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Introduction

From the very remote past we have evidence of the movement of populations and of
exchanges of material, goods or ideas. It is, apparently, one of the specific features
of humankind and a major contribution to its extraordinary diversity and complexity.
Though mountains, and especially the Great Caucasus, have often been considered
as barriers and/or shelters for local groups with their own languages, numerous
passes have also been used to cross them over.

In this article we will present several evidences of cultural contacts between the
Caucasus area, the ancient Near East and the northern steppes starting from the
Neolithic period, in the 6" millennium, until the Early Bronze Age, around the
middle of the 3 millennium. As we will see, these intercomnections may have been
due, in some cases, to migrations, either of small groups of merchants or of larger
population movements, but, until more research on a DNA is done, this cannot be
confirmed.

Our evidences rely mainly on material culture, mostly on pottery, one of the most
ubiquitous materials found in the course of archaeological excavations. Pottery, or
what it contained, can easily been exchanged and its decoration can be copied, but it
is usually considered as a cultural marker. However, as we all know, pots rarely equal
people. Similarly, languages cannot be reduced to an ethnos or to genes.
Furthermore, even in the case of large migrations or dramatic climatic changes, the
local population/culture never totally disappears as shown by the numerous
evidences of its remains in the succeeding period(s), resulting in some kind of
hybridization. Interpretations on the meaning of these cultural “transfers” are,
therefore, difficult and very sensitive to handle: they can only be presented as
hypothetical. This is particularly important to underline and to remembering the case
of the Caucasus, an area that is considered by some as the homeland of the Indo-
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Europeans (Gamkrelidze et Ivanov 1984) and of the Hurrians known through
Mesopotamian texts.

The Neolithic Period

Compared with Northern Mesopotamia and Eastern Anatolia, the first evidences of
Neolithic communities in southern Caucasus date to a rather late period, not before
the beginning of the 6" millennium, and present already a full-blown culture with a
mudbrick, circular architecture, pottery, and already domesticated cereals and fauna.
This is the “Shomu-Shulaveri culture”, named after the two first type-sites that have
been excavated, ShomuTepe in western Azerbaijan and Shulaveris-Gora in Eastern
Georgia. Two sites of this culture recently excavated, Aknashen in the Araxes valley
(Armenia) (Badalyan et Harutyunyan 2014) and Hac1 Elamxanl Tepe in the Middle
Kura valley (Azerbaijan) (Nishiaki et al. 2013) give,for the earliest levels,
radiocarbon dates around 6000 BC and painted pottery shards that are made of not
local clay and painted in a similar style as those of northern Mesopotamia (“Samarra”
style). Research on the communities who lived previously in this area has led, up to
now, to the discovery of several caves or shelters with hunters-gatherers who do not
present direct relations with what follows (Amirkhanov 1987, Petrosyan et al. 2014).

Several indications tend to show that the 8.2ka year climatic event (i.e. around 6200
BC) led to severe transformations in the Near Eastand that this might be at the
origins, a few centuries later, of the foundation of this Shomu-Shulaveri culture that
extends between the Araxes and the Middle Kura valley (Lyonnet et al. 2016).The
wealth of the local flora and fauna, or of the different raw materials present in the
Lesser Caucasus, has also often been advanced to explain the relations between these
different areas. Active research is being done on these different themes to prove or
refute these proposals. We are also working on the ancient DNA?! from skeletons
coming from a collective grave dating to ca. 5700 BC discovered at Mentesh Tepe
in the Kura Valley (Azerbaijan) in order to track the origins of this population.

Besides the circular mudbrick architecture, also known in the Halaf culture of
northern Mesopotamia (though, it is, there, usually associated with a rectangular
one), other evidences point at relations with this Mesopotamian area in the course of
the Shomu-Shulaveri culture development, like the presence of similar grooved
stones (Arimura 2010), of applied decoration frequent in early Neolithic cultures, or
of Halaf pottery shards along the Araxes river at Aratashen in Armenia(Palumbi

1 Research made by C. Bon, Museum National d’Histoire Naturelle / CNRS, Paris.
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2007)and at Kiil’Tepe in Nakhchivan (Abibullaev 1982).Clearly, relations were
maintained for several centuries between all these areas.

Nevertheless, despite these intrusions and/or the continuity of exchanges, the
Shomu-Shulaveri culture developed its own character, with a specific rich bone and
lithic industry. Italso established links with other cultures farther east towards the
Iranian borderlands (Lyonnet 2017b).

For yet unknown reasons, traces of sedentary life disappear after ca. 5300 BC and
were probably replaced by a semi-mobile life.

The Chalcolithic Period

The rare evidences of human life we have for the next thousand years consist mainly
in pits and post-holes with a light architecture and little material. Only one site, at
Sioni in eastern Georgia, in the piedmont of the Lesser Caucasus, presents a round
stone architecture. This data let suppose a possible semi-mobile way of life.
However, many of these discoveries come from a period when the practice of
radiocarbon dates was not used, and we lack firm data on which to rely. The few
known recent dates place them from 4800 to ca. 4000 BC. The pottery shows some
continuity with that of the Shomu-Shulaveri culture, together with the introduction
of new shapes (Lyonnet 2017a, in press). This material culture has been named
“Sioni”, on the basis of the first site that was excavated. No sign of exterior
relationship is visible at that time, except, probably at the end of the period, relations
with the northern side of the Great Caucasus, with similar pottery found at Zamok
(Korenevskij 1998).

Recent discoveries, however, have shown that, during the last third of the 5%
millennium (from about 4350 BC to 4100 BC), at the time when some of these Sioni
sites are attested, a few settlements, like Mentesh Tepe, present a totally different
layout, with a very well built rectangular mudbrick architecture previously unknown
in this area but recalling that of tripartite buildings in Mesopotamia (Lyonnet et al.
2012). The abundant pottery production found at this site also presents features, both
in shape and decoration, known in northern Mesopotamia, though it is not totally
identical. The “Sioni” pottery is present there but represents only the cooking ware
(Lyonnet 2012). The site testifies of important local metallurgical activities based on
copper sources that lie not far from it, in the Lesser Caucasus (Courcier et al. 2016),
but we have not been able yet to identify precisely why and by who such a settlement
was established.
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A few centuries later, during the first half of the 4" millennium, other settlements
attest of an even more visible northern Mesopotamian influence, like Leilatepe in
Azerbaijan (Narimanov 1987) or Berikldeebi in Georgia (see fig. 1). This is again
evident in the architecture and in the pottery, which is, now, totally identical to that
known at sites in northern Syria or Iraq (Akhundov 2007, Makharadze 2007). There
too, metallurgy seems to have played an important role. But a few contemporary
sites, like Boyuk Kesik, show a more local/traditional architecture with oval shapes
(Museibli 2007), perhaps pointing at the cohabitation of different populations over
the same territory.

At the same time, in the same southern Caucasus area, kurgans (tombs under a stone
tumulus) make their first apparition. Such funerary customs had started to appear a
little earlier in the steppes north of the Caucasus and are usually linked with mobile
groups (Rassamakin 1999). At Soyuq Bulag, close to Boyuk Kesik in western
Azerbaijan, in a rather rich tomb of this kind, beads of gold, silver-copper alloy,
lapis-lazuli, carnelian and paste have been discovered together with a copper dagger
and a stone scepter with an equid head (Lyonnet et al. 2008). The pottery found in
these kurgans also clearly relates to that from the Leilatepe culture. From the several
kurgans that have been excavated, it seems that no full skeletons have been retrieved
and that a possible ritual of exposure was already in use at that time (Lyonnet 2009).
Similar kurgans are known at SéGirdan, south of Lake Urmia in Iran (Muscarella
2003), and in Georgia, not far from Berikldeebi (Makharadze 2007).

It is also at that time that the Maikop culture, essentially known through its kurgans,
develops north of the Great Caucasus. Very few settlements are known of this
culture, and for long, it has been wrongly dated to a much later time (Andreeva 1977,
Lyonnet 2000).Nevertheless, relations with the Leilatepe culture and northern
Mesopotamia are obvious and it is now dated also to the first half of the 4"
millennium, both on the basis of radiocarbon dates and of comparisons in the
material culture (Trifonov 1996; Lyonnet 2000, 2007).Maikop kurgans are also
famous for their incredible wealth in gold, silver and exotic beads.

To sum up, for about 800 centuries during the Late Chalcolithic period, starting
around 4300 and until 3500 BC, intense relations involved northern Mesopotamia
with the Caucasus area and spread even over its northern side. Though some claim
that this was due to migrations (Akhundov 2007), it might have only concerned small
groups of merchants dealing with the local population who was, at least for a part of
it, mobile, and could have access to materials from far away, as attested by the
presence of lapis-lazuli coming from NE Afghanistan. The raw or finished materials
that were looked for by these foreign southerners are unknown, even if metal
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probably played a major role. But wool or wood might also have been already
searched for at that time.

The Early Bronze Age

A long break in the external relations of southern Caucasus follows this period. It
corresponds to the time of the “Uruk expansion” from southern Mesopotamia, during
the second half of the 4" millennium. This economically-based expansion mainly
followed the road of the Euphrates up to Arslantepe in Eastern Turkey and resulted
in the foundation of several colonies or of a strong influence on other sites (Algaze
1993). In southern Caucasus, for one or two centuries after the break with the
previous external relations, no change is visible in the material culture at the few
sites that have been excavated and date to this period. This is the case at Godedzor,
in Armenia, up to around 3350 BC (Palumbiand Chataigner 2014).

However, from about 3300 BC, a new culture appears in the hills and mountains of
the southern Caucasus area, mainly characterized by a new brownish and/or black
polished pottery and, later, by specific andirons and hearths. This culture is hamed
Kura-Araxes since it is mainly distributed between the two rivers. Up until now, its
origins remain obscure (Sagona 2014). It is, however, clear that the Uruk
phenomenon is responsible for its venue, even though no direct contacts between
them is visible.

Since the previous population did not disappear, it is quite right that some features
of the local cultures are still present, but most of the others are new. The population
lived, at first, in rather light wattle and daub and round structures following the local
traditions, while various types of burials are attested, either collective under kurgans,
or individual in pit graves of different shapes. Later, the houses became rectangular
with round corners, but most had the same plan over a large territory. This population
settled at different altitudes and practiced both cattle-breeding and agriculture. The
economical emphasis was on the household or on small scale production without
evidence of exchange with the exterior and of hierarchy among the people.
Metallurgy seems to have continued to play an important role, as shown by the recent
excavations made at the gold mine of Sakdrisi and Dzedzvebi (Gambashidze and
Stollner 2016). Slowly, starting with the beginning of the 3™ millennium,
regionalization appears in the decoration of the pottery, the architecture or the
burials.

During the first half of the 3™ millennium, from around 2900 BC onwards, part of
this population moved in two directions, towards the Zagros (Rothman 2011) and
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the Levant (Greenberg et al. 2014), where it has been identified at several sites. This
movement is even traceable up to Turkmenia in the Kopet Dagh (period Namazga
IV). The reasons behind this migration — here clearly involving groups of people —
are again puzzling and different hypotheses have been advanced (pastoralism,
metallurgy, trade, search for new land, etc.) but no proof supports any of them up to
now.

Around the middle of the 3™ millennium, a new small group of people appears in the
southern Caucasus, mainly along the Kura Valley in Georgia and Azerbaijan. They
clearly lived together with the local population and borrowed from them at least their
pottery. Their first remains are those of rich and large kurgans with wooden
chambers, most of which contain four wheels wooden wagons (Makharadzeet al.
2016, Pecqueur et al. 2017). Only very few settlements are known that can be related
to them, and they date to a later phase. Though most of these kurgans have been
grabbed in antiquity, they almost all contain exotic and luxury items coming from a
very wide area (from amber beads of the Baltic sea, conus shells of warmer seas, to
indented beads well known in central Asia) and can be attributed to groups of
northern (steppe) traders rather than to those of warriors as previously thought. Many
features relate them to the fabulous graves of the ‘Royal Cemetery of Ur’ (Lyonnet
2016). These people and the changes they bring will slowly put an end to the Kura-
Araxes culture.

Conclusion

The Caucasus area has long been considered as an isolated area and it has also long
been forgotten by many scholars due to the political situation of previous USSR. The
short presentation given here shows, on the contrary, that it was a crossroad of many
different intercultural relations during a long period in the protohistoric times.

Its wealth in raw materials and its opening on the wide Eurasian steppe to the north
has certainly created the basis for most of these relations. Exchange and trade in
different materials can be proposed for many of the visible connections, but this also
led to cultural “transfers” both inwards and outwards and contributed to an intense
development.

There are still many obscure points in the proto-history of the Caucasus area. A major
problem is the total absence of writing, and our ignorance of the languages that were
spoken at that time. A lot of research is now being investigated for these early periods
in the environment, the paleo-fauna and flora, metallurgy, a DNA, etc. and we hope
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that the results will help understanding better both the local and the exterior
components of the successive cultures that developed there.
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