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Abstract. Numerous depictions of elk-shaped ships are discovered in rock art of the Northern Europe and Siberia, dating 
from the Mesolithic time to the Bronze age. Usually they are interpreted as Boats of the Deads, connecting the Worlds. The 
water is the symbol of a border between Worlds in traditional societies. Northern Europe archaeological findings prove that 
images of the Cervid as a mediator between Worlds and the Boat of the Deads became connected in the Stone Age. Red 
deer (Cervus Elaphus) remnants were found in burials from the Mesolithic period to the Iron Age. Cemeteries of humans 
in boats with deer antlers or elk-headed stuffs were discovered at the Mesolithic sites of Denmark (Vedbaeck, Mollegabet) 
and in Northern Russia (Bolshoy Oleniy Ostrov). Being of a great significance in the mytho-ritual complex of the Stone Age 
population in Europe, Elk-Boat as the transport between Worlds is preserved in folklore of South-East European people. 
Mythological motif of the Cervid, sailing on the Sea or the River, with the sleeping maiden on his antlers, is widespread in 
South and Eastern Europe. 
Key words: Mesolithic, Neolithic, Northern Eurasia, rock art, cervidae, cult of the deer, elk-headed boats, boat of the dead.

Elnio formos valčių vaizdavimas etnoarcheologiniame kontekste
Anotacija. Šiaurės Europos ir Sibiro akmenyse ir ant uolų aptikta daug elnio formos laivų atvaizdų, kurie datuojami 
nuo mezolito iki bronzos amžiaus. Dažniausiai jie interpretuojami kaip mirusiųjų valtys, jungiančios gyvųjų ir mirusiųjų 
pasaulius. Vanduo yra sienos tarp šių pasaulių simbolis. Šiaurės Europos archeologiniai radiniai rodo, kad elnio, kaip 
tarpininko tarp gyvųjų ir mirusiųjų pasaulio, atvaizdai atsirado dar akmens amžiuje. Tauriųjų elnių (Cervus Elaphus) 
liekanų rasta palaidojimuose, datuojamuose nuo mezolito laikotarpio iki geležies amžiaus. Danijos mezolito (Vedbæck, 
Mollegabet) ir šiaurės Rusijos (Bolshoy Oleniy Ostrov) vietovėse buvo aptikta žmonių kapinių su elnio ragais ar briedžių 
galvomis. Elnio formos valties kaip transporto priemonės tarp skirtingų pasaulių įvaizdis išsaugotas pietryčių Europos 
žmonių folklore. 
Reikšminiai žodžiai: mezolitas, neolitas, Šiaurės Eurazija, uolų piešiniai, Cervidae, elnio kultas, briedžio galvos formos 
valtys, mirusiųjų valtis.

Introduction

When complete reconstruction of the holistic ancient ideological system seems impossible, a reconstruction 
of separate, conservative, universal elements of the ancient worldview is reasonable. As A. Sagalaev, famous 
anthropologist and investigator of the Northern Asia spiritual culture said “Fundamental ideas of the worldview 
remained relevant during all cultural genesis” (Cагалаев, 1991, с. 15). 

Understanding the events of the primitive spiritual culture requires a comprehensive study of all its mani-
festations as a single integral system. Comparison of different categories of ethnographical and archaeological 
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data in synchronous and diachronic aspects allows to reconstruct the main elements of cult and its development 
(Михайлова, 2017, c. 8).

An important category of motifs in Northern European art, found as well in East Asia and North America, is 
so-called “boat” with an elk-headed prow. Archaeologists A. Okladnikov (Окладников, 1959), V. Ravdonikas 
(Равдоникас, 1937), A. Lahelma (2005, 2007), J. Coles (1991), and others studied the deer1 cult revealed in rock 
art, in particular regarding the images of boats with elk heads. I propose the interpretation of “elk-boats” based 
on cross-cultural analyses, including archaeological, cultural anthropological and folklore studies.

A boat as a means to transport souls of the dead to the afterlife was conceptualized in the ideology of 
the ancient world from Northern Europe to Southeast Asia, from Egypt to Gobustan (Равдоникас, 1937; 
Окладников, 1959; Ревуненкова, 1974; Петрухин, 1980; Алиев, 2017). Ethnographic sources on East Asia 
and Oceania describe funerals of the dead in zoomorphic boats put in the water or sank (Ревуненкова, 1974; 
Петрухин, 1980). Shamans had the leading role in the ceremony of virtual souls shipping (Ревуненкова, 1974; 
Анисимов, 1958, c. 58).

One of the most important motifs of the Neolithic and Bronze Age art in Northern Europe is a “boat” with a 
stem in the shape of an elk’s (Alces alces) head. Such “elk boats” include two symbolic references to Otherworld 
to be considered: widely accepted concept of a boat as a transport for the souls as well as archetype of Cervid as 
a guide to the world of the dead. The latter existed in ancient ideology in Eurasia from the Mesolithic period to 
the Middle Ages. 

Archaeology proves this conception to be manifested in funeral rites. “Guide-deer” archetype is represented 
in two kinds of burial tradition. Appeared in the Mesolithic and existed in the Neolithic, the Bronze Age and the 
Iron Age, the first one deals with Cervidae burials in cemeteries (Михайлова, 2017, c. 205–208). The second 
one includes people burials in boats with Cervid features (skin wrap, antlers or elk-headed staffs) (Михайлова, 
2017, 189–205; Михайлова и др., 2021).

Depictions of the “elk-boats” in the rock-art

Images of elk-headed boats are most common in Scandinavia, Northern Russia, Siberia, and Chukotka. The most 
expressive are rock paintings of the Neolithic period in Uittamonsalma in Finland, Pyhäpää in Finland (Lahelma, 
2007), Tumlehead and Namforsen (Fig. 1) in Sweden (Coles, 1991, p. 130, fig. 1, p. 135, fig. 7), Neolithic Basi-
nai petroglyphs (Дэвлет, 2005, p. 29, fig. 33), Tom (Дэвлет, 2005, p. 47, fig. 57); Shishkino (Елинек, 1982, 
p. 486) in Siberia. 

Some boats have two “heads”, sometimes with elk leg-like extensions or “tails” at the bottom (рис. 1) 
(Колпаков, 2012, с. 159). In some cases, elk heads were put on the boat and that resembled antlers (Fig. 1, 2) 
(Lahelma, 2000, p. 359; Sarvas, 1969, p. 8, аbb. 3). Discovered on the American continent, similar combinations 
of a boat with semantically important parts of the elk prove archaic origin of the phenomenon (Coles, 1991, 
с. 139). 

Found in Northern Europe, rock images of “people” on boats, were sketchy, sometimes with “antlers” (Figs. 
2, 3) or zoomorphic staffs (Fig. 1, 1). Boats with horned anthropomorphic creatures, accompanied by a deer with 
a solar sign on hips, occur on the Angara paintings and Shalabolin petroglyphs (Fig. 2, 3) (Дэвлет, 2005, c. 28; 
Окладников, 1959, p. 100−101; Пяткин и др., 1985, pp. 45, 50, 83, 154). With horns, limbs and phallus, some 
of these anthropomorphic images are quite realistic (Fig. 3).

1 The word “deer” refers to the Cervidae family, which owns 51 species, including elk (Alces alces), reindeer (Rangifer 
tarandus), red deer (Cervus elaphus) and so on.
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Fig. 1. Depictions of the elk-shaped boats, Northern Europe, Bronze Age (by Klem, 2010;  Lahelma, 2005; Равдоникас, 
1937).
1 pav. Elnio formos valčių vaizdavimas, Šiaurės Europa, bronzos amžius (pagal Klem, 2010;  Lahelma, 2005; Равдоникас, 
1937)



138

ISSN 1392-6748   eISSN 2538-8738   Archaeologia Lituana 23, 2022

Archaeological evidences 

The ancient idea of a deer-mediator is archaeologically proved by deer remains in human burials as well as hu-
mans buried with the deer remnants. Human cemeteries with the red deer (Cervus Elaphus) or roe deer (Genus 
Capreolus) remains appeared in Europe in the Mesolithic. The practice continued in the Neolithic, the Bronze 
and the Iron ages: Gongehusvej (Petersen, 2003, p. 489−490); Stsheltze (Wislanski, 1960, p. 25−28); Lang-
Enzerdorf (Behrens, 1964, S. 62−65); Maryino (Щепинский, 1959, с. 67−72); Ositnyazka (Галанина, 1977, 
с. 29−32); Hanlar (Гуммель, 1992). 

Symbolic meaning of the Deer as a mediator between worlds was revealed in the burial tradition to provide 
the dead with a deer features: deer skin wrap (Mykhailova et al., 2021), deer antlers (Mykhailova, 2019) or elk-
headed staffs (Mykhailova, 2017, p. 202–205). 

Burials in the form of boats are commonly discovered in Scandinavia. The earliest Mesolithic “boats” were 
identified at Skateholm II: IV and some other cemeteries of the same period (Gron, 2015, p. 162). Barks or wooden 
structures in burials of Northern Europe, usually interpretated as boats, had deer features – namely, in Mollegabet 
II, Vedbaek (Mesolithic); (Bolshoy Oleny Island) (Bronze age); Riikala (Iron age), Zeleny Yar (Middle ages). 

Mollegabet II (Ærø Municipality, Southern Denmark). As O. Gron (2004) described, in spring 1990 a dug-out 
boat was found at the Mellegabet II settlement site. Like almost all Mesolithic boats the dug-out boat made from a 
large, straight lime trunk. The base and the partly preserved starboard side, curved towards the stern evenly up to a 
height of c. 10 cm above the base of the boat, had been carefully shaped with axes down to a thickness of 1.5–2 cm. 
The bones lay immediately north of the boat and at the same level. They must have been washed out of the boat, 
as skeletal parts were also found on the bottom of the boat itself in the form of a large fragment of cranium and a 
finger bone. Two severed upper parts of large red deer antlers and a whole roe deer antler, all showing burin work, 
were found in the gyttja slightly south and east of the boat‘s stem and at the same level (Fig. 4).

Fig. 2. Depictions of the boats, elks and “shamans”, Siberia, 
Neolithic (by Дэвлет, 2005; Елинек, 1982).
2 pav. Valčių, elnių ir „šamanų“ vaizdavimas, Sibiras, neo-
litas (pagal Дэвлет, 2005; Елинек, 1982)



139

STRAIPSNIAI / Nataliia Mykhailova. Elk-boat Depictions in the Ethnoarchaeological Context

Fig. 3. The motif of the deer as ve-
hicle, Northern Eurasia (by Lahelma, 
2007).
3 pav. Elnio, kaip transporto priemo-
nės, motyvas, Šiaurės Eurazija (La-
helma, 2007)

Fig. 4. Dug-out boat burial. Mollegabet 
settlement. Reconstruction by J. Krage-
lund (by Skaarup, Gron, 2004).
4 pav. Iškastas valties palaidojimas. 
Mollegabet gyvenvietė. J. Kragelundo 
rekonstrukcija (pagal Skaarup, Gron, 
2004)
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Vedbaeck (Henriksholm-Bøgebakken (Rudersdal Kommune, Denmark). The Mesolithic cemetery at Ved-
bæk, belongs to the late Kongemose culture and the early Ertebølle culture (4100 BCE). Twenty-two graves 
were excavated there. Three of them had red deer antlers. The undisturbed grave 10 contained the unusually 
well-preserved skeleton of a 50-year-old male (Fig. 5). Two large flint blades were found to the right of and just 
above the pelvis. The deceased had been laid to rest on a pair of red deer antlers, one placed under the shoulders, 

Fig. 5. Mesolithic Vedbaeck cemetery, burial 10. 
5 pav. Mezolitu datuojamas Vedbaeck kapinynas, 
palaidojimas Nr. 10

Fig. 6. The shaman transports the soul to the camp of the 
dead. Evenkian drawing. Siberia, Russia, XX cen. 1 – The 
shaman in the antlered crown; 2 – Shaman’s drum, which 
symbolize a boat; 3 – dead man; 4 – camp of the Dead (after 
Анисимов, 1958). 
6 pav. Šamanas gabena sielą į mirusiųjų stovyklą. Evenkų 
piešinys. Sibiras, Rusija, XX a. 1 – šamanas su ragų karūna; 
2 – šamano būgnas, simbolizuojantis valtį; 3 – miręs žmo-
gus; 4 – mirusiųjų stovykla (pagal Анисимов, 1958)
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the other under the pelvis. Five big stones had been placed on the person’s lower extremities. The skull was sur-
rounded by ochre. The undisturbed grave 11 was of the same type as the other burials. A red deer antler, a bone 
awl, and a shaft-hole axe were found at the bottom. The floor of the grave was colored by ochre, but there were 
no traces of the interred person. The explanation offered by the excavators is that the detailed stratification of the 
fill suggests that the body was disinterred shortly after burial. The composition of the grave goods suggests that 
grave 11 originally contained a man (Alberthsen, 1977). 

According to Petersen et al. (2015) three burials of HB: 10, 11 and 12, placed next to each other in the same 
row, all three have apparently been buried under individual parts of a turned around wooden dug-out canoe, the 
onboard hearth of which were discovered next to the pelvic area of HB: 10, when the box for lifting were being 
constructed around it .

Bolshoy Oleny Island (Barents sea, Russia) burial ground on the shores of the Barents Sea included 32 
burials with 40 skeletons dating by the Early Metal Age (Fig. 6). According to Murashkin et al., grave pits were 
50 cm deep from the ancient surface, subrectangular in plan, had stone linings of various configurations. Most of 
the bodies had been buried in wooden, boat-shaped, lidded caskets, which looked like small boats or traditional 
Sámi sledges (Ru. kerezhka). It seems that the boards of the boats were made of thin wooden planks and were 
probably tarred. Probably, the dead were transported to the island in them. A ceramic vessel or a sea scallop 
shell was often placed on the wooden floor above the boats. Parts of animals were found on the upper parts of 
individual burials – possibly traces of a funeral feast. Other inventory included bone and horn daggers, bone and 
flint dart and arrowheads, bone needles and piercings, shell strings, hairpins and combs, bone pommels with a 
stylized image of a reindeer head, bone T-shaped pommels similar to rattles for tambourine (Murashkin et al., 
2016). In my mind, the presence among the inventory of a pommels with a deer’s head and a T-shaped rattle 
testify to the shamanic status of some of the buried. 

Bronze Age boats in burials were imitated with stones arranged in the shape of a ship. Later, Viking Age 
wooden boats were used for noble burials (Shetelig, 1937, p. 151−152, 279−282). Iron Age burials in boats are 
known in the grave 7, Rikala Halikko complex in Finland (Михайлова и др., 2021). 

One of the best-preserved examples of boat burials in Northern Eurasia is Zeleny Yar cemetery, Siberia (Slep-
chenko et al., 2019), dating back to 12–13 centuries AD. Fragments of clothing and footwear made of reindeer 
fur, burial masks made of birch bark and fur, and bronze anthropo- and zoomorphic figurines were discovered. 
The bodies were wrapped over their clothes in deer skin blankets. Burial structures made of birch bark or wood 
are supposed to be boats. The combination of animal skins and decks imitating boats in the burials of Rikala and 
Zeleny Yar acquires a special meaning (Зеленый Яр, 2005, 221; Михайлова и др., 2021).

Ethnographical materials. To understand the meaning of the images of elk-like boats we propose to address 
mythology. Numerous Northern Eurasia people’s mythology shows the deer as the ruler of the Otherworld. 

The main characters of Nganasany mythology are giant reindeer females: Earth-Mother and Subterranean Ice 
Mother. The body of this Deer is the Land of Deads (Долгих, 1968, 217). The spirit of the lower world in Evenki 
mythology, Kalir, appears in the image of a wild male reindeer (Топоров, 1980). In the mythology of the Altai 
people there is a giant reindeer, who lives in the depths of the lake and symbolize the World Ocean (Окладников, 
1950, 293). The Dolgany people believed, that a giant reindeer lived under the Earth (Окладников, 1950, 293). 
The bizarre elk of the Lower World in American Indian legends stands in the river and swallows everyone who 
descends this river (Окладников, 1950, 293, 294). 

The global “deer-boat” motif allows to assume that its origin dates back to the time of the settlement of 
America, i.e., the Final Paleolithic. Indirect evidences of the ancient origin of this mythologeme can also be 
found in rock art discovered in Korea (Jang, 2005, p. 235).

So, numerous mythological mentions of the deer connected with the Lower World prove it was associated 
with a giant Deer in archaic societies of hunters-gatherers. This animal “swallow” the souls of the dead for to 
get them reborn in the world of humans. Also, according to hunting beliefs, the annual revival of antlers was 
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supposed to contribute to the revival of the dead. The mentioned above facts caused the image of the Deer as a 
guide to the world of the dead to preserve in times. 

We should also regard the indirect evidences that underline the deep root of the concept. Thus, prehistoric 
origin of the mythologeme of the deer as the ruler of the lower world survived in the similar idea, popular among 
the peoples of Europe in the Iron Age to the Middle Ages, when the deer was viewed as a guide to the World of 
the Dead as well (Даркевич, 1988, c. 109; Пропп, 2000, c. 290).

With the evolution of mythology, the image of the “Underground Deer” probably succeeded the features of a 
guide to the “Other World”. The motif of a “boat of the dead” with a similar function was imposed on it. 

Relics of the concept of the red deer as a guide to the Otherworld was kept in the consciousness of many Eura-
sian peoples, especially peoples of Eastern and Central Europe, till nowadays. Ukrainian, Romanian, and Molda-
vian folklore motifs, where the deer appears, are mentioned in the works of M. Gimbutienė (1991), A. Poruchich 
(2011), L. Vinogradova (Виноградова, 1982), O. Naiden (Найден, 2005), L. Antokhi (Антохі, 2010). 

This is the motif of a Deer floating on the sea with a cradle on its horns, in which a maiden or a lad lies, and 
the motif of a hut made from deer bones.

To begin with, let us consider a story about a deer that swims in a river or sea and carries a girl or a boy on 
its horns that, among others, can be found in some Ukrainian traditional songs as well:

“Oh, beyond the mountain, beyond the green, the river flows, carries overflows. In that overflows gray deer 
goes, He has a rocking cradle on his horns, in that cradle a nice maiden is spleeping” (Найден, 2005, с. 180; 
Сумцов, 1890, с. 67). Romanian carols “for the dead” mention a deer floating on the sea with a silk swing on 
its horns. A dead girl, sitting in it, sewing or embroidering a canvas, asks the deer not to drop her into the water 
(Виноградова, 1982, p. 163). Here is another similar plot with a plate on the deer’s horns and a man on it: “The 
Danube dried up, overgrown with herbs. Strange beast saves herbs, gray deer saves herbs. On that deer – 50 
horns, 50 horns – one plate, on that plate ... gentle fellow” (Найден, 2005, 180). 

The motif of a cattle floating on the sea / river and carrying a girl on its horns is also well known in Roma-
nia. Usually this is a bull or an aurochs, who plays the important role of a cult animal in agricultural societies 
(Porucic, 2011, 18). 

M. Gimbutienė stated that the most archaic variants of the motif describing a girl lying on the deer’s horns were 
spread in the south-western regions and the Romanian Carpathians. It is presented in the Romanian Kolinda, which 
was first studied by A. Poruchich (2011). M. Gimbutienė published it in her monograph “The Language of the God-
desses” (1991). The plot is also based on a deer swimming with a cradle on its horns. A girl lying in a cradle asks 
her brothers to kill a deer, build a palace from its remnants and prepare a wedding dinner from his meat.

There is a widespread opinion that the motif of traveling by water indicates the transition from the world of 
the living to the world of the dead. In the Saami myth, the Human world is separated from the Animal world by 
the bloody river with the waves from the lungs and stones from the liver (Чарнолусский, 1968, с. 35).

The concept of the boat as a vehicle for transporting dead souls to the afterlife in the ancient world’s ideology 
is stable and widespread from Northern Europe to Southeast Asia, and from Egypt and Gobustan (Равдоникас, 
1937; Алиев, 2008). According to ethnographic sources, many peoples of East Asia and Oceania buried their dead 
persons in zoomorphic boats, lowering them into the water or flooding (Петрухин, 1980; Ревуненкова, 1984). 

In some versions of Ukrainian folk songs there is a tower built on the horns of a deer: “Do not bend the beech 
bridge, aurochs and deer are going on you. A high tower is on those deer. And in that tower the Nice Maiden 
sewed – embroidered a shirt to the father” (Vinogradova, 1982).

“Oh, you are a nine-horned deer; on the tenth horn a tower was built. And in that tower is a new room, And in that 
room a gentle lord sits” (Найден, 2005, 180).

According to N. Chausidis, there are mythical representations mentioned from all over the world regarding 
crossing the mythical bridge conceived in its cosmological dimension – as communication through the cosmic 
horizons (sky-earth-underworld) (Чаусидис, 2012).
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The motif of a building made of deer bones is also common in Ukrainian and Moldavian folklore: “He cov-
ered his house with its skins; He built a living room from its ribs. He made a wedding dinner with its meat. He 
made cups of its horns” (Антохі, 2010, 27). In both building cases, the deer remnants are associated with the 
wedding.

In some songs the room is marked with the skin and horns of a sacrificial deer:

 “– Oh, I know what I’m making noise, Because I have a strange beast, A strange beast, a gray deer, That deer has 
seventy horns. There you have me, there you will kill me! You will take off from me a gray hide coat, a gray hide 
coat, and antlers. You will bring the antlers to the new room” (Найден, 2005, 83). 

Its purpose is mentioned in folklore of the neighboring peoples. Lithuanian ritual songs associated with the 
solstice (and possibly a time of adolescent initiations) features a deer with nine antlers. It had a tenth horn, with 
a house on it, music played and young people dancing inside (Dundulienė, 1990, p. 49). In the Serbian prayer to 
“lifeless” a protagonist was sent to enter the head of a deer to become as “kind and patient as a deer” (Бернштам, 
1990, 36). Both cases presumably describe age-related initiations. Such adolescent initiations also gave right to 
marriage. The image of a deer is also associated with the motif of marriage in the East Slavic peoples’ folklore. 
In the Slavic song a deer says: “You will get married, I will come to the wedding; I will bring golden horns with 

Fig. 7. Oleniy Ostrov cemetery. 
7 pav. Oleniy Ostrov kapinynas
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me; I will light the whole yard with golden horns; I will cheer up all your guests; Moreover – I will cheer up your 
bride” (Потебня, 1865, p. 38).

Building made of deer bones and skins, mentioned in songs of the peoples in Central and Eastern Europe, re-
veals of the idea of a zoomorphic construction, used for adult initiation rites (a beast-hut by V. Propp). Preserving 
the oldest hunting cycle of myths about deer people (Myandash), Sámi mythology would help to better discover 
this motif. The main character of the series is Myandash-parn (guy), a Sámi culture hero. The protagonist travels 
between worlds during “transitional rites”. In a myth about Myandash, the travel from the Animal World to the 
Human World is connected with the house from the bones and skins of a deer: “Here, mother, let us live in a 
tower made of deer skins: the threshold will be the link of the cervical vertebrae , the roof boards of the ribs, the 
bars of the deer’s legs , and a clean place we will cover with a vertebral bone, and let the stones of the hearth 
be as smooth as the liver. He has turned over and took on a human form” (Чарнолусский, 1969, с. 37). When 
the deer entered the house, it acquired human features – that is, it passed into the Human world. Probably, it is 
a zoomorphic building, where the rites of age initiations were performed, that’s the transition to the status of 
adults. The zoomorphic building indicates a totem animal’s sign.

Therefore, the given plots might have elements of both funeral and marriage rites.
So, the deer is a transport between worlds, and the tower on deer antlers symbolizes a zoomorphic building. 

Discussion

There are several interpretations of the semantics of elk boats. After A. Lahelma (2007), O. Almgren (1927), 
linked the boats with the solar cult, the cult of fertility and, consequently, with the cult of the god who dies 
and rises. V. Ravdonikas (Равдоникас, 1937), focusing on the images found in Karelia, proposed the semantic 
formula “deer-sun-boat” to symbolize the transportation of people to the world of the dead. The researcher 
discovered the connection of these images with the “sun boats” of ancient Egypt. A. Okladnikov adheres to the 
version of the sailing of the dead souls to the afterlife. He complements it with ethnographic data about the deer 
as an inhabitant of the underworld among the peoples of Siberia (Окладников, 1959, c. 103–104). According to 
Vastokas and Vastokas (1973: 126–127), the image of a sun-boat in northern circumpolar religious imagination 
arises when the notion of the soul-boat is brought into association with another central shamanistic motif, the 
Cosmic Tree or Axis. The boat may thus refer to travel on the horizontal plane, but also to the vertical axis: the 
celestial journeys of the shaman. The presence of the boat-antlered elk in the art led Taatvitsainen (1979, 191) to 
suggest, that all boat-figures in Finnish painting should in fact be interpreted as elk antlers (after Lahelma, 2007).

Using ethnographic materials of Saami and Siberian peoples, A. Lachelma (2017) proposes a hypothesis, that 
elk-head boats are the vehicles for the shaman to travel between the worlds. H. Bolin (2010) suggests, that depic-
tions of the elk-boats indicate traveling of the mythical ancestor. However, all researchers are united in thought 
that the “boats” have mostly ritual significance.

In our opinion, the “boat” with more or less expressed elk/deer features is a syncretic mythological image 
that played the role of a mediator between the worlds. A detailed image of an elk head with horns and an earring 
(Kolpakov, 2012, p. 159) and also with the tail signifies that it is the mythical creature “elk-boat” depicted, not a 
boat decorated with elk prow (Fig. 1). The combined images of boats with horned people and solar signs deserve 
special attention (Figs. 2, 3). Apparently, these petroglyphs depict a mythological journey to the Otherworld of 
people who, after death, took on a zoomorphic appearance. 

Therefore, regarding the rock art plots and myths of the peoples of Northern Eurasia, we can assume that the 
main elements of the myth about boats with deer features, used to transport people to the land of the dead, were 
formed as early as in Mesolithic–Neolithic times.

This hypothesis completely correlates with the well-known traditional idea of water as a boundary between 
worlds (Мириам, 2000; Niederle, 1912, 265–266; Успенский, 1982, 56). 
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The connection of shamans, as mediators between worlds, with the boat that served as their transport is 
indisputable in the ethnographic literature (Анисимов, 1958, c. 58; Lahelma, 2005, p. 359–362; Ревуненкова, 
1984). Shaman “transported” souls of the dead down the river (Fig. 7). Among Siberian and North Asian sha-
mans, frame drum also embodies a shaman’s boat (Анисимов, 1958, p. 58). Manchu shaman Nishan journey to 
the Otherworld is described in a particular way: 

“Together with the spirits, she went to the land of the dead. Finally, we reached the Red River. There she saw nei-
ther a boat nor a boatman. Then she threw her drum into the water and stood on it. And at one point she flew across 
the river” (according to Hoppal, 2015, p. 80).

The idea of an “elk-boat” mythical syncretic creature as a contact provider between the world of the liv-
ing and the world of the dead is also proved by archaeological and ethnographical data (Oкладников, 1959, 
p. 103–104; Lahelma, 2005, p. 359−362). Souls could cross the border between the worlds – namely, some wa-
ter – guided by shamans who were probably depicted by ancient hunters with elk staffs in boats. People buried 
with deer antlers or elk-headed staffs, dated back to the Mesolithic-Neolithic times, might be archaeological 
evidence for this spiritual concept. 

Conclusions

Traces of the ancient hunting beliefs are preserved in folklore of the South-Eastern Slavs and neighboring peo-
ples. The sacral ideology appeared in the Mesolithic and Neolithic ages, when the deer played an extremely 
important role in the economy of Northern Eurasia.

The origin of this concept can be found both in ethnographic data of the Northern peoples and archaeological 
materials from the Northern Eurasia.

Originated in the Stone Age, the idea of the Deer as a mediator between Worlds was of great significance for 
Northern Eurasian hunters-gatherers. It was performed in the burials with deer features (skins, antlers elk-headed 
staffs) and deer skeletons in the graves. 

In the coastal areas of Northern Europe and Asia, the image of the elk as a mediator was imposed on the 
boat archetype as a vehicle for transporting people to another world. As these two iconographic plots merged, 
the image of a fantastic creature combining boat and deer features appeared. The deer-boat concept is extremely 
common in Northern Europe, North Asia, it often can be found in Korea and North America. 

Reminiscences of initiation rites of Stone Age European deer hunters are mentioned in folklore of Northern, 
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe peoples, such as Ukrainians, Moldovans, Romanians, Serbs, Lithuanians, and 
others.
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