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ABSTRACT

The kingdom of Urartu is famous in the archaeology of the ancient Near East especially for its artistic
metalwork. Although detailed research has been conducted on most of the many different objects produced by
Urartian craftworkers, others have been less carefully studied. This paper deals with the latter group, to which
belong unusual metal objects discovered in a number of Urartian archaeological sites (Van Fortress, Altintepe,
Ayanis, Toprakkale and Karmir-blur). These mainly cylindrical bronze discs have been interpreted in various
ways. Some feature short royal inscriptions in cuneiform, which unfortunately do not help us to understand
their function, but date the objects to the eighth-seventh century BC. Some past interpretations now appear
outdated. All the specimens currently known have been rigorously examined and possible interpretations on
their functions are given.
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This article concerns the analysis of a distinctive
group of bronze objects discovered in a number of
Urartian archaeological excavations. The kingdom
of Urartu occupied an area corresponding to
modern-day eastern Turkey, Armenia and north-
western Iran between the second half of the
ninth century and the second half of the seventh
century BC.! It was particularly famous for its
toreutic production, which circulated beyond the
boundaries of the kingdom.” The metal objects
examined here have previously been discussed in
an only cursory fashion. These are mostly small
cylindrical bronze discs/cylinders (occasionally
square plates), with flat bases and sometimes
concave upper surfaces. Traces of wear may be
visible on the upper part. The discs were almost
all discovered in association with cult buildings or
arcas; they are plain or inscribed with cuneiform
signs on the curved side; these inscriptions
usually record the name of the king that built the
structure. Currently, nine specimens are known
from the sites of Karmir-blur (but originally
from Erebuni), Van Kalesi, Toprakkale, Ayanis
and Alantepe. This is the first attempt to make
an overall evaluation of these peculiar objects,
with reference to their archacological context
and chronology. In the past, they have usually
been interpreted as bronze foundation discs, but
occasionally in other ways. Here, these objects
have been divided into two main categories with
distinct functions and symbolic meanings. In the
first section all the known specimens, which all
come from archacological sites in Eastern Turkey
and Armenia, are described.

1.Van/Tuspa

The excavation conducted by Taner Tarhan in 1988
above the Van fortress, the capital of the Urartian
kingdom, unearthed the remains of an important
palace complex called «Yeni Saray» (New Palace).
This areais located outside the main citadel, between

' SALVINI 2006, p. 459.

?  Among the many works on Urartian metalwork, see

MERHAV 1991 and SEIDL 2004.
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the western rock-cut moat and the rock-cut tomb
of Argisti I, locally known as «Great Horhor». The
foundations of the complex (12 buildings) were
completely carved from the bedrock, with platforms
located at different levels. Due to its apparent
relation with the tomb of Argisti I, it was suggested
that the complex dated to the reign of this king.
During the excavation of Room 12, three bronze
«votive discs» were discovered iz situ, placed
in recesses ¢. 4-5 cm in depth, carved in the rock
foundation (fig. 1). These had a simple cylindrical
shape; a fourth disc was unfortunately missing. They
were all slightly tapered upwards, with the following

measurements:

1) Upper diameter: 10.7 cm; lower diameter 11.8
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

2) Upper diameter: 11.0 cm; lower diameter 11.8
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

3) Upper diameter: 11.0 cm; lower diameter 12.0
cm; thickness: 2.3 cm.

They were located in the bases of the south and east
walls of Room 12: three of them were regularly lined
up on an east-west alignment along the southern
wall, and the fourth disc was laid at the base of the
castern wall.’> These discs were presumed to date
to the late eighth century BC, given the apparent
relation between the rock-cut tomb of Argisti I,
known as Horhor Cave, and the area of these rock-
cut foundations, called «Yeni Saray».

2. Karmir-blur/ Teisebai URU

This was the second specimen discovered, during
the excavation conducted in 1963 by B.B.
Piotrovskij in the Karmir-blur fortress, which was
built by king Rusa II in the first half of the seventh
century BC.* The bronze cylinder was found in the
southern part of the citadel, and measures 7 cm
in diameter by 3 ¢m in height, with concave sides.
In the upper part, there is a circular depression

> TARHAN, SEVIN 1990, pp. 356-357, 362, figs. 10-11.
* On this object, see also SEIDL 2004, p. 33, E.38.
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FIGURE 1
Van Kalesi/7uspa. Bronze foundation discs discovered in Room 12 of the «New Palace»

(adapted after TARHAN, SEVIN 1990, figs. 10-11)

FIGURE 3
Karmir-blur/ Teisebai URU. Upper view of the

inscribed bronze cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur,
but originally from the fortress of Arin-berd/Erebuni

FIGURE 2
Karmir-blur/ Teisebai URU. Three-quarter view of the

inscribed bronze cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur,
but originally from the fortress of Arin-berd/Erebuni
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)
Monografie, 3
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FIGURE 4

Aluntepe. The foundation disc
recently discovered in the temple
(after KARAOSMANOGLU 2010,
fig. 4)
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FIGURE 5
Ayanis/Rusahinili Eidurukai. Area VI - temple area
(after CILINGIROGLU 2001, fig. 26)
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with a depth of 0.5 cm (figs. 2-3).° On the curved
side a short cuneiform text of king Argisti I

(785/780-756 BC) is present:

1 Phal-di-e EN-SU i-ni i-si-qi ®*NA -e-i

Mar-gi-is-ti-i-Se

2 ™mi-nu-a-hi-ni-$e za-du-ni i-4 Y®Ver-bu-ni-ni

$i-di-i§-ta-t-ni

To Haldi, his lord, Argisti, son of Minua, made
this resonance case (?), when he built the city of
Erbuni.®

This short text has suggests that the object was
originally from the Urartian fortress of Erebuni and
was then transferred to Karmir-blur with a number
of other Urartian inscribed artefacts’” during the
seventh century BC.® The reasons for the transferral
of these materials from one fortress to another are
unknown. Unfortunately, no precise information
is available regarding the context of discovery. It is
known just that the cylinder was identified in the
southern part of the fortress, which is particularly
interesting, because this was the area of the Urartian
temple.” We can hypothesize that this object had
fallen into the storeroom from an upper level and
that its original location in the site of Erebuni was
presumably related to the cultic area (as was the
Ayanis specimen, discussed below).

3. Aluntepe

and
carried by M. Karaosmanoglu in 2003 in the

During excavations conservation work
Aluntepe fortress, another specimen came to light.
Investigation of the temple’s foundations at the top
of the site led to the discovery of a bronze disc, found

after the removal of the corner stone on the right

> ProTrovsky 1966, p. 5.
¢ English translation after CTU IV B 8-21.

7

We can hypothesize that all the objects bearing
inscriptions of kings preceding Rusa II that have been
discovered in Karmir-blur were originally stored in Erebuni.

8 ProTROVSKIJ 1966, p. 5.
’  Dan2010.
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side of the entrance (fig. 4). The disc was inserted
in a carved recess located in the middle of a stone
block; it has a diameter of 7.8 cm and a thickness
of 0.8 cm.'’Although no foundation inscriptions
were discovered at the site, the construction of the
Aluntepe fortress and temple can be reasonably

dated to the half of the eighth century BC.

4. Ayanis/Rusahinili Eidurukai

During the excavations of the temple area (Area
VI) of Ayanis in 1996 (fig. 5), under the direction
of A. Cilingiroglu, two more specimens were
discovered." Ayanis is a fortress built by Rusa II in
the first half of the seventh century. In the temenos
arca of the tower-temple a door was discovered,
1.20 m wide, characterised by the presence of
an alabaster threshold (fig. 6)."* It was thought
that this doorway gave access to a secondary
pillared hall® connected with the main temple
area. However, in 2015, excavations conducted
in the area immediately beyond the door revealed
the presence of a rectangular room measuring
8 x 22 m' and a second, larger doorway 3 m wide,
which connected the room to the temenos of the
temple.”® The mudbrick walls of the room were
plastered and then painted in Egyptian Blue, as
attested throughout the temple area. The part of the
floor that corresponded to the location of the susi
temple was paved with alabaster slabs.’® One of the
most spectacular discoveries was an alabaster altar/
podium positioned against the southern wall.'” The

1 KARAOSMANOGLU ET AL. 2005, p.128, fig.7;
KARAOSMANOGLU 2010, p. 211, fig. 4.

11

and [.2.

2 CILINGIROGLU, DERIN
CILINGIROGLU 2001, p. 38; figs. 5-6.

¥ CILINGIROGLU, ERDEM 2007; BASTURK 2012.
14

On these specimens, see also SEIDL 2004, p. 40, .1

1998, pp. 593-594;

The results of the excavations were not been pub-
lished when the present article was written (2017).

5 Isiker, OzpeMIR 2016, pp.278-279, figs. 11-12;
ISIKLI ET AL. 2017, pp. 588-589, figs. 2-4.

¢ Is it possible that this alabaster floor had not been

completed at the time of the destruction of the fortress.

7" The altar and the finds discovered in the room are

mostly unpublished at the time of writing.
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FIGURE 6
Avyanis/Rusafpinili Eidurukai. The partly excavated doorway in the eastern wall of the temenos
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

FIGURE 7

Avyanis/Rusalinili Eidurukai.

The two inscribed bronze cylinders
discovered on the sides of the doorway
on the eastern wall of the temenos
(photo courtesy of Mirjo Salvini)

5

FIGURE 8
Avyanis/Rusafinili Eidurukai.
Drawings of the two inscribed

bronze cylinders
\/ (after SAGLAMTIMUR ET AL. 2001,

pls. I11. 4950)
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altar was decorated with two chimeras flanking a
Tree of Life." Further examples of this well-known
Mesopotamian decorative pattern are known in
Ayanis itself. Indeed, inside the cella of the susi
temple, another alabaster altar with the same
decorative pattern was discovered.”” The two doors
gave access to this room from the temenos of the
temple. Just in front of the smaller one, there were
two pairs of symmetrically-placed inscribed bronze
discs (figs. 7-8). These were found at a depth of 2-3
cm below the floor.?’ Both were mould-made, with
a concavity about 2 cm deep in the upper surface
that showed clear signs of use. The discs measure,
the first 7.2 cm in diameter and 4.3 cm thick,?! while
the second 7.1 cm in diameter and 3.7/3.8 cm thick,
according to Salvini.** Both had short cuneiform
dedicatory inscriptions of king Rusa II:

Phal-di-e EN-SU ™ru-sa-a-$e ™ar-gis-te-hi-ni-Se

us-tu-ni

To Haldi, his lord, Rusa, son of Argisti, has
dedicated.?

It is clear that the room, characterised by the
presence of an altar, was an important place
connected with unknown religious activi-
ties, presumably part of a bigger sanctuary

(E.BARA).

% IsIKLI, BESIKGI 2017, pp. 64-67.
¥ CILINGIROGLU 2001, pp. 42-44, figs. 17-23.

2 According to the first excavator of the site, A.

Cilingiroglu, the two bronze cylinders were discovered about 20
cm under the paving, which consisted entirely of several layers of
mudbricks (personal communication from Altan Cilingiroglu
to R. Dan 2018). This information is very different from what
was published in the excavation reports (see SAGLAMTIMUR ET
AL. 2001, p. 222, fig. 6). Perhaps, therefore, the interpretation
that these were door sockets should be abandoned; however,
the problem of the presence on them of recesses with possible
signs of wear remains. It is also possible that they were door
sockets, re-used in a second phase as foundation discs. The
general nature of the inscription engraved on them would be
compatible with this explanation. Another possibility is that
these cylinders were covered in a later period in the life of the
Ayanis fortress, when maybe (for unknown reasons) the floor

of the cell of the temple was slightly raised.
' SAGLAMTIMUR ET AL. 2001, p. 222, fig. 6.
2 SALVINI 2012, p. 63.
#  English translation after CTUIV B 12-13A; B 12-13B.
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5. Toprakkale/Rusahinili Qilbanikai

During the excavations conducted by Afif Erzen
in 1960 above the seventh century fortress of
Toprakkale, built by Rusa IT or Rusa III,** a typical
Urartian square tower-temple (susi) was identified,
with the first foundation plaques ever discovered
in an Urartian site. In the rock-cut foundations of
all the four corners of the temple were found stone
recesses measuring 20 x 20 cm by about 3-4 ¢m

deep (fig. 9).
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FIGURE 9

Toprakkale/Rusahinili Qilbanikai. The foundations of
the temple, note that in the four corners there are square
depressions in the rock, for foundation plates

(after ERZEN 1962, fig. 12)

% On the problem of the foundation of Toprakkale, see

SALVINI 2006b.

Monografie, 3



ROBERTO DAN, PRISCILLA VITOLO, CHIARA ZECCHI

In two of these recesses was found, still i situ, a
square bronze plaque (fig. 10). On one of these
there were two small very thin plates of gold and
silver; the gold plate was rhombus-shaped and
the silver one rectangular. After the removal
of the metal plates, the excavators saw that the
depressions had been coated with a cement-like
material. After the bronze plates were laid in
these stone recesses, the lowest corner stones of
the temple were laid on top of them.” These are
the only specimens discussed in this text that are
not circular in shape, and this may be due to a
later change in the tradition. The building in Van
and the temple of Altintepe are older than the
seventh century temple of Toprakkale.

F1GURE 10

Toprakkale/Rusapinili Qilbanikai. The bronze
foundation plate, with small gold and silver plates
(after ERZEN 1962, fig. 11)

» ERZEN 1962, pp.398-399, fig. 11; ERZEN ET AL.
1962, p. 33; TARHAN, SEVIN 1990, p. 357.
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6. Past proposals and new
interpretations

Not many scholars have shown interest in these
objects over the years. Piotrovskij suggested that
the cylinder discovered in Karmir-blur was used to
support an object, probably a little statue. According
to the scholar, such round bases were typical
of Assyrian sculpture, with which the Urartian
specimens were stylistically connected.* The
excavators of Ayanis defined the bronze cylinders
discovered there as a bronze «foundation discs»
or «dedicatory discs», without any kind of further
explanation.” Much more recently, Mirjo Salvini
has proposed a new interpretation for these bronze
discs, in particular the Erebuni specimen discovered
in Karmir-blur, as parts of musical instruments.”®
The discovery of the Ayanis specimens — in all
likelihood similar to the others — iz situ, buried in
the ground, leads us to exclude this possibility. The
two cylinders from Ayanis had a short dedicatory
inscription, presumably related to the building of
the temple area (or the room just beyond the gate),
which could be interpreted as a shortened version
of the dedicatory inscriptions widely attested
from old-Assyrian to Neo-Assyrian periods, but
usually carved on stone sockets.”” The translation
of the text on the Erebuni specimen (discovered in
Karmir-blur), and the absence of an archaeological
context for it, are problematic. However, given their
similarity to the specimens from Ayanis, they could
again be interpreted as door sockets. In any case, the
key for the interpretations of these inscribed metal
cylinders is clearly the Ayanis specimens, the only
ones discovered in situ — although there is some
uncertainty about the finds’ vertical position with
respect to the floor level: they were either slightly

% PIOTROVSKIJ 1966, p.5; WARTKE 1993, p.70,
figs. 23a-b.

¥ CILINGIROGLU 2001, p. 38; SAGLAMTIMUR ET AL.
2001, p.222; CILINGIROGLU 2005, p.31; SALvint 2001,
p-275.

¥ This interpretation is connected to a new reading given

by N. Haroutyunyan of the word which was incised on the disc
(SALVINI 2012, p. 39): GISN A5-¢-i, instead of “§a-c-i.

¥ See, for example, the Shalmaneser III inscription
on stone sockets from Anu-Adad temple in Affur (RIMA 3:

A.0.102.28).
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(2-3 cm) or perhaps further (20 cm) below it. In any
case, their symmetrical positions on either side of
the door, and the presence of circular depressions in
them with apparent traces of wear, lead us to suggest
that the original function of these objects was as
hinge-sockets, for double doors. The only evidence
not obviously compatible with this attribution is
the distance of these cylinders from the doorway,
which is 70-80 ¢cm,* but this could be connected
to a specific peculiarity of this passage, which
presumably was not designed to be the normal mode
of access to the room — or indeed with the possibility
that they were originally door-sockets, later re-used
as foundation discs. Indeed, this door gave access
to a large room connected directly with the temple
area, which could have had a symbolic or religious
function and meaning, as hypothesized before the
discovery of this room by the first excavator of the
site.’’ Recently the religious importance of this
room has been confirmed by the discovery of a large
alabaster altar, very similar to that present inside the
cella of the temple.** This circumstance confirms
the room’s importance and justifies the presence
of the two doors that connected it with the temple
temenos, one presumably designed for normal use
(the bigger one) and the other for some ceremonial
purpose (the smaller one). The smaller gate could
have had a significance that we are not yet able to
interpret. In this regard an apothropaic function for
these objects cannot be excluded. Metal door hinges
have been discovered a few metres away from these
cylinders,?® a circumstance that seems to reinforce
this hypothesis. Another possible interpretation,
given the depressions on the two cylinders, is that
they could have held the lower end of standards.
The flagpoles could have been kept upright by hooks
set higher up on the mudbrick walls. In any case,
these inscribed cylinders were used in connection
with cultic structures, presumably part of bigger
sanctuaries (E.BARA). Indeed, as demonstrated by
Salvini, on the basis of the attestation in Urartian

% CILINGIROGLU 2005, p. 31.
' CILINGIROGLU 2001, p. 38.
CILINGIROGLU 2001, pp. 43-44, figs. 19-23.

¥ SAGLAMTIMUR ET AL. 2001, pp.223-224, figs.
IV.57-58.
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documents of this quite rare sumerogram,**

E.BARA cannot be identified directly with a susi
(tower) temple. Indeed, it must be identified with
the whole complex in which the temple is located,
including the zezenos and the adjacent rooms.” The
presence of a sanctuary in the fortress of Ayanis is
confirmed by the foundation inscription (CTU A
12-9) discovered in correspondence to the main
gate of the fortress:

Thanks to the greatness of Haldi Rusa, Argisti’s son,
built this fortress to perfection in front of Mount
Eidurn. Rusa (4-6) says: it was rock, nothing was built
here. I have constructed perfectly an E.BARA sanctuary
and a fortress (...).%

It may also be hypothesized that the inscribed
cylinders from Erebuni were originally inserted in
front of the door of one of the adjacent rooms that
originally surrounded the susi temple of Tubsa, and
together with the latter were part of a sanctuary.
Unfortunately, due to the post-Urartian addition
attested in the site and in the area of the temple (and
due to Soviet-era rebuilding of the site, which has
irremediably altered its appearance) it is impossible
to suggest an original location for these cylinders.?”
Starting from the data discussed above, we can
subdivide these discs into two distinct groups on the
basis of their different use and meaning:

% The term E.BARA is attested in inscriptions of Iipuini

and Minua (CTU A 3-11), Sarduri I (CTU A 9-17), Rusa [
(CTU A 10-3, A 10-5) and, most commonly, during the reign
of Rusa II (CTU A 12-1, A 12-2, A 12-3, A 12-4, A 12-7, A
12:9).

¥ SALVINI 2007, pp. 41-47.

3¢ English translation by the authors, after SALVINT 2008,

p-581,CTU A 12-9, 1. 1-3.

¥ To the side of the susi temple there is a group of

five rooms that all open onto the courtyard in front of the
temple. In the reconstruction by K. Oganesyan, ecach room
communicates with the zemenos and with the adjoining room.
However, excavation plans and the published drawings would
seem to indicate that neither the partition walls nor the western
portion of the outer wall were discovered during excavations.
The reconstruction of the entire western portion of the fortress
was also arbitrary, since it effectively disappeared with the
collapse of the hillside, as well as the corridor shown on that
side in many published plans of the site (LosEva, CHODZAS
1964, fig.3; DEMSKAYA 1968, fig. 1; PIoTROVSKI) 1967,
fig. 64; ISRAELYAN 1971, fig. 4, pl. I).
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1) The simple uninscribed metal discs (square
plates in the case of the Toprakkale specimens),
are clearly connected with some foundation ritual
pertaining to the construction of important
buildings, like susi temples (Toprakkale and
Aluntepe) or other religious buildings (Van). This
interpretation is strengthened by the fact that all
the specimens discussed here were discovered 77
situ, under masonry structures.
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2) The inscribed metal cylinders had a com-
pletely different function. Taking into account the
places of discovery of the two Ayanis specimens,
which were discovered 77 situ, in correspondence to
the sides of a door which led to an important cul-
tic place, and considering their shapes, with central
depressions, they could reasonably be interpreted as
possible door sockets or standard supports. Further
investigations on Urartian archacological sites may
reinforce this hypothesis of a connection between
these objects and Urartian sanctuaries.
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