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The Stratigraphy, Building and Construction Principles of Shengavit

One of the most important monuments of Armenia of the Early Bronze period is Shengavit founded on the left bank of the river Hrazdan, now on the right shore of Yerevan Lake, 30 meters above the level of the lake on a flat and irregular oval-surfaced plateau. It occupied a territory about 6 hectares of which nowadays have preserved only 1.5-2 h-s on the north-east. In 1936-1938 Eugenie Bayburtian did some excavations here and discovered an unknown by that time civilization, which he rightly dated by the Early Bronze Age and named the civilization by the name of the place ‘Shengavitian’ (Eugenie Bayburtian, pp. 4-69). He excavated nearly 800 m2 (Eu. Bayburtian pp. 18, 23), but he didn’t mention which part of the site he had excavated. According to some facts and observations we have determined that the excavations had been done on the area between the later built hospital and the museum, the site being unfortunately destructed at present.

Excavations in Shengavit began over again in 1958 and were headed by Sandro Sardarian. The excavations continued with some interruptions until 1983. S. Sardarian excavated the northern side of the central part of the site with its stone-laid constructions, reaching the main ground, and here he opened the secret tunnel leading to the river (S. Sardarian, pp. 171-188). 
After that Shengavit became a kind of experimental field, where the students of Yerevan State University had their practice, some excavations were done by Sardarian’s son G. Sardarian, local people did some digging there trying to find interesting items, thus doing irreparable harm to the monument. 
When we began the excavations the picture was like this. Though on the results of the excavations of 1966, 1977, 1986 and 1988, the constructions unearthed in Shengavit were listed and verified (S. Sardarian, pp. 180-181; State Fund for protection of historical monuments, HN 34/25, HN 34/4, HN/5), the work was done carelessly and lacked some preciseness. In particular, it was not mentioned whether the dwellings at the site belonged to one or several construction horizons, thus making it impossible to draw a real picture what the settlement looked like.


None of the explorers presented the stratigraphy of the site, determined the level of the construction horizons, or mentioned the date of the construction. Neither was determined the fundamental nature of the monument, and though Eugenie Bayburtian was surprisingly precise naming it a city-settlement, he didn’t verify his theory (Eu. Bayburtian, pp.  23-35). Other archaeologists who explored the monument considered it to be a settlement (History of Armenian Architecture, p. 44), a fort-settlement (E. Khanzadian, p. 8, K. Kushnaryeva, p. 57), but never a city-settlement.


In 2000 with the help of the “Shengavit” fund and Shengavit community another step to the excavations of this site was made (headed by H. Simonian). Two excavation sites were established (determined): the first covering 250m2 in the center if the ancient city, about 10m north from the museum, in the cavity (depressions) dug by S. Sardarian, where we found traces of walls built of raw brick and river rock. The second site again 250m2 in size was established by the fence on the north border of the settlement (H. Simonian). 

As a result of the excavations headed by S. Sardarian the first site was, in fact, destroyed, but due to precise and thorough study it was possible to discover the untouched strata and comparing this with the material from the second site we managed to determine the stratigraphy of the monument. One of the best archaeologists of his time Eugenie Bayburtian was basically right in determining and presenting the architecture of the upper horizon of Shengavit, bur the excavations of 2000 corroborated that the stratigraphy and construction of Shengavit is richer and more complicated than it has been presented by now.

Excavations done in different parts of the site confirm that the settlement was founded on river pebble, joined by lake sediment, lime and cement mortar.  The houses of the first layer were founded on the main ground, 285-350 m deep from the land surface. Here two round-planned dwellings (10 and 11) about 550-570 cm in diameter were unearthed. The walls of both buildings were laid in two rows of river stone and of raw brick plastered with clay solution. In dwelling 11 the basement was first laid with pebble and then the walls of 60 cm-thick river-boulders, were erected. The hastily built round buildings make us conclude that they were built for living and were not worship constructions as was formerly thought. Between sites 10 and 11 there were pits dug in the main ground, while the adjoining walls were ruined, which means that the pits were dug after the dwellings had been abandoned. We found three fragments of thick pottery with sediment of melted copper and traces of hot fire on the outer side. These artifacts prove that there was a smelter here, and the stone tools found in the II pit were probably for working copper.
100-120 cm above the main ground level the II construction horizon, which is 200-215 cm lower than the surface of the earth, begins. The buildings of the second stratum are almost on the same level, which means that when the dwellings of the first stratum were abandoned or grew “old” they were destroyed to the ground and on this leveled ground the houses of the second horizon were built. Dwellings 2, 5, 7, 9 belong to this stratum. Raw bricks and boulders were used in construction. It is very possible that pits 1 and 3 belonged to the II stratum and were used for household needs. Thus we can definitely say that in the II horizon there were buildings of different size and meaning; round, rectangular, polyhedral, and were built of raw brick, boulders or split basalt stone joined with clay mortar, some of them having stone basements. 

Above these two strictly determined construction horizons the stratigraphic picture becomes vague and obscure. The III horizon cannot boast of having as dense construction as the first two. Room 3 from the I site, square 2 with rectangular ground plan built of river boulders and situated 150-160 cm deep from the land surface, as well as the clay-laid floor discovered in the second site of square 12 belong to this stratum. 

The next IV horizon corresponds to the stratum with a complex of 12 rectangular and 2 round planned rooms, situated 2.34 m high from the main ground and 1 m deep from the land surface (Eu. Bayburtian, pp. 27-31). Stone-built constructions excavated by S. Sardarian among them the rectangular room with the basement 1-1.2 m deep from the land surface found on the   western border of the I site also belong to this construction stratum (period). Dwelling 3 with the size of 6.5X3 m was built of clay-plastered river stone, partly of raw brick and had 60 cm wide double-row clay-laid walls and 10-15 cm thick clay-covered floor. The remains of an inclined wall of raw brick on the pebble basement of room 9 and the stone-based straight wall leaning to the wall of room 7 from the north belong to the IV stratum. 
In the IV square of the II Site, 100-110 cm deep round-planned room 1 built of river boulders opened to our sight. The stones in the walls were fastened with a mat dipped in the clay mortar. In this way they provided flexibility to the wall, thus achieving tectonic (bending) strength. The rectangular-planned room from square 12 of the II site with double-row walls built of river boulders, the straight five meter long wall from square 6 of the II site built of clay plastered pebbles and the rectangular room of raw bricks put on sides (vertically) belongs to the IV horizon. Similar to the II horizon there is a great variety of constructions and building technology in this stratum; this is peculiar to social discrimination in the society. And it is no mere chance that a lot of marble, onyx and granite maces, symbols of power, have been found in this horizon. 
In the last fifth stratum there are rectangular-planned constructions built of split basalt, one of the square towers of the wall in square 10 of the II site, wheat pits, their brims 50-60 cm deep from the land surface in squares 4 and 12 of the II site.

Thus we can come to a general conclusion that there are 5 construction strata of Early Bronze age in Shengavit. Halafian-type painted clay pottery and fragments of skimmers of Chalcholite period are evidences of the existence of the VI stratum still undiscovered, and it was during this time that Shengavit was founded. The area of the abandoned city served a cemetery during the Middle and Bronze ages to which the Karmirberd pot found by S. Sardarian belonged (S. Sardarian, p. 119, table LXIX) and the pots of Late Bronze age found by G. Sardarian (Museum of the Foundation of Yerevan ‘Erebuni’). This can be considered the last VII stratum of Shengavit.

Concluding the results of the explorations of 2000 we can say that Shengavit was founded in the V millennium BC and lasted till the middle of the III millennium BC. The city area covered 315-350 cm thick cultural layer, five constructive horizons that, according to historical-comparative method, is dated by the XXX-XXV cc BC.  On the city area we can see new houses built in the place of old ones or on the walls of the ruined houses but a bit shifted aside. This is peculiar to both round (Eu. Bayburtian, pp. 18-30; History of Armenian Architecture, p.44), and rectangular planned buildings.
The excavations of 2000 prove that there were several aspects peculiar to the ancient oriental cities (Yu. Andreev, pp 17-19).
1) There outlined principles of city building and construction activities. Most probably around the wheat pits in the site 2 lived the city inhabitants who were occupied in agriculture; however, the great number of soil tilling tools in this site is a strong evidence of this theory. In the I site, where a smelter was unearthed, fragments of 9 pots with copper sediment, a set of stone tools to break and pound the ore, was inhabited by metal workers (coppersmiths) who, according to chemical and isotopic analyses carried by Kh. Meliksetian at Freiberg Institute of Archaeometry, used the ore brought from the mines of Alaverdi-Shamlugh. In the central part of the city Eu. Bayburtian excavated a workshop for making flint tools (Eu. Bayburtian, p 23). These facts tell us that in Shengavit inhabitants of various occupations lived by districts, thus in fact, forming a kind of guilds in the measures of that time.
2) In Shengavit there existed social and economic discrimination. Provided with towers, counterforts and underground tunnels, the defending wall around Shengavit was one of the best defensive systems of the time. It was impossible to organize the defense of the city without active government system, let even a weak one. Another evidence of the existence of the government is the great amount of well-polished maces symbolizing power. Considerable development is traced in the technique of construction. The earthquakes being very often, the builders used pieces of mat dipped in the mortar to put them between the layers of boulders in order to build seismic resistant houses (we see this in rooms 5 and 9). That was a rather expensive and complicated affair, which only the rich could afford. No doubt the house built of split granite, instead of boulders, belonged to a wealthy family, and to be sure it was in this room that horse-shoe-like andirons with bull heads on both ends (a kind of shrine), skillfully made tools and delicate pottery were found. Some houses had 10-15 cm thick mirror-like polished floors made of small granular clay and this denoted the aesthetic inclinations of the wealthy owners. At the same time there existed poor houses and somehow, carelessly built huts in Shengavit, and this miscellany of dwellings prove the social and economic discrimination in the society. 
3) There exists in Shengavit another essential attribute of an early city. The reconstruction of the volume of 7 clay pots for copper is very impressive. The fragments are the upper part of the 2 to 5 liter jugs that can contain 20-40 kilos of melted copper. Taking into consideration the amount of the found fragments we can clearly say that there should approximately be 200-300 kilos of copper. This is a huge amount, which not only more than to cover the needs of the community and is an evidence of close working relations between the miners (Shamlugh-Alaverdi) and the metal workers (Shengavit), but also that the raw material or the product was exported to neighboring countries and elsewhere. The considerable amount of the production is proved by the existence of 4 wheat pits in the northern part of the city. The pits had pear-like barns and cylinder-like entrances, laid of stone and covered by disk-like well-polished tuff lids. They go deep over 4 m and could hold 2-4 tons of wheat, which is a great amount for that time. To confirm my theory I can refer to former known pits with the volume of utmost 300 kilos (K. Kushnaryova, p. 267). The wheat pits were situated near the house with matted mortar of the wealthy citizen. It was here that we found a finely polished onyx mace symbolizing power and the tuff statuette symbolizing love and maternity (H. Simonian, p. 34).
The presented facts prove that Shengavit was a fort-city of ancient times surrounded with satellite-cities (Moukhannat tepee, Khorumbulagh, Tairov, E. Khanzadian, p. 11), where the most skillful and initiative layer of the population (professional workers) and tradesmen lived.
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