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Main Results of the Study of Anthropomorphic Stelae in Artsakh

Nzhdeh Yeranyan

Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography, Armenia

Abstract. The phenomenon of anthropomorphic stelae in Western Asia is known for millennia. Among them are the dis-
tinguished stelae discovered in Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh). Their systematic investigation was launched in 2013 as 
a part of a scientific project of the Artsakh archaeological expedition of the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography 
of Armenia. As a result of five years of investigation the initial locations of previously known, but relocated stelae were 
identified and their cultural and archaeological environment has been defined. A substantial number of new stelae have 
been discovered. This paper aims to present the main results of the study. The issues of chronology and function are the 
main topic of this contribution.
Keywords: Artsakh, Tigranakert, Nor Karmiravan, anthropomorphic stelae, landscape, iconography, chronology, func-
tion.

Introduction

The stone anthropomorphic stelae of Artsakh are one 
of the essential components of the pre-Christian cul-
ture of the region. These are rectangular, flat elongated 
slabs, which were given anthropomorphic form by 
three-dimensional treatment. The slabs are divided 
into three parts by means of two horizontal grooves, 
accentuating three parts of the body: the head, body 
and lower body. The stelae are approximately 30 – 70 
cm wide, 120 – 200 cm (in some cases up to 250 cm) 
high, and 30 – 40 cm thick. All are made of limestone.

The first stelae of this series became known dur-
ing the 60’s of the 20th century. Discovered rare exam-
ples, however, have been studied without application 
of appropriate research methodology. For this reason, 
the issues of their technical, iconographic, seman-
tic specifics, as well as problems of chronology and 
function remain obscure and unclarified. After 90’s 
new opportunities were opened up for the study of 
the ancient history and culture of the region. Physical 
accessibility of anthropomorphic stelae allowed their 
description in more detail, measuring, photography, as 
well as the investigation of their historical and cultural 
environment.

Objectives and Issues of Study

The present study of Artsakh stone anthropomorphic 
stelae has been launched in 2013 and was a part of a 
scientific project of the Artsakh archaeological expedi-
tion of the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography 

of Armenia. Around four dozen stelae have been doc-
umented and studied. Moreover, a substantial part of 
them is introduced into scientific use for the first time.

The main objectives of this research is to clarify 
the initial location of the previously known, but relo-
cated stelae and their cultural and archaeological en-
vironment; to survey and discover new stelae in the 
physically accessible parts of the Artaskh steppe zone; 
as well as to examine the issues of erection, chronol-
ogy and function of the stelae on the basis of research 
of other archaeological source materials. Physical ac-
cessibility of anthropomorphic stelae was the essential 
circumstance and fact, which allowed their detailed in-
vestigation, measuring, photography, as well as study 
of historical-cultural environment.

Although several stelae were known already 
in the 60’s of the past century (Khalilov 1987, 4 – 8; 
Vaidov et al. 1974, 446 – 447), it is important to note 
that this territory has not been studied sufficiently in 
the Soviet years for known reasons (Petrosyan 2010, 
137 – 148). Existing researches are obviously politi-
cized. This also applies to anthropomorphic stelae, 
which were represented by several Azeri scholars as 
Albanian. They attempted to interpret their distribu-
tion especially in Artsakh as presence of Albanian 
ethno-cultural substrate.

More than thirty stelae were physically accessible 
for our studies. Certain details about other three stelae 
were gained from other sources (diary of H. Petrosyan, 
various publications and photos available on Internet). 
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It is possible that the stelae are spread within an ex-
tensive, physically inaccessible for us area, that is the 
eastern part of the Artsakh steppe and Mil plain to the 
east of it. Given the current situation, however, their 
documentation is impossible not only on the other side 

of the Armenian-Azerbaijani border, but also on the 
borderline.

It is not possible to carry out studies of the stone 
anthropomorphic stelae in Artsakh without examina-
tion of comparative materials and parallels. Within 

Fig. 1. An anthropomorphic stela. Martakert local lore museum 
(Photo: Author).

Fig. 2. An anthropomorphic stela. Martakert local lore museum 
(Photo: Author).

Fig. 3. An anthropomorphic stela from Gyavur kala  
(Photo: Author).

Fig. 4. An anthropomorphic stela. Artsakh State Historical 
Museum (Photo: Author).
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this framework, one of the important theoretical and 
methodological aspects of the present research is in-
tegration of the stelae of Artsakh within the broader 
Western Asian cultural context.

Iconography of Stelae

The stelae under consideration are nearly rectangu-
lar, flat elongated slabs, which are divided into three 
parts by means of wide horizontal grooves, “separat-
ing” three body parts: the head, which forms a little 
less than one third of the whole stela, the body and a 
part from the waist down. The lower part is usually 
slightly hewed (dressed). It has been either buried into 
the ground or fixed in a special foundation. The stelae 
are approximately 60 – 70 cm wide, 120 – 140 cm (in 
rare cases up to 2.5 m) high and around 30 cm thick 
(Figs 1 – 5).

Apart from accurate three-dimensional treat-
ment, the relief sculptures of stelae were carved with 
an attention to details. Three main techniques of relief 
carving can be documented: relief carving of the back-
ground, grooved relief depiction, incised relief depic-
tion.

The eyes, nose, folded forearms on the chest and 
upward-directed fingers are mainly depicted on the 
front side of the stelae. On the back side of the stelae, 
as a rule, are depicted the hair wrapped in a “kerchief”, 
sometimes also the dagger in a scabbard.

In case of sculpture morphology some details 
can be separated, which are typical of all stelae. There 
are other details that are present only on several ste-

lae. In general, among the canonic details are hands, 
nose, and, as a rule, eyes. The ears are never depicted. 
Depictions of mouth and hair are issues for separate 
consideration. Among the elements of garment, the 
daggers, bracelets and “kerchief” can be mentioned. It 
can be suggested that iconography of the stelae from 
Artsakh is strictly schematic, “poor”, numerous ele-
ments of the “body” are not apparently depicted, al-
though their “presence” is assumed. Interestingly, the 
images of mouth and ears on the stelae are missing.

Topographic Studies

The first anthropomorphic stelae were discovered in 
the northeastern regions of Artsakh (Nagorno-Kara-
bakh) Republic: Martakert region and neighbouring 
territories. Today the accumulations of these monu-
ments are known in Tigranakert of Artsakh, within the 
territory of Nor Karmiravan village not far from the 
latter, as well as in the vicinity of Gyavurkala settle-
ment. In the Soviet period, several stelae were relo-
cated from this environment and transferred to the Art-
sakh State Museum and Martakert museum of history 
and regional studies, and the other part still remains in 
the open field.

At the current stage of the work it is impossible 
to identify the primary location of the several stelae, 
as they have been relocated as early as in Soviet times 
and have not been documented in situ. It is noteworthy 
that although the major part of the stelae was not dis-
covered in situ, most probably, they were not replaced 
from remote areas to the place of their secondary use.

Fig. 5.  An anthropomorphic stela from Nor Karmiravan  
(Photo: Author).

Fig. 6. An aerial view of Nor Karmiravan burial  
(Drone photo: A. Mkrtchyan).
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During research we managed to clarify the place 
of initial discovery of previously revealed fifteen ste-
lae. Thanks to the study and comparison of the data 
towards discovery of stelae, it can be suggested that 
they were found at an altitude of 500 m above sea lev-
el. Thus, thе zone, where the stelae have been found, is 
similar to the meadow-steppe landscapes of Artsakh.

The stelae were spread within the extensional area 
connecting Artsakh Highland and steppe, stretching 
for around 30 – 40 km (Fig. 11). All places of discov-
ery are located in the lower valley of the Khachenaget 
river (in the area where the river flows into the steppe) 
or its surroundings. The investigated territory occupies 
the southeastern side of the Minor Caucasus, includ-
ing the western part of the Kura-Araxes valley, eastern 
part of the Artsakh steppe and, further to the east, the 
western-most part of Mil steppe (Avdeev, Akhundov 
1942, 10 – 14).

Nowadays these territories have favorable condi-
tions for development of animal breeding and agricul-
ture. It seems that this meadow-steppe zone through 
which flows one of the largest rivers, was supposed to 
be the “pull factor” for those, who stood at the origins 
of this culture.

The Issues of Chronology and Function

One of the important issues of research was also clari-
fication of the problems of stelae chronology and func-
tion. The anthropomorphic stelae of Artsakh repre-
sent a single system by their function and ideological 
content, which reflects the concepts of death, cult of 

ancestors and world order of that period. It is impor-
tant to determine chronology of the stelae in order to 
understand their function and ideological content. This 
will let us understand not only their primary function, 
but also the system of beliefs and conception of the 
cosmic phenomena of those, who erected them.

Тhe issue of chronology of the stelae of Artsakh 
was studied superficially by the scholars engaged in 
their research. For all researchers the primary source 
for dating were the paragraphs of “The History of 
Albania” by Movses Daskhurantsi (Kaghankatvatsi), 
where the Khazar invasions and appearance of Kha-
zar warriors were described. According to the histo-
rian, these tribes were “…broad-faced, beardless and 
feminine” (Movses Kaghankatvatsi 1969, 103 – 104). 
It is also noteworthy that they were long-haired and 
loose-haired (probably also wore a kerchief), had no 
eyebrows and beard (Aramonov 1936, 55).

As we can see, the described characters have 
certain similarities with the character, depicted on the 
stelae of Artsakh. For that reason, Sh. Mkrtchyan dates 
the stelae discovered from Seysulan village to the 7th 

century AD (Mkrtchyan 1985, 351). M. Khalilov sug-
gested that the stelae were erected in 6 – 7th centuries 
AD and added that they reflect idol worship manifesta-
tions known in Albania (Khalilov 2004, 104). R. Gey-
ushev also found that these stelae were erected in 7 – 8th 

centuries AD by the local Christians (Geyushev 1966, 
77 – 79). Evident typological iconographic similarity 
of the discussed stelae to the earlier stelae excludes 
such a later dating.

Fig. 7. Excavations of Nor Karmiravan burial  
(Photo: Author).
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Existing archaeological data, however, also al-
low disproving this dating. During investigation in 
2016, excavations carried out around several anthro-
pomorphic stelae discovered in Nor Karmiravan vil-
lage (Martakert region) revealed that the majority of 
stelae are placed on the tomb, within their environ-
ment. Archaeological material unearthed in the burial 
dates back to the 8 – 6th centuries BC, which is the most 
likely period for dating the stelae (Figs 6 – 10).

Comparative-historical examination also sup-
ports this dating of the stelae. When comparing the 
data on the similar anthropomorphic stelae known in 
the region, we arrive at conclusion that anthropomor-
phic stelae from Artsakh were made and erected be-
tween 8 – 6th centuries BC1.

1	 The stelae accumulation in the north-eastern part of Irani-
an Atropatene, in the site called Meshkin Shahr in Ardabil 
valley is particularly noteworthy (Ingraham, Summers 
1979, 67-73). A British scholar Ch. Burney was one of the 
first researchers, who referred to these stelae. He mentions 
that some stelae in Arjak Kale on the eastern outskirts of 
Meshkin Shahr had been reused to build fortification and 
barriers. This argues in favour of early dating of the stelae. 
Ch. Burney mentions that the stelae, most probably, date 
back to the second half of the Iron Age (beginning of the 
1st millennium BC). Their common connection to nomad-
ic tribes of the northern steppes is beyond dispute (Bur-
ney  1979, 155). According to M. Ingraham and G. Sum-
mers, 120 anthropomorphous stelae have been found here, 

Fig. 8. Finds from Nor Karmiravan excavations  
(Drawings: L. Minasyan).

Fig. 10. Finds from Nor Karmiravan excavations  
(Drawings: L. Minasyan).

Fig. 9. Finds from Nor Karmiravan excavations  
(Drawings: L. Minasyan ).
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The available examples before the research were 
scanty and out of their environment. That was the rea-
son why certain questions including their function re-
mained unclear. Subsequently, the data obtained in the 
result of research filled this gap. We managed to find 
out, that nine stelae in the yard of the museum of his-
tory and regional studies in Martakert were relocated 
in 1975 – 1976 from the place named Bakhshun Tapa at 
a distance of 3 km to the north of Martakert. The stelae 
were discovered during gardening activities when the 
land was leveled (Karapetyan 1989, 38 – 41).

According to verbal report of the work supervi-
sor, who was present during the discovery, fragments 
of skeletons, several ceramic vessels and а sword were 
also found along with stelae. Although the stelae have 

which are divided into four groups and are put in rows 
(Ingraham, Summers 1979, 74; cf. Pogrebova 1984, 199). 
Archaeological investigations in Meshkin Shahr were also 
carried out by the Iranian expedition of Tarbiat Modares 
University in Tehran. In 2004, the expedition documented 
400 similar stelae (Azarnoush, Helwing 2005, 216-217). 
These stelae were also studied by K. Piller. He mentions 
that although there are even medieval monuments with-
in the area, discovered black and red burnished pottery 
proves that the site dates back to the beginning of the 1st  
millennium BC (Piller 2010, 68-71).

been documented without application of appropri-
ate methodology, by comparing available data it can 
be suggested that they were connected to the mound, 
where most probably was a burial. Some fragments of 
stelae were discovered during the surveys. Thus, the 
field that is leveled now, once contained cultural ho-
rizons.

Excavations in the surrounding area of the stelae 
discovered in Nor Karmiravan village played a princi-
pal role in the study. A burial was documented inside 
the discovered tomb, which belonged to a 25 – 30 years 
old male individual. Excavations of the Nor Karmira-
van burial and extensive study of stelae environment 
suggest connection between the stelae and the tomb.

Similar anthropomorphic stelae from Iran, North 
Caucasus and Pontic Littoral dated to approximately 
the same period, supplement the available archaeolog-
ical data. Thus, for example, similar anthropomorphic 
stelae in the settlement Meshkin Shahr within the ter-
ritory of Iran have not been examined in detail. How-
ever, as Ch. Burney and G. Summers mention, they 
were initially placed on top of burials, including pit 
burials (Burney 1979, 156; Ingraham, Summers 1979, 
69 – 70).

Fig. 11. Distribution of anthropomorphic stelae (1. Bakhshun tapa, 2. Tigranakert, 3. Nor Karmiravan, 4. Gyavur kala, 5. Seysulan) 
(Map:: L. Mkrtchyan).
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The data about stelae in the territory of North 
Caucasus and Black Sea littoral is more informative. 
Thus, according to V. Olkhovsky, despite the fact that 
the stelae discovered there, in 30% cases had been re-
located from other place, the study of the stelae dis-
covered in situ proves that these were erected excep-
tionally on the burials (Olkhovskiy, Evdokimov 1994, 
41 – 44).

In conclusion it can be mentioned that the stelae 
discovered in Artsakh as well as their known paral-
lels were “gravestones”, or/and cultic symbols, which 
were placed on the burials (possibly, also pit burials) 
attached to the pedestals or without pedestals. These 
stelae were erected in case of death of an individual, 
who belonged to an upper social class.

Main Results and Conclusions

In conclusion, it can be stated that as a result of the 
study more than twenty anthropomorphic stelae were 
discovered, the topographical, technical and icono-
graphical specifics of the previously found and newly 
discovered stelae were clarified, including the chrono-
logical and functional issues.

The stelae under consideration are usually located 
in a quite isolated area that occupies the eastern part of 
the Artsakh steppe and, further to the east, the western-
most part of the Mil plain. The examined stelae refer 
to the 8 – 6th centuries BC and were gravestones, which 
were placed on the burials and/or on top of pit burials. 
The modest technical arsenal of the sculpture, sketchi-
ness and “poorness” of iconography allow suggesting 
that in case of Artsakh stelae we are dealing with the 
primary manifestation of a broad historical and cultur-
al phenomenon. From this perspective, the similarities 
between both Iranian, “Cimmerian” and “Еarly Scyth-
ian stelae” are particularly noteworthy. This suggests 
that Artsakh stelae refer to the earlier group of stone 
anthropomorphic stelae distributed over an extensive 
area. It is possible that the appearance of these stelae in 
Artsakh could be connected to the process of first infil-
tration of Cimmerians and Scythians into the Western 
Asia, which happened in the 8th century BC.
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