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abstract: Jewellery manufacture by the Kura-araxes and Bedeni cultures of the late chalcolithic–
early Bronze age (mid 4th/3rd millennium Bc) in the southern caucasus is defined through 
several analogies as well as differences. Kura-araxes jewellery is rather modest in production, usually 
made of copper or arsenical copper alloy. it is found in burials of an egalitarian-based society. The 
transition to the Bedeni phase is characterized by major innovations, illustrating marked cultural 
discontinuity: jewellery is frequently made of precious metals and occurs in wealthy burials that 
can be associated with apparent leaders of the community. Jewellery assemblages are rich and the 
working of some pieces so remarkable that they are veritable works of art. at the same time new 
techniques, probably acquired from the south (mesopotamia and anatolia), were introduced. This 
analysis will provide a different insight into this transitional phase, concentrating on the parallels 
and differences in shape, technology, use and selection of materials and artisan skills for the manu-
facture of jewellery. consequently, some of the main social and economic settings of the Kura-
araxes and Bedeni cultures will be examined and compared.
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new cultural and social trends in the 
southern caucasus from the end of the 
chalcolithic and through the early Bronze 
age coincided with the transition from the 
Kura-araxes culture (about mid 4th/mid 
3rd millennium Bc) to the Bedeni culture 

(mid 3rd/end of 3rd millennium Bc).1 

The commonly accepted date for the 
changeover is the mid-3rd millennium Bc 
(about 2600 Bc), following a tentative 
period of coexistence between the two 
groups [Fig. 1]. fieldwork and research 

1 for an overview of the chronology of the Kura-araxes and the early Kurgan phases of which the Bedeni culture is the 
final stage, see edens 1995: 54–60; Kushnareva 1997: 43–54, 81–84; marro, hauptmann (eds) 2000: passim; sagona 
2004: 478–479; lyonnet 2007: 13; palumbi 2008: 327.
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Fig. 1. Cultural periodization of the regions considered in the text 
        (After Lyonnet 2007: 13; Palumbi 2008: 327)
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in recent years2 have focused on the two 
cultural phenomena separately, though 
seldom considering the transitional phase. 
The major economic, political, cultural 
and social trends and innovations, which 
marked the historical changeover, have yet 
to be studied in detail.  
 The present paper examines the issue 
through jewellery, which is one of the 
most significant and relevant classes of 
artifacts, not only because of its formal 
characteristics but also because of its 
intrinsic relevance. research in the past 
has concentrated on the materials used, 
applying an aesthetic approach to the 

study of artisanship mainly because 
of the rarity of the finds. By grouping 
these finds, the present study aims 
first to describe and classify jewellery 
morphology, and then to define the 
processes involved in the development 
of manufacturing techniques. it will seek 
to analyze the combination of traditional 
and innovative features with outside influ-
ence and will examine other important 
issues, such as ownership and display of 
jewellery within a community, indirectly 
highlighting economic substructures and 
comparing the political and social settings 
of these phases.

the KUra-araXes phase
The emergence and development of the 
Kura-araxes culture in the southern 
caucasus is dated to about the mid-4th 
millennium Bc, following major econo-
mic and social transformations attested in 
the region since the end of the neolithic 
and beginning of the chalcolithic (sagona 
1984; Kushnareva 1997: 43; palumbi 
2009).3 soon after the initial development 
of this cultural group, many of its features 
spread beyond its cradle, which was 
originally believed to lie between the 
Kura and araxes rivers (Kuftin 1941: 

114) [Fig. 2].4 sites of the Kura-araxes 
group and other culturally related sites 
from the early 3rd millennium Bc  
were discovered throughout transcaucasia 
(georgia, armenia and azerbaijan), 
anatolia, the iranian azerbaijan and as far 
as the southern levant in the region of tel 
Bet yerah (greenberg 2007: 257–261).5 
This was one of the earliest and largest 
cultural phenomena attested in the ancient 
near east. expansion of the culture peaked 
during its apogee in the late chalcolithic 
and first half of the early Bronze age 

2 interesting analyses of this transitional phase have been published by edens (1995) and more recently by sagona (2004). 
on the rescue excavations conducted during the construction of the Baku–tbilisi–ceyhan pipeline, see gamkrelidze, 
vickers (eds) 2010; on the research carried out at the kurgans of okherakhevi and the preliminary report on the 
excavations at the settlement of Khashuri natsargora (georgia), see rova, puturidze, makharadze 2011; puturidze, 
rova (eds) 2012.

3 The recent discovery of red and Black Burnished Ware at the site of ovçular tepesi in nakhchivan (azerbaijan), 
associated with a late chalcolithic horizon, raises new issues concerning the emergence of the Kura-araxes culture 
(marro, Bakhshaliyev, ashurov 2011: 66–69).

4 for recent discussion of the roots of the Kura-araxes culture, see Kiguradze, sagona 2003: 38–94; palumbi 2008: 12.
5 a counterpart of the Kura-araxes culture in the southern levant was the more commonly known Khirbet Kerak 

culture, called so after the site of tel Bet yerah (Khirbet Kerak), located on the southwestern shore of sea of galilee, 
where W.f. albright first distinguished this pottery group (amiran 1952: 90). The anatolian and transcaucasian affili-
ation of this culture throughout north syria was clear from the start (amiran 1952; 1965).
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6 rather than the result of one or two single elements, the expansion of the Kura-araxes culture should be considered as 
a convergence of different but related elements. in this phase, new economic factors associated with a complete change in 
lifestyle (e.g., development of new interregional routes, trade in raw materials, and search for new pastures) could explain 
this phenomenon in part, this being related to other deeply-rooted features as well (palumbi 2009: 129 and cited literature).

(phases ii and iii, see sagona 1984: 97–
103; Kushnareva 1997: 44–54; palumbi 
2008: 12–16), dated to the end of the 
4th–beginning of the 3rd millennium Bc. 
  Kura-araxes archaeological sites, 
classified as settlements and cemeteries, 
were discovered in different geographic 
locations, including plains, river valleys 
and highland pastures (palumbi 2007: 21), 
demonstrating the skills of Kura-araxes 
communities in adapting and modifying 

their lifestyle and customs to different 
ecological niches. settlements in this 
phase grew more rapidly compared to the 
earlier neolithic and chalcolithic periods, 
possibly due to demographic pressure or 
new migration waves (Kushnareva 1997: 
43; palumbi 2009: 129). But there are 
several other related features (the so-called 
‘push-and-pull’ factors),6 which should be 
considered in any interpretation of this 
issue. 

Fig. 2.   Map of the southern Caucasus with approximate location of sites mentioned in the text 
          (Adapted from Lyonnet 2000: 313, Fig. 1) 
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the KUra-araXes JeWellery collection

Kura-araxes jewellery is usually discovered 
in burial contexts, rarely in settlements, and 
it is an integral part of grave assemblages. 
Burial assemblages are mostly made up 
of medium to large sets of standardised 
pottery vessels, everyday tools, and sporadic 
metal objects, such as weapons (palumbi 
2007: 21). similarities in grave good 
inventories have been detected throughout 
the transcaucasian region, mainly between 
the southern caucasus and anatolia.
  a classification and grouping of Kura-
araxes (and later also of Bedeni) jewellery 
into morphological classes can help in the 
systematisation of inventories. typolo-
gical analysis permits the identification of 
related features, such as technology and 
raw materials employed in the production 
of jewellery, as well as an evaluation of its 
use as a social status symbol. in this analysis, 
finds will be considered only in a broad 
geographical perspective, attesting the 
presence or absence of each class in the 
macro-regions (transcaucasia, anatolia, 
northern and western caucasus, eastern 
mediterranean, mesopotamia, levant, etc., 
see gambashidze et alii 2001; 2010; miron, 

orthmann [eds] 1995 and archaeological 
site reports).
  representing a typical Kura-araxes 
jewellery inventory are pins manufactured 
in different ways and thus divided into 
several types and subtypes (double-spiral-
headed, t-shaped, and loop-headed pins), 
spiral-shaped ornaments (rings, hair-rings, 
and spiral bracelets), pendants, beads and 
diadems. These classes will be now assessed 
in detail, considering the formal features 
and areas/periods of manufacture and 
distribution of the finds.

class a: pins
a.1  double-spiral-headed pins 
This pin type is one of the most 
emblematic and traditional groups of 
pins manufactured during the Kura-
araxes period. double-spiral-headed 
pins (alternatively called double-voluted) 
can be divided into several subtypes on 
the basis of their morphology, as already 
outlined by gambashidze (gambashidze 
et alii 2010: 188, pl. 16). generally they 
are characterised by flattened, triangular 
or rounded heads with volutes starting 

7 for a general overview, see lordkipanidze 1991: 43–54; edens 1995: 54; Kushnareva 1997: 74–78; gambashidze et alii 
2001: 95–101; palumbi 2007; 2009.

8 for a complete and comprehensive analysis of Kura-araxes pottery manufacture, see the pioneering work of a. sagona 
(1984) and the study by g. palumbi (2008). 

  several emblematic traits of the Kura-
araxes culture are readily identified in 
settlement architecture and cemetery 
structure, but primarily in the material 
culture.7 pottery is the most representative 
class of finds, present throughout the Kura-
araxes expansion area. monochrome and 

red-Black Burnished ware are commonly 
attested at all Kura-araxes sites.8 shared 
features were detected also in everyday 
tools, metal objects and jewellery. Jewellery 
manufacture is rather modest in this phase, 
but an analysis of this assemblage can 
contribute significant data. 
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from the upper or lower angles and very 
thin, straight shafts [Fig. 3]. Thin metal 
wires were rolled in a variable number of 
coils to create the two symmetrical volutes. 
Subtype a.1.1 (gambashidze group i-a) 
is characterised by a rounded head with 
low volutes, subtype a.1.2 (gambashidze 
group i-b) has a triangular head with high 
volutes, and subtype a.1.3 (gambashidze 
group i-c) has a v-shaped head and high 
volutes, made of one to four coils. The 
four-spiral-headed pins (subtype a.1.4) 
are a variant of the type with two sets of 
double-spirals of subtype a.1.3, one above 
the other, forming the head. pins of this 
kind were found, for example, at the site of 

arslantepe in eastern turkey (frangipane  
et alii 2001: 117, fig. 19:19–20).
 double-spiral-headed pins are attested 
in the southern caucasus mainly from late 
4th to 3rd millennium Bc (Kura-araxes 
ii and iii phases; gambashidze et alii 
2010: 182, 188), but similar pins were also 
found in contemporary contexts in the 
Upper euphrates region, in central and 
eastern anatolia (palumbi 2008: 128–129, 
fig. 4.19) and in iran (gambashidze et alii 
2001: 256, fig. 45). These pins appear to 
have been very common throughout the 
near east, where they were manufactured 
for centuries (huot 1969; sagona 1981), 
and in later contexts in the northern 
caucasus, dated to the 3rd millennium Bc 
(palumbi 2008: 129).

a.2  t-shaped pins 
pins representing gambashidze group iii 
have a t-shaped head with thickened  
edges and a pierced or partly rolled shaft in 
the upper segment [Fig. 4] (gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 257, fig. 48; 2010: 190, pl. 18). 
Subtype a.2.1 is the most common, with 
two rounded edges, and the shaft rolled in 
the upper part, subtype a.2.2 has a pierced 
shaft rolled in the upper part and subtype 
a.2.3 has a pierced shaft, which is not 
rolled. 
 The typical rounded finials, placed 
at the end of the head, could have been 
manufactured in different ways: as full 
circles or sometimes as spoke wheels 
(miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 58, 
fig. 34). The head of one unusual piece 
found at sachkhere (subtype a.2.4) is 
made up of two contiguous spoke wheels, 
which are rotated at right angles compared 
to the ones of other t-shaped pins [Fig. 4, 
far right] (d’acchille 2011: 70). The head 
of the t-shaped pins resembles the wheels 

Fig. 3.   Kura-Araxes double-spiral-headed pins: 
subtypes A.1.1, Quaitmazi (After Gam-
bashidze et alii 2010: Pl. 14, No. 222); 
A.1.2, Khashuri Natsargora (After 
Puturidze, Rova [eds] 2012: 145, Fig. 7, 
No. 3); A.1.3, Samshvilde (Gambashidze 
et alii 2010: Pl. 4, No. 65)

A.1.1

A.1.2 A.1.3

0 5 cm
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Fig.4.  T-shaped pins: subtypes A.2.1, Sachkhere-Tsartsis Gora (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 536, 
Pl. 26, No. 437); A.2.2, Koreti-Pasieti (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 530, Pl. 20, No. 321); 
A.2.3, Sachkhere-Tsartsis Gora (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 536, Pl. 26, No. 436); A.2.4 
(spoke-wheel-headed), Sachkhere (After D’Acchille 2011: 70)

A.2.1

A.2.2

A.2.3

A.2.4

0 5 cm

of double-wheeled wagons, the first 
occurrences of which date to this phase 
and can thus be associated with this first 
evidence (mirtskhulava 2011: 42). 
 t-shaped pins were manufactured 
from the end of the Kura-araxes culture  
(phase iii), initially only at the site of 
sachkhere in imereti (georgia). contrary 
to double-spiral-headed pins, this type 
has been attested mainly at the sites of 
sachkhere and nacherqezevi in imereti 
and in Kvatskhelebi level B in shida 
Kartli (Kushnareva 1997: 60, fig. 22). no 
similar specimens are known from outside 

the southern caucasus and they can be 
considered as an original, local production 
(miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 223, 
fig. 49). 

a.3  loop-headed pins (Schleifennadeln)
loop-headed pins, also known as 
“schleifennadeln”, are pins made of two 
metal wires, one rolled around the upper 
part of the other (gambashidze groups 
iv–vii; gambashidze et alii 2010: 191, 
pl. 19) [Fig. 5]. The head of these pins, 
formed of rolled wire, usually ends in  
a loop and there is a biconical element 
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in the upper part of the thin shaft, which 
is usually long and sharp, although some 
examples have a flattened end (e.g., from 
sachkhere, miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 
223, fig. 48).
 loop-headed pins were manufactured 
for the first time during the final stages 
of the Kura-araxes culture (phase iii). 
They were attested first at sachkhere and 
in nearby areas of imereti and later also at 
sites located along the caspian sea (e.g., 
velikent in dagestan; Bertram 2002: 826) 
and in Upper mesopotamia.9 

class B: spiral-shaped 
ornaments

B.1  Rings 
rings (subtype B.1) manufactured during 
the Kura-araxes phase were thick, ductile 
metal bands with rounded cross-sections. 
They measured approximately 1.4 cm 
to 2 cm in diameter, and were usually 
shaped as one coil with pointed ends 
[Fig. 6, extreme left]. They were mostly 
made of arsenical copper and seldom of 
lead (exclusive find from amiranis gora, 
gambashidze et alii 2001: 249, fig. 27). 
rings are often found in Kura-araxes 
inventories mainly from the southern 
caucasus, and they can be considered 
as an emblematic jewellery class of the 
period, since no clear occurrence of them 
is attested in later contexts (gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 248, figs 23–24; 255, fig. 42).  

B.2  Spirals or hair-rings
very similar in shape, metal spirals 
(subtype B.2) differed from rings only 
in the number of coils. They had two to 
a maximum of four coils with rounded 
cross-sections, sometimes with a slightly 
flattened inner side, and sharp ends 
[Fig. 6, center left]. The function of these 
objects is still unclear: they could have been 
used as ear- or finger-rings or, as Woolley 
already suggested in the previous century, 
as hair ornaments (see pittman 1998: 108). 
at Ur these spirals were found on the skulls 
and the upper shoulders.
 spirals from the Kura-araxes phase 
were made usually of arsenical copper 
and only exceptionally of silver and gold, 
e.g., ornaments interpreted as hair–rings 
from arslantepe (frangipane et alii 2001: 

Fig. 5.  Loop-headed pin (type A.3), Sachkhere 
(Bertram 2002: 816, Fig. 1, No. 9)

A.3 0 5 cm

9 a loop-headed pin from tell ta’yinat in the plain of antioch may have been imported from the caucasus (miron, 
orthmann [eds] 1995: 223, fig. 48).
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10 similar spiral bracelets were also found in the northern caucasus in later contexts, dated to about the 5th–4th centuries 
Bc; a gold exemplar with multiple coils was found in a kurgan from the 4th century Bc at maikop (leskov 2008: 63, 
no. 80).

Fig. 6.  Spiral jewellery: subtype B.1, rings – top, arsenical-copper, Khashuri Natsargora and bottom, 
lead, Amiranis Gora (after Gambashidze et alii 2001: 255 and 248, Nos 42 and 23 respec-
tively); subtype B.2, spirals or hair-rings – three from Arslantepe (after Frangipane et alii 2001: 
117, Fig. 19, Nos 14, 17, 22) and one from Aradetis Orgora (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 
211, Pls 25, 168); subtype B.3.1, bracelets – Khashuri Natsargora (Puturidze, Rova [eds] 
2012: 143, Fig. 5, No. 7) and Arslantepe (after Frangipane et alii 2001: 117, Fig. 19, No. 11)

0 5 cm

B.1

B.2

B.3.1

108–109). This jewellery type has been 
widely attested from the end of the 4th 
and the beginning of the 3rd millen-
nium Bc (Kura-araxes phases ii and iii) 
in the southern caucasus, anatolia and 
mesopotamia. The extensive diffusion of 
this class of jewellery makes identifying its 
origin difficult at best and compromises 
efforts to specify a date for individual items. 
moreover, hair-rings were found during 
the middle Bronze age in the caucasus 
region, in the eastern mediterranean 
and throughout the ancient near east 
(gambashidze et alii 2001: 265, fig. 74). 

B.3  Bracelets
spiral bracelets — gambashidze group i 
— may also be included in this jewellery 
group (gambashidze et alii 2010: 206, 
pl. 23). This type (subtype B.3.1) is made 

of thin metal sheet and measures 4–7 cm in 
diameter. The metal is turned into one and 
a half to four flattened coils, usually with 
triangular cross-section (gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 254 fig. 40, 256 fig. 44) 
[Fig. 6, right]. considering its occurrence, 
spiral bracelets can be more accurately 
attributed to Kura-araxes phases ii 
and iii (gambashidze et alii 2010: 207, 
nos 417, 584, 646, 762, 773).10 This type 
of jewellery is considered a typical Kura-
araxes production, since it does not occur 
in the area in later times.  

class c: pectorals and 
pendants

anchor-shaped pendants (subtype c.1) 
represent another exclusive Kura-araxes 
jewellery type. These ornaments were small 
(about 1.8–3.0 cm) with rounded edges 
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and a pierced hole in the upper part. Their 
shape resembled the anchor types [Fig. 7] 
(gambashidze et alii 2010: 195). anchor-
shaped pendants were manufactured from 

the beginning of the 3rd millennium Bc 
in the southern caucasus (Kura-araxes 
phases ii and iii), but they were not 
attested in subsequent periods in the area 
(gambashidze et alii 2001: 251, fig. 31). 
 double-volute pendants (subtype c.2) 
from Kura-araxes contexts were a stylized 
variant of the anchor-shaped ones, differing 
specifically in their orientation. The heads 
were identical with subtype a.1.1 [see 
Fig. 4, right] and were  also attested in later 
periods (see below, subtype a.4 [Fig. 10]).

class d: Beads
Beads are a very frequent and common 
class of finds in archaeological Kura-araxes 
contexts from the southern caucasus. They 
can be of different shape and size, made 
either of metal or other materials, such as 

Fig. 8.  Beads of different types, Khashuri Natsargora 
          (After Puturidze, Rova [eds] 2012: 145, Fig. 7, Nos 6, 7, 10, 11)

D.1

D.2

D.3

D.4 D.5

0 1 cm

Fig. 7.   Pendants: subtype C.1, anchor-shaped 
– Amiranis Gora (After Gambashidze 
et alii 2010: 524, Fig. 14, No. 213); 
subtype C.2, double-volute – Aradetis 
Orgora (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 
528, Pl. 18, No. 269)

0 2 cm

C.1 C.2
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Fig. 9.   Diadem, Kvatskhelebi 
         (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 224, Pl. 31, No. 116)

2 cm0

11 distinguishing between faience and frit without appropriate technological studies and laboratory analyses can be very 
difficult. for a detailed description of these materials, see moorey 1994: 167.

semiprecious stones, obsidian, bone and 
frit/faience.11 types include barrel- or 
disc-shaped examples (subtypes d.1 and 
d.2), biconical (subtype d.3), cylindrical 
(subtype d.4) and rounded beads 
(subtype d.5) (types after Beck 1928: 
1–76). They were usually found strung 
together as bracelets or necklaces [Fig. 8, 
top] (gambashidze et alii 2001: 250, 255) 
in burials and settlements (from between 
the end of the 4th and the beginning of the 
3rd millennium Bc). Beads continued to 
be manufactured without break through-
out the 3rd millennium Bc and later, 
presenting almost the same features and 
similar materials. 

class e: diadems
diadems made of beaten thin metal 
sheet with semi-circular ends and outer 
surfaces that were either plain or decorated 
were one of the most typical and signifi-
cant Kura-araxes jewellery groups. one 
example was discovered in grave 2 at 
Kvatskhelebi level c (glonti et alii 2008: 
157), two others come from gudabertka 
(gambashidze et alii 2010: 224, pl. 31). 
in a recent paper on the Kura-araxes 
diadems, g. mindiashvili inferred that 
the latter diadems were found not in 
a grave as expected, but below the floor of 

a house in the settlement; in the absence 
of a precise recording of the context of 
these finds, the attribution of the diadems 
remains uncertain (see mindiashvili 
2012: 4–11). another two diadems came 
from arslantepe (frangipane et alii 2001: 
109–111).
 The Kvatskhelebi diadem of beaten 
copper is one of the finest [Fig. 9]. it was 
provided with three rivet holes at the ends, 
probably for interlacing a wire to hold the 
diadem around the head, and three rows 
of cut ornaments, both geometric and 
zoomorphic in style, on the outer surface. 
at arslantepe, diadems were associated 
with burials in graves h-223 and h-224 
and in the latter grave, the ornament was 
still in place around the skull (frangipane 
et alii 2001: 126–128). 
 diadems from burial contexts were 
associated with important members of 
the community. They seem to have been 
the only distinctive class of jewellery 
found in Kura-araxes graves that could be 
considered as denoting social rank. Their 
importance is certainly reflected in the care 
invested in their manufacture, indicating 
their role as status symbols. moreover, 
diadems were the only class of artifacts in 
the Kura-araxes repertoire to be decorated 
with zoomorphic motifs.
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raW materials and 
manUfactUring techniQUes
Kura-araxes jewellery was commonly 
made of metal, primarily copper or  
arsenical copper alloy (see gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 80). The concentration of 
arsenic in these objects varies from 1% to 
10% and in the southern caucasus it was 
probably either found as a natural alloy 
or intentionally added (chernykh et alii 
1991). copper and arsenical copper alloy 
were generally used for the manufacture 
of everyday tools and weapons. excluding 
a few occasional finds and the unique case 
of the arslantepe “royal tomb”, which 
produced some golden hair-rings and 
beads (horizon vi B2, 2900–2800 Bc; 
frangipane et alii 2001: 106–107), there is 
no evidence of a gold or silver manufacturing 
tradition during the Kura-araxes period in 
the southern caucasus. golden objects are 
virtually unknown despite gold mining 
possibly being undertaken in the Kura-
araxes phase, as suggested by the discovery 
(by the deutsches Bergbau-museum of 
Bochum) of a gold mining site from the 
4th millennium Bc in the sakdrisi area in 
southern georgia (stöllner et alii 2010).12 
This suggests either that gold was locally 
mined and exported as a raw material or, 
alternatively, that ready objects were recast 
or were deliberately left out of the graves. 
in the latter case, which is frequently 
assumed, it would reflect a situation in 
which there were no clear social distinctions 
in the burials (except for the diadems 
perhaps). This would constitute tangible 
evidence of a society founded around the 
concept of equality.

 hot or cold forging and casting, which 
are among the oldest known metallurgical 
techniques in the region, were used the 
most often for the manufacture of metal 
jewellery. These techniques were relatively 
quick and easy to apply and offered 
accuracy in finishing items, assuring some 
uniformity of shape — traits characteristic 
of the main morphological groups 
described above. The gradual development 
and use of these artisan techniques rapidly 
changed both the jewellery manufacturing 
process, which became faster and simpler, 
and the jewellery itself, resulting in more 
standardised items.
 The Kura-araxes jewellery collection 
also reveals evidence of the use of semi-
precious stones, such as carnelian and rock 
crystal, as well as obsidian, frit/faience, 
limestone and bone. These materials were 
employed mainly for the manufacture 
of beads, whereas metals were favoured 
(and more suitable) for other classes of 
jewellery. a recent study has revealed 
carnelian primary and secondary deposits 
in the armenian and nagorno-Karabakh 
regions, suggesting the local manufacture 
and circulation of this type of beads 
(Brunet 2009: 61 and 65); obsidian was 
mainly quarried in the chikiani volcano 
district of southern georgia but was only 
occasionally used to make beads (Badalyan 
et alii 2004: 442–443).

JeWellery in 
the KUra–araXes phase

The Kura-araxes cemeteries do not 
generally demonstrate any clear social 
differentiation or stratification that the 

12 another gold mine, possibly exploited already during the Kura-araxes phase, was investigated in 2012 at sotk in the 
gegharkunik province of armenia by a mission from the institute of archaeology and ethnography of the national 
academy of sciences of the republic of armenia and the Universities of halle and tübingen, directed by a. Bobokhyan.
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JeWellery in the early KUrgan phase: 
the case of Bedeni cUltUre

The transition to the subsequent early 
Kurgan phase began in a narrowly 
circumscribed area in the southern 
caucasus around the mid-3rd millen-
nium Bc (about 2600 Bc).13 This phase 
is commonly subdivided into two main 
stages: the martqopi–early trialeti (early 
Kurgan i) and the Bedeni (early Kurgan ii), 
but the still tentative knowledge of the 
former phase practically excludes it from 
the present discussion. 
 in the archaeological record there 
is little evidence of settled areas or 
architecture in settlements of the Bedeni 
phase. Kura-araxes sites were gradually 
abandoned probably towards the mid-
3rd millennium Bc and not reoccupied 

for a long period. The total absence 
in archaeological site stratigraphies of 
evidence of violent events or destruction 
is important to observe. instead, there is 
an evident trend, expressed in reduced 
numbers of buildings, followed by a total 
absence of any trace of occupation, towards 
the end of the Kura-araxes phase.14 The 
main causes of this decline and its exact 
date remain unclear.15 The beginning of 
the early Kurgan phase was mainly linked 
to a local emergence of kinship groups 
ruled by chiefs. These groups rapidly 
acquired and legitimized strong positions 
of power on the base of land appropriation, 
control of raw material sources (and 
trade) and ownership of precious, exotic, 

13 for a general overview of the chronology of the early Kurgan phase, see edens 1995: 56–58; di nocera 2000: 78–79; 
Kavtaradze 2004: 548–549; sagona 2004: 477–479; lyonnet 2007: 13. 

14 Kvatskhelebi and Khizanaant gora, both in the shida Kartli region, are good examples. Both were resettled later (glonti 
et alii 2008: 153).

15 at some sites, e.g., sos höyük in eastern anatolia, Kura-araxes material was attested in the archaeological record until 
the end of the 3rd millennium Bc (around 2100 Bc), and consequently a possible overlap between this phase and that 
of the early Kurgan has been suggested (sagona 2004: 479). The issue remains open. 

quality and frequency of jewellery items 
could support. grave architecture and 
associated grave goods are generally 
standardised and they seem to reflect 
the prominence of horizontal relations 
in Kura-araxes communities. This is 
probably evidence of an egalitarian society, 
which favoured horizontal rather than 
vertical bonds (palumbi 2007: 25). Kura-
araxes society comprised mostly related 
families bonded by marriages, alliances 
or group affiliations. chiefs and leaders 
are almost invisible in burial assemblages. 
only at arslantepe does the rich 
collection of jewellery in the ‘royal tomb’ 

suggest the existence of social differences 
among members of the community that 
settled the site. The new group ruling 
the settlement was expressed through 
innovative burial customs combined 
with local traditions and through the 
introduction of prestigious burial goods 
(frangipane et alii 2001: 105–136). it is still 
unclear whether this change was a legacy 
of an older local elite or evidence for the 
rise of a new political class, but in any case, 
it introduced a new social and political 
organisation that developed gradually 
in the beginning of the early Kurgan 
culture in the southern caucasus. 
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prestige-marking goods. early Kurgan  
communities continued to move through 
already settled places, leaving traces of their 
presence mainly in southeastern georgia 
(Kvemo Kartli, Kakheti, shida Kartli), 
armenia and dagestan. these were mostly 
semi-nomadic transhumant communities, 
used to frequent movement throughout 
the region for trade and in search of 
suitable pastures for their herds.
 This archaeological phase is known 
mostly through the evidence of mortuary 
remains. Bedeni groups buried their leaders 
in large kurgans (hill graves) accompanied 
by many wealthy and remarkable goods. 
Kurgans were built in the highlands, 
as well as lowlands, depending on natural 
features in each case. These were frequently 
grouped, and areas with older kurgans 
were frequently reused over time. Kurgan 
features slightly changed over time: barrows 
were generally made of soil and stones, 
usually round or oval in shape, and mainly 
with underground grave chambers. graves 
were placed in simple shafts or in pits 
lined with stones or wood and sometimes 
wooden houses were placed in the shafts 
(carminati 2011: 251–253). The most 
significant example of Bedeni kurgans was 
discovered at the key-site of Bedeni, in 
Kvemo Kartli (gobejishvili 1980: 33–79). 
it consisted of a group of hill graves, one of 
which (no. 5) had a complete funerary log 
house built inside a deep shaft. This grave 
held a very rich set of pottery vessels, metal 
objects, lithics, jewellery and a complete 
four-wheeled wooden wagon, where the 
corpse of the grave’s owner lay. 
 an abundance of burial goods is typical 
of Bedeni graves. among these, jewellery is 

one of the most remarkable and richest class 
of finds. in the Bedeni phase, jewellery was 
made predominantly of precious metals, 
such as gold and silver, seldom bronze or 
arsenical copper as attested mostly in the 
Kura-araxes phase. 
 from a morphological point of view 
it is possible to distinguish several classes 
of objects: pins (double-volute-headed, 
disc-shaped flat-headed, and sphere-shape-
headed), spiral-shaped ornaments (hair-
rings, bracelets), pectorals, pendants, beads, 
and zoomorphic figurines.16

class a: pins
a.4  double-volute-headed pins
only a few examples of double-volute-
headed pins have been found in Bedeni 
contexts (gambashidze et alii 2010: 
188, pl. 16). The attested type had a flat, 
decorated head with double-volutes, cast 
in one piece, and joined to a thin shaft 

Fig. 10.   Double-volute-headed pin: type A.4,  
Bedeni (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 
238, Pl. G-4, No. 60 a–b)

0 2 cm A.4

16 so far jewellery has been associated solely with personal ornaments, but for the following discussion it was deemed 
relevant to include also figurines because of the materials used in their production and the symbolic meaning of these 
objects. even if not worn, such finds enhanced the social role and wealth of the owners in relation to the community.
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(gambashidze group i, d). The pins were 
made of gold and were characterised by very 
fine decoration on the heads (gobejishvili 
1980: pl. XXXiX), for instance, the pin 
found in Bedeni Kurgan 5 [Fig. 10]. The 
head of this pin was decorated with two 
rows of small circles and a fine braided 
motif between them and along the edges. 
The shaft has a sharp tip with two small 
notches (miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 
29, fig. 8) and the other side of the head is 
decorated with a meander-like motif.
 This pin type is typical of Bedeni 
contexts and was first manufactured in 
this phase. similar finds have also been 
recorded in the martqopi/early trialeti 
(Kushnareva 1997: 91) and middle Bronze 
age/trialeti grave inventories in georgia 
(miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 235, 
no. 85). These pins were all manufactured 
in the same way and differed only with 

regard to the decorative patterns appearing 
on the heads. 

a.5  disc-shaped flat-headed pins
pins of this type (gambashidze group ii; 
gambashidze et alii 2010: 189, pl. 17) 
had a flattened, rounded (subtype a.5.1) 
or leaf-shaped (subtype a.5.2) head with 
a thin, straight shaft, usually with a sharp 
end [Fig. 11]. The head of some exemplars, 
such as from modinakhe [Fig. 11, right] 
(gambashidze et alii 2001: 264, fig. 70) 
was pierced and the upper part of the shaft, 
immediately under the head was rolled 
(subtype a.5.3) (gambashidze group ii,a; 
gambashidze et alii 2010: 189, pl. 17). 
These pins were always made of copper and 
were initially cast in one piece and then 
forged.
 disc-shaped flat-headed pins began to 
be produced during the mid-early Bronze 

Fig. 11.   Disc-shaped flat-headed pins: subtypes A.5.1, Bedeni (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 
551, Pl. 41, No. 696); A.5.2, Martqopi (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 552, Pl. 52, 
No. 715); A.5.3 from Modinakhe (After Gambashidze et alii 2010: 556, Pl. 46, No. 776)  

A.5.3A.5.2

0 4 cm 0 2 cm

A.5.1

0 2 cm
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age (Bedeni phase), becoming very 
common in the central caucasus during 
the middle Bronze age (gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 288–289, figs 114–115).

a.6  Sphere-headed pins
another remarkable pin type is represented 
by sphere-headed pins (gambashidze 
group vi; gambashidze et alii 2010: 191, 
pl. 19). This type is characterised by a little 
sphere located at the upper end and a cylin-
drical horizontal element joining the shaft 
to the sphere. The shaft of the example 
found at modinakhe is ribbed both under 
the sphere and under the cylindrical 
feature, while its end is sharp [Fig. 12] 
(gambashidze et alii 2001: 264, fig. 71). 
sphere-headed pins were imported from 
the northern and western caucasus during 
the early Bronze age (gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 264, fig. 71). They were in fact 
seldom found in Bedeni contexts, as they 
were not originally manufactured in the 
area. 

class B: spiral-shaped 
ornaments

B.2  Spirals or hair-rings
spirals or hair-rings were manufactured in 
the same way as in the Kura-araxes phase.
rings with slightly rounded cross-sections 
were rolled in one and a half or more coils 
[Fig. 13]. They resembled Kura-araxes 
rings in shape, but differed from them 
in the material. Kura-araxes hair-rings, 
excluding those from the arslantepe royal 
tomb context, were usually made of copper/
arsenical copper alloy, whereas the Bedeni 
ones were frequently made of silver or gold. 
one of the richest inventories of this phase 
was discovered at modinakhe in imereti, 
where eight hair-rings were found in 

Fig. 14.    Bracelets: subtypes B.3.2, Zhinvali, 
left; B.3.3, Modinakhe (After Gam-
bashidze et alii 2001: 269, No. 78 and 
265, No. 73)

0 5 cm

B.3.2 B.3.3

Fig. 12.   Sphere-headed pin: type A.6, Mo-
dinakhe (After Gambashidze et alii 
2010: 556, Pl. 46, No. 774)

0 5 cmA.6

Fig. 13.    Spiral-shaped ornaments: hair-ring 
(type B.2), Modinakhe (After Gam-
bashidze et alii 2001: 265, No. 74) 

0 2 cm
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a kurgan, of which two were of gold and four 
of silver (lomtadze 1997: 9; gambashidze 
et alii 2001: 265). This class of jewellery was 
abundantly attested in both earlier and later 
contexts in the caucasus region, the eastern 
mediterranean and mesopotamia (miron, 
orthmann [eds] 1995: 265, fig. 74).

B.3  Bracelets
few bracelets have been discovered in 
Bedeni contexts. Unlike those of the Kura-
araxes phase, Bedeni bracelets consisted 
of a single twist only (subtype B.3.2), and 
have a very thin, rounded cross-section 
[Fig. 14, left]. These bracelets were first 
manufactured in the Bedeni period and 
then they were continuously produced 
in the subsequent trialeti culture 
(gambashidze et alii 2001: 269, fig. 78). 
 another bracelet subtype (B.3.3) was 
characterised by a thick metal band with 
rounded cross-section, thickened ends, and 
a spherical element in the middle [Fig. 13, 
right]. similar exemplars have been found 
mainly in eastern georgia, for example, at 
modinakhe, and are very rare in Bedeni 
contexts (gambashidze et alii 2001: 265, 
fig. 73). 

class c: pectorals and 
pendants

only one example of a fine openwork 
gold pectoral has been found in a Bedeni 
context, in Kurgan 2 at ananauri (miron, 
orthmann [eds] 1995: 71, fig. 50) 
[Fig. 15]. it is double-voluted, with 
a horizontal, triple-spool pierced feature. 
it was decorated with a braided motif 
running along the outer edges and 
encircling a geometric pattern, in which 
triangles, spirals and curved lines can be 
distinguished. This motif is reminiscent 
of the Bedeni double-volute pin described 

above (subtype a.4) (miron, orthmann 
[eds] 1995: 29, fig. 8) and of the Kura-
araxes double-volute pendants (subtype 
c.2). no exact parallels have been attested 
in other areas of transcaucasia and only 
one other similar pendant (but upturned) 
was discovered in the royal cemetery 
of Ur (aruz, Wallenfels [eds] 2003: 244).
 Three double-spiral twisted pendants 
were also part of the ananauri necklace 
(subtype c.2) (abramishvili 2010: 168, 
fig. 1; pitskhelauri 2006: 34, fig. 5) 

Fig. 15.    Pectoral pendant, subtype C.2, and 
shown on a necklace, which includes 
three double-spiral twisted pendants, 
subtype C.2, Ananauri Kurgan 2 
(Drawing after Pitskhelauri 2006: 34, 
Pl. 5a; photo after Abramishvili 2010: 
168, Fig. 1, No. 1)

0 5 cm
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[Fig. 15 top]. such pendants were found in 
northern mesopotamia and anatolia in the 
3rd millennium Bc (tonussi 2007: 175–
180), and similarities have been observed 
with a quadruple-spiral pendant found in 
the royal cemetery of Ur (abramishvili 
2010: 169).

class d: Beads 
Beads are well-attested in Bedeni contexts 
and like those from Kura-araxes sites, they 
represent a variety of shapes and sizes: 
rounded (subtype d.5), cylindrical (d.4), 
oval (d.6), triangular (d.7), biconical 
(d.3), double- or triple-spool (d.8 and 
d.9) and rhomboid (d.10) [Fig. 16]. 
Usually, they are grouped into bracelets 
or necklaces, for example, the ananauri 
necklace, which was composed of several 
biconical, cylindrical and four double-
spool beads (pitskhelauri 2006: 34, pl. 5) 
[see Fig. 15]. spool-beads were typical of 
martqopi–early trialeti contexts (such 
as Kurgan 4; miron, orthmann [eds] 
1995: 75, fig. 55) and could have been 
reproduced in the Bedeni phase. Bedeni 
beads were usually made of precious 
metals, but semi-precious stone beads (of 
carnelian, obsidian etc.) have also been 
attested. singling out an exclusively Bedeni 

repertoire of beads is difficult due to a long 
manufacturing tradition and common use; 
beads similar to the ones produced in the 
early Bronze age continued throughout 
the middle Bronze (see Kushnareva 1997: 
94–95, figs 35–36).

class f:17 Zoomorphic 
figUrines

Zoomorphic figurines were attested for 
the first time in the southern caucasus 
during the Bedeni phase. a golden stylized 
lion figurine was discovered in tsnori 
Kurgan 2 [Fig. 17] (dedabrishvili 1979: 
41, pl. lXvii). The object measures 5.2 cm 

Fig. 17.    Zoomorphic figurine from Tsnori Kur-
gan 2 and view of the hollow paws 
from underneath (Drawing and photo 
after Gambashidze et alii 2010: 237, 
Pl. G-3, No. 32)

17 There were no artifacts corresponding to class e diadems of the Kura-araxes culture in this phase.

Fig. 16.    Beads: subtypes D.5, D.6 and D.7 
from Martqopi Kurgan 3 (Japaridze 
1998: 42, Fig. 25, Nos 65–667)

0 2 cm

D.5 D.6 D.7
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from head to tail, is 2.8 cm high and weighs 
33 g (chernykh 1992: 102–103; miron, 
orthmann [eds] 1995: 235). its head and 
mane were schematically represented and 
the muzzle was formed of rows of small 
circles separated by lines in relief, two of 
which encircled a big knob representing 
the animal’s eye. The paws were short and 
fat, the legs notched and the tail long and 
curved; the figurine was cast in one piece, 
using the lost-wax casting technique, and 
its decoration imitated granulation. The 
function of this figurine is still debated, 
but it was probably used either as part of 
a standard or placed on a stand (miron, 
orthmann [eds] 1995: 235). The lion paws 
are in fact pierced, possibly for narrow 
rods to be inserted [Fig. 17, bottom]. 
a wooden deer figurine, covered with gold 
and placed on a decorated stand, found at 
trialeti, demonstrated some similarities 
with the tsnori lion (miron, orthmann 
[eds] 1995: 30), hence the suggested same 
function for the tsnori item. Zoomorphic 
figurines were later attested in the southern 
caucasus during the late Bronze–early 
iron age, when they were usually made of 
bronze to be used as part of standards (see 
miron, orthmann [eds] 1995: 246, 256).

raW materials and 
manUfactUring techniQUes 
Bedeni jewellery was made mainly of 
precious metals and gold was more 
frequently attested than silver. gold 
was probably mined in the sakdrisi area 
and silver was extracted from lead ores, 
directly from the caucasus or imported 
from anatolia (see gambashidze et alii 
2001: 80). other jewellery were made 
of copper and arsenical copper alloy, 
while tin-bronze, imported  already in 
an alloyed state, appeared for the first 

time but on a minor scale (abramishvili 
2010: 169). semi-precious stones, such 
as carnelian, rock crystal, marble and 
alabaster, were also common in the Bedeni 
jewellery repertoire (e.g., tsnori Kurgan 1; 
dedabrishvili 1979: pl. lXv).
 Bedeni artisans partly reproduced 
and replicated shapes and techniques 
that originated and developed in the 
Kura-araxes phase, but other items 
were absolutely original and innovative. 
one should keep in mind the long 
manufacturing tradition of some forms, 
such as hair-rings and beads, reaching well 
beyond the southern caucasus.
 hot and cold forging as well as casting, 
already attested in the Kura-araxes 
phase, were the main manufacturing 
techniques  in the Bedeni period, but new 
technologies were also introduced. The 
tsnori lion is evidence for the use of the 
lost-wax casting technique, which must 
have been considered as highly suitable 
for reproducing the shape and plasticity of 
the figure. moreover, the tsnori lion, the 
pectoral from ananauri and the double-
volute-headed pin from Bedeni show that 
although soldering was still unknown to 
the transcaucasian metalsmiths, they were 
able already to decorate their works with  
applied elements of gold imitating filigree 
and granulation (abramishvili 2010: 169). 

JeWellery in the Bedeni 
phase 

Bedeni jewellery has been discovered only 
in burial contexts, associated with graves of 
community chiefs. The amount of jewellery 
in graves, as well as the materials involved in 
their manufacture, are usually considered 
a distinguishing feature of the richest 
tombs. These features vary extensively 
from site to site and from region to region, 
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data from an analysis of southern 
caucasus late chalcolithic–early Bronze 
age jewellery enable a discussion of some 
of the peculiar features of this transitional 
phase dated to the beginning of the 3rd/
mid-3rd millennium Bc. The focus has 
been mainly on jewellery morphology and 
manufacturing techniques in a diachronic 
perspective with a supra-regional localiza-
tion of production (a more local-oriented 
debate on the geographical distribution of 
these goods has been discussed extensively 
in gambashidze et alii 2010). The objec-
tive was to compare jewellery assemblages 
of two possible subsequent cultural groups 
in an effort to identify elements of conti-
nuity and/or discontinuity. 
 The manufacture of jewellery in 
the Kura-araxes culture was highly 
standardized and conventional. The few 
classes of jewellery that were identified were 
produced with little variability over a long 
period of time. technical skills reflected 
already known technological formulae, 
which did not entail the introduction 
or development of innovative methods. 
materials employed for the manufacture 
of everyday tools and weapons were also 
used for jewellery, meaning that shape 
and not formal appearance or material 
determined function and purpose. The 
presence of jewellery in grave assemblages 
indicates intentional burial as part of the 
grave goods, but finds of jewellery were 
also made in settlements. 

 in the Kura-araxes jewellery assem-
blage pins were the most diverse class of 
finds, possibly because of their common 
use and distribution. Three types with 
a total of eight subtypes were distinguished. 
similarly, spiral-shaped ornaments were 
relatively frequent, functionally grouped 
as rings, hair-rings and bracelets. Beads 
were, as expected, the class with the largest 
number of finds and morphological 
diversity, but the long production span 
and repetition of similar shapes over time 
does not allow to single out any particular 
selection. 
 diadems were a remarkable class of 
jewellery, appearing only in the Kura-
araxes period. The importance of this small 
class of finds is highlighted by an exclusive 
association with burials of preeminent 
members of the community, expressly 
defining social rank. The reciprocal 
association of unique luxury goods and 
people involved a clear social designation, 
which occurred only at the beginning 
of the Kura-araxes phase. however, the 
absence of other distinctive finds in Kura-
araxes graves demonstrates a relation of 
equality between members of each group. 
in the transition from the Kura-araxes to 
the Bedeni phase, some of the elements 
denoting individuals social rank gained in 
importance within the communities.
 Jewellery of the Bedeni phase was 
represented by a few classes as well, but 
was less standardized than the Kura-araxes 

KUra-araXes and Bedeni JeWellery:
parallels and differences

and might vary as well in relation to 
different social groups. Bedeni kurgans in 
shida Kartli, for instance, lacked precious 
jewellery in their burial assemblages 

either because the communities were not 
as wealthy or because local customs did 
not involve burying precious goods in the 
graves (carminati 2011: 61–96). 
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production. There were more unique 
objects, both in shape and manufacturing 
details, the jewellery being characterized by 
a combination of shape and material, as if 
the concurrent choice of a special shape 
and that of a precious or exotic material 
conferred value on an item. This peculiar 
combination may have derived from an 
exceptional taste and artistic sensibility of 
Bedeni artisans, who were true artists: they 
possessed exclusive skills and frequently 
experimented with creative and innovative 
technological solutions. 
 pins were attested in three different 
types, all of which were manufactured for 
the first time. double-volute-headed pins 
vaguely recalled Kura-araxes specimens 
[Fig. 3], with elaborate decoration of the 
heads. The ananauri pectoral which is 
similar to anchor-shaped pendants and 
double-volute-headed pins, as well as 
the gold lion provided a vehicle for the 
introduction of a new technique imitating 
filigree. 
 continuity and discontinuity can both 
be observed in the transition from Kura-
araxes to Bedeni jewellery. continuity 
largely concerns manufacturing techniques, 
which are the same on similar classes of 
objects. The only jewellery groups that 
remain the same are the relatively simple 
beads, hair-rings and slightly modified 
double-volute pins and pendants. loss 
of standardization in jewellery during 
the Bedeni phase further emphasizes the 
selective purpose of some of these artifacts. 
 deposition of high quality jewellery in 
graves in the Bedeni phase reflected a new 
understanding of the social and economic 
position held by certain members of 
the community. These singular artifacts 
can be rightly defined as status symbols, 
visibly denoting the chief ’s social rank. 

They constituted part of the luxury items 
coveted by members of the community to 
indicate their position. 
 The connotation of jewellery also 
descends from the archaeological contexts 
of these finds: kurgans were a visible 
symbolic representation of the power and 
wealth of community leaders. This relation 
did not originate in the southern caucasus, 
but developed in neighbouring regions 
and was introduced in the area possibly 
through the extensive late chalcolithic–
early Bronze age trade network, which 
associated the southern with the northern 
caucasus. likewise, the emergence of 
complex societies in transcaucasia can 
be linked to the relation with the newly 
born urban civilizations of mesopotamia 
through the anatolian plateau. trade in 
unworked raw materials could have been 
regulated and controlled at least in part 
by the Bedeni leaders. These relations were 
not only one-way networks organized by 
advanced mesopotamian communities, 
but might have involved reciprocal 
exchanges. There is no clear evidence of 
this in archaeological assemblages from 
western and central transcaucasian sites, 
but the introduction of new manufacturing 
techniques in the Bedeni phase could 
suggest the circulation of technological 
innovations as part of this system. The 
southern caucasus was not entirely 
dependent on this relation considering the 
strong standing of local traditions in its 
culture. This is attested by the continuous 
production of specific jewellery shapes 
throughout this period.
 The evident strong cultural discontinu-
ity in the southern caucasus between the 
Kura-araxes and the Bedeni phases could 
possibly be observed already in the initial 
early Kurgan phase, also known as the 
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