A new study of the bronze belts from Yeghegnadzor, Armenia
Roberto Dan* and Annarita Stefania Bonfanti **

Abstract: Among the best-known so-called Urartian materials one can surely find bronze belts: they are
thin bronze foil with small holes on the borders to attach it to a leather support, and are usually decorated
with embossed images representing the most various depictions. This article deals with the publication of
two specimens of decorated bronze belts found in the town of Yeghegnadzor (Armenia), analysing them
in detail, presenting different comparisons, and framing them within the context in which the fragments
were found.
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INTRODUCTION

During construction work carried out in 1989 in the Armenian town of Yeghegnadzor
(Vayots-Dzor Province), several objects, mainly metallic, were found and immediately interpret-
ed as Urartian grave goods'. Of these objects, the two bronze belts published here were undoubt-
edly the most studied in the specialist literature, while many of the other objects seemed of little
scientific importance. The first publication of this discovery was in a brief article written by S.A.
Yesayan and O.S. Khnkikyan in 1990, entitled «Nakhodki biayniskikh izdeliy v Yekhegnadzore
(Finds of Biainian items in Yeghegnadzor)» (YESAYAN and KHNKIKYAN 1990), published in
Russian and entirely devoted to the description of the material ; the only other work on these ob-
jects was published by O.S. Khnkikyan in 2002 as a brief text in a section dedicated to the Iron
Age in the region of Syunik (XNKIKYAN 2002, 94-96 and pls. XCIV-XCVI).

As a result of a Memorandum of Understanding between the Institute of Archaeology
and Ethnography of the Academy of Science of the Republic of Armenia (IAE NAS RA), the
Vayots Dzor Regional Museum (Gntiqiwanph tiphpughunwlub pubqupuib), and ISMEO —
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The International Association for Mediterranean and Oriental Studies, in 2018 an extensive proj-
ect to study the material kept in the Vayots Dzor Regional Museum was launched, as part of the
activities conducted by the joint Armenian-Italian mission called the Vayots Dzor Project (VDP).
A total of 58 objects are stored in the museum, of which 55 are in metal, bronze and iron, and
only three, a seal and two potsherds, are made of other materials. In this article, the authors will
present two particularly significant objects part of the Vayots Dzor Regional Museum collection,
two fragmentary bronze belts, usually attributed to the Urartian kingdom (Fig. 1).

TASdA 1V

Fig. 1: The first reconstruction of the belts from Yeghegnadzor (after YESAYAN and KHNKIKYAN 1990, 48).

RECONSTRUCTION OF THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

Little information is available regarding the discovery of the Yeghegnadzor material.
Brief reports are given in the two main publications on these objects (XNKIKYAN 2002, 94-
96, pls. XCIV-XCVI; YESAYAN and KHNKIKYAN 1990). According to these authors, in 1989,
during construction work near a cheese factory and a car servicing building, now mostly
dismantled, a ‘tomb’ was unearthed and destroyed (YESAYAN and KHNKIKYAN 1990).

The place of discovery was visited on July 13" 2018, in the context of the Vayots Dzor
Project (VDP), an Armenian — Italian archaeological research project in the Vayots Dzor
Province of Armenia, and listed under the code VDP059 (GASPARYAN et al. 2016, 149 and
160). The site is located on the south-eastern edge of a high rock spur on the south-eastern
outskirts of Yeghegnadzor city. The exact findspot is unknown, but the dismantled remnants
of the cheese factory are still visible’ on the north side of the Yerevanyan Highway con-
necting Yeghegnadzor to Malishka; there we placed the approximate location of the discov-
ery. According to the available information, the data recorded by the scholars were almost
entirely based on the oral description given by the workers involved. During their work,
some large basalt slabs were found and interpreted by Yesayan and Knkikyan as a cist grave
dug in the ground with miss-ing capstones. During a brief survey of the place of discovery,
the scholars identified only two potsherds, dated to the Iron Age, which were collected but

2 Coordinates: 39°45'26.39"N 45°20'32.36"E ; elevation: 1230 m a.s.l.
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are now lost. As no other significant archaeological feature was detected in this area, inves-
tigations were not continued, but the objects found were taken to the Vayots Dzor Regional
Museum, directed at the time by G. Amiryan (XNKIKYAN 2002, 94). According to the schol-
ars, the objects were buried inside the pithos (of which only a small fragment of rim survived
and was collected), a tradition typical of the Urartian (YESAYAN and KHNKIKYAN 1990, 84)
and post-Urartian periods. However, there are contradictions in the report of the discovery:
the first relates to the description of the pithos which, according to the scholars, originally
contained the material. The vessel is, in fact, described as small, but it is impossible that a
small pithos could have contained the 57 artefacts (once 58, of which one vessel fragment has
been lost) kept in the Vayots Dzor Regional Museum. Moreover, the affirmation that burials
in pithoi are typical of the Urartian culture cannot be fully supported’.

From the study of the objects found, and on the basis of the few contradictory pieces of
information reported in the original publications, we interpret the discovery at Yeghegnadzor
as a possible hoard of objects that cannot be reliably connected to a burial. Firstly, there is
no mention of the discovery of human bones®. However, the aspect that mostly disproves the
burial hypothesis is the type and quantity of objects found: not only this number of objects
would be unusual for a burial®, but also the extreme variety of the artefacts strongly suggests
that they are not grave goods. This discovery should probably be added to the list of metal
hoards found in the Armenian Highlands, together with Zakim and Gusci.

We are unable to establish whether there is in fact a connection between this mate-
rial and the important burial ground of Joj Dar (HOVHANNISYAN 1987, 27-28 ; OGANESYAN
1986, 435), excavated by the Erebuni Museum in 1984 and 1985 under the direction of V.
Hovhannisyan. In all, the excavations unearthed 30 tombs, mainly stone-box type graves with
abundant grave goods; they cover a time period between the 10" and 7 centuries BCE. The
human bones were poorly preserved. Nine of the ten graves excavated in 1985 belong to the
Early Iron Age, dating to the 10"-8" centuries BCE.

Fig. 2: Reassembled pictures and drawings of Belt 1.

See, for example, the pithos burial of Armavir (TIRATSYAN 2010).

Although it might of course have been a cremation burial, a practice well attested in Urartu.

Several Urartian burial contexts are known, such as Altintepe (BARNETT and GOKCE 1953), Adilcevaz (OGUN
1978), Kayalidere (BURNEY 1966), but none of them provided a quantity of materials similar to the one found
in the Yeghegnadzor context.
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SOME TECHNICAL REMARKS

For the purpose of this article, the fragments of these belts have been put back together in
order to recreate a realistic hypothesis of their appearance (Figs. 2-3, 6-7). The main criterion for
these reconstructions was the decorative continuity of the best-preserved fragments, as well as the
comparison with other belts. All the decorations are embossed, as can be seen from the backs of
some fragments, while the details are incised. The tools used to decorate these belts were mainly
four: an object with a circular end that gives a crescent-shaped impression, an elongated linear-
shaped awl, an ellipsoidal awl, and a sort of elliptical mould that contained a stylised sacred tree.
Almost all the depictions on these belts were made using combinations of these tools.
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Fig. 3: Drawing with the reconstruction of Belt 1.
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DESCRIPTION OF THE BRONZE BELT 1

Belt 1 consists of 32 fragments (Figs. 2-3). The belt’s width is 10 cm, and its supposed
length is approximately 80-100 cm; the thickness is ca. 0.1 cm.

The belt border is framed by a line of regularly spaced holes. Under these holes there
are two embossed straight lines running all along the belt’s perimeter; under these lines, fol-
lowing them for the entire perimeter (in both vertical and horizontal directions), there is a
decoration consisting of regularly spaced small trees with eight branches. Starting from the
left side of the belt, the first decoration is a vertical line of hybrid creatures, walking to the
right. They have an unspecified animal’s head with ears, wings and tail of a bird, and hu-
man legs; the bodies are decorated with lines and points representing the feathers. Next to
the head of the first creature (or Chimaera), the head of another unspecified animal can be
distinguished, so that after this first vertical row, there was certainly at least another column
of creatures before the following preserved one. The second column of embossed decora-
tions consists of three running bulls, only two of which are completely preserved. Their
bodies are decorated with small lines. The peculiarity is that, while the animal in the middle
has upward-facing horns, such as the one regularly represented as bull’s horns in Urartian
iconography, the animal on the lower line has clearly backward-facing horns, similar to the
ones usually depicted on ibexes. Since the decoration of the animals’ bodies differs from
the one that characterises bulls in the other depictions on this belt, it is possible that it was
meant to indicate another species of animal, possibly an ibex or a mountain goat. In this case,
the representation of regular bull’s horns on the middle animal would be a mistake. Behind
them, there is a vertical line of three garland-like trees, with a central trunk and four curved
lines originating from the trunk representing large branches, and six representations of the
same tree decorating the frame, which now symbolizes the leaves. After the trees, there is a
vertical line of three men bearing a bow and running leftwards, wearing no helmet. Behind
them, another line of garland-like trees, and then a vertical line of three unspecified animals
running, looking like bovines with extremely thin ears and no horns. The following, peculiar
decoration represents a vertical line of two leftwards faced archers standing on the back of
two mythical creatures with what appears to be a lion’s body and a scorpion’s tail. Then,
again, a line of garland-like trees, followed by a vertical line of three cross-like decorations.
The upper and lower of these decorations consist of a central circle with four small trees
(similar to those on the belt’s frame) located at the four cardinal points; the cross in the
middle consists of a central circle plus four rhomboidal limbs. The next column of decoration
consists of two archers standing on lions running to the right: each man wears a rounded
helmet, holds a bow and arrow and has one foot placed on the animal’s back and the other on
its head. The lions are roaring and running, with their forelegs raised and their tails lowered.
This may represent a hunting scene: these men are probably hunting the following column of
decorations, which consists of three superimposed lions running rightwards. This is followed
by another vertical line of crosses: the first and the last are represented with small trees as
branches, such as the ones seen before, and the middle decoration is actually a rosette with
ten petals. After the crosses-like line, again, a representation of archers standing on the top of
bull-like figures running to the right: these animals do not have horns, probably because the
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metalworker wanted to represent the foot of the archer placed on the animal’s head without
it being covered by the bull’s horn. A line of three garland-like trees follows, and then three
superimposed Chimaeras with with a birds head, wings and tails, and human legs. On the
head, there are two protuberances, different from the other horns depicted on the belt, so that
it may be supposed that they are ears. Running to the left, after these mythical creatures, a
line of three bulls can be clearly seen, their bodies decorated with lines and points. After
another line of crosses and a rosette, there is the representation of two left-facing archers
standing on running lions. Behind them is a vertical line of three mythical creatures, similar
to the first depiction on the left side of the belt (unspecified animal’s head with ears, wings
and tail of a bird, and human legs). Again, crosses and garland-like trees, after which one
can find another type of Chimaeras with bird’s body and wings, man’s legs and bull’s head,
walking to the right. After another line of crosses, there is another depiction of two super-
imposed archers standing on the back of their lions: they are probably hunting the following
line of three superimposed bulls, whose bodies are decorated with small lines and dots. The
following line represents again garland-like trees, followed by another ‘hunting scene’: two
superimposed archers standing on mythical creatures (unspecified animal’s head with ears,
wings and tail of a bird, and human legs) pointing at a vertical line of three bulls running to
the left. The decoration of the belt is closed by a vertical line of running lions with upwards-
facing tails, enclosed in a double frame of straight lines and small sacred trees (Figs. 4-5).

Fig. 4: The iconographical elements of Belt 1.
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PARALLELS FOR THE BRONZE BELT 1

This belt is very similar to specimens known from the sites of Altintepe (0zGUC
1961, 272-273, figs. 23-24), Dedeli (KELLNER 1991, 45, n. 102-103, pls. 28.102 and 30.103),
Gusei (HANFMANN 1956, 206) (Fig. 10.A), Sugatt (KARAOSMANOGLU 1991, 595-603) and Tli
(TECHOV 1981, pls. 94 and 127) (Fig. 10.B). Generally speaking, this specimen may be said to
belong to a category of figurative belts which can be defined as linear and static. Distinctive
features of this specimen are the representations of the warriors. In one, the soldiers are stand-
ing on hybrid creatures, a detail also seen in a belt from Dedeli (KELLNER 1991, pl. 28.102).
The other representation is of an archer in the Knielauf position (rather than kneeling); this
is also to be found on another belt from the site of Dedeli (KELLNER 1991, pl. 12.63), and on
other belts from the Southern Caucasus, such as the specimens from Tli (TECHOV 1981, pl.
94), Samtavro (CASTELLUCCIA 2017, n. 317), and Treli (CASTELLUCCIA 2017, n. 323).

Fig. 5: Microscopic views of some decorative elements of Belt 1.

DESCRIPTION OF THE BRONZE BELT 2

Belt 2 is composed of 31 fragments (Figs. 6-7). It is about 10.5 cm wide and the thick-
ness of its pieces is about 0.1 cm; the supposed length could not be reconstructed, as the
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item is too fragmentary. It was not possible to recreate the entire pattern of the belt, because
most of the fragments are too small and there are not many figurative decorations on them,
so only the most important features can be described here. Five tools were used to decorate
this belt, of which three are similar to Belt 1, and also a solid circular awl and a stamp with
a tree with a different morphology than the one used for Belt 1.

The entire belt is framed by a line of regularly spaced holes running around all its
borders. Underneath, a strip consisting of two raised lines containing three rows of repoussé
dots can be seen: this kind of decoration is repeated not only on the vertical and horizon-
tal borders, but also twice horizontally in the middle of the belt, thus dividing the surface
into three different bands. The most common decorations are running lions, with tails and
forelegs raised and roaring jaws. Each lion’s forelegs project almost straight in front of its
body and its tail is curved onto its back; the mane is represented by small horizontal lines.
A variation of this decoration shows the animal’s tail lowered. Another kind of decoration is
the depiction of a running bull, with its body decorated with dots and lines. The horns are
curved, the forelegs are raised and the tail is spike-shaped. There is also the motif of a man
with bow and arrow riding a horse; this is unusual, because the man is sitting on the ani-
mal rather than standing on it. The following decoration is a flower: the center has a spiral
shape and is surrounded by 14 trapezoidal petals. The last kind of decoration consists of the
same tree seen on the other belt: a vertical central line as the trunk, six curved lines as the
branches and the palmette representing the leaves (Figs. 8-9).

From the technical and technological analysis of the fragments, it is highly possible
that both belts were made by two different people, or at least in different styles: iconographi-
cally, the belts are different, and so is the technique in which they were manufactured. Both
belts have been defunctionalised through deliberate breaking, which in the case of Belt 2
seems to be much more systematic, being the less complete belt. Whether the state of incom-
pleteness was already present at the stage of hoarding, or whether the fragments were lost
upon discovery remains unknown.
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Fig. 6: Reassembled pictures and drawings of Belt 2.
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PARALLELS FOR THE BRONZE BELT 2

Metal belts with decorations on registers separated by lines of repoussé dots are rather
rare in the Urartian area. The only other known example found in an archaeological excava-
tion appears to be a bronze belt from Durakbur, although only a small portion of the specimen
has been published (OGUN 1978, pl. 258). In other examples of dotted decoration on belts,
not only from the Urartian area, it occupies the entire decorative space, being in fact the
belts’ only ornamentation, as seen, for example, on the specimens from Golovino (KELLNER
1991, 71, n. 304 ; MARTIROSYAN 1954, tav. IV.2) (Fig. 10.C), Gyumri (MARTIROSYAN 1964, p.
284 ; PIOTROVSKIY 1944, 317), Kalecik (CAVUSOGLU et al. 2009, 284, pl. 4), and Karmir-blur
(YESAYAN 1984, 132, fig. 24.75-77).

Fig. 7: Drawing with the reconstruction of Belt 2.
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FINAL REMARKS ON THE YEGHEGNADZOR BELTS

Belts with different registers depicting animals and hunters are quite common in the
Urartian area. The decoration of the two specimens represents mainly hybrid creatures and hunt-
ers standing on animals. Although Mischwesen are commonly depicted on belts, interposed with
real animals, the motif of the soldier standing on an animal’s back is unusual, since this portrayal
is mainly reserved for images of gods®. The only other belt representing the same motif comes
from the site of Dedeli (KELLNER 1991, 45, n. 102, pl. 28.102). It shows images of soldiers stand-
ing on hybrid beings and holding different weapons, from a bow to sword and shield. All the
soldiers portrayed on the Yeghegnadzor Belt 1 are archers standing on the backs of lions, bulls
or, in one case, a winged hybrid creature with fish’s tail and lion’s paws. The other representa-
tion of archers on Belt 1 is depicted in Knielauf, an uncommon position for ‘Urartian’ belts as it
only appears as an independent character on the Tli belt found in Grave 40b (BONFANTI ef al.
2021; TECHOV 1981, pl. 94): this type of soldier is instead part of a composition with a sacred
tree, used as a sort of filler or divider, on belts from Dedeli (KELLNER 1991, 37, n. 63; pl. 12.63)
and Sucati. This kind of archer is not to be found in Urartian royal iconography’, so it is prob-
ably a local element which was not used in the shaping of the state’s artistic tradition. This means
that parallels may be sought in the Caucasian area, where it is actually a quite widespread motif,
found, for example, on a belt from Samtavro (CASTELLUCCIA 2017, n. 317) and on one from Treli
(CASTELLUCCIA 2017, n. 323), both representing hunting scenes. The Assyrian version of a kneel-
ing archer is not represented in Knielauf and is instead connected with the siege of cities®, as
hunting was mainly a royal occupation performed on horseback.
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Fig. 8: The iconographical elements of Belt 2.

See for example the Anzaf shield (BELLI 1999).
7" For the definition of the differences between ‘royal’ and ‘popular’ art, see DAN and BONFANTI 2022.
8 BM 124554.
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The hybrid creatures represented on the belts are mainly winged, with not many parallels
among other belts. However, the features characterizing the bodies of the bulls and the ibexes are
of interest. While the bull, with upturned horns, is depicted with short parallel lines on its back
and chest —representing long hair similar to that characterizing the bulls in Urartian royal art—,
the ibex, with back-facing horns, has hair rendered with parallel dotted lines extended over all its
body. The difference between the bull and the ibex is noticeable also regarding their horns, as
already mentioned. An interesting feature regarding these belts is the vertically developed figura-
tive area located at the right end: it represents several superimposed lions’, roaring and rampant,
with raised curved tails. This lion typology is common in belt decorations but is never attested
in royal art. The last lion on the bottom of Belt 1, due to a miscalculation of the metalworker, is
represented with a lowered tail; this is a unicum mistake in “Urartian” popular art.

Fig. 9: Microscopic views of some decorative elements of Belt 2.

A last point to be addressed here concerns the dotted decoration appearing on Belt 2,
which is a geometric motif typically associated with the Urartian sphere, so much so that, in
his monograph on ‘Transcaucasian’ belts, Manuel Castelluccia defines specimens decorated
with bands of embossed dots as ‘Urartian-style dotted belts’ (CASTELLUCCIA 2017, 30-31).
Actually, examination of Urartian royal decorations shows that this pattern is almost never

Other examples from this area with lion decorations are the belts from Sugati (KARAOSMANOGLU 1991, 595-
603) and T1i (TECHOV 1981, pl. 94); an interesting parallel is the belt clasp found in the Lori Berd ‘Royal tomb’,
whose decoration with superimposed lions appears to be very similar to the ‘Urartian’ ones (DEVEJYAN 2010,
83, fig. 5, pl. XVILI).

See for example the specimens from Metsamor (YESAYAN 1984, fig. 26.84.), Nor Aresh (BARNETT 1963, 198,
fig. 47), Tli (TEcHOV 1981, pl. 127), and the other belt found in the Yeghegnadzor tomb.
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