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Abstract

Archaeological studies in the region of Qara Dagh (or Arasbaran) are of particular
importance due to the fact that this region is located in the area between East-West
(Iranian) Azerbaijan and Iran-Anatolian Plateau, as well as north to south of Caucasus-
Iran. Archaeological activities in Qara Dagh are often aimed at conducting systematic
research to explain the socio-political situations, investigate the cultural-technological
currents and changes, explore the connecting and commercial routes of Northern region
of Azerbaijan during the Bronze and Iron ages, outline the long-term scientific
landscape, and also to understand the archaeological status of the region, relying on
field and laboratory methods. The first season of this project, in 2017, dealt with
identification of the Bronze and Iron Age sites of Varzegan city. During the present
survey, have been recorded 143 sites from the early Bronze Age to the Iron Age IlI in
the region; and from the most important results of this survey, the changes recorded
during the transitions from each period to the next period in relation to demographic
changes, settlement patterns and location selecting, evaluating the landscape and natural
resources in order to be aware of food networks and economic systems, studying the
ecology of the region, livelihood approaches and burial methods can be mentioned.
According to this evidence, settlements have been very limited in the region during the
early Bronze Age. With the collapse of semi-farmer communities in the early Bronze
Age, nomadic life was limitedly formed in the middle of the Bronze Age. In the late of
Middle Bronze Age, once again, with the formation of sedentary communities, an
increase in the population of the region and the emergence of social complexities are
seen during the late Bronze Age to the Iron Age Il, followed by the establishment of a
primitive class society which was formed under the administration of local small rulers.
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Intuoduction

The first season of this project in 2017 was dedicated to identifying the western sites of Qara
Dagh in Varzegan County in the form of survey studies. The study region has an approximate
area of 2368 square kilometers and is located at the western end of the Qara Dagh region (map.
1). During the archeological study of Varzeqgan, 143 sites from the Early Bronze Age to Iron
Age Il were identified, including a wide range of settlements, cemeteries, fortifications and
watchtowers. The situation of settlements in the study area in the early and Middle Bronze Age
(third millennium and the first half of the second millennium BC) is very poor, as only 3 sites of
the Early Bronze Age were identified in the whole area, two of which are located in the plain,
and another is located in the foothills (fig. 1).

Surface data related to the Middle Bronze Age were recorded from 12 sites in Varzeqan,
including 5 settlements and 7 cemeteries (map. 2A). Of the mentioned sites, four cases are
fortified settlements that are located on highlands, one site is situated on foothills and the
remaining seven sites are graveyards. The fortifications investigated in this study are of
cyclopean type, i.e. they are made of irregular and huge rocks in the form of drywalls, and it is
the first time they are seen in the region. Most of the tombs recorded from this period are
cromlechs (fig. 2-3). Significant changes are observed in the sites in the Middle Bronze Age
compared to the previous period in terms of the settlement style, According to the location of
the sites, it can be inferred that the site selection has changed, and given the abandonment of
sites attributed to the Early Bronze Age in the plains and foothills, the population of the region
in the Middle Bronze Age tended to settle in mountainous, impassable and uninhabited
highlands. In the Late Bronze Age, there was a considerable change in population and an
increase in the number of settlements, during which the number of Varzegan sites reached 67,
including 24 settlements and 43 cemeteries (map. 2B). There are only three settlements in the
plains or foothills. 21 sites are highland settlements that are categorized among the sites with
defensive fortifications. It seems that nine sites served as central/administrative sites, nine sites
acted as military/supportive sites, and three cases are assumed to have a possible watchtower
role. Cemeteries of this period contain tombs with Kurgan (fig. 4-5), Dolmen and cromlech
forms. A noteworthy point in this period is that no priority has been given to establishment of
settlement in or near the plains, while high-altitude areas and fortified settlements have been
given a special precedence. The types of settlements, location choices, and tomb types of the
Late Bronze Age are almost the same as those of the Middle Bronze Age. The most important
point of this era is an increase in the number of settlements (fortresses-cemeteries complexes)
which can be described as significant population changes. This change may indicate that the
population of the region increased or nomadic communities settled in the area during the Late
Bronze Age. Another important point is the formation of Periphery military forts and
watchtowers around large forttifications with thick stone walls and sometimes multi-layered
walls with the possibility of administrative centrality in this period. According to what
mentioned above, after the collapse of the Kura-Araxes culture, the first clear evidence of socio-
political complexity in northeastern Iran appears in the late MBA/Early LBA. In fact, these
interconnected fortification networks can be considered as the first structures of political power
that established the system of subsequent early and small local governments mentioned in the
Urartian inscriptions. During the study of Varzegan, nearly 112 sites from the Iron Age | were
recorded (map. 2C), indicating the continuation of growing population changes in this period.
Of these, 43 sites are settlements, including 10 cases that are located in the plains and foothill
areas, 33 sites are situated in highlands with defensive fortifications (fig. 6-7), and 69 sites are
cemeteries. As statistics suggest, in this period, settlement in the plain areas or near plains in the
foothills have been more privileged than the Bronze Age, but the nature, form, and location of
mountainous settlements and cemeteries have changed significantly compared to the past. The
only notable point during this period is the interest in the plains and foothill areas, which
received little attention during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. This issue can indicate a sort



285/ Journal of Archaeological Studies No. 4, Vol. 13, Serial No. 28 / Winter 2022

of balancing in mountainous and lowland settlements, a re-orientation towards irrigated
agriculture in remote lowland areas, and inequality or social gap as well as a social class
formation through the creation of two types of settlements in plain sites without barrier or
guards and settlements within defensive fortifications. The conditions for settlement in Iron
Age Il have not changed compared to Iron Age I, but the trend towards increased settlement has
been reversed. The study identified approximately 79 Iron Age Il sites, including 37 settlements
and 42 cemeteries (map. 2D). Of these, 15 settlements are located in the plains or foothills, and
22 settlements are highland settlements categorized among the sites with defensive fortifications
(fig. 8-9). These changes indicate that in Iron Age Il, plains and foothills were more welcomed,
and an increase in population and settlements has occurred, whereas an overall decrease is seen
in the number of cemeteries and fortifications. In connection with the study of Iron Age I and Il
sites, the patterns of site selection, especially fortified sites, architectural structures, and their
burial practices in the mountainous regions of Qara Dagh, have emerged in the Late Bronze
period. It is not exactly clear which factor reversed this trend. Abandonment of small villages,
concentration of certain villages and their increased areas, disease spreads and external threats
from neighboring areas such as Urartu and Assyria, and even the northern tribes of the Arax
River are among the factors that can only be studied; and these factors can be verified merely
through systematic and similar studies. In the Iron Age 1l1, the Qara Dagh region experienced a
different political change than in the previous era. This period coincides with Urartu's invasion
and conquest of the region about which we are aware by reading the inscriptions of the Urartian
kings in Razlig, Nashtban and Shisheh belonging to Argishti Il (713 BC) and the inscription of
Siqindil (Segindel) belonging to Sarduri Il (733-750 BC) (fig. 10). According to these
inscriptions, with the arrival of the Urartu army, the fortification and cities were conquered one
by one. In the field survey, it is seen that the number of sites (containing Urartian red pottery)
decreased amazingly during this period (fig. 11), and only 13 sites can be attributed to the
Urartians (map. 2E). All 13 identified sites are settlements, including 8 sites in the plains or
foothills and 5 highland sites, and interestingly, no graveyards attributed to this period have
been identified. These sites have been built at lower average heights than the early major sites
and have a better access to ancient routes and strategic passages. Given the arrival of Urartians
in this region, the high decline in Iron 11 sites associated with the Urartu expedition to this area
can be viewed and interpreted in two ways. First, according to the Sigindil inscription, this
attack caused the destruction of the fortifications and the complete abandonment of the
settlement, which is unlikely. Second, after the change of government and the replacement of
the Urartians in the region, the indigenous people survived through their former livelihood
practices, i.e. production of pottery (black pottery/gray and buff pottery of the Iron Age II).
Some kind of trial and error research should be conducted in the Qara Dagh region to clarify
this issue; and in the current situation, the only reason for the abolition of the small local
government systems seems to be the presence of the Urartians in the region, rather than a high
decline in population and cultural characteristics.
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