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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Anthropomorphic stelae, characterized by the de-
piction of human-like figures, are a remarkable testa-
ment to the cultural and artistic expressions of ancient 
societies. Created primarily during the Iron Age and 
earlier, these monumental stelae are found primarily 
throughout Europe. They offer invaluable insights into 
the beliefs, rituals, and social structures of past cultures. 
Despite their importance, while there has been consid-
erable research on these stelae (Gutherz et al., 1998; 
Koukouli-Chrysanthaki, 2007; Vierzig, 2017), there re-
main gaps in understanding their regional variation and 
symbolic complexity.  

The Caucasus region, with its rich cultural heritage 
and diverse archaeological landscape, has long fasci-
nated researchers exploring the manifestations of an-
cient civilizations. Among the most intriguing archaeo-
logical finds in the Caucasus are anthropomorphic ste-
lae, which serve as tangible links to the beliefs and 
practices of Iron Age societies in the region. Adorned 
with human-like features, these monumental stone ste-
lae stand as iconic symbols of cultural expression and 
religious significance (Ivanov, 2016; Kharitonov, 2017); 
Petrov, 2018; Smith, 2019). 

Despite their prominence, scholarly research on 
anthropomorphic stelae in the Caucasus has been rela-
tively sparse, leaving much of their meaning and context 
shrouded in mystery. However, a handful of studies 
have emerged that offer valuable insights into the typol-
ogy, distribution, and cultural implications of these enig-
matic monuments. 

This region boasts a rich archaeological heritage 
that spans millennia. Among its most fascinating relics 
are the Iron Age anthropomorphic stelae, which serve as 
poignant reminders of the cultural, religious, and artistic 
practices of ancient societies. These imposing stone 
monuments, adorned with human-like features, stand as 
enduring symbols of the region's cultural identity and 
spiritual beliefs (Yeranyan, 2021a, 2021b).  

Despite their importance, scholarly attention to Iron 
Age anthropomorphic stelae for this region has been 
relatively limited, with only a handful of studies exploring 
their complexities and cultural implications. Recent ar-
chaeological efforts, however, have begun to shed light 
on these enigmatic structures, providing new insights 
into their typology, distribution, and socio-cultural signifi-
cance within the Armenian landscape. 

In 2016, a significant discovery was made by a 
local resident near the village of Nor Karmiravan in the 
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Martakert region. About a dozen anthropomorphic ste-
lae or fragments of them were accidentally uncovered. 
The concentration of these stelae in one area, together 
with certain features of the surrounding landscape, sug-
gested that this site might be the original site of their 
creation and use (Fig. 1). To determine this, excavations 
were conducted in the vicinity of the stelae and the 
nearby dug water channel. From 2016 to 2018, the 
Artsakh Archaeological Expedition conducted these 
excavations under the auspices of the Institute of Ar-
chaeology and Ethnography of the National Academy of 
Sciences of the Republic of Armenia. 

The purpose of this study is to comprehensively 
examine the stelae of Nor Karmiravan, to evaluate their 
archaeological context through excavation, and to deter-
mine whether they are in situ or have been relocated. 

By studying these stelae, valuable insights can be 
gained into their date of origin, purpose, and connection 
to Iron Age communities in the region. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 
2.1. Anthropomorphic stelae of Artsakh 

The stelae under discussion are flat, elongated 
slabs that represent anthropomorphic features through 
their sculptural and dimensional characteristics. These 
slabs are divided into three sections by two horizontal 
chamfers that delineate the head, torso, and lower part 
of the body (Fig. 2). 

The observed stelae were found scattered over a 
longitudinal region that includes both highland and 
steppe terrain and extends for approximately 30-40 kilo-
meters. They are mainly located in the northeastern 
areas of Artsakh (Karabakh), near Martakert, Tigranak-
ert, and the adjacent settlement of Gyavurkala 
(Yeranyan, 2021a). During the Soviet era, several stelae 
from this area were transferred to the Historical and 
Geological Museums of Stepanakert and Martakert for 
preservation, while some remained in their original out-
door locations. 

 
2.2. Methods 

The study of this topic has been conducted through 
a synthesis of interdisciplinary methodologies. First, 
archaeological excavations were used to collect data. 
Subsequently, the artifacts unearthed were subjected to 
iconographic analysis using the historical-comparative 
method. AMS 14C dating was then used to establish the 
chronological framework of the tomb through laboratory 
analysis of samples taken from the archaeological mate-
rials.  

The human remains were analyzed in the laborato-
ry of the State Non-Commercial Organization "Service 
for Protection of Historical Environment and Museum 
Reserves" (Republic of Armenia). After cleaning and 
reconstruction of skeletal elements, the state of preser-
vation (Connell, 2008) and representation (Buikstra & 
Ubelaker, 1994) were documented. Subsequently, age-
at-death estimation, sex determination (Ubelaker, 1979; 
Buikstra & Ubelaker, 1994; Mays, 1998; White & 
Folkens, 2005), and skeletal stature estimation 
(Pearson, 1899; Trotter & Gleser, 1962) were per-

Fig. 3 -  General view of the excavations carried out around the water 
canal.  

Fig. 1 -  The concentration of stelae in one area: the view be-
fore excavations.  

Fig. 2 -  Anthropomorphic stela, Bakhshun-tapa.  
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formed. The presence of pathologies, 
skeletal anomalies, and non-metric 
traits were noted (Aufderheide & Rodri-
guez-Martin, 1998; Ortner, 2003; Mann 
& Hunt, 2005; Waldron, 2009; Spiros, 
2019). In addition, skeletal features 
identified in the literature as functional 
adaptations or stress markers have 
been documented (Robb, 1998). 

In addition, archaeozoological 
materials are examined at the Archaeo-
zoological Laboratory of the Institute of 
Archaeology and Ethnography of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the 
Republic of Armenia. 

 
2.3. Nor Karmiravan site (NKS) 

The village of Nor Karmiravan is 
located in the Martakert region, nestled 
in the lower valley of Khachenaget. In 
2016, the first anthropomorphic stelae 
were unearthed in the village. Further 
exploration revealed the presence of 
about a dozen complete or fragmented 
anthropomorphic stelae. The majority of Fig. 5 -  The jar was found at the bottom of the water canal. 

Fig. 4 - Aerial photograph of the tomb (photo by A. Mkrtchayn).  



   

 

Fig. 7 - Different Single-handled 
large jugs.  

Fig. 6 - The single-handled small 
jugs.  
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came clear that the burial pit was located approximately 
in the center of the cromlech. The underground cham-
ber had a rectangular shape with a 30-degree deviation 
in an east-west direction. It was 6.4 meters long and 1.6 
meters wide. Notably, the burial chamber had a distinct 
slope along its longitudinal axis (Fig. 5). 

In the northeastern part of the burial chamber, the 
fragmented skull of the deceased was unearthed at a 
depth of 70 centimeters. The entire layer was densely 
filled with animal bones, while mollusk shells were docu-
mented in a layer approximately 30 centimeters deep. In 
addition, in the western part of the burial chamber, a 
horse burial was uncovered, accompanied by fragments 
of a bridle and decorative elements. 

It is noteworthy that burials with a similar structural 
layout are not uncommon in this region. The kurgans 
with single burials are a characteristic feature of the 
Ivanyan (Khojaly) cemetery and form a separate sub-
group (Kushnareva, 1970). 
 
3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

 
3.1. Findings 

The burial artifacts discovered in the NKS tomb 
can be divided into several groups, including beads, 
weapons, a horse bridle, horse grooming accessories, 
and pottery. A total of 41 jars belonging to the same 
historical period were unearthed. The pottery can be 
further classified as follows: 

 
3.1.1. Small single-handled jugs 

These jugs have a small base, a narrow waist, and 
a neck that begins at the shoulder and flares upward in 
a trumpet shape. The handle is attached to the lip with 
an outward spiral (Fig. 6). This type of pottery is particu-
larly characteristic of Iranian ceramics, which evolved 
from earlier Iranian styles and reached its final form by 
the end of the 2nd millennium BC (Young, 1965; 
Pogrebova, 1977). Similar examples have been found at 
various Iranian sites such as Hasanlu V, Giyan I, Gyoy-
tepe, and Khorvin-Chandar (Pogrebova, 1977). 

 
3.1.2. Single-handle large jugs 

a. These relatively small jugs have a spherical body with 
a narrow, elongated neck and an outwardly flared lip. 
The round handle extends from the lip and is attached 
to the center of the body. Some examples have con-
vex horizontal patterns on the body, decorated with 
polished spruce decorations (Fig. 7a). Similar jugs 
have been dated to the 9th century BC in Iranian sites 
(Medvedskaya, 1982) and have also been found in 
Armenian stele sites such as Sarapat, Vanadzor, 
Astghi-blur, Voskehask, Skhtorashen (Kushnareva, 
1957) and surrounding - Khojaly (Petrosyan, 1993) 
Martakert (Asryan, 1973) etc.  

b. Glasses with a flat bottom, convex from the middle 
and ending with a short neck. The lip widens outward 
and the handle, round in section, starts from the lip 
and is attached to the bulging shoulder of the body. In 
the convex part, these jugs have horizontal and verti-
cal line patterns made by polishing (Fig. 7b). 

c. Small, flat-bottomed jugs with a widening toward the 
center of the body, a narrow, elongated, trumpet-

these stelae were clustered in a single area, with two 
additional stelae located 100-150 meters northeast of 
the main group. In addition, two stelae were uncovered 
in the courtyard of a village residence and one stela was 
discovered during construction activities. In addition, 
several fragments were found in the surrounding area. 

Prior to these excavations, about twenty similar 
anthropomorphic stelae had been documented in this 
region (Khalilov, 2004: 100-104). The stelae discovered 
in the village of Nor Karmiravan do not show any distinc-
tive features that would distinguish them from others 
found within the same series. 

 
2.4. Excavations 

From 2016 to 2018, excavations were conducted at 
two primary sites: 

 
a. At the main collection site of the NKS stelae. 
b. Approximately 200 meters northwest of the NKS, 

near a canal built in the second half of the 2000s. 
 

2.4.1. Excavation of the Water Canal Site 

 During the first year, excavations were conducted 
simultaneously at both sites. While exploring the area 
around the stelae, a single jar was discovered at the 
bottom of the water canal (Fig. 3). This jar appeared to 
be unfinished, with a portion of the bulging belly broken. 
Beneath the broken area, two carved zones filled with 
diamond-shaped patterns adorn the bulging section, 
while carved, dotted triangular and circular patterns are 
found at the four corners below the broken area. 

Excavations confirmed an underground burial at a 
depth of 1.1 meters at this site. Anthropological remains 
consisted of a skull and various skeletal fragments, 
along with the discovery of 18 jars of different shapes, 
as well as beads made of paste, sardion and bronze 
were discovered. However, the archaeological material 
was incomplete and the integrity of the skeleton was 
violated; some bones were found under the skull, while 
others were scattered around the sides of the jars (Fig. 
4). It is believed that the position of the skeleton was 
disturbed by the construction of the canal. The excava-
tion also yielded a significant quantity of shells and 
beads made of iron, paste, and sardion. In addition, four 
single-handled jars, one unhandled jar, three jugs and a 
butter churn were found. 

The material found is typical of the materials with a 
black shiny torso found in this region and other stelae in 
the region, some of which can be dated to the 9th-8th 
centuries BC, and others to the 7th-6th centuries BC. It 
should also be noted that while the excavations con-
firmed only one burial, pottery found by chance in other 
areas during the construction of the canal in previous 
years by the Artsakh archaeological expedition was also 
authenticated. (Petrosyan et al., 2008). 

 
2.4.2. Tomb excavations 

The next and most important excavation site was 
the area around the stelae collection, where a grave was 
excavated. During the excavations in 2018, a cromlech 
armor with a circular ground plan and a diameter of 11 
meters was uncovered. After removing the upper layer 
of soil, which was about 50-70 centimeters thick, it be-
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shaped neck, and an outwardly curving lip. The flat, 
cut handle begins at the lip and is attached to the 
lower part of the neck of the body (Fig. 7c). 

 
3.1.3. Double-handled and handleless jugs 

One example of each type was recorded. The dou-
ble-handled jug has vertical, rounded rims attached to 
the convex body (Fig. 8). Carved bands decorate the 
central part of the neck and the broad part of the body. 
Similar jars have been found at Redkin Lager and are 
dated to the 8th century BC. The discovered no-handle 
jug has a black dull surface, with a widening in the mid-
dle of the body, a small seat, and an indented bottom 
with a black matte surface (Fig. 9) with a hole in the 
neck. Vertical polished ornaments are present in the 
central part of the body. 

 
3.1.4. Jugs found in the tomb.  

 The pottery found in the tomb can be divided into 
three groups: single-handled, double-handled, and un-
handled (Fig. 10 a, b, c). These ceramics are similar to 
earlier types dating to the 3rd to 2nd millennia BC. in the 
North Caucasus (Kushnareva et al., 1994) and have 
also been found at sites such as Shirakavan, Keti, and 
Angeghakot dating to the 8th to 7th centuries BC. 
(Khnkikyan, 1993). The 8th to 7th century BC pot type 
was the most reasonable date for the pottery found in 
the NKS. 

Two particularly noteworthy discoveries from the 
tomb are the two rhytons. These are similar to the tradi-
tional rhytons characterized by their trumpet-shaped 
necks connected to animal-shaped torsos. However, 
they differ from typical examples by their elbow-shaped 
connection systems that widen to the floor (Fig. 11). 
One rhyton (the smaller one) is decorated with radial 
mat patterns, while the torso of the other is connected to 
the ground by three buckled belts. Similar silver rhytons 
have been found in Iranian monuments of the Achaeme-
nid period (Bashash, 1997).  

Butter churn: A gray, elongated design and wide, 
flat-bottomed churn was discovered (Fig. 12). It has a 
nail curve and a horizontal handle near the spout. Such 
jars have a wide spatial and temporal distribution and 
are commonly found in monuments dating to the first 
quarter of the 2nd to 1st millennium BC, with no specific 
dating characteristics (Summers & Burney, 2012). 

Brick-colored bowl: The only three-legged bowl 
unearthed (Fig. 13) has a short, vertical handle extend-
ing from the lip and is rounded in section. Similar bowls 
have been unearthed in other monuments throughout 
the territory of Artsakh, such as Chaylu and the Iron Age 
tombs of Shushi (Asryan, 1973). 

Under the northeastern wall of the tomb, the exca-
vation team uncovered a jar with a spherical body and 
lip opening outward. The jar contained archaeobotanical 
material to a depth of 50 centimeters. Similar pitchers 
have been documented in numerous Late Bronze Age 
monuments in the region (Torosyan et al., 2002). 

In addition to the aforementioned pottery found in 
various parts of the burial chamber, including under the 
skull, a small number of broken jar fragments were also 
discovered. Some researchers suggest that breaking 
and burying objects in a tomb symbolizes a ritual death, 

Fig. 8 - Double-handle jugs. 

Fig. 9 - No-handle jugs  

Fig. 10 - (a) No-handle jug; (b) Single-handle jug; (c) Double-
handle jug.  



   

 

possibly related to beliefs in the reincarnation of the de-
ceased (Kuftin, 1941; Tumanyan, 2010). 

The metal artifacts recovered from the tomb are 
relatively scarce, consisting of bronze pendants, Scythi-
an-type bronze arrowheads (Fig. 14), several bronze 
beads, and part of an iron bridle. The arrowheads found 
are typical of those found in the South Caucasus, known 
in the literature as "Scythian type" arrowheads 
(Archaeology of the USSR, 1992: 37, 40, 49, 92, 292-
294, 369), dating back to the 8th century BC. However, 
this type of arrow was used even later (Dyachenko et al., 
2000; Genz, 2011). Iessen dates this type of three-
pronged arrow in South Caucasian graves to the 7th-6th 
centuries BC (Iessen, 1965). 

The iron bridle found near the horse burial showed 
signs of considerable wear. Among the materials accom-
panying the horse burial were several parts of a bone 
bridle with a horse's head at the top, a horse's hoof-
shaped end at the bottom, and three hollow holes in the 
middle. Similar sculptures have been found in monu-
ments in the Black Sea region and Eastern Europe da-
ting to the 7th-6th centuries BC (Kantorovich, 2016). 

A pear-shaped granite mace with a hollow hole was 
found on the tomb floor (Fig. 15), probably made during 
the earlier Iron Age and commonly found in monuments 
from the 15th-13th centuries BC (Muhle, 2008; Piller, 
2013). The prolonged use of such Middle Bronze Age 
weapons has been observed in the region, dating back to 
the XIV-VIII centuries BC (Torosyan et al., 2002). 

A fascinating discovery in the eastern corner of the 
tomb was the abundance of beads made of paste, sardi-
on and bone. Nearly 5,000 beads of various types were 
found, presumably arranged on a cloth as part of the 
burial ritual. The tomb also contained a large number of 
mollusc shells, over 300 of which covered the entire 
floor. 

 
3.2. Human remains from the burial of NKS 

The cranial segment is present but fragmented and 
incomplete, with missing parts including portions of the 
temporals, facial bones on both sides, the left ramus of 
the mandible, and the left mandibular condyle. Skull re-
construction was achieved for a proportion of 80%. The 
occipital bone was deformed postmortem. The postcrani-
al skeleton is nearly complete but fragmented postmor-
tem, with missing parts including spine bones, some ribs, 
midshaft of the left ulna, midshaft and upper epiphysis of 
the right humerus, right scapula, left hip bones, left femur 
and tibia, upper epiphysis of the right tibia, feet, and 
hand bones. Only the upper epiphysis of the right femur 
is presented (Fig. 16). 

 
3.2.1. Age-at-death estimation and sex determination  

The age-at-death assessment was based on pubic 
symphysis morphology scored according to various sys-
tems such as Todd (1920) and Brooks & Suchey (1990), 
as well as auricular surface assessment according to 
Meindl & Lovejoy (1989). Additionally, cranial vault su-
ture closure was scored on a 4-point scale following 
Meindl & Lovejoy (1985). The individual was estimated to 
be between 30 to 40 years old. Sex determination was 
made based on pelvic and cranial traits, indicating a 
male. 
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Fig. 12 - Butter churn. 

Fig. 11 - Rhytons.  
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3.2.2. Dental pathologies 

Moderate physiological dental wear (attrition), one 
incipient cavity (likely new dental caries development) on 
the left lower first molar (Fig. 17a), supragingival calculus 
on upper and lower molars and premolars on the lingual 
and buccal sides were observed (Fig. 17b, c). The 
plaque deposition suggests a diet rich in hard fibrous 
foods of vegetable origin, high in carbohydrates (Lukacs, 
1989). 

 
3.2.3. Cranial non-metric features 

 The two frontal bones are seen due to the com-
plete metopic suture, extending from the bregma to the 
nasion (Fig. 18). The metopic suture, present in a new-
born and typically obliterated by around 7 years of age, 
occasionally persists as an anatomical variant with little 
clinical significance (Gardner, 2016). Metopism incidence 
ranges from 0% to 7% associated with ethnicity (Berry & 
Berry, 1967), with males showing a higher prevalence 
(Murlimanju et al., 2011). Persistent metopic suture oc-
curs in conjunction with refining the ability to walk and is 
suggested to aid in the birthing process for infants with 
larger brains and is associated with postnatal brain 
growth and frontal lobe expansion (Falk et al., 2012). 

 
3.2.4. Postcranial non-metric features 

 A perforation of the coronoid-olecranon septum 
(septal aperture) in the right humerus has been identified 
(Fig. 19a). Recent studies indicate that this perforation is 
a response to hyperflexion rather than hyperextension of 
the elbow. The apertures form primarily through resorp-
tion of the humeral septum at a point where the coronoid 
process of the ulna would potentially make contact in full 
flexion (Mays, 2008). 

 
3.2.5. The metabolic disorder 

The metabolic disorder occurs in the case of the 
individual, in the form of porotic hyperostosis (cribra or-
bitalia/CO), inactive at the moment of death. Both orbits 
are affected by CO; however, due to incomplete orbits, 
the extent of CO could not be accurately determined (Fig. 
20). Nonetheless, the presence of porotic hyperostosis 
suggests poor living conditions, potential chronic health 
issues, and dietary deficiencies, particularly iron deficien-
cy (Walker et al., 2009). 

 
3.2.6. Postcranial pathologies 

Postcranial pathologies were also observed, includ-
ing intervertebral disc herniation (Schmorl’s nodes) on 
the thoracic vertebral body (Fig. 21). Schmorl’s nodes 
are depressions on the upper and lower surfaces of the 
vertebral body resulting from vertical intervertebral disc 
herniation, indicative of spine overloading, frequent 
weight lifting, maintaining a vertical posture with a burden 
on the back, repetitive spine bending, etc. (Palfi & 
Dutour, 1996). 

Additionally, a probable stress-related injury at the 
medial epicondylar apophysis was detected on the left 
humerus (Fig. 19b). Such injuries typically occur during 
adolescence, throwing activities are performed near the 
end of skeletal maturation, when the medial epicondyle is 
not yet fully fused (12-18 years of age), leading to bony 
detachments in the area of the medial collateral ligament 

Fig. 13 -  The brick-colored bowl. 

Fig. 14 - Scythian-type bronze arrowheads.  

Fig. 15 - Pear-shaped mace. 
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Fig. 16 - Skeleton in standard anatomical position 

Fig. 17 - (a) New dental caries development; (b, c) Dental calculus on upper and lower molars and premolars.  
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insertion. These detachments can be complete in indi-
viduals younger than 15 years old and partial in older 
teens, resulting in the avulsion of one or more bony 
fragments from the medial epicondylar apophysis 
(Kijowski & Tuite, 2010). Upon reaching adulthood, 
healed lesions from such fractures manifest as bony 
outgrowths or lacunae, depending on whether the 
avulsed fragment re-united with the condyle (Lewis, 
2017). In archaeological remains, these lesions are 
commonly observed as scars from traumatic events 
during adolescence, particularly on adult humeri (Villotte 
et al., 2010). 

Given the traumatic and pathological markers evi-
dent on the skeleton, it can be inferred that the individu-
al from the NKS tomb experienced various physiological 
stressors during their lifetime, including spine overload-
ing, potentially frequent weight lifting, and a humeral 
trauma resulting from adolescent throwing activities. 

 
3.3. Animal remains 

The animal remains found at the site predominant-
ly consist of mammal bones. A total of 1319 bone parti-

cles were examined, with 661 bones successfully identi-
fied and 658 remaining unidentified. The majority of 
identified bones belong to domesticated ungulates, in-
cluding 6 sheep/goats, 2 cattle (Bos taurus), 1 Bos prim-

igenius, and 4 horses (Equus caballus). Among wild 
animals, one roe deer was identified, along with one 
member of the Felidae family (cat/fox) (Hillson, 2009; 
Prehn et al., 2018) (Tab. 1 and Fig. 22). 

 
3.3.1. Bone Modifications: 

Cut and Butchering Marks: Some bones exhibited 
marks indicating butchering and cutting into smaller 
parts, with approximately 5% of remains showing such 
marks. This suggests that animal sacrifice was not a 
widespread practice solely for obtaining meat or food. 

Chewing, Gnawing, and Digestion by Animals: 
Damage caused by birds and carnivores, as well as 
traces of digestion (e.g., hydrochloric acid from predator 
stomachs), were observed on some bones. 

Pathology: Several pathological features were 
noted on animal bones. This proves the site occupiers’ 
cutlers and livestock breeding quality during the given 

Fig. 18 - Metopic suture (the suture on the frontal bone).  

Fig. 20 -  Cribra orbitalia (the porous areas in the top of the eye 
sockets). 

Fig. 19 - (a) Septal aperture in the right humerus; (b) Injury at 
the medial epicondylar apophysis on the left humerus.  

Fig. 21 - Schmorl’s node on the thoracic vertebral body.  



   

 

Age. The recorded anomalous case was 
the sacral slope and sacral curvature in 
one individual of sheep/goats (Fig. 23a). 

Burning of Refuse: No burnt bones 
were recorded, suggesting that cooking 
methods for some of the buried animals 
involved boiling rather than direct grilling 
over a fire. 

Weathering: Some mammal bones at 
the site displayed weathering characteris-
tics. 

Tools and Artifacts: A few bone-made 
items, including horse harness fittings, 
antler fittings, beads, and a perforated 
pendant made from an incisor, were dis-
covered (Fig. 23b). 

 
3.3.2. Animals' Mortality Age 

Using I. Silver's methods, it was esti-
mated that the majority (84.62%) of the 
animals were adults, with a smaller propor-
tion (15.38%) being 1-2 years old (Don et 
al., 1969) (Tab. 2). 

 
3.4. Problems of dating of anthropomorphic stelae  

As noted above, none of the three dozen or so 
stelae found in the steppes of Artsakh had been authen-
ticated at their original sites of discovery. Through vari-
ous excavations and research efforts, we have only 
been able to confirm the oldest date associated with 
these stelae (Yeranyan, 2021b). 

 By conducting a comparative analysis of these 
stelae with similar ones found in the region, we have 
tentatively dated the anthropomorphic stelae of Artsakh 
to the early 1st millennium, specifically between the 8th 
and 6th centuries BC, although further validation is re-
quired. Consequently, the excavation and discovery of 
these stelae in their original positions has made the 
issue of dating them an urgent priority. 

A critical factor in dating the tombs was the analy-
sis of the archaeological finds. It is noteworthy that 
many of the pottery sherds were similar to those found 
in Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Iranian monuments, sug-
gesting a wide spatial and temporal distribution for their 
possible dating. 

Upon examination, it became clear that the stone 
anthropomorphic stelae from Artsakh share similarities 
with those found in the North Caucasus, the Black Sea 
region, the Crimea (Olkhovskii & Yevdokimov, 1994), as 
well as Meshkin Shahr (Ingraham & Summers, 1979; 
Burney, 1979; Azarnoush & Helwing, 2005; Piller, 
2010), and the well-known stelae from Hakkâri (Sevin, 
2005), which, according to various researchers, date 
from the beginning to the end of the 2nd millennium BC 
to the 4th-3rd century BC. 

Regarding the dating of the NKS tomb, the pottery 
designs and decorations, with some exceptions, corre-
spond to the pottery of the widely distributed stelae of 
the region. The discovered pottery dates back to the 8th 
- 7th and 7th - 6th centuries BC. 

Further precision in dating was achieved through 
laboratory C14 analysis of a sample from the burial. 
Research conducted at the Vilnius Radiocarbon Labora-

tory indicates that the burial dates to approximately 2486 
BP, with a margin of error of ±30 years (fig. 24). 

It can be concluded that the tradition of erecting 
anthropomorphic stelae in Artsakh probably began in the 
8th or 7th century BC and continued until the first half of 
the 5th century BC. 

 
3.5. The possible function of anthropomorphic ste-

lae 

Excavations at the NKS tomb, as well as a broader 
survey of its surroundings, suggest a possible relation-
ship between the stelae and the tomb. It is worth noting 
that the study of the stone anthropomorphic stelae of 
Artsakh would have been impossible without compara-
tive material and parallels from the South Caucasus, 
Iran, the North Caucasus, and the Near Black Sea re-
gion (Olkhovsky & Yevdokimov, 1994). Consequently, 
these stelae could be placed in a broader East Asian 
cultural context, while considering the temporal aspect 
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Table 2 - The animal mortality ages. 

Table 1 - Number of identified species (NISP) and Minimum 
number of individuals (MNI) of animals' osteological remains. 

Fig. 22 - Identified species percentage in the site.  



   

 

alongside other contemporary stelae found in Armenia. 
Archaeological excavations have revealed various 

scenarios suggesting that monuments were occasional-
ly erected on burial mounds in Armenia during the Late 
Bronze and Early Iron Ages (Tumanyan, 2003). Some 
archaeologists suggest that the anthropomorphic tuff 
monument over 1.5 meters high discovered at Met-
samor may have served as a funerary monument 
(Khanzadyan et al., 1973). 

The NKS stelae were found lying down and may 
have shifted slightly over time, especially during the 
Soviet era when irrigation pipes were installed in the 
area, altering the landscape. These stelae were discov-
ered within the cromlech of the tomb, suggesting their 
association with the tomb. However, determining the 

nature of their relationship, their specific placement with-
in the tomb, and their intended purpose remains chal-
lenging at this stage. 

Infrared filtered images of the area surrounding the 
excavated NKS tomb revealed the presence of other 
tombs nearby. In essence, this area appears to have 
been a substantial burial ground where the burials were 
highly regarded and the anthropomorphic stelae in ques-
tion were erected on site. 

 
4. CONCLUSIONS 

 

Research on the NKS stelae provides additional 
insights that complement our understanding of the 
Artsakh stelae. To summarize: 
- The stelae in question, although fallen and probably 

slightly displaced, were discovered directly on top of 
the tomb. Even if they were moved and reassembled 
later, their archaeological context is known; they were 
associated with about a dozen tombs in the area. This 
significant detail adds to our knowledge of anthropo-
morphic stelae in the South Caucasus. 

- The materials unearthed during the excavations have 
parallels both in Artsakh and in other archaeological 
complexes in the region dating back to the first half of 
the 1st millennium BC. 

- The tomb, with its distinctive structure and accompa-
nying rich materials, along with similar findings, dates 
back to the 8th-6th centuries BC. 

- Examination of the NKS stelae suggests that it's likely 
that they were made and erected on site. Two factors 
lend support to this hypothesis. First, some of the 
stelae show unfinished details that allow us to infer 
the carving process and the tools that were probably 
used. Second, there are large fragments of limestone 
in the vicinity, which were probably brought to the site 
for the production of the stelae. Fragments of lime-
stone found within the row of cromlech armor and 
lying on the surface, created by breaking and separat-
ing from larger fragments, further support this notion. 
It is likely that they were also prepared in situ for the 
creation of stelae. 

- At this stage of research, with only one tomb excavat-
ed, it's difficult to determine their exact relationship to 
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Fig. 23 - Animals bone modifications (a) Pathology traces on 
bone; (b) Bone-tools.  

Fig. 24 - The results of the C14 analysis of human remains.  



   

 

the tomb, including their location and position. Howev-
er, given the cultural context of the area, the cluster-
ing of stelae, and the examination of parallel materials 
from the region, it's clear that the stelae were original-
ly associated with these tombs. 

Moreover, as M. Pogrebova noted, the South Cau-
casian single-handled jugs, despite their similarities, 
retain their uniqueness. In particular, the upper part of 
the handle of Iranian jugs is connected to the body in 
the middle, while in South Caucasian examples it's often 
connected near the lip, indicating in-situ production of 
jugs of this type (Pogrebova, 1977). These jars fell out 
of use in Iran at the beginning of the first millennium, 
suggesting a chronology no later than that. Meanwhile, 
the South Caucasian examples, according to A. Iessen, 
are dated to the 8th-7th centuries BC., a timeline that 
also applies to those found in the NKS (Iessen, 1965). 
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