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The rock-cut archaeological complex of Yelpin-1,
Vayots Dzor Province, Armenia
Roberto Dan, Boris Gasparyan, Priscilla Vitolo, Artur Petrosyan,
Tommaso Saccone, Samvel Nahapetyan, Ani Adigyozalyan,
Ghasem Moradi and Chiara Zecchi

This article describes some of the archaeological activities carried out as part of the
Vayots Dzor Project (VDP), an Armenian – Italian archaeological expedition aimed at a
detailed investigation of Vayots Dzor Region.1 The project is based on a Memorandum
of Understanding between the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography of the
National Academy of Sciences of the Republic of Armenia (IAE NAS RA) and ISMEO –
International Association of Mediterranean and Oriental Studies. The expeditions are
co-financed by Gfoeller Renaissance Foundation of USA, ISMEO2 and MAECI (Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation of the Italian Republic, ARC-001548).
The first season was conducted in June 13-30, 2016, and the second from June 6 – July
2 2017.3 During these periods surveys and excavations were carried out in various
parts of the region. The surveys led to the identification of 72 archaeological sites,4
while preliminary excavations were conducted in Mokhrot,5 Yelpin-1 and Yelpin-2.
The project’s goal is the study of the area from prehistoric times up to the beginning
of the Medieval period, with the creation of the first detailed archaeological map of
the region. One of the most important main objectives is the study of the Urartian
presence in the area. For this reason, the last part of this article is devoted to a general
description of the sites currently known in Vayots Dzor.6 This article offers the first
1
An article presenting the preliminary results of the first two years’ work is in preparation. See Gasparyan
et al. forthcoming.
2
Funding for ‘Progetto MIUR, Studi e ricerche sulle culture dell’Asia e dell’Africa: tradizione e continuità,
rivitalizzazione e divulgazione’.
3
The content of this article is the work of all the authors. Specifically, B. Gasparyan and R. Dan wrote ‘The
site of Yelpin-1’, ‘The rock-cut complex: the lower terrace and the chamber’, ‘The rock-cut complex:
the stair and the terraces’, ‘The structures at the foot of the rock outcrop’. R. Dan, P. Vitolo, C. Zecchi,
A. Adigyozalyan, G. Moradi wrote ‘Trench 1’, ‘Trench 2’. S. Nahapetyan wrote ‘Stratigraphy Trench 1’
and ‘Stratigraphy Trench 2’. P. Vitolo wrote ‘The pottery’. C. Zecchi wrote ‘The objects’. R. Dan wrote
‘The Urartian presence in Vayots Dzor Region: an assessment’. T. Saccone has prepared all the graphics
presented in this contribution.
4
For the preliminary report of 2016-2018 activities, see Gasparyan et al. forthcoming.
5
This is an important archaeological site with pottery dating to the Middle Bronze Age, Iron Age and
Middle Ages.
6
The VDP is being developed contemporarily with the Vayots Dzor Silk Road Survey (VDSRS), an Armenian
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comprehensive evaluation of the site of Yelpin-1 (VDP004),7 which is one of the most
important Urartian sites at present known in the region.
The Yelpin-1 site
Yelpin-1 is located on the southern outskirts of the modern Yelpin village8 at an
elevation of 1449 metres above sea level. It lies in the middle of the valley of the
River Yelpin, a tributary of the River Arpa, about 20 km north-west of Yeghegnadzor
city, the region’s provincial capital (Figure 1). The area is c. 3 km north of the border
with Nakhichevan. The site consists of a rock-cut complex situated on a large rock
outcrop and a settlement. The spur on which these stand is 270 m long and aligned
north-south, with a maximum width of about 40 m, and is composed of an igneous
rock (andesite). The highest peak, which contains remnants of rock-cut structures,
is located in the southern part of the rock outcrop. The remains of the settlement lie
on the surrounding foothills, especially on the western, southern and eastern sides.
In the southern rock-cut complex two terraces carved at different elevations may be
recognised: the upper one is on the top of the rock spur, and in lower one a rock-cut
chamber is located (Figures 2-4).
The rock-cut complex: the lower terrace and the chamber
On the southern spur at a height of about 10 metres from the base there is a level
rock surface that has been transformed into an artificial terrace. This was completely
excavated, cleaned and documented during the 2017 campaign. It is accessible
through a passage located in the southern end of the rock and is currently partially
buried under soil and vegetation. The passage is characterised by a series of terraces
reinforced by walls. The last rock-cut step that led to the lower terrace is still visible;
it measures 0.40 – 0.47 m deep, 1 m wide and 0.10 – 0.12 m high (Figure 5). The main
rock-cut terrace was carefully worked, but has since been damaged, mainly by past
earthquakes. It is almost rectangular, 4.50 m in width and 8.05 m in length. In the
north-eastern part of it, is located the most important structure at present known in
Yelpin: a rock-cut chamber. This was dug out of very hard andesite rock, and is reached
by another step, about 0.50 m in height (the southern border is a few centimetres
thicker). This step leads to a small passage located just in front of the gate which
measures 1.00-1.15 m long and 1.60 m wide. To drain water to the outside, a small
channel (0.09 m wide and 0.10 m deep) had been carved into the floor, just south of
the step. Opposite this channel there is a small circular cavity, with a diameter of
0.07 m, carved into the smooth rectangular threshold of the chamber; presumably it
once held the pivot of a door. The inner part of the threshold is plastered with a layer
– American expedition devoted to the study of medieval sites in the region.
7
The site was visited to collect the data for the present text between 6 and 20 June 2017, while
archaeological excavations were conducted on the site from 21 June to 1 July 2017.
8
Geographical coordinates: 39°48’3.70’N, 45°6’27.20’E.
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of mortar, applied for unknown reasons.9 The gate that led to the chamber is 0.80
m wide, 0.46 m deep and is framed by recesses 0.10 m in depth and 0.10 m in width.
Unfortunately, the upper part has been badly damaged – presumably in quite recent
times, as suggested by the presence of holes made with metal tools. In fact the lower
part is well preserved for a height of about 0.70 m, out of an original total of 1.8-2 m.
The chamber consists of a single rectangular room, well carved, with dimensions
of 3 m by 3.94 m, giving an area of 11.82 square metres (Figures 9-10). Some parts have
been damaged by human activities. The many fractures in the rock are typical of this
kind of old basaltic formation, and were surely present before the creation of the
chamber; they were probably enlarged over the millennia by earthquakes.
The rock-cut chamber is oriented north-south, with the gate open to south. The
room does not exhibit any specific diagnostic features such as recesses for stone or
metal coffins, or rock-cut niches. The most interesting details are the recesses around
the gate of the chamber (Figure 6). This distinctive feature resembles a characteristic
of Mesopotamian architecture that as far as we know was adopted in this region only
in the Urartian Kingdom, in imitation of contemporary Neo-Assyrian architecture.10
These indicate that the room dates from the 8th to the 7th centuries BC, the period
when the Kingdom of Urartu established its presence in this area.11 Gates with
multiple recesses are attested in Urartian rock-cut tombs in the Big Ḫorḫor in Van
Kalesi,12 Kayalıdere,13 Palu,14 Şirinlikale15 and Bağın.16 Given the features described
above, it may be hypothesised that the chamber was used for burial purposes, and the
location in Yelpin suggests that the site was important during the Urartian period.
It is possible that this grave contained the body of an important person. The lower
terrace and the chamber, very carefully surveyed, yielded a good quantity of surface
pottery, including a few medieval sherds that point to the reuse of the chamber in
later periods.
The rock-cut complex: the stair and the terraces
In the upper part of the southern spur, at a height of about 30 metres, another artificial
complex is located. It was originally accessible through a rock-cut passage that has almost
completely disappeared due to the destruction of the rock spurs through weathering
and earthquake damage. The only part of the passage preserved is located close to the
top of the spur, where part of a well preserved rock-cut stair is still visible. This stairway
is composed of 18 steps (Figure 11), each from 0.20 m to 0.40 m in height. The steps are
9
Samples of this mortar have been collected and are being analysed, so as to compare it with similar
mortar discovered in Urartian and medieval sites.
10
On the interpretation of multiple recesses in Near Eastern architecture, see Roaf 1998.
11
On the problem of the attribution of rock-cut chambers to Urartu, and the distinction between single
and multi-room graves, see Köroğlu 2007.
12
Sevin 2012: Figure 12.
13
Burney 1966: 101-111, Plate XIIIa.
14
Charlesworth 1980: 91-97.
15
Çevik 2000: 120-121, Plate 36.
16
Çevik 2000: 126, Plates 49-50.
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0.30 – 0.40 m deep and 0.60 – 1.45 m wide. In the middle of these stairs, on the eastern
side there is a rectangular rock-cut terrace with dimensions of 1.90 by 1.30 m. On the
top of the spur, there is a wide rock-cut terrace. A smaller rectangular terrace – 2.60
m in length by 2.40 m wide – is located at the highest point of the complex (Figure 12).
Although no certain dating features are visible, it is highly probable that these rock-cut
terraces were carved at the same time as the rock-cut chamber, so an Urartian period
date seems reasonable. This kind of rock-cut complex closely resembles that at Kaleköy,
near Mazgirt in eastern Turkey, where a rock-cut chamber with an inscription of Rusa
II17 and a rock-cut complex are situated on top of a stony hill.18
The structures at the foot of the rock outcrop
Remains of constructions that belong to a big settlement surround all the foothills of
the rock outcrop. Especially on the western side, a small seasonal creek has exposed
remains of a wall made with small dry stones and no binding agent. Two courses of
stones of this wall are currently visible (Figure 22). Throughout the western side
of the Yelpin rock the scattered remains of cyclopean walls, greatly disturbed by
agricultural activity, are visible. On the southern and eastern sides of the outcrop
remnants of the settlement may also be seen. On the surface of all these areas mainly
Middle Ages pottery was collected. Some years ago, during the construction of private
houses on the eastern side of the outcrop, groups of whole vessels were discovered.
These vases, which date to the Middle Bronze Age, Iron Age and Middle Ages, are
exhibited in the Vayots Dzor Regional Museum at Yeghegnadzor.19 It is important to
underline the presence of two red slip bowls of Urartian type, found on the eastern
outskirts of the rock outcrop by a villager and given to the museum as part of the
permanent collection.
The 2017 test trenches
From June 21 to 30, archaeological investigations were conducted at the site, and
surveys were carried out in the region. The purpose of the investigations was to test
the site’s archaeological potential; to this end, three test trenches were dug in the site.
Trench 1
Test Trench 1 was excavated in the middle of the western part of the site (Figure 13),
where the surface sloped down from east to west. The trench measured 1 x 2 m; nine
layers were recorded in it (SU 00 – SU 08). The first three layers were modern soil
deposits (SU 00 – SU 02), followed by four archaeological layers (SU 03 – SU 07). The
lowest layer identified was a colluvial deposit (SU 08).
CTU I, A 12-6.
On this complex, see Işık 1995: 5, Figure 3.
19
In the museum are stored pottery of the Middle Bronze Age, Iron Age, a Hellenistic stone column base
and Late Medieval bowls (13th – 14th centuries AD).
17
18
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Trench 1 stratigraphy (Figure 15)
SU 00 10YR 4/2 dark greyish brown humus with sand and sub-angular debris
including very rare large blocks (first modern soil horizon).
SU 01 10YR 5/2 greyish brown humus with sand and debris of variable
angularity including rare large angular blocks, obsidian fragments and
sherds (second modern soil horizon).
SU 02 10YR 6/2 light brownish grey fine sand and silt, with debris of variable
angularity and limited humus (third horizon of modern soil).
SU 03 10YR 6/2 light brownish grey fine sand and silt, with angular debris,
large blocks, very rare rounded alluvial pebbles, ash, charcoal and animal
bones. Less sherds and obsidian than SU 02.
SU 04 10YR 6/1 grey fine sand and silt, with rare angular debris and a lot of ash.
Few sherds and obsidian fragments; a few animal bones.
SU 05 10YR 5/2 greyish brown silt with a little fine sand, much ash, rare charcoal
fragments and animal bones. A few sherds.
SU 06 10YR 6/2 light brownish grey silt with angular debris including large
blocks of variable angularity, ash, charcoal and pottery fragments.
SU 07 cut into SU 08 (negative context).
SU 08 10YR 7/3 very pale brown fine sand including a little silt, with large
blocks of variable angularity (colluvial deposits).
Trench 2
Trench 2 was also dug on the western side of the outcrop just under the rock face
(Figure 14). Eastwards it finished against the natural rock, so the width varied from
1.40 to 1.50 m; the total length was 4 m. In the trench 2, seven layers (SU 00 – SU
06) were recorded. The upper layers were the results of modern human activities,
because this side of the rock is still used today as a shelter for herds of animals (SU
00 – SU 03). SU 04 was the only real archaeological layer identified, and immediately
overlay colluvium deposits (SU 06 – SU 07) which rest upon the andesite bedrock. The
most interesting discovery was the remains of a jar burial, subsequently disturbed.
Inside the broken jar remnants of human bones were found, and scattered around the
vase there were an iron blade (YP17.S2.04/c) and three necklace beads (YP17.S2.04/a;
YP17.S2.04/d; YP17.S2.04/e). The jar, that unfortunately lacked its rim, is currently
under study to determine the date.
Trench 2 Stratigraphy (Figure 15)
SU 00 10YR 5/3 brown zoogenic humus and fine sand with very rare large
blocks (deposits related to modern human activity).
SU 01 10YR 5/4 light yellowish brown silt (eolian) and fine sand with a little
debris and humus (first modern soil horizon).
63
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SU 02 10YR 5/2 greyish brown humus, fine sand and silt with sub-angular
debris and very rare large blocks (second modern soil horizon).
SU 03 10YR 6/4 light yellowish brown fine sand and silt with angular debris and
large angular blocks. Some animal bones (third modern soil horizon).
SU 04 10YR 5/2 greyish brown sand with silt and ash, with sub-angular debris,
rare rounded alluvial pebbles, charcoal, human and animal bones and
many sherds (human activity).
SU 05 10YR 5/4 light yellowish brown sand and silt with sub-angular debris
including many angular large blocks (colluvial deposits).
SU 06 10YR 5/6 yellowish brown angular debris and sand including angular
large blocks (colluvial deposits).
The pottery
Sherds were collected in both survey and excavations.20 A total of 1057 sherds were
collected, of which 181 have been selected for their diagnostic features (rims, bottoms,
handles and decorated walls). Survey activities were conducted all around the rock of
Yelpin, especially on the southern and western sides of the rock, where the vegetation
was lower. Unfortunately, to the north and east the presence of modern houses and
grass cover made surveying difficult.
During the preliminary work 158 sherds were found:
A) 18 sherds in the area under the rock-cut chamber.
B) 31 sherds in the area of a small seasonal stream on the western side of the rock
of Yelpin that has exposed archaeological layers, among which are visible the
remains of stone walls.
C) 95 sherds on the western slope of the rock of Yelpin, mainly in the area
surrounding the three trenches.
Most of the material collected from the surface is medieval, while a few sherds date
to the Early Iron Age and Middle Iron Age. The results from Trenches 1 and 2 provide
important data about the period of use of the Yelpin site, which lasted much longer
than may be understood from the surface sherds. The layers showed mixed pottery
flow down on the foothill but reflecting the wide-time occupation of the site. In
details the earlier pottery found can be dated to the Early Bronze Age, precisely at
the end of the Kura-Araxes I and the beginning of Kura-Araxes II epochs, 30th – 29th
centuries BC. Some burnished – incised decoration ware of the Trialeti-Vanadzor I
cultural horizon (22nd – 19th centuries BC) was present, corresponding to the initial
phase of the Early Middle Bronze Age. The Middle Bronze Age is also attested by the
Painted black on red burnished ware of the Trialeti-Vanadzor II horizon (19th – 18th
The pottery from the first two years of activities in Vayots Dzor, included that at Yelpin-1, is currently
undergoing conservation treatment and being drawn. The results of the pottery study will be the subject
of a forthcoming article.

20
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centuries BC). Depending on their stratigraphic distribution, those two groups can
be considered together and attributed entirely to the Trialeti-Vanadzor II horizon.
Abundant Late Bronze-Early Iron Age (13th – 12th centuries BC date), Middle Iron Age
(8th – 6th centuries BC date) and Middle Age (13th - 14th centuries AD date) pottery
was found.
In Trench 1, 572 sherds were collected, of which 123 were selected, subdivided
as follows:
SU 00
SU 01
SU 02
SU 03
SU 04
SU 05
SU 08

21 sherds, of which 2 selected, 19 unselected.
89 sherds, of which 29 selected, 62 unselected.
126 sherds were collected, of which 30 selected and 94 unselected.
226 sherds, of which 47 selected and 179 unselected.
48 sherds, of which 6 selected and 42 unselected.
56 sherds, of which 9 selected and 47 unselected.
6 sherds, unselected.	

In Trench 2, 291 sherds were collected, of which 58 were selected, subdivided as
follows:
SU 00
SU 01
SU 02
SU 03
SU 04
SU 05

no sherds.
10 sherds, unselected.
12 sherds, unselected.
86 sherds, of which 15 selected and 71 unselected.
185 sherds, of which 43 selected and 142 unselected.
and 06 no sherds.

Analysis of the data shows a major presence of Common Ware with 384 specimens,
followed by Simple Ware with 247, Storage Ware with 129, less Fine Ware (88 sherds)
and just a minor amount of Kitchen Ware, with a total of 27 sherds.
The Middle Age pottery, especially in Trench 1, disappeared after the third
layer excavated. An interesting feature was the presence of the typical Middle Bronze
Age painted pottery of the Trialeti-Vanadzor II horizon starting from SU 04 and SU
05. The largest total amount of dated pottery was that of Early Iron Age type Black
Burnished Ware, abundantly present with 66 sherds.
In Trench 2 the situation is more compromised. Whereas in SU 00, 01 and 02
pottery was absent or rare, SU 03 and SU 04 contained an abundance of material. The
presence in the same layer directly above the bedrock of mixed pottery might be due
to excavation activities during the Middle Age period. The burial jar found in a corner
near the bedrock, which contained human bone fragments, was broken and partly
disturbed; all the associated finds are undergoing conservation treatment and study
at present. The results are shown in Figures 16-17. The following figures (Figures 1821) show details of a selection of the pottery described here.
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Figure

Code

Area

Typology

Shape

Temper

Colour

SurfaceTr.

Chronology

18.1

YP17.S2.04.45

Trench 2 –
SU 04

Kura-Araxes II

Pot

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 3/1; int.
10YR 4/2; fabric
10YR 2/1

Burnished

Early Bronze
Age

19.1

YP17.S1.02.39

Trench 1 –
SU 02

TrialetiVanadzor I

Jar

Mineral

Ext. and int. 2.5YR
3/1; fabric 10YR 4/2

Burnished
– Incised
decoration

Early Middle
Bronze Age

19.2

YP17.S2.04.4

Trench 2 –
SU 04

TrialetiVanadzor I

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 2.5YR 3/1; int.
5YR 6/3; fabric
2.5YR 5/4

Burnished
– Incised
decoration

Early Middle
Bronze Age

19.3

YP17.S2.04.3

Trench 2 –
SU 04

TrialetiVanadzor I

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10YR 6/2; int.
10YR 6/1; fabric
2.5YR 6/6

Burnished
– Incised
decoration

Early Middle
Bronze Age

20.1

YP17.S1.03.35

Trench 1 –
SU 03

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/8; int. 10R Painted black on Middle Bronze
5/6; fabric 5YR 7/3
red burnished
Age

20.2

YP17.S1.03.36

Trench 1 –
SU 03

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. and int. 10R 5/6; Painted black on Middle Bronze
fabric 10R 6/4
red burnished
Age

20.3

YP17.S1.03.37

Trench 1 –
SU 03

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/6; int.
2.5YR 6/4; fabric
10R 6/4

20.4

YP17.S1.03.38

Trench 1 –
SU 03

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/6; int. 10R Painted black on Middle Bronze
6/4; fabric 5YR 8/4
red burnished
Age

20.5

YP17.S1.03.33

Trench 1 –
SU 03

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10YR 5/1; int.
and fabric 7.5YR 5/1

20.6

YP17.S1.05.6

Trench 1 –
SU 05

TrialetiVanadzor II

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/6; int. 10R Painted black on Middle Bronze
5/8; fabric 10R 6/6
red burnish
Age

21.1

YP17.S1.02.24

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Black Burnished
Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. and fabric 7.5YR Painted black on Late Bronze –
5/1; int. 7.5YR 7/2
gray burnish
Early Iron Age

21.2

YP17.S2.04.6

Trench 2 –
SU 04

Black Burnished
Ware

Bowl

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 4/1; int.
and fabric 7.5YR 5/1

21.3

YP17.S2.04.33

Trench 2 –
SU 04

Simple Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/1; int. 10R Smoothed
5/2; fabric 10R 4/1
– Incised
decorations

Middle Iron Age

21.4

YP17.S1.02.7

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Storage Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. and int. 7.5YR
4/1; fabric 7.5YR 5/1

Smoothed

Late Bronze –
Early Iron Age

21.5

YP17.S1.02.52

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Common Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 6/1; int.
7.5YR 4/1; fabric
7.5YR 5/1

Smoothed
– Impressed
decoration

Middle Iron Age

21.6

YP17.S1.03.1

Trench 1 –
SU 03

Black Burnished
Ware

Bowl

Mineral

All surfaces 7.5YR
4/1

Painted black on Late Bronze –
black burnish
Early Iron Age

21.7

YP17.S1.03.23

Trench 1 –
SU 03

Common Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. and int. 10R 5/6; Smoothed
fabric 10R 6/3

Late Bronze –
Early Iron Age

21.8

YP17.S1.03.4

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Black Burnished
Ware

Bowl

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 3/1;
int.7.5YR 2/1; fabric
7.5YR 4/2

Burnished
– Grooved
decoration

Late Bronze –
Early Iron Age

21.9

YP17.S1.02.45

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Common Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 5YR 7/2; int. and Smoothed
fabric 7.5YR 7/2
– Incised
decoration

21.10

YP17.S1.02.33

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Black Burnished
Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 10YR 5/1; int.
and fabric 7.5YR 5/1

Painted black on Late Bronze –
black burnish
Early Iron Age

21.11

YP17.S1.02.34

Trench 1 –
SU 02

Black Burnished
Ware

Jar

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 6/1; int.
and fabric 7.5YR 5/1

Painted black on Late Bronze –
black burnish
Early Iron Age

22.1

YP17.00.1

Survey

Kitchen Ware

Lid

Mineral

Ext. 10R 5/6; int. and Impressed
fabric 10YR 7/3
decoration

Middle Age

22.2

YP17.S2.02.5

Trench 2 –
SU 02

Kitchen Ware

Lid

Mineral

Ext. 5YR 6/3; int. 5YR Impressed
7/2; fabric 7.5YR 4/1 decoration

Middle Age

22.3

YP17.00.2

Survey

Common Ware

Jar
(handle)

Mineral

Ext. 10R 6/8; int. 5YR Red slipped
7/3; fabric 10YR 5/1 – applied
ornament

Middle Age

22.4

YP17.S2.02.41

Trench 2 –
SU 02

Glazed Ware

Bowl

Mineral

Ext. 7.5YR 8/2; fabric Glazed
5YR 8/4
decoration

Middle Age
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Other finds
On the surface of the site a grinding stone was identified (YP17.4/a), just under the
lower rock-cut terrace that hosts the rock-cut chamber. In Trench 1 a metal spearhead
was discovered (YP17.S1.03/a) from SU 03. In Trench 2 a metal nail was found (YP17.
S2.03/a) from SU 03. The largest amount of objects was discovered in SU 04, the same
layer that contained a disturbed pithos-burial. Three necklace beads (YP17.S2.04/a,
d-e), a spindle-whorl (YP17.S2.04/b) and a metal blade (YP17.S2.04/c) were also found.
YP17.S1.03/a

YP17.S2.03/a
YP17.S2.04/a

YP17.S2.04/b
YP17.S2.04/c
YP17.S2.04/d
YP17.S2.04/e

VDP17.4/a

Complete bronze dagger from Trench 1 (SU 03) with flat and
pointed blade and tang (1.4 cm long), which has a complete
circular hole for hammering and part of a second hole. The
thickness of the object is 0.2 cm and it is 13.1 cm long; the
blade is wide with curved edges at the base and narrows to
form a point (Figure 22b).
Fragmentary iron nail without head from Trench 2 (SU 03).
The object is 1.1 cm thick and 6.1 cm long (Figure 22c).
Complete polished jasper bead from Trench 2 (SU 04) in the
shape of a cylinder drilled at the ends. The object is 2.3 cm
high and 1.8 cm wide; one of the holes is 0.8 cm in diameter,
and the other 0.6 cm (Figure 22g).
Complete polished stone spindle whorl from Trench 2 (SU
04) with flat base, conical top and circular hole; the thickness
of the object is 1.1 cm and the height is 2.5 cm (Figure 22e).
Complete flat iron blade from Trench 2 (SU 04) with a single
nail; the blade is 0.6 cm thick, 17.9 cm long and 2.1 cm wide
(Figure 22d).
Fragment of a blue faience bead from Trench 2 (SU 04) with
part of a through-hole. The bead is 0.5 cm thick and 1 cm
high (Figure 22f).
Fragmentary square bead from Trench 2 (SU 04); the
fragment presents through-holes on the three preserved
sides and a surface engraved with circular motifs. The bead
is 0.3 cm thick and 1 cm high (Figure 22h).
Almost complete oval-shaped grinding stone discovered on
the surface with one of the long sides badly preserved; both
the working and the upper surfaces of the basalt object are
polished. The grinding stone is 2.7 cm thick, 6.5 cm wide and
9.7 cm high (Figure 22a).

The Urartian presence in Vayots Dzor Region: an assessment
The modern Vayots Dzor Region is an important junction point between several
areas. Its importance is testified to by the richness of its archaeological heritage. This
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mountainous region, through which passed a section of the Silk Road, is characterised
by the presence of a number of rivers whose valleys were at all times significant
cultural and commercial routes. The most important is the River Arpa, which crosses
the entire region and is a tributary of the Araxes. The progress of archaeological
investigation in recent years has revealed in greater detail the characteristics of the
Urartian presence in this region, which is of particular interest due to its probable
involvement with the first steps of Urartian expansion. It seems that the area was
frequented already at the time of Išpuini and Minua, as shown by the discovery of
the Ojasar-Ilandagh inscription21 in the nearby Autonomous Nakhichevan Republic.22
Unfortunately, the currently available archaeological data does not provide evidence of
such early Urartian presence in Vayots Dzor, but it does indicate that the Urartians first
crossed the River Araxes towards the end of the 9th century BC. The only inscription
discovered in the area is the Tanahat inscription, made by Argišti II.23 Although it was
discovered in Sisian District, the inscription suggests that at that time the Vayots Dzor
Region was stably under the Urartian control, even if the Urartian occupation started
earlier. The Tanahat inscription is particularly interesting, despite the fragmentary
condition of the text and the presence of untranslatable words, because it provides
information on the Urartian activities in the area:
He came before me [. . . , the king (?)] of Etiuḫi, who (or: says Argišti) [. . .]. The
country, which towns/villages/cities listened to. . . Who in battle have reached (?) [. . .
] did/built, male and female deported, burning villages, for[tresses I destroyed]. išiaṣe
šuga for everything, there was a battle marini the country of Ṣuluqu. . . in front of the
city of Irdua came to my attention. The powerful power(fully) subdued, tribute (?) I
stood. By virtue of the greatness of Ḫaldi I (am) Argišti, the son of Rusa, the mighty
king, Biainili’s king, lord of the city of Ṭušpa. By order of Ḫaldi Argišti says: isini of the
Sun God garrison bi... I undertook this military campaign towards the city of Amuša,
men [I took away] and women to the country of Biainili. (...).24
From a historical point of view, if we accept the identification of the Ṣuluqu
country referred to in this text25 with one of the twelve medieval districts of Syunik,
that called Tsghuk,26 it is possible to try to reconstruct the Urartian activities in the
area. The reference to Etiuḫi indicates that the activities narrated were conducted in
the territory of modern day Armenia.27 This suggests that the country of Ṣuluqu, and
the city of Irdua, presumably its capital (Haroutiounian 1982: 93), could be reasonably
located to the west of the inscription’s location, in the area of the Syunik volcanic
CTU I, A 3-8.
On the Urartian presence in Nakhichevan, see Dan 2014, with previous literature.
23
CTU I, A 11-3.
24
Salvini 2008: 541-542, CTU I, A 11-3 Vo, lines 1-29.
25
CTU I, A 11-3.
26
Haroutiounian 1982: 92; Diakonoff, Kashkai 1981: 77; Zardaryan et al. 2007: 61.
27
The problem connected with the distinction between Etiuni/Etiuḫi and Udurietiuni remains unresolved.
Udurietiuni is mentioned only in the inscriptions made during the reigns of Argišti I (CTU I, A 8-3 I, r.
22) and Sarduri II (CTU I, A 9-3 III, r. 48’, A 9-6, r. 7) and was probably located around the southern and
western shores of Lake Sevan (Salvini 2002: 49). Etiuni/Etiuḫi was presumably a generic designation for
an ample territory in the southern Caucasus (Diakonoff, Kashkai 1981: 35).
21
22
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highlands. These toponyms are mentioned elsewhere in Urartian royal inscriptions.
The country of Ṣuluqu, in its presumable variant Ṣiluquni, is referred to in two late
texts of Rusa II, the temple inscription of Ayanis, in a context concerning deportation
from east to west in which is mentioned also the country of Eriuni,28 and in the
duplicate of Adilcevaz.29 The city of Irdua30 is referred to as ‘royal city’ in some passages
of the Ḫorḫor annals of Argišti I31 in association with the countries of Uburda and
Uišuši,32 also thought to have been located in that area. Later is mentioned Irduani,
the royal fortified city of a king called Uerdaini, which was conquered by Sarduri II.33
It is evident that the beginning of the Urartian frequentation of the area was directly
connected with the onset of the Urartian expansion beyond the River Araxes, which
started according to the inscriptions under Argišti I.34 In these texts Etiuḫi and the
region/city of Irdua, conquered in two different occasions during the fourth year of
his reign, are clearly considered to be two distinct political entities.35
Under Sarduri II, who implemented the definitive conquest of the Lake Sevan
area, Irduani seems to have entered into the political orbit of Etiuni.36 According to
the inscription of the king, in this period Irduani was again defeated and subjected to
deportation. There is no information concerning this area during the reign of Rusa I.
This situation suggests the possibility that Ṣuluqu became newly independent, given
that after a few years, under Argišti II, military action was required that led to a new
submission and tribute. With the conquest of Ṣiluquni by Rusa II and the subsequent
deportations, all references to the area ceases.

CTU I, A 12-1 VI, l. 11.
CTU I, A 12-4 II l. 9.
30
This is probably not the Irdaniu referred to by Argišti I (CTU I, 8-10, l. 4), because it is associated with
the Išqigulu country – mentioned in the annals of Ḫorḫor (CTU I, A 8-3 I, l. 30) and in a Rusa II bulla
discovered in Toprakkale (CTU IV, B Tk: 1), perhaps located north of Leninakan (Diakonoff, Kashkai 1981:
45) – and above all with the Eriaḫi region, which must have been further north of the Leninakan/Gyumri
area (Salvini 1984: 46).
31
CTU I, A 8-3 II, l. 42.
32
Diakonoff, Kashkai 1981: 101. Uišuši is mentioned only in this text, while Uburda is also mentioned in
CTU I, A 8-1 Vo l. 30, but the corruption of the text precludes association with other toponyms, and in
CTU I, A 8-3 II, l. 40-41.
33
CTU I, A 9-3 I, r. 16. The text refers to an expedition against Etiuni and the country of Liqiu. Liqiu might
have been located on the north-western shore of Lake Sevan (Salvini 2002: 43, Figure 9). There follows a
description of the city’s fall due to the actions of Sarduri and the context of the inscription suggests the
pertinence of the city of Irduani to Etiuḫi, mainly due to the northern location of Liqiu.
34
It is possible that the beginning of the frequentation of Vayots Dzor area dates to the time of Išpuini and
Minua, when the inscription of Ojasar-Ilandagh (CTU I, A 3-8) was carved in the territory of modern day
Nakhichevan. However, it is currently not possible to establish the route that was used by the Urartians to
reach that area, although two possibilities exist: one crossing Vayots Dzor Region and then following the
River Arpa valley up to Sharur Plain; a second, crossing the River Araxes from the territory of modernday Iran.
35
CTU I, A 8-3 II, ll. 23-26, 40-42.
36
Haroutiounian 1982: 92.
28
29
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Conclusions
The Vayots Dzor Region is particularly important due to its strategic position: it was
an area where many routes converged. From here it was possible to reach the Ararat
Valley, the Sharur plain in the modern Nakhichevan Republic, the southern shore
of Lake Sevan through the Selim Pass, and the modern Districts of Sisian, Goris and
Kapan, following the River Vorotan valley. From an archaeological perspective, over
the years a number of Urartian archaeological sites have been identified in Vayots
Dzor Region. The initial discovery of some Urartian finds in graves excavated in
Malishka and Yeghegnadzor, such as bronze belts,37 suggested a possible Urartian
influence on this area, but these discoveries were rightly considered insufficient to
hypothesise an Urartian occupation of the Arpa Valley. However, the recent discovery
of the Getap 1 fortress – excavated starting in 2007 by an Armenian expedition led by
H. Melkonyan – has revealed the presence of an Urartian fortress38 built to control
the River Yeghegis valley. The valley road was one of those that reached the shores
of Lake Sevan.39 This fortress was the first real proof of the Urartian occupation of the
region, recently reinforced by the discovery of another Urartian grave in the village of
Aghavnadzor, containing characteristic Urartian pottery and other finds (Gasparyan
et al. forthcoming), and of the fortress of Kyoshk, which features Urartian cyclopean
walls reinforced by regularly spaced buttresses, and typical red-polished pottery. The
site of Yelpin was surely one of the key sites in the area for a long period, in the light
of the survey data collected and results of soundings conducted in the site.
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The decorative motifs of these belts are typically Urartian, as are many of the associated finds (Yesayan
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Figure 1. Yelpin-1. General view of the site from south-west.

Figure 2. Aerial photo of the site from south with indication of the relevant features.
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Figure 3. Digital Elevation Model of the southern rock.

Figure 4. Orthophoto of the southern rock highlighting the areas of the two rock-cut terraces.
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Figure 5. Aerial view of the lower terrace with the rock-cut chamber.

Figure 6. View of the entrance of the
rock-cut chamber from the south.
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Figure 7. Detail of the gate in which are visible the recesses on both sides of it and the white plaster on
the inner part of the threshold.

Figure 8. View of the northern wall of the rock-cut chamber.
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Figure 9. Plan of the lower rock-cut terrace and chamber

Figure 10. Plan with orthophoto of the lower terrace and the chamber.
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Figure 11. Detail of the upper rock-cut stairs.

Figure 12. Aerial view of the south rock with the upper rock-cut stairs and terrace in the foreground.
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Figure 13. General view of Trench 1
from the west.

Figure 14. General view of Trench 2 from the north-west.
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Figure 15. The sections of the two trenches.

Figure 16. Statistics of pottery types.

Figure 17. Statistics of pottery chronology.
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Figure 18. Early Bronze
Age sherds

Figure 19. Early Middle
Bronze Age sherds.

Figure 20. Middle
Bronze Age sherds.
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Figure 21. Iron Age sherds.

Figure 22. Middle Age sherds.
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Figure 23. The objects discovered in Trenches 1 and 2.
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