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MAPPING MATERIAL CULTURE: A STATISTICAL SURVEY OF ANCIENT
AND EARLY MEDIEVAL FUNERARY SITES IN MODERN AZERBAIJAN

This article analyzes archaeological research conducted on burial monuments of the Ancient and Early Medieval periods
in Azerbaijan during the years of independence. The investigations encompass diverse geographical regions and monument
typologies, emphasizing the pivotal role of mortuary practices in understanding socio-cultural evolution, ethnic composition,
and religious beliefs. Although the difficult economic and political conditions of the 1990s led to stagnation in archaeological
field work, the subsequent increase in state funding and the implementation of large-scale infrastructure projects enabled a
significant expansion in the scale and volume of rescue excavations. The research methodology integrates data from systematic
field investigations with a multi-disciplinary approach, relying on the typological and functional analysis of artifacts such as
ceramics, metalwork, and numismatic finds to trace socio-economic stratification and cultural dynamics. Analysis of key sites,
including Qalatapa, Nargizava, Piboz, and Carmadil, reveals a highly diverse typological system, with earth graves dominating
the landscape. The main purpose of this research is to comprehensively analyze the archaeological investigations conducted
on ancient and early medieval burial monuments in Azerbaijan during the years of independence. The research methodology
primarily integrates data from rescue excavations necessitated by infrastructure projects, alongside systematic field investigations
conducted across various geographical zones of Azerbaijan. The study employs a multi-disciplinary approach, relying on the
typological and functional analysis of archaeological artifacts—including ceramics, metalwork, and numismatic finds to trace
socio-economic stratification and cultural dynamics. Furthermore, the research utilizes statistical analysis of burial typologies
and typological network analysis to identify patterns of cultural diffusion and social complexity within the studied period.

The main novelty of the study is its comprehensive synthesis of archaeological research on ancient and early medieval
burial monuments in Azerbaijan, specifically focusing on the period of independence. This research uniquely integrates
findings from various geographical regions and diverse monument typologies, offering a holistic perspective on mortuary
practices and their implications for understanding socio-cultural evolution, ethnic composition, and religious beliefs.

Key words: Ancient period, Early Middle Ages, necropolises, socio-cultural stratification, ethnic composition,
religious beliefs.
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KAPTOI'PA®YBAHHS MATEPIAJIBHOI KYJIBTYPH:
CTATUCTUYHUM OS] HOXOBAJIBHUX NAM’SITOK AHTUYHOT'O
TA PAHHBOCEPEJHBOBIYHOTI'O INEPIOAIB HA TEPUTOPII
CYYACHOTI'O ABEPBAUI)KAHY

Y emammi npoananizoearno apxeonoziuni 00CaioHceHHA NOXOBANLHUX NAM SIMOK AHMUYHO20 Md PAHHbOCEPEOHbOBIY-
HO20 nepiodie 8 Azepbatioxcani, npogsedeni 6 poxu nezanedxcHocmi. Jlocnioscenns oxonnooms pisHi eeozpagpiuni peei-
OHU Ma MUNONO2IYHT PIZHOBUOU NAM AMOK, NIOKPECII0I0UU KAIOUO8)Y PONb NOXOBANLHUX NPAKMUK Y 8U8UEHHI COYIOKYIb-
mypHOI e8oNIoYil, emHiuH020 CKAAdy Ma PelicitiHuX YsaeieHb HaceleHHs. Xoua CKIaOHi eKOHOMIMHI ma NOAIMUYHI YMOGU
1990-x poxie cnpuyunuiu neguull 3acmiil y NPOBEOCHHI apXeon02iUHUX NONAbOSUX O0CTIONCEeHb, NOOAIbULE 30LTbUIECHHS
0epaIcasro2o (piHancysanHs ma peanizayis MacuimaorHux iHpacmpyKmypHux npoeKmie CRpUsiu 3HAYHOMY PO3ULUDEH-
HIO Macuimadis i 00cA2i6 OXOPOHHO-PAMYBANbHUX APXEONI02IUHUX POZKONOK. Memoodonozia 0ocnioxicenHs noeonye Oati
CUCTNEMAMUYHUX NONLOBUX OOCTIONHCEHb [3 MIHCOUCYUNTITHAPHUM NIOXOOOM, 3ACHOBAHUM HA MUNOIOIYHOMY MA yHKYI-
OHANIbHOMY AHALI3T APXCONOSIYHUX APMePAKmis, 30Kpema Kepamiki, Memaieeux eupooie i HyMizMamuyHUX 3HaxiOokK, uo
0ae 3M02y nPOCMeNCUMU COYiaNbHO-eKOHOMIYHY CIMPAmupIikayito ma OUHAMIKY KVIbIYPHUX NPoyecis. AHANI3 KIoYo8Ux
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nam’simok, 3oxkpema Ianamene, Hapeizasu, I1ibozy ma Yepmadins, eusensie 3Haune munonociune pisHOMAaHimms, npu
YbOMY 8 3a2aNbHIU CMPYKIMYPI NOXOBATILHUX NAM SIMOK NEPesa;caroms IPYHmMo6i MO2UIU.

OCHOBHOW0 Memoto 00CTIONCEHHS € KOMIIEKCHULL AHANI3 apXeoNo2iuHUX 00CHI0NCeHb OABHIX | PAHHbOCEPEOHbOBIY-
HUX NOXOBANLHUX NAM AMOK A3epbatiodicany, nposedeHux y poku HezanexcHocmi. Memooonozia oocniodrcents nepedycim
NOEOHYE OaHi OXOPOHHO-PSMYBANLHUX PO3KONOK, HEOOXIOHICMb Nposedents AKux 6yia 3ymosiena peanizayiero ingpa-
CMPYKMYPHUX NPOEKMIB, i3 pe3yIbmamamu CUCMEeMAMUYHUX NOTbOBUX OOCIIONCEHb, 30IUCHEHUX Y PISHUX 2e0epapiunux
30Hax Azepoaiiodcany. YV 00cniodceHHi 3acmoco8ano MidDiCOUCYUNIIHAPHULL NIOXIO, 3ACHOBAHULL HA MUNOIO2IYHOMY Md
QyHKYIOHATbHOMY AHANI3T apXeoNoSTUHUX apmepaKrmie, 30KpemMa Kepamiki, Memanegux upooie i HymMisMamudHux 3Ha-
XIOOK, 3 Memoro 8UsAEIeHHS COYIaNbHO-eKOHOMIYHOT cmpamudixayii ma KynemypHoi ounamiku. Kpim mozo, euxopucmarno
CMamucmuyHuLl aHaiiz Munouo2ii NOX08ans Ma aHaxi3 MUNOI02IYHUX MepexC O/ BUABLEHHS 3aKOHOMIPDHOCMEll KYilb-
mypHoi ougysii ma coyianorol cKk1aoHocmi 00CHioNCy8ano2o nepiody. OCHOBHA HAYKOBA HOBUZHA OOCIIONCEHHS NOISA2AE
6 KOMNJLEKCHOMY Y3A2A/IbHEeHHI Pe3yIbmamis apxeolociuHux 00CHI0NCeHb OAGHIX | PAHHbOCEPEOHbOGIUHUX NOXOBALLHUX
nam ’amox Azepbauodicany 3 0cOOIUBUM AKYEHMOM HA nepiod He3anedcHocmi. JlocniodcenHs enepuie 8 makomy KOMniex-
cHomy hopmami 00 ’€OHye mamepianu, OMPUMAHI 3 PI3HUX 2e02PADIUHUX PeCiOHI8 | PISHOMAHIMHUX MUNI6 NOXOBALLHUX
nam’simok, nponoHYIoulU YilicHe OaueHHs NOX0B8AbHUX NPAKMUK MA IXHbO2O 3HAYEHHsL 015 PO3YMIHHI COYIOKYIbIMYDHOL

€BOI0YIL, eMHIYHO20 CKAAOY MA PEeNieitiHuX Ysi8leHb 0a8HbO20 U PAHHbOCEPEOHbOBIYHO20 HACENEHHSL.
Knrouosi cnosa: anmuunuii nepioo, panne CepeoHbosiuys, HeKpOnoJi, COYioKyIbMypHa CMpamugikayis, emuiuHull

CK1a0, penieiiHi Ysie/eHHs.

Introduction. In 1991, Azerbaijan succeeded in
regaining its state independence for the second time
in the 20th century. For 70 years, Azerbaijan's polit-
ical and economic administration was organized by
Moscow. The years of independence were marked by
a tense political situation and severe financial short-
ages. The difficult economic and political conditions
of the 1990s negatively affected scientific fields,
including archaeology and ethnography, leading to
stagnation in these areas (Azerbaijani Archaecology
and Ethnography, 2003:8). In connection with infra-
structure renovation works and the implementation
of transboundary projects across the country, rescue
excavations were carried out to protect archacolog-
ical heritage. At the end of the 20th century and the
beginning of the 21st century, the implementation
of global projects in Azerbaijan directed the atten-
tion of archaeologists towards the study of archaeo-
logical monuments located in the areas covered by
these projects (Archaeological Research in Azerbai-
jan, 2009:9). Starting from the early 2000s, system-
atic and continuous field research began across the
country. Due to the increase in state funds allocated
to archaeological expeditions, the scale, number, and
volume of archaeological investigations expanded
significantly (Archaeological Research in Azerbai-
jan. 2011:8). Extensive archaeological research has
been conducted on ancient and early medieval bur-
ial monuments during the years of independence.
These investigations covered various geographical
areas, including Qalatops in the Mil-Qarabag plain,
Norgizava, Qirlartops (Agsu), Cormadil, Hacthotomli
(Ismayill1) and Yeni Yurd (Samax1) monuments in the
Shirvan region, Gicanoba and Sandiqtops monuments
in North-Eastern Azerbaijan, and in the southern and
western directions Babazanli (Salyan), Piboztops
(Lerik), Qarqucaq (Goranboy) monuments, as well as
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the Topabasi necropolis in Shaki district, Kamaltopa
and Yaloylutopa necropolises in Gabala district, bur-
ial monuments in Soltan Nuxa and Quslar villages,
and excavations in Atagay monuments in Khizi dis-
trict, which have revealed rich scientific facts about
the ancient burial culture of the country (Fig. 1).

Literature review. Complex archaeological inves-
tigations carried out to study the ancient and early
medieval history of the region have made the study of
necropolises and burial monuments of various typol-
ogies one of the priority scientific directions. Artifacts
obtained during archaeological excavations serve as
fundamental sources that allow tracing the socio-
cultural and technological development dynamics of
the period under study. In particular, the morphologi-
cal characteristics of ceramic products and the applied
artistic decoration methods clearly demonstrate the
high level of craftsmanship and the existence of spe-
cialization in local pottery production. Moreover, the
differences between quantitative and qualitative indi-
cators of grave inventories are of significant scientific
importance in determining socio-economic stratifica-
tion and property differentiation in society. In general,
the study of burial monuments provides important
information about the ethnic composition and reli-
gious beliefs of the region (Goshgarli, 2012:6-7).
Complementing this typological perspective, con-
temporary anthropological frameworks view these
structural variations as an active, ongoing process of
landscape place-making and ritual communication
(Swenson, 2021:45-48).

The main purpose of this study is to compre-
hensively analyze archaeological investigations of
ancient and early medieval burial monuments in mod-
ern Azerbaijan.

Discussion. Between 2008 and 2012, 14 jar buri-
als and 3 earth graves were investigated in the ancient
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necropolis located to the east of Qalatops (Aliyev et
al., 2023:15). In jar burials, the deceased were mainly
interred in a contracted position, lying on their right
or left side. The jars were placed horizontally. In earth
graves, the deceased were buried on a floor plastered
with mud. Various types of jugs, single-handled ves-
sels, jars with geometric patterns in red paint, as well
as metal objects, weapons, glass vessel fragments,
beads, and animal bones were discovered in the graves
(Archaeological Research in Azerbaijan, 2011).
Archaeological investigations at the Norgizava
ancient and early medieval monument located in
Gogoli village, Agsu district, began in 2009. In that
year, 30 earth graves dating to the 3rd—2nd cen-
turies BCE were discovered, and in 2010, an addi-
tional 69 earth graves were found. The graves are
located at depths ranging from 120 cm to 250 cm.
Skeletons were mainly found in a tightly contracted
position, on their right or left side. The face of the
deceased was often oriented towards the northeast or
southeast (Archaeological Research in Azerbaijan.
2011:186-193). A collective burial was carried out
in one of the graves. Additionally, animal remains,
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pottery, weapons, tools, and ornaments were found in
the graves (Khalili, 2015:38-56). Furthermore, dur-
ing archaeological excavations conducted in 2023,
remains of structures characteristic of early medie-
val monuments were encountered, (Proceedings of
the Scientific Sessions Dedicated to the Results of
Archaeological Excavations Conducted in Azerbai-
jan in 2023:87) as well as fragments of pottery, glass,
and tiles dating to the late antique and early medieval
periods (Proceedings of the Scientific Sessions Dedi-
cated to the Results of Archaeological Excavations
Conducted in Azerbaijan in 2023:88).

During archaeological excavations conducted at
the Gicanoba burial monument in Qusar district start-
ing from 2009, earth graves were discovered. Based
on the position of the skeletons, it can be said that
the bodies were buried supine, extended straight in a
northern direction (Archaeological Research in Azer-
baijan. 2011:207). It was determined that the skull
of the deceased found in grave No. II had undergone
artificial deformation (Archaeological Research in
Azerbaijan. 2011:207). In 2010, a late antique period
burial monument was registered at the VI Sandiqtops

Map of Caucasian Albanian Archaeoclogical Monuments in Azerbaijan
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monument in Quba district. Anthropomorphic and
zoomorphic ceramic samples, bronze pendants, bells,
bracelets, various types of buckles, "yolka" patterned
necklaces, and hairpins were discovered in the graves.
The handles of the discovered jugs were decorated
with horse and human head figures, which reflects
the high plastic depiction ability in the pottery art
of the period. Similar examples of this type of pot-
tery are found in ancient Rustov (Quba) and Canaxir
(Xa¢maz) monuments, as well as in Scythian-Sarma-
tian cultures (Archaeological Research in Azerbaijan
2011:210-211). Comparative analysis of the disco-
vered materials allows dating the monument to the
2nd-3rd centuries CE.

During archaeological investigations conducted in
Khizi district in 2010, the Altiagac and Atagay necrop-
olises were discovered. Although many graves were
destroyed during the construction of a seismological
station at the Altiagac necropolis, 9 discovered graves
showed skeletons buried in various directions, with
bronze ornaments, glass beads, and pottery found
alongside them. Based on the structure of the graves
and the artifacts found within them, it is possible to date
the monument to the 1st-3rd centuries BCE (Archaeo-
logical Research in Azerbaijan. 2011:271-274). In the
Atagay necropolis, 11 stone box graves were discov-
ered. Remains of both adults and children were found in
the graves. Bronze earrings, rings, beads made of var-
ious materials, and military equipment such as an iron
dagger handle were found in the graves. Preliminary
research on the discovered objects indicates that this
necropolis dates to the 5th—8th centuries CE (Archaeo-
logical Research in Azerbaijan. 2011:271-274).

In 2010, a jar burial with rich inventory was dis-
covered and investigated near Qarqucaq village,
Goranboy district. During the excavation, numerous
rare glass vessels, bronze, and various ornaments
were found in the grave. As a result of the investi-
gations, the monument was determined to date to the
Ist-2nd centuries CE (Archaeological Research in
Azerbaijan. 2011:195). Between 2011 and 2017,
numerous jar burials were discovered as a result of
archaeological excavations carried out in the Baba-
zanlt mountain area, Salyan district. Among the
findings, various sized burial jars, red pottery, metal
weapons, and ornaments hold an important place.
The deceased were placed in various sized jars in a
contracted position, with knees bent, hands raised
towards the chest, lying on their left or right side. The
findings suggest that settlement in this region began in
the 9th—7th centuries BCE (Archaeological Research
in Azerbaijan. 2015:222-227).

The Shaki-Gakh-Oghuz archaeological expedition
conducted excavations at the Topabasi necropolis
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in Fazil village, Shaki, in 2011, successfully delin-
eating the area of the necropolis (Archaeological
Research in Azerbaijan. 2012:125). In the same year,
an infant jar burial was discovered by the expedition.
In 2012, the expedition discovered 4 more graves in
the necropolis, including 3 earth graves and one jar
burial in 2013, and in 2015, two graves and a bur-
ial complex consisting of sacrificial altars, an infant
jar burial, and 1 earth grave were found. In 2016,
2 more earth graves were discovered and investi-
gated in the necropolis. Rich archaeological inven-
tory was discovered and studied from the graves to
understand the material and cultural life of the period.
Among the discovered materials are various types
of ceramic samples, weapons, ornaments, and ani-
mal bones (Archaeological Research in Azerbaijan.
2013:114-115; 2015:205; 2017:183).

In 2012, an ancient and early medieval necrop-
olis covering an area of more than 10 hectares near
Cormadil village, Ismayilli district, was subjected to
investigations. Archaeological research conducted
by archaeologists B. Jalilov, M. Huseynov, and
A. Guliyev determined that the monument dates to the
Ist—5th centuries CE. 8 jar burials and 25 earth graves
were discovered in the necropolis. During the inves-
tigations, various types of weapons, household items,
and ornaments were found in the graves. Numismatic
samples from the Parthian and Sasanian periods found
in one of the jar burials are significant artifacts indi-
cating the trade relations of the period and the social
status of the grave owners (Archaeological Research
in Azerbaijan. 2013:212-222). Archaeological exca-
vations have been carried out at the Piboz necropo-
lis since 2012. The necropolis is located in Giirdesor
village, Lerik district, on the Aliabad-Giirdesar road.
The findings mainly date from the 5th century BCE
to the medieval period CE. This includes Achae-
menid, Parthian, and later medieval periods. More than
130 graves were discovered between 2012 and 2016.
The sizes of the graves vary. Skeletons were often
found on their right or left side, in a contracted (hocker)
position. The presence of charcoal and ash layers next
to the skeletons indicates the performance of certain
rituals. As a result of the excavations, graves of both
adults and children were studied. In the 2016 findings,
the average age of death for women was determined
to be between 25-35, and for men between 25-45.
Rich inventory — weapons, ornaments, pottery, var-
ious shaped jugs, bowls, and cups — was discovered
in the graves. Some vessels have cannelure patterns
reminiscent of the metallic luster of the ancient period.
According to the results of C14 (radiocarbon) analyses
conducted at the University of Georgia in the USA, the
monument was used from the 4th-3rd centuries BCE
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until the medieval period (Archaeological Research in
Azerbaijan. 2015:210-215, Archaeological Research
in Azerbaijan. 2017:471-475). In 2013, two trough
burials and one jar burial dating to the 4th-3rd cen-
turies BCE were discovered in Hacihatamli village,
Ismayilli district. During the investigation of the trough
graves, which were damaged during agricultural work,

it was determined that they were made of light gray
clay in rectangular and oval shapes. From these two
trough graves, belonging to children, spouted and fil-
tered drinking vessels, single-footed vases, and several
beads were found. To the north of the trough graves, a
jar burial, whose upper part was damaged and mouth
placed towards the north, buried horizontally, was
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investigated. Inside the jar, the skeleton was buried in a
semi-contracted position, on its left side. An iron sword
and paste beads were found in the grave (Archaeologi-
cal Research in Azerbaijan. 2015:272—73).

During archaeological excavations conducted in
Hasanqaya and Shatirli villages, Barda district, in
20152016, earth and jar type burial monuments were
discovered. During excavations in the backyard area
of Hasangaya village, 3 earth graves were registered,
and various types of pottery, bronze and iron metal
ornaments were unearthed. In the Sortops monument
located in Shatirh village, 4 jar burials were investi-
gated. During archaeological investigations, it was
determined that the jars were placed in various direc-
tions. During the study of grave inventories, it was pos-
sible to say that jar burial No. I belonged to a woman,
jar burial No. II to a man, and jar burial No. IV to a child
due to its small size. Various types of pottery, glass and
paste beads, an iron arrow, a bronze spearhead, and a
bronze earring were found in the graves (Archaeologi-
cal Research in Azerbaijan. 2017:234-239).

Systematic and consistent investigation of burial
monuments in Gabala district is of exceptional impor-
tance for studying the ancient history of Azerbaijan on
a scientific basis. Archaeological excavations carried
out in Sultan Nuxa, Quslar village, Kamaltops, and
Yaloylutopo areas play an important scientific exem-
plary role in the study of the historical and cultural
heritage of the region. During archaeological excava-
tions in Sultan Nuxa village, 7 graves dating to the
2nd-3rd centuries CE were discovered, three of which
recorded double burials. In 4 of these graves, pot-
tery with intentionally perforated bottoms, believed
to be related to certain religious beliefs, was found
(Archaeological Research in Azerbaijan. 2017:255).

In March 2016, during road construction in an area
called Gogoli, 4 km west of Damirgi village, Shamakhi
district, a late antique and early medieval necropolis
covering approximately 1.5 hectares was identified
by the Shamakhi-Agsu archaeological expedition. On
the left side of the road, 6 stone box graves covered
with large flagstones were investigated and studied.
During the investigation, it was determined that these
graves, located at a depth of 0.7-0.9 m, had an oval
shape inside and were built with 5-6 rows of river and
rock stones. The graves were oriented north-south. The
deceased were buried with their heads to the north, feet
to the south, faces to the east, knees tightly bent, hands
placed in front of their faces, three on their left side and
three on their right side. Four of the graves belonged
to men and two to women. From these graves with
rich archaeological inventory, pottery placed in vari-
ous parts of the deceased, iron weapons, bronze orna-
ments, and paste beads were discovered (Archaeolog-
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ical Research in Azerbaijan. 2017:255-259). Between
2015 and 2016, jar and earth graves were discovered
as a result of archaeological excavations in Kamaltopo
and Quslar village. During the investigation of jar bur-
ials dating to the 3rd—4th centuries CE in Kamaltopo,
the fact that the graves had been previously destroyed
and looted was recorded (Archaeological Research in
Azerbaijan, 2017:208-209). In Quslar village, 1 jar
burial and 4 earth graves dating to the ancient period
were discovered. Based on the obtained grave invento-
ries, the graves were determined to date to the 1st cen-
tury BCE and the 2nd century CE. Numerous pottery,
weapons, ornaments, and animal bones were found in
the earth graves, and various pottery and glass beads
were found on and next to the skeleton in the jar burial.

Conclusion. The statistical analysis reveals clear
patterns in the mortuary practices and geography of
the Caucasian Albanian period in Azerbaijan.

First, the data shows a highly diverse typologi-
cal system. Stone box graves and pit graves domi-
nate the landscape. Jar burials appear at § sites, while
trough burials are rare, found at only 1 site. This vari-
ety points to a complex social structure. Burial cus-
toms likely varied by social status and changed over
time. Geographically, pit graves show a dense con-
centration. Out of 292 total documented pit graves,
254 sites sit within just three regions. Lerik leads
with 130 graves at the Piboz necropolis. Agsu follows
with 99 graves at Norgizava, and Ismayilli has 25 at
Cormodil. Chronologically, the data suggests a clear
progression. Pit graves represent the earliest phase, dat-
ing to the 3rd-2nd centuries BCE. Stone box graves
appeared later, spanning the 1st-3rd centuries CE. Jar
burials show the longest continuity, lasting from the
9th century BCE to the 4th century CE. In contrast,
trough burials represent a highly specialized, short-lived
practice from the 4th-3rd centuries BCE (Fig. 2, 3).

Social stratification is evident across multiple mul-
ti-typology sites. Locations like Qalatopa, Cormadil,
Hacthotomli, Quslar, and Kamaltopa contain over-
lapping grave types. The rich inventories—includ-
ing weapons, ornaments, and fine ceramics confirm
wealth accumulation and high-level craftsmanship.
The overlapping timelines indicate that local popula-
tions maintained cultural continuity while adapting to
internal changes or external influences.

Finally, regional variations point to distinct cul-
tural sub-zones. The Shirvan and Lerik regions relied
heavily on pit graves. The Qabala region presents a
highly mixed typology. Meanwhile, southern sites
like Babazanli and Qarqucaq favor stone box and
jar graves. These patterns highlight localized tradi-
tions within the broader Caucasian Albanian cultural
sphere.
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