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THE NECROPOLISES OF AZERBAIJAN 
DURING THE BRONZE AND IRON AGES 

IN THE LENKORAN 
AND THE LERIK AREAS (NABIALLA): 

A NEW FRENCH-AZERBAIJANESE 
ARCHAEOLOGICAL JOINT PROJECT

MICHÈLE CASANOVA,1

CHRISTINE LORRE,2

MATHIAS HAZE3

ABSTRACT

Over the last twenty years, many new discoveries have been made as a result of ar-
chaeological surveys or during the huge public works at Tbilissi-Baku-Ceyhan in the
course of pipeline construction through Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey between 2003-
2005. The construction was accompanied by a five-phase archaeological international
project aiming to reach an understanding of landscape transformation over time.
Within this framework, the NABIALLA Project is a new and original joint French-
Azerbaijanese archaeological project which deals with two special topics: the exca-
vation and study of the necropolises dated to the Bronze and Iron Ages from the
Lenkoran and Lerik areas (Republic of Azerbaijan), and additionally, a re-examination
of archaeological material formerly discovered and stored in public collections, ei-
ther in Azerbaijan or abroad (especially in France). This project should result in the
better understanding of the funerary practices in the region, and, moreover, in the pos-
sible discovery of traces of so far unknown ancient settlements in this region. 

Over the last twenty years, new methods in archaeology have been developed in 
Azerbaijan and many new discoveries have been made by chance or as a result of 
archaeological surveys conducted thanks to huge public organisation and the Tbilissi-
Baku-Ceyhan pipeline construction through Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey between
2003-2005. The construction of the pipelines was accompanied by a five-phase 
archaeological project intended to investigate and mitigate the effects of this 
construction. The project included a continuously operating team of around 80 people

1  Professor of Archaeology of the Near East, University of Lyon 2, France, Member CNRS UMR 5133
Archéorient, Maison de l’Orient et de la Méditerranée, Lyon.

2  Curator of the Comparative Archaeology Department, National Museum of Archaeology, Saint-Germain-
en-Laye, France, Member CNRS UMR 7041 ArScAn, Maison René-Ginouvès, Nanterre. 

3  Ph. D. Student, University of Paris I, Member CNRS UMR 7041 ArScAn, Maison René-Ginouvès, 
Nanterre. 
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that included members of the Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography in Baku, to-
gether with international archaeologists and local workers. This project attempted to
maintain international standards, although the Azeri specialists expressed much more
interest in the collection of material for later desk study, while Western archaeologists
showed a keen interest in acquiring a general understanding of landscape transforma-
tions over time. Many Azerbaijanese teams of specialists and foreign archaeological in-
stitutions have been involved over the years of collaboration in this important work
aimed at recovering the stratification of the past of the whole country, for example, S.
Ashurov at Zayamchay or Ovçular Tepe (Nakhchivan), V. Bakhshaliyev and C. Marro
(Ovçular Tepe, Nakhchivan), B. Lyonnet and N. Guliyev (Mentesh Tepe), B. Helwing
(Kamil Tepe), L. Ristvet (Oğlanqala), and – on the Iranian side of the border – Christian
Konrad Piller (Gohar Tepe, Mazandaran, Iran) and Alireza Hejebri Nobari (Khoda
Afarin, Eastern Azerbaijan, Iran).4

Within this framework, the NABIALLA Project is a new and original joint French-
Azerbaijanese archaeological project which deals with two special topics (Fig.1). On
one hand, it intends to study the necropolises of the Lenkoran and Lerik areas (Republic
of Azerbaijan) during the Bronze and Iron Ages (including fieldwork) and, on the other
hand, it includes the new study and re-examination of archaeological material formerly
discovered and stored in public collections, either in Azerbaijan or abroad (especially
in France), in comparison to the archaeological remains recently uncovered (Fig. 2).

This project is being conducted within the framework of a scientific cooperation
agreement signed in 2011, which includes the CNRS (UMR 7041 ArScAn, Nanterre,
France), the Archaeological and Ethnographical Institute of the Azerbaijanese Acad-
emy of Sciences, the University of Lyon 2, the French Ministry of Culture with its
High Direction for Heritage and the Service of French Museums, and finally the Na-
tional Museum of Archaeology (Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France).

Some new scientific investigations in the Lenkoran area seem currently necessary
in order to re-assess the archaeological discoveries brought back to France by Jacques
de Morgan when he explored ancient cemeteries in Northern Iran and current South-
ern Azerbaijan at the very beginning of the 1890s. The new fieldwork may hopefully
help to recover some more precise contextual data about the objects formerly exca-
vated, when scientific methods and criteria were quite different from those currently
in use. This project also aims to specify the typo-chronological contexts and the oc-
cupation sequence of this territory during the Late Bronze-Early Iron Age Transition
because it seems to have been a key-period for the cultural interactions between the an-
cient Caucasian countries, Iran and Anatolia (Fig. 3). 

34 Michèle Casanova, Christine Lorre, Mathias Haze

4  The Heads of the NABIALLA Project are particularly grateful to Dr Alireza Hejebri Nobari, Professor at
Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran (Iran) who helped us to develop the cooperation between the teams.
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1. THE FIRST SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH DEVELOPED IN THE CAUCASUS

Since Antiquity, Western European people have mused about the fascinating remote
countries of the Caucasus, which inspired many great myths popular in the ancient
Greek world. Up until the 18th century, only a few adventurers, who had been attempt-
ing to reach the far eastern part of the globe, made their way through the Caucasian
area. Journeys of exploration in the Caucasian mountains increased throughout the 19th

century. During this period, the Georgian Military Route was completed in 1863 and
many new ordnance survey maps were produced. At the same time, during the period
when Prehistory was beginning to be recognised as an autonomous science, Russian
scholars developed their cooperation especially with German and French specialists
who, in spite of their traditional classical Antiquity education, began to feel an interest
in Near-Eastern history and archaeology.

Thus, a great amount of rich tombs with what seemed to be spectacular protohis-
torical assemblages were discovered by chance in the village of Koban (North Ossetia),
in the heart of the Great Caucasus range of mountains. A great part of the archaeologi-
cal objects were then examined by G. Filimonov and E. Chantre, and Russian pre- 
and protohistorical archaeology experienced a crucial opportunity for development as
a result of the International Colloquium and the Anthropological Exhibition in 1879 in
Moscow. Furthermore, the French Commission for scientific and literary missions
(French Ministry for Public Education) founded in 1874 fostered expeditions, especially
into the Caucasian mountains, to try to recover evidence on the origin of early metallurgy
(Lorre 2008b).

Jacques de Morgan (1857-1924) was one of the Europeans who established sys-
tematic scientific exploration of the Caucasus and played one of the greatest roles in
the creation of the French National Museum of Archaeology’s collection. As a civil
mining engineer and French professional archaeologist, towards the end of the 19th

and the beginning of the 20th centuries, he made a major contribution to the scientific
knowledge of the Caucasian territories. Educated in natural history as well as in geol-
ogy and prehistoric archaeology since his teenage years, he maintained a keen interest
in the origin of the metal ages in the Caucasus throughout his life. He often paid trib-
ute to his contemporary scholars, such as Gustav Radde, to whom he offered some
artefacts excavated at Marienfeld, Sartatchalo, Cheithan Tagh, Akthala or Mouçi Yeri
(Georgia and Armenia), which were to be sent to the Tiflis Museum (Tbilissi, Georgia)
(Lorre 2008a; Fichet de Clairfontaine 2009; Fig. 4). 

During his research in the Lenkoran area, geopolitical circumstances placed some
pressure on Morgan, so he decided to explore Azerbaijan, which at that time had been
part of the Russian Empire since 1827. Following an imperial decree from the Tsar to
protect the rights of Russian authorities towards archaeological excavations, the French
archaeologist succeeded in bringing some of his discoveries back to France, but he
would never again be able to go back to Azerbaijan. He was only able to check his
previous and preliminary results during his mission in the Iranian Talych (1901), when
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he became the Head of the French Delegation in Persia (the Susa excavations). The ob-
jects discovered in the Lenkoran were presented to the French public in Paris (at the
Guimet Museum for Asiatic Art) toward the end of 1892 and the beginning of 1893,
before being assigned to the National Museum of Archaeology in Saint-Germain-en-
Laye (France) as a result of a mission subsidized by the French State (Lorre 1997;
Chevalier 2009).

Later on, some specialists discussed Morgan’s fieldwork and showed how he had
been wrong when he had thought that no Stone nor Bronze Age civilization had ever
existed in the Caucasus (Morgan 1889; Schaeffer 1948), and that iron had been in use
since the 20th century BC. Nevertheless, some comparisons between the material from
Morgan’s excavations and more recent scientific investigations show us that he had
found assemblages dated to the Middle Bronze period, Late Bronze period and – above
all – to the Iron Age I period (between the 16th and the 12th centuries BC). More re-
cently, other studies seem to confirm Morgan’s intuition about the mutual relationships
and influences between Caucasus, Iran and Anatolia, which had likely lasted far into
the Iron Age (Morgan 1889 and 1896).

2. THE ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE LAST FIFTEEN YEARS

AND THE NABIALLA PROJECT

The National Museum of Archaeology (MAN) keeps a large Caucasian archaeologi-
cal collection (consisting of a wide range of stone implements, ceramics and metallic
weapons, ornaments and figurines) in its Comparative Archaeology Department. This
is partly the outcome of the excavations conducted by the two Morgan brothers. This
collection has been partially published and several past studies go back to a time when
current techniques of observation and analysis were not yet in use. The MAN collec-
tion has recently begun to be checked, sorted and restored. An on-line computerized
registration and photographic record of items, still very partial, exists in the French
national database, Joconde (www.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/fr/pres.htm) (Fig. 5
and 6). 

Several students have already passed their Master 2 diplomas (Ecole du Louvre
and University of Paris 1-Sorbonne) on the re-examination of parts of the ancient MAN
collection, especially from the Lenkoran necropolises of Djönü and Aspa Hiz (Haze
2010 and Manceau 2010). Another PhD thesis about technical working issues and the
prehistoric uses of carnelian in the concerned area is now in progress (Debrabant 2013:
61-69).

Since 1997, different methods of studying the material have been introduced by
the Department of Comparative Archaeology to sort, define, digitize and restore the
artefacts from the ancient Caucasian collection, especially those from Morgan’s expe-
dition to the Lenkoran. In the meantime, further research has been conducted to achieve
a better understanding of Morgan’s personality and scientific activities so that an ex-

36 Michèle Casanova, Christine Lorre, Mathias Haze
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hibition could be held in the MAN (December, 12th 2007-May, 5th 2008) and a special
conference organized (April, 5th 2008), thanks to cooperation with the University of
Paris 1 and the High School for Mining Engineers of Paris.

3. THE NABIALLA PROGRAM: RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES

The first scientists only identified the ancient cemeteries and not the human dwellings
from the Bronze and Iron Ages in the Lenkoran because they often did not know how
to recognize the sometimes very fleeting evidence of such housing. The funerary ma-
terial is however numerous and may help us to define the scope of the economic and
cultural exchanges in the nearest area, and between the Lenkoran region and other,
more distant areas.
Various pieces of war equipment show some cross-cultural influences between Caucasus
and Iran. Bronze ornaments – for example bell-pendants or zoomorphic figurines,
bronze belt-plaques and sometimes pins – have led specialists to think of North-West
Iranian products, as well as zoomorphic pottery (Fig. 7). As Morgan had already noticed,
long distance exchanges seem to have existed between Lenkoran, Iranian Talysh and
even countries further away, since shells from the Persian Gulf have been found in some
graves, as well as an oudjat-object in a tomb at Djönü, and some scarabs that suggest
distant links with Egypt. A detailed study based on newly published material from 
archaeological investigations in the region and a number of survey tours conducted by
Christian Konrad Piller have revealed the sophisticated structure of the archaeological
sites (Piller 2012).

From the chronological point of view, the first attempt to study the archaeological
material formerly excavated shows that the Lenkoran necropolises were in use since
the Middle Bronze Age, before their occupation was extended to a larger scale during
the Late Bronze-Early Iron Age Transition. The rich and valuable funerary material
may be evidence of a flourishing and even powerful civilization.

The Lenkoran Project: French-Azerbaijanese Archaeological Expedition, Azerbaijan
(2012-2015), directed by Michèle Casanova and Abuzar Alakbarov (Fig. 8) 
The fieldwork program was launched in 2012. Last year, a short survey allowed us to
locate a few necropolises, partially excavated or simply visited by Jacques de Morgan:
Hiveri, Monidigah, Çayrud and Kraveladi in the district of Lerik. The site of Kraveladi
has particularly caught our attention. This site is located in the valley of the Lenkarçay
River (at only two hundred and seventy meters asl), twenty-five kilometres from 
Lenkoran city (Fig. 9 and 10). 

This necropolis was partly excavated by Jacques de Morgan, where he recognized
one hundred and sixteen graves. He published eleven graves and left us a relatively pre-
cise map. He listed four types of graves: first of all, the ‘earth tumuli’ type, 3 to 4 me-
ters high and 8 to 10 meters in diameter, then ‘stone heaps’ surrounded by a stone circle
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(the grave buried under this kind of structure is similar to the tumuli), some ‘conical
or hemispherical stone mounds’, and finally the ‘dolmens’ (Morgan 1896: 18-21).
Many funerary structures still remain there today (Fig. 11 and 12). Thus, we will try
to begin soundings and excavations in this large necropolis.

Surveys will also be conducted as much as possible, every year until 2015, along
the valley of the Lankaran River and its tributaries: the Lakerçay, Veriçay, Konja vu
Çay (Lerik District), to try to locate the sites dating from the Late Bronze and Iron
Age, in order to establish an archaeological map of this peculiar territory. The project
will include geomorphological, palaeoenvironmental, archaeobotanical, anthropolog-
ical, palaeoparasitological and archaeozoological studies.

The Jacques de Morgan Project: Study, publication and enhancement of the archaeo-
logical collections, conducted by Christine Lorre, Michèle Casanova and Abuzar 
Alakbarov
The National Museum of Archaeology (Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France) holds a large
archaeological collection as an outcome of French excavations conducted in the Lenko-
ran in 1890 by Morgan. The NABIALLA team will work on the material using new
techniques of observation and analysis, as well as examining the data from recent ex-
cavations in order to restore a typo-chronological context which is as precise as pos-
sible. We will take into account the exploitation and development of ancient and recent
archaeological literature, including ancient archaeological records preserved in France
as well as in the Republic of Azerbaijan. Artefacts discovered in the necropolises, 
including the following locations: Djönu, Aspa-Hiz, Tulu, Hovil, Raaz Goour, Veri,
Mistail, Hamarat, Kraveladi, Djuodji Kach, Mistan, Hiveri (Azerbaijan), will be stud-
ied in comparison with the material discovered during current excavations in Azer-
baijan (Nakhchivan: Kulani, Khaj Bolagh, Minageh Chaour, Sari Darreh, Ghizil
Boroun, Kul Tepe; Geranboy district: Ilanlitepe, Muncujuglutepe), Persian Talysh
(Agha Evlar, Chirchir, Namin, Dokalian, Khodja Daoud Kopri, Qal’a, Tchila Khané,
Vadjalik), Geoy Tepe and Khoda Afarin Ddistrict (Larijan, Tou Ali-ye Sofla, Sangar)
in Iran. Metallographic structural analysis will be conducted by the Centre of Research
and Restoration for the Museums of France (CRRMF) both on the MAN artefacts and
on some pieces newly unearthed and housed in Azerbaijan.

As a result and at the end of the project, an international exhibition about the 
Cultures of the Bronze and the Iron Ages from the Lerik and Lenkoran areas in a wider
regional context will be prepared in cooperation with other French and Azerbaijanese
institutions, such as the National Museum of History (Baku, Azerbaijan), the National
Museum of Natural History (MNHN, Paris), the Museum of the Institute of Archae-
ology and Ethnography of Azerbaijan (ANAS) with the publication of a descriptive 
catalogue, hopefully in French and Azeri.
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CONCLUSION

Finally, this project should lead us to a better understanding of the funerary practices
and perhaps we will be able to discover ancient settlements which so far have remained
undiscovered. The NABIALLA project aims to specify the typo-chronological con-
texts and the occupation sequence of the territory of Lenkoran during the Late Bronze-
Early Iron Age Transition, which is a key-period for the cultural interactions between
the ancient Caucasian countries and the area which consists of the modern Iranian
provinces of Eastern Azerbaijan, Gilan, Mazandaran and Golestan, as well as the ad-
jacent territory of Azerbaijan (Talysh). As C. K. Piller recently wrote, ‘the importance
of the northern east-west connection from Central Asia to the Caucasus and Anatolia
along the Caspian Coast has been recognised as one of the “arterial” roads of the Bronze
and Iron Age trade networks in the Middle East’ (Piller 2012: 119). The NABIALLA
project will attempt to improve our knowledge of the connections between landscape
and archaeological sites and to establish their importance for the ancient communica-
tion network between the Caucasus and the southern Caspian region.
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Fig. 2: Some funerary artefacts excavated by Morgan and housed in the National Museum of Ar-
chaeology, France.
(© Loïc Hamon, MAN, Saint-Germain-en-Laye)

Fig. 1: View of the mountainous surroundings at the junction of the Lenkoran River and the
Lakerçay River, Azerbaijan.
(© M. Casanova, Mission du Lenkoran, the NABIALLA Project)
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Fig. 4: Portrait of Jacques de Morgan.
(© MAN Archives, Saint-Germain-en-Laye)

Fig. 3: Regional Map showing the Southern Part
of the Caspian Sea and the Lerik and Lenkoran
Provinces involved in the NABIALLA Project.
(© M. Sauvage, Mission du Lenkoran, the NABIALLA
Project)
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Fig. 5: Two small zoomorphic figurines in copper alloy from the Djönü necropolis (Azerbaijan). 
(© Loïc Hamon, MAN, Saint-Germain-en-Laye)

Fig. 6: Terra cotta zoomorphic vase from the Djönü necropolis (Azerbaijan).
(© MAN and the NABIALLA Project)
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Fig. 7: Group of small bell-pendants in copper alloy from the Djönü necropolis (Azerbaijan).
(© MAN and the NABIALLA Project)
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Fig. 8: Map of the area investigated by Morgan in 1889-1890.
(According to Morgan 1896)
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Fig. 10: Present N.-W. view from the surroundings of the Kraveladi ancient necropolis (Azerbaijan). 
(© M. Casanova, the NABIALLA Project)
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Fig. 9: Map of the Kaveladi necropolis.
(According to Morgan 1896)
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Fig. 11: Morgan’s typology of ancient funerary monuments in the Lenkoran Area, Azerbaijan.
(According to Morgan 1896)
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Fig. 12: Present condition of funerary monuments of the Kraveladi Necropolis, Terrace near the
Lakerçay River.
(© M. Casanova, the NABIALLA Project)
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