, which is not terribly different from the more
traditional anthropological concept of conspicuous consumption,
explains the seemingly senseless expenditure some human
societies are willing to invest in wistful behavior, such as large
scale feasts or ceremonies. Such investment, it is argued, signals
the power and increasing political and social prestige of aspiring
leaders (Aranyosi, 1999; Bliege and Smith, 2005). In archeology,
this idea has been used to explain large scale expenditure in
monumental constructions even during periods of economic
pressure (e.g., Glatz and Plourde, 2011; Neiman, 1997; Trigger,
1990; Wright, 2017). However, while costly signaling can serve as
a source of inspiration to explain monumentality, archeologists
lack the rigorous ability of economists to test such a model with
accurate cost-benefit analysis, or to connect it convincingly to
evolutionary theory, as done by zoologists (Conolly, 2017).

A more realistic way to approach monumentality in archeology
is to identify core aspects of this concept and examine the ways in
which they are interconnected and how they are manifested (or
not) in concrete case studies (e.g., Burentogtokh et al., 2019;
Honeychurch et al., 2009). Such an approach is taken by Brunke
et al. (2016, 254–255) who stipulates five major criteria for the
identification and study of ancient monuments: Size, position,
permanence, investment, and the complexity of the given project.
All five categories are relative (e.g., relative size in comparison to
other constructions, prominent position relative to the sur-
rounding environment, etc.); but they are also factors that we can
quantify and analyze. In the analysis presented below we use these
criteria, as well as insights taken form costly signaling theory, as a
starting point to assess the so-called “Wall of Chinggis Khan”.2

The medieval wall-system
In contrast to the well-known “Great Wall of China” far to the
south, our study focuses on a northern system of walls

constructed during the late medieval period (10th to 13th cen-
turies CE) in what are today parts of northeastern China, Siberia,
and Mongolia. All together, these walls stretch over a distance of
at least 3500 km (Jing and Miao, 2008, p. 22); however, some
argue that by taking into account all of the parallel lines, the
accumulated length is more than 6500 km (Ping, 2008, p. 101),
making it one of the longest walls and largest human-made
structures. However, in spite of its huge size, the historical
documents are silent about the construction of this wall-system.
Thus, it is unclear when exactly it was built, who built it, and for
what purposes. It is not even clear if all the different wall lines are
part of one pre-planned project or whether they represent an
accumulation of different projects constructed at different times
(within this 300-year span) for different purposes.

While the historic context of the construction of this wall-
system(s) is important, due to these many uncertainties we have
opted in this paper to focus less on the historically relevant
questions, and instead consider the more general issues involving
analysis of the wall-system. To ensure that we are analyzing a
coherent construction project rather than an agglomeration of
different projects we concentrate on one wall section which seems
to represent a pre-planned integrated construction. This section,
known by its traditional name, the “Wall of Chinggis Khan”,
stretches 737 km across the grasslands of the border area between
present day Mongolia, Russia, and China (Fig. 1). Besides the
mounded wall itself, our section also includes a ditch feature and
several auxiliary structures such as rectangular and circular
enclosures, some of substantial dimension and suggestive of
fortifications or supply depots (Fig. 2). In spite of its impressive
size and preservation, relatively little archeological or historical
research has been done on this wall-system (exceptions are
Baasan, 2006; Lunkov et al., 2011; Ma, 2013). The analysis pre-
sented here is based on two field seasons carried out by a joint
Mongol-Israeli-American team in Dornod province of north-
eastern Mongolia (Shelach-Lavi et al., 2020).

In spite of ongoing disagreements, most scholars attribute the
construction of the “Wall of Chinggis Khan” to the Khitan-Liao
dynasty (907–1125 CE) (Lunkov et al., 2011). The Khitans were a
semi-nomadic group that originated in present-day Inner Mon-
golia. They established their dynasty after the collapse of the
Uighur Empire in Mongolia (744–840 CE) and the Tang dynasty
of China (618–907 CE). At the end of the first millennium CE, the
Khitan conquered large swathes of Manchuria, eastern Inner
Mongolia and the Mongolian steppe, to form the Khitan-Liao
Empire (Fig. 3). The administration of the Liao dynasty combined
Chinese and nomadic elements and was a formidable enemy of
the Northern Song (960–1127 CE), the reigning Chinese dynasty
to the south. During the early years of the 12th century, the
Jurchen peoples of Manchuria, previously vassals of the Liao,
united and in a very short period were able to destroy the Liao
dynasty and push the Song southward. They followed these
successful conquests by establishing the Jin dynasty (1115–1234
CE).

Given this tumultuous political history, it is no surprise that the
building of the northern wall-system has been attributed to the
Khitans, the Jurchen, and to the later Mongols. Based on a series
of radiocarbon dates on samples excavated from both wall sec-
tions and from associated structures, our preliminary assessment
affirms the consensus of Khitan-Liao period construction (Table 1).
The wall is a continuous feature across the open landscape and is
visible above ground throughout most of its length, but is cur-
rently preserved to a height of no more than 1 m. Using high-
resolution satellite images, we were able to trace the entire length
of the wall which stretches between the Khentii mountains in the
west and the Da Xingan mountains in the east. Along the wall line
we identified no fewer than 72 individual auxiliary structures
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Fig. 2 Structures in Clusters no. 23 (right) and no. 24 (left). (drone photos by Nachem Doron) and their location on the wall line.

Fig. 1 A Map of the wall-system line. The squares indicate the locations of clusters of auxiliary structures and are sequentially numbered from west to
east. The small map indicate the location of the wall-system in East Asia.
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arranged in 42 clusters (Fig. 1). The more or less even spread of
these clusters along the line of the wall and the uniformity of each
structure’s shape and size suggests a pre-planned and integrated
system.

Our team conducted test excavations during the summer of
2019 in and around Cluster no. 24 designed to assess the structure
of the wall and the various enclosures nearby. A trench dug
through the wall exposed a section of its profile which proved to
be constructed of compacted earth layers. However, because it
was heavily eroded, it is difficult to reconstruct the original shape
and height. On the north side of the wall line our trench exposed
a man-made ditch feature that is now filled in by the eroded earth
from the original wall. The ditch is about 2 m deep and 2–3 m
wide (Fig. 4). It is reasonable to suggest that the earth excavated
from the trench was used to build the wall and thus produced a
barrier that combined both the depth of the ditch with the height
of the wall.

A group of three structures, together comprising Cluster no.
24, located about 200 m south of the wall line was also targeted
for excavation. These include a large rectangular enclosure inside
which a second, smaller rectangular structure is situated, and a
large adjacent circular structure (Fig. 2). The large and small
rectangular structures are 108 and 25 m wide, respectively, and
the circular structure is 135 m across its diameter. A section dug
into the wall of the small rectangular structure demonstrated that
it was much more solidly built in comparison to that of the long-
wall. Although it was also heavily eroded, the wall of the enclo-
sure is preserved to a height of greater than one meter with clear

layers of highly compacted earth mixed with crushed limestone
(Fig. 5). The original height of this enclosure wall, and the walls of
the larger rectangular structure, must have been significantly
higher and more labor intensive than that of the long-wall itself.
Another section, dug into the wall of the circular structure,
suggests that it was not as high as that of the adjacent rectangular
enclosures, but in terms of building technique, was similar in
construction and involved the use of an intentionally mixed earth
and crushed lime material which was compacted in vertical
horizontal layers (Fig. 5). Based on our observations, the walls of
the rectangular and circular structures were probably both con-
structed using the traditional Chinese method of ‘tamped earth’
to compact the sediments and provide a more durable
embankment.3

Analyzing the monumentality of the medieval wall-system
As a starting point for our analysis of the Medieval Wall-System
we consider the five criteria suggested by Brunke et. al. (2016,
pp. 254–255); namely size, position, permanence, investment,
and relative complexity of the project. The first characteristic,
size, seems to be self-evident in this case so we will not discuss
it further. We start from estimates of investment in the project
and its complexity, and then discuss the permanence and
position of the wall-system. We end by addressing additional
parameters including the intended function of the wall and
surmise the social and political value with which it was ori-
ginally invested.

Table 1 Radiocarbon analyses of samples excavated from Cluster no. 24.

Context Calibrated date (CE) Radiocarbon age Laboratory No. Material

Section of the wall-line, bottom of
the ditch

899–924 [22.5%]945–1014 [72.9%] 1080 ± 15 UCIAMS-228271 Charcoal

Section of the wall-line, bottom of
the ditch

988–1024 [95.4%] 1030 ± 15 UCIAMS-228270 Charcoal

Small rectangular enclosure,
northwestern section

971–1020 [95.4%] 1055 ± 15 UCIAMS-228273 Charcoal

Small rectangular enclosure, internal
floor section

1022–1052 [34.7%]1082–1129 [47.3%]1134–1152 [13.4%] 960 ± 15 UCIAMS-228274 Charcoal

Wall of circular enclosure 1041–1108 [58.6%]1116–1163 [36.8%] 915 ± 15 UCIAMS-228272 Charcoal

Calendrical dates are sigma 2 calibrated ranges (95.4% probability) using OxCal 4.3.

Fig. 3 Map of the Khitan-Liao Empire and other political powers of East
Asia during the 11th century CE. The location of the “Wall of Chinggis
Khan” is marked in black.

Fig. 4 A profile section through the ditch feature of the wall-system,
excavated near Cluster no. 24 (Photo and processing by Tal Rogovski).
The yellow line marks the approximate outline of the ditch.
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How complex and resource intensive was the construction of
the wall-system?
Brunke et. al. (2016, p. 255) judge the complexity of a project
based on the degree to which: “…the technical knowledge, the
artisanal skills and the organizational and logistical effort
required to construct the object exceed both qualitatively and
quantitatively the levels entailed in construction of a structure
reflecting the norm for the surrounding area”. While the technical
skills required to construct the wall-system do not seem to be
exceptional for what was common for buildings during this
period, the logistics of constructing such a project in an area that
was remote from the dynastic centers and from concentrations of
human labor and resources, must have been immense. Estimating
the size of the labor force needed to accomplish such a project is
fundamental for our understanding of the complexity of the wall-
system and how expensive it was in terms of resource
expenditure.

While precise calculation of the amount of labor that went into
the construction of the wall-system (comprising both the long-
wall and associated structures) is impossible, estimates based on
historic sources, ethnographic observations, and experimental
archeology can provide approximations that are good enough for
the purpose of this study (Abrams, 1994; Abrams and Bolland,
1999; Erasmus, 1965; Shelach et al., 2011; Yuan, 1983). Based on
the work of Abrams and Erasmus one of us has previously esti-
mated that a worker can construct 1 m3 of wall, including the
excavation of the required earth and the building of the wall itself,
in 1.4 work-days (Shelach et al., 2011). However, according to the
Han mathematical manual, the Jiuzhang suanshu (九章算術
Nine Chapters on the Mathematical Art), a single conscript
worker was expected to excavate, transport and construct 7.55 m3

of tamped earth wall in a month (Shen et al., 1999: 254–260).
Thus a single person was considered able to construct 1 m3 of
wall in about four days. This is also the estimate presented by
Yuan Zhongyi based on his observations of contemporary pea-
sant work. According to his estimate, one person is able to dig
0.5 m3 of earth per day and construct 0.5 m3 of wall per day
(Yuan, 1983, p. 45). Of course, these assessments are more
accurate for the kinds of conditions, tools and techniques that
existed in pre-modern China. However, in order to provide a very
general estimate of the cost of constructing the wall line and its
associated structures based on the above accounts, we use a range
between 1.5 and 4 worker days for the construction of 1 m3 of
wall in our analysis. This range includes the digging of earth and
the actual construction of the wall, but not the transportation of
the soil. Constructing the wall line itself may be closer to the

lower estimate because the earth was excavated on the spot (i.e.,
from the ditch) and was not extensively tamped. In contrast, the
building of the adjacent enclosures were more time consuming
because the earth was probably transported over greater dis-
tances, and the walls were larger and more thoroughly tamped.

As mentioned above, the ditch that runs along the wall line is
about 2 m deep and 2–3 m wide (Fig. 4). It was probably slightly
wider at the top than at the bottom but, overall it seems to have a
volume of about 4 m3 for each meter of wall. Combining the
length of the long-wall (737,000 m) and the accumulated length
of the walls of the 72 rectangular and circular structures
(14,500 m) and multiplying that by 4 (4 m3 of earth per 1 m3 of
wall), tallies up to 3,006,000 m3 of earth that the workers had to
excavate and from which they constructed the wall-system in
total. Based on the calculations above, this would have required
between 4.5 million to 12 million work days. If we assume that
each worker can work about 350 days a year, this amounts to
between 12,857 to 34,355 work years. In other words, a working
force of between 13,000 and 35,000 people could construct this
wall in about a year. These are, of course, extremely minimalistic
estimates. For one thing, the ground in northeastern Mongolia is
frozen for about half of each year. Therefore, workers were
probably able to excavate the ditch and construct the earthen
walls for only six months out of each year, which doubles our
estimates for the amount of time needed for the construction. In
addition, those numbers reflect only the amount of work directly
invested in the construction of the walls. Other types of expenses,
such as providing food, water, and clothing for such a large work
force in such a remote area would probably have been very high
as would other expenses such as producing and transporting the
necessary tools and other logistical items, including perhaps even
providing military protection. Such associated costs would again
likely double the amount of work required for this project. Thus,
a realistic estimate would be that a working force of between
13,000 and 35,000 people could have constructed this wall-system
in approximately four years.

This estimate certainly represents a substantial expenditure of
labor, resources, and time. Using the criteria suggested by
Levenson (2019, p. 23), that monumentality should be evaluated
through its otherness and opposition to the norm, it is clear that
such investment far exceeded the cost of constructing a house or
even an entire village during the medieval period in China and
Mongolia. On the other hand, for a dynasty such as the Khitan-
Liao, this was probably not such an extraordinary project. For
example, the Liao history (Liao shi, 遼史) reports that during the
second year of the Liao Shengzong emperor’s reign (983–1012

Fig. 5 Test excavations of enclosures at Cluster no. 24. Left: A section through the wall of the small internal rectangular enclosure showing tamped wall
layers on the right side of the photo. Right: A section through the embankment of the circular enclosure with the base of the wall marked in red (Photo and
processing by Tal Rogovski).
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CE), the Liao mobilized 200,000 people to build a mountain road.
According to the historic report this huge work force was able to
complete the construction in a single day.4

The permanence and position of the wall-system
As they do for their other criteria, Brunke et al. (2016, pp.
254–255) define the two concepts of permanence and position in
relative terms. They emphasize an object’s exposed position
relative to the surrounding buildings and environment (i.e.,
position) and its presence within the surrounding area over a long
period of time (i.e., permanence). While these definitions are
straight-forward enough, the analysis of the wall-system based on
these concepts provides somewhat ambivalent results. In con-
sidering the permanence of the northern wall, we propose that
this idea comprises at least two unrelated aspects: (a) How long
did the wall function, and (b) how long did it remain visible in a
way that shaped the local environment? Based on our current
field work it seems that the wall-system functioned for the
duration of the Khitan-Liao period. Charcoal samples taken from
the bottom of the ditch feature and the lower levels of the small
rectangular enclosure suggest that the construction of Cluster no.
24 likely commenced during the mid 10th or very early 11th
century CE. Two later dates from the same enclosure and the
adjacent circular embankment fall into the later Khitan period
during the 11th and 12th centuries CE, suggesting that activity
was ongoing through much of the two century reign of this
dynasty (Table 1). Although ceramic shards associated with the
Khitan style were found on the surface of all structures that we
visited, their density was fairly low (Shelach-Lavi et al., 2020) and
the same was indicated by our test excavations. Based on current
information and recognizing that five dates can only provide a
preliminary assessment, we believe it is likely that all structures at
Cluster no. 24 were used contemporaneously but that the phases
of occupation were relatively short-term and possibly episodic.

The visual impact of the wall-system is, however, not limited to
the time of its use-life. The wall line and especially the associated
structures have continued to remain highly visible throughout
history and up to the present day (see more about visibility
below). It might be said that in many ways this ‘artifact’ shaped
the local and perhaps even regional landscape in significant ways.
Although the wall is remote from any permanent population
centers, the remains of the wall were noted and seen as important
landmarks by travelers during ancient and more recent times.
This, for example, was probably the wall that the Daoist monk
and traveler Qiu Chuji (known by his Daoist name of Master
Changchun, 1148–1227 CE) recorded in a remote region of
Mongolia during his travels to meet Chinggis Khan (Li, 1931, p.
63). Similarly, during the 18th and 19th centuries European and
Russian explorers to the region report seeing the wall line and its
associated features on several occasions (Jing, 1982; Lunkov et al.,
2011). Our survey and excavations suggest that the structures
were visited in later periods and were sporadically used as a focus
of feasts or rituals. Even in very recent times, the remains of
Cluster no. 27 have been used by the Mongolian military as part
of their border outpost.

Addressing the position (or visibility) of the wall-system is also
not as clear-cut as one might expect. On the one hand, because it
is located in such an open environment where no other perma-
nent structures exist and because the region is relatively flat, the
wall and especially the accompanying structures, must have been
highly visible. Even today, when the wall and the structures have
been considerably eroded away, they are still clearly visible and
are easily identified, for example, on satellite images. However,
because of the natural environment and the scarcity of local
population, such visibility would be true for any structure built in

this region. Therefore, the question may be better rephrased as
follows: Was the wall and its associated structures placed in such
a way that enhanced their visibility, making them clear demar-
cations on the landscape and apparent from far distances?

To address these questions more systematically we conducted a
viewshed analysis of a section of the wall and associated clusters
nos. 26–34. Using GIS tools, we compared the area seen from
those nine clusters to the area seen from eight points located
nearby those clusters but on higher ground (Fig. 6). The differ-
ence is quite clear: On average each of the clusters “sees” (and is
“seen” from) 137,862 pixels of 30 × 30 m while each of the
comparison points “sees” an area almost ten times as large
(1,259,007 pixels). Raising the view point height of the clusters by
3 m, on the assumption that people could have used watch towers
or other elevated constructions, had a negligible effect on the
results. A cross sectional analysis of the geography along a line
that connects all clusters confirms a preference to locate these
structures at lower elevations in less visible areas (Shelach-Lavi
et al., 2020). Such placement of the structures was probably
intentional and we thus suspect it had to do with the intended
function of the structures and of the wall-system generally (see
below). However, in terms of the “position” criterion, it certainly
weighs against the idea of the wall as monumental.

Intended function of the wall and the value placed upon it
Intentionality and function, as discussed above, are often part of
our understanding of the monumentality of an object or a
structure (e.g., Levenson, 2019; Osborne, 2014a). This raises the
question of whether the people that constructed a given artifact,
feature, or building intended it to impress viewers and evoke
memories or emotions? Furthermore, can we describe the
intended function that it was supposed to fulfill as unique or
‘monumental’? While scholars disagree about its exact time of
construction, all prior research agrees on the function of the
medieval wall-system as a fortification built in a time of war (e.g.,
Lunkov et al., 2011; Ma, 2013; Ping, 2008; Wang, 1921). Warfare
is undoubtedly an extraordinary event and its association (and
memory) is often related to an aura of monumentality. However,
our analysis sheds doubt on this consensus. For one, the actual
obstacle that was supposed to stop an invading army—the wall
line—was not that formidable. As discussed above, the ditch was
probably 2 m wide and 2 m deep and the wall no more than 2m
in height (Fig. 4). Such walls were not a serious obstacle for the
armies of the time which could open a passage through them with
relatively little effort.

The military function of the wall-system is also contradicted by
the location of the associated structures at lower elevations and
with minimal control over the extended wall line itself (Fig. 6).
Such locations are related to the position of local streams and are
probably associated with roads and pathways that connected
areas north and south of the wall. Thus we conclude that the wall-
system was geared towards controlling and monitoring the
movement of people and their pastoral herds, as well as perhaps
other movements of civilian populations, such as trade, rather
than defending against the attack of large armies. The wall would
have served to channel the movement of people and animals to
pre-designated crossings where even with a minimal presence of
guards they could be monitored and managed effectively (She-
lach-Lavi et al., 2020). Such a task, which may have been asso-
ciated with both controlling and taxing local nomadic
communities, might be best described as ‘mundane’ and certainly
not as ‘monumental’.

If indeed the wall was not meant to preform ‘monumental’
deeds such as defense during warfare, can we understand the
wall-system based upon the costly signaling model? Was it meant
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to convey a clear and ‘honest’ signal to the local population about
the power of the Khitan-Liao dynasty? As suggested above, it is
almost impossible for archeologists to test costly signaling
hypotheses using a rigorous cost-benefit analysis. Furthermore,
costly-signaling is a rather mechanistic approach that, given its
pedigree in biological evolution, does a poor job of capturing the
dynamics of social and political interaction on the ground.
Costly-signaling is a version of McLuhan’s (1964) phrase “the
medium is the message” such that the signal, or the message, to be
communicated is indeed its great cost of production. This model
focuses primarily on the intent of the maker but assumes an effect
on the intended audience, which in our case was likely a more
complex process involving multiple audiences. Costly-signaling is
a simple approach to social dynamics, but it does point our
attention to the important issue of perception and audiences and
raises the question of in what ways did different communities
understand, conceptualize, and perceive this wall? In short, did
they view this massive construction as monumental and extra-
ordinary, or did they perceive it in mixed contexts and from
multiple perspectives, as our discussion so far would suggest?
Again, this is not a question that archeologists can easily decipher
given our limited sources of evidence, but examining it closely
allows us to pull together what material, historical, and contextual
facts are available to evaluate this question of perception and
costly-signaling.

We hypothesize two major audiences for whom the signal may
have been intended and meaningful: The local nomadic inhabi-
tants of the steppe and diverse members of the political com-
munity that made up the Khitan-Liao Empire. Given the first
audience, the costly signaling model assumes that the monument
was often encountered (i.e., viewed) by the local target population
it was intended to impress, and that the message it was meant to
convey was clearly understood. The location of the clusters of
structures along natural routes of movement is in keeping with
these locational criteria and would have been well suited for

communities practiced in a tradition of mobile politics (Hon-
eychurch, 2015). These pathway areas are indeed the ideal places
at which mobile herding groups could have been exposed to overt
messaging and this case would be in line with similar landscape
organizations, for example that of monomial stone carvings in
Late Bronze Age Anatolia (Glatz and Plourde, 2011). However, in
the Anatolian example it is clear how an extensive investment in
producing a forceful and ‘honest’ message through stone carving
placement would have been beneficial when compared to the
much higher cost of deploying administrative or military power.
In the case of the Mongolian wall-system, it is not clear how
many people would have viewed this structure and, even if they
did, when considering the costs of construction as well as those of
operating this extensive system, that it would have saved much
expenditure at all. Rather, as a message-distribution mechanism,
the wall-system would seem to be quite inefficient.

Turning to the second potential audience, we pose the question
of whether the investment in such a wall would have had sym-
bolic meaning internally for those upon whom the ruling house
depended for political support. This question introduces a body
of anthropological theory concerned with symbolic messaging,
political theater, and the making of political landscapes as fun-
damental parts of statecraft (Smith, 2003). In the case of Khitan-
Liao politics, Lin (2011) has been one of the most attentive
scholars to aspects of the built landscape as overt political and
symbolic statement. In particular, Lin focuses on the perception
among political constituencies of the construction of massive
Khitan walled cites which in many cases were only partially
inhabited by pastoral nomadic elites (Lin, 2011, p. 240). In this
case, the ‘message’ of the urban center was more important as a
legitimizing political statement than was its daily function as a
city. The construction of the “Wall of Chinggis Khan” raises
similar possibilities for our study given that the vocabulary of wall
building had been part of the East Asian imperial tradition for
over a millennium prior to the rise of the Khitan-Liao. Therefore,

Fig. 6 Viewshed analysis of all areas visible from Clusters no. 26–34 (top) and those visible from eight nearby comparative points (bottom). Counts in
brackets refer to the number of pixels visible from each respective location.
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one hypothesis is that the perceptions on the part of the Khitan
aristocracy of their leadership and its legitimacy might have been
reinforced by such impressive construction projects very much in
keeping with expectations for an imperial state. However, turning
to the historical texts in search of evidence for such a hypothesis
reveals that our wall is never so much as mentioned nor did a
single notable personage take credit for its construction. Our case
study argues against the logic of both the costly-signaling and
political landscape models. Instead, the evidence, once again,
encourages us to view the “Wall of Chinggis Khan” as an ordinary
and utilitarian feature of the far northern landscape.

Conclusion
The discussion above is somewhat complex and can be seen as
taking either multiple perspectives on the status of the wall-
system in question or perhaps as merely confusing for a reader.
Clearly, according to some criteria the wall-system is ‘monu-
mental’ while according to others it is not. However, to our minds
this is in fact an accurate reflection of the concept of mon-
umentality (or the ‘extraordinary’) itself. We probably cannot
expect any artifact or building to fit all the different criteria of
‘monumentality’. Rather, we should ask which criteria it does
indeed fit and under what conditions or circumstances does such
a fit help us to better understand the features or constructions we
seek to study. We argue that using the concepts of monumentality
and ‘the extraordinary’ in this way, rather than as either/or
definitions of exclusion or inclusion, makes them more useful as
analytic tools. By addressing the set of questions and criteria as
presented here in a thoughtful and systematic manner, we were
indeed able to deepen our understanding of the northern wall-
system.

At the beginning of this paper we posed the following question:
Can we explain an extraordinary expenditure of human labor and
resources as resulting, not from extraordinary circumstances and
objectives, but as part of that which is merely ordinary? Our reply
to this question is a resounding ‘yes’. The wall-system in question
was probably constructed to address fairly mundane issues
despite its impressive geographic extent and the amount of labor
invested in its construction. From the emic perspective of those
who built and used this structure and of those whom it was
intended to manage, the wall-system was probably not seen as
‘monumental’ but rather as a daily reality. The wall was simply
something to pass through in the process of pastoral movements
or, on the other hand, a structure to manage such passage in the
interest of the state.

On the other hand, from our etic viewpoint, as researchers who
strive to understand societies of the past, the construction of this
wall was certainly an extraordinary event. Given the perspective
of an ‘archeological gaze’ backwards, that which impresses us as
scientists is easily imagined as monumental. Perhaps it can be
argued that those factors which made the wall-system ‘non-
monumental’ at the time of its construction and use—its location
in a remote and sparsely populated area and the fact the no one
took credit for its construction—are exactly those which make it
extraordinary (and by extension ‘monumental’) for us today. Its
extraordinary location can be seen from two complementary
perspectives: (1) It is very different from the location of any other
long-wall (or great-wall) lines in East Asian history; and (2)
throughout time, no other structure that required a comparable
amount of investment and complex organizational skills, was
built in this region. It is these extraordinary traits that are always
relative to their immediate setting, that guide our study and
understanding of the wall-system. Such observations lend them-
selves to historically oriented questions: Why was such a
monument built during this time and how did the need for such

monumentality reflect the unique conditions that must have
inspired it? While addressing these questions is beyond the scope
of this paper, our ability to articulate them clearly is due to our
exploration of the type of monumentality that such a wall-system
engenders.

Data availability
The datasets generated during this study are not yet publicly
available due but will become available when we finish publishing
all of our analyses. It is available from the corresponding author
on reasonable request.
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Notes
1 We are limiting ourselves to the definitions of monumentality that focus on material
objects. An even broader discussion exists in other fields where the terms monument
and monumentality are applied to concepts, acts, persons, written records, etc. (for a
survey of those fields see Hogue, 2019).

2 The name is folkloristic and the wall has no historic connection to Chinggis Khan
(Baasan, 2006). It was probably built prior to the birth of Chinggis Khan by the
Khitan-Liao dynasty (907–1125). For the sake of objectivity, we will refer to it below as
the ‘wall system’ or ‘medieval wall-system’—including in this definition the line of the
wall and ditch feature, as well as associated structures.

3 For description of the ‘tamped earth’ or ‘pounded earth’ (Chinese hangtu 夯土)
technique see Shelach-Lavi, 2015, pp. 200–201.

4 二年秋, 詔修諸嶺路, 昉發民夫二十萬, 一日畢功 (遼史卷七十九 Liao shi, chapter
79). This sentence is perhaps an exaggeration regarding the total number of workers,
as well as their ability to complete the work in one day, but there are many other
references to large scale work projects in the Liao shi. Archeological work at Liao
period city sites located in the central parts of the Liao territory, supply additional
evidence for the ability of the Liao to organize and support very large-scale projects
(e.g., Neimenggu, 2013).
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