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Abstract

The Urartian (Biainian) tomb of Yerevan is situated in the capital city of the
Republic of Armenia, within the area now occupied by “Yerevan Mall”.
Discovered in 1984 during construction activities, it has since been the subject of
detailed archaeological investigation. Although several comprehensive studies
have been devoted to the monument, none have addressed the engraved symbols
found on one of the fagade stones near the entrance and on two tuff fragments
uncovered in close proximity to the facade.

Architecturally, the Yerevan tomb shows close affinities with Urartian funerary
monuments from Altintepe and with a recently discovered structure of similar type
in the village of Gokgayir near Alashkert (modern Tirkiye). It is noteworthy that
one of the Altintepe tombs contained a metal funerary urn inscribed with a Luwian
hieroglyphic text.

Our study identifies at least twelve engraved signs on the fagade stone and
fragments from the Yerevan tomb, two of which are likely repeated. This repetition
suggests the possibility of an underlying writing system. The signs are primarily
composed of vertical and horizontal lines, dots, and > and < shapes, the latter
closely resembling characters used in Achaemenid cuneiform.

Of particular interest is the fact that the signs on the second line of one of the
tuff fragments are virtually identical to the Armenian letters & (¢) and ¢ (g) used
in medieval syunaketagir cryptography. Certain forms also parallel the recently
discovered script signs from the Bashplemi Lake area near Dmanisi in Georgia.

It cannot be excluded that the Yerevan inscriptions were carved contempora-
neously with the construction of the tomb, as suggested by their placement on the
main fagade. However, other possibilities remain: Achaemenid cuneiform elements
may have been syncretized with local sign traditions. In this respect, the trilingual
(Old Persian, Elamite and Babylonian) inscription of King Xerxes carved on a rock
at Van indicates that the Armenian elite were familiar with Achaemenid cuneiform.

* Submitted as of 16. XI. 2025, reviewed on 24. XI. 2025, approved for publication
on 17. XI. 2025.
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Alternatively, the signs could date to the medieval period. The resemblance to
the Armenian letters ¢ and g may relate to the abbreviation of the word ¢gnavor
(“hermit”), possibly with the upper line containing the hermit’s name. The area
functioned as a necropolis and may have preserved its sacred significance into
the medieval era.

Nevertheless, we are more inclined toward the hypothesis that these inscriptions
represent a writing system of Urartian or post-Urartian origin, possibly associated
with the Etiuni confederation or with the 6,600 captives resettled from the lands of
Hate and Tsupani (Tsopk, Sophene) by King Argishti I during the foundation of
Erebuni. It is plausible that the origins of Armenian syunaketagir cryptography may
be traced to this very system of signs from the Urartian tomb of Yerevan.

Introduction

The Urartian (Bianian) tomb of Yerevan is located in the capital city of the
Republic of Armenia, Yerevan, on Arshakunyats Avenue, within the area currently
occupied by “Yerevan Mall’’ (Tablel, Figs.1-2). During the forty-seventh session
of the UNESCO World Heritage Committee, convened in Paris, the monument —
together with the archaeological sites of Erebuni and Karmir Blur — was officially
approved for inclusion in the UNESCO World Heritage Tentative List. This
decision was taken within the framework of the nomination submitted by the
Republic of Armenia, entitled “Urartian Heritage of Yerevan”.

The Urartian Tomb of Yerevan was discovered in 1984 during construction
activities. Excavations were conducted by the Institute of Archaeology and
Ethnography of the Academy of Sciences of the Armenian SSR in collaboration with
the archaeological team of the “Erebuni” Museum. This subterranean rectangular
tomb, dated to the 8th century BC, measures 3.46 x 1.97 x 2.15 meters and is oriented
north — south. The floor is paved with carefully hewn slabs of black, red, and dark
brown tuff, beneath which the burial caches were arranged' (Table 1, Fig. 2).

The tomb contains five niches: three integrated into the western wall, one in the
southern wall, and one larger niche in the eastern wall whose upper part is formed
from a single tuff beam supporting part of the roof slabs. The walls consist of five
rows of well-cut tuff blocks, and the chamber is covered with five massive slabs.
The entrance — 1.29 m high, 0.75 m wide, and 0.54 m deep — was sealed externally
with a large rectangular-shaped stone® (Table 2, Fig. 1).

The Biainian (Urartian) tomb of Yerevan occupies a unique position in the study
of Urartian funerary architecture, as it represents the only known monumental,
stone-built Urartian tomb in the Caucasus. In comparative terms, it may be
examined alongside the tombs at Altintepe and at Gokc¢ayir village near Alashkert
(modern Tiirkiye)®. (Table 2, Figs. 2), the Yerevan example provides valuable
evidence concerning the burial customs and ideological conceptions of the Urartian

! For a detailed discussion of the Urartian (Biainian) tomb of Yerevan, see:
Ecasn,buaros, Amasaksan, Kanensan. 1991;Biscione. 1994; b uw jw 1,

2Ecasn, buaros AmMasksan Kanmemsan 1991, 5-6.

3Kuvang. 2017, Levha. LXXXVIIIb.
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elite. The assemblage — ceremonial belts, weapons, jewelry, and symbolic artifacts
— offers important insight into Urartian craftsmanship and funerary beliefs.

Previous Research and the Unexamined Inscriptions

The tomb’s architecture, construction techniques, and artifacts have been
studied in detail by the excavators. However, the carved signs found on the
tomb’s facade and on two tuff fragments discovered nearby have received no
comprehensive examination.

Only Armenian scholar Artak Movsisyan has published a sketch of one of the
inscribed tuff fragments from the site*. In one of our recent scholarly works, we
examined the problem of the as yet unidentified inscriptions discovered in the
Urartian tomb of Yerevan .

The presence of these enigmatic signs invites comparison with similar
phenomena in other Urartian contexts — for instance, a funeral urn from Altintepe
bearing a Luwian hieroglyphic inscription®. Both cases involve signs that are not
in Urartian cuneiform, possibly indicating that such tombs were used by high-
ranking individuals of different ethnic or social backgrounds within the Urartian
state.

Description of the Signs

Three separate fragments preserve the inscriptions.

1. The first inscription is located on the tomb fagade, on the upper part of the
third stone to the left of the entrance. The beginning and end are damaged, but a
straight line is visible at the start and possibly a dot at the end (Table 3, Figs. 1, 2, 3).

2. The second and third inscriptions appear on tuff fragments discovered in
front of the tomb facade’. These are now stored in the “Erebuni” Historical and
Archaeological Museum-Reserve. One of the fragments bears particularly clear
engravings (Table 4, Figs. 1, 2).

3. The third fragment shows damaged, “>" and “<”— shaped marks — some
leaning left, others right — with three vertical strokes in the center (Table 5, Figs.
1,2,3).

Interpretative Hypotheses

Pre-Urartian and Urartian Context

It is well established that multiple writing systems existed in the region during
the pre-Urartian, Urartian, and post-Urartian periods. Excavations near the tomb
revealed Early and Middle Bronze Age burials and numerous Early Iron Age
ceramic fragments, suggesting the tomb was constructed within an older

*Movsisyan. 2006, 86, fig. 41.

SBagansn. 2025, 67.

®Payne. 2005, 340.

7 Personal communication from Prof. A. Piliposyan, who participated in the
excavations of the tomb and its surrounding area.
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necropolis®. The reuse of earlier stones cannot be entirely ruled out, although it
seems unlikely that builders would select a facade block already marked with
older signs.

Connection with the Etiuni Confederation

The signs may have been engraved during the tomb’s construction by
individuals belonging to the Etiuni tribal confederation or the land of Waza
(modern territory of Ararat Plain), a constituent part of it. Supporting this
hypothesis, a basalt tablet bearing sixty signs in an unknown script was
discovered in 2021 near Bashplemi Lake (Dmanisi Municipality, Georgia) (Table
6, Fig.1). Of the sixty signs, thirty-nine are distinct, and the artifact dates to the
Late Bronze—Early Iron Age’.

Several signs on the Bashplemi tablet correspond closely to those found on
the Yerevan fragments. For example, if signs nos. 39 and 40 on the Bashplemi
tablet are regarded as a single symbol, it closely resembles one of the marks in
the second line of the Yerevan tomb fragment; sign no. 36, consisting of three
vertical strokes, parallels one of the marks on the third Yerevan tomb fragment
(Table 6, Fig. 2).

According to the annals of the Urartian King Argishti I, when Erebuni was
founded in ca. 782 BC, 6,600 captives from Hate and Tsupani lands were resettled
there!'®. The main temple of Erebuni was dedicated to Iubsha!l, a previously
unknown deity who also appears later in the inscriptions of Teishebaini!?
alongside a god represented by logogram typical for god Marduk'3. These data
indicate that the Urartian elite in the Ararat Plain integrated foreign cults, possibly
those of the Etiuni or of relocated populations from Hate and Tsupani.

Possible Post-Urartian and Achaemenid Influences

The “>” and “<” — shaped signs of the Yerevan inscriptions resemble features
of Achaemenid cuneiform, suggesting they may have originated in the post-
Urartian period through the synthesis of local traditions with Achaemenid
influences. Two of the signs show particular resemblance to the cuneiform
characters # and m™®. At a hypothetical level, it is plausible to identify certain
similarities between one of the signs and the Old Persian cuneiform sign £ (Table
6, Fig. 2)!4.

This possibility is further supported by the trilingual inscription (in Old
Persian, Babylonian, and Elamite) commissioned by King Xerxes and carved in

8FEcasn, budaros, AmMaskan Kanensn 1991, 5.
°Shengeliaetal. 2024.

Salvini. 2008, A 8-1 Vo322,

Salvini. 2008, A 8-21 AeB.

2Salvini.2008, A 12-2 I8.

B3Salvini. 2008, A 12-2 VIII.

4Schmitt. 2008, 78.
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Tushpa (Van), the capital of the former Urartian kingdom, which later became
one of the principal centers of the Armenian Kingdom and the Armenian
Satrapy'®. This inscription demonstrates that Old Persian cuneiform was known
within the territory of the Armenian Satrapy. Likewise, incised signs on a frag-
ment of the pithos from the Urartian site Toprakkale (Table 7, Fig. 2), interpreted
by F. Lehmann-Haupt as possibly related to Median, as it seems to resemble a
mixture between Assyrian and Old Persian cuneiform scripts'®. In this context it
is possible to find some similarities between some of signs from Yerevan tomb
and Urartian tablet discovered from Toprakkale (Table 7, Fig. 1)'.

A Possible Medieval Context

An alternative hypothesis proposes that the signs were created during the medie-
val period. The area functioned as a necropolis and retained a sacred status over time.
One of the inscribed fragments, characterized by a projecting edge typical of
architectural fagades, might have belonged to a later structure near the tomb.

Certain signs — particularly those in the second line of the second tuff fragment —
resemble the Armenian letters & (¢) and ¢ (g) used in medieval Armenian syunake-
tagir'® and arabatvanshan'® (Table 6, Fig. 2). These could represent an abbreviated
form of the word cgnavor (‘“hermit”), with the first line perhaps containing the her-
mit’s name. The area’s sacral nature would have made it a favorable site for hermitic
life.

The Armenian philologist S. Hovakimyan published a cryptogram found in the
catalogue of Armenian manuscripts of the Nicomedia Library. The final sign of this
cryptogram (>>) bears a resemblance to Sign No. 8 identified by us from the Yerevan
tomb (Table 7, Fig. 3). The remaining portion of the Nicomedia Armenian crypto-
gram consists of Armenian letters and dots?.

It is equally possible that the Yerevan tomb signs themselves served as prototypes
for characters later incorporated into medieval Armenian cryptographic systems. In
that case, the origins of Armenian cryptographic traditions could be traced to Urartian
or post-Urartian symbolic systems. Numerous pre-Urartian and Urartian hiero-
glyphic signs, carrying similar meanings, are known to have persisted in various
medieval Armenian sources.

Discussion and Conclusions
The Urartian tomb of Yerevan may have served as the burial place for high-
ranking individuals, possibly originating from Erebuni or Teishebaini. In this regard,

5Dan. 2023, 113-118.

1L ehmann-Haupt 1931, 468.

"Movsisyan. 2006, 86, fig. 42.

13 uF[rl.qulle.uin 1973, 246, UFPLUCLUL)"JI.UZI. 1978, 80-81:
19 anLuCLulle.ufh 1973, 266, UprCwJJwb. 1978, 131:
2 U o § il g s, 1978, 66-67;
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however, the site of Mukhanat-Tapa — located in closest linear proximity to the
tomb — should not be overlooked (Table 1, Fig. 1).

The tuff inscribed fragments recovered from the tomb may have belonged to
another structure, most likely forming parts of the tomb itself. In this context, it is
noteworthy that three similar tombs have been uncovered at Altin Tepe, with Tomb
No. 3 located approximately 16 metres from Tomb No. 22!,

According to our preliminary observations, twelve signs can be distinguished.
This circumstance may indicate the use of a writing system, and possibly even an
alphabet. Dots, vertical and horizontal lines, as well as the signs in the forms of “>"
and “<”, played an important role in the development of this script.

At present, the reading direction of the signs — whether left-to-right or right-to-
left — cannot be determined, nor is it clear whether the system was syllabic or
ideographic. Nonetheless, the inscribed stones from the Urartian tomb of Yerevan
provide unique evidence for the existence of previously unknown symbols — and
possibly a distinct writing system — within the territory of ancient Armenia.

The repetition of two signs among the three tuff fragments discovered in the
Urartian tomb of Yerevan provides grounds for tentatively suggesting the existence
of a writing system. This hypothesis is further reinforced by the resemblance of the
“>” and “<” — shaped signs to similar signs in the Achaemenid cuneiform system,
as well as by the apparent similarity of these signs to symbols found in medieval
Armenian cryptography.

These signs may constitute an important link in the long continuum of symbolic
expression extending from the Late Bronze and Iron Age cultures of the Armenian
Highland, through the Urartian, Post-Urartian and Achaemenid periods, to the
medieval Armenian tradition of secret scripts. Further interdisciplinary research,
combining archaeological, linguistic, and epigraphic analyses, is essential to clarify
their origins and significance.
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445000 50 453000 160000 465000 470000
I 1 ! 1 | !

WA N

I

T
e

T T t T f
pre) 4500 % 435000 6000 470000
Lem=1km

125 25 5 75 10

Contour interval 20 meters

Fig. 2.

Fig. 1. Topographical map of Yerevan indicating major archaeological sites
dating to the Iron Age. Drawing by H. Danielyan.

Fig. 2. Interior of the Urartian tomb of Yerevan. Photograph by M. Badalyan.
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Table 2.

Fig. 1.

Fig. 2.

Fig. 1. Stone door of the tomb. Photograph by M. Badalyan.
Fig. 2. Interior of the Gokcayir tomb (after Kuvang. 2017, Plate LXXXVIIIb).



Unknown script signs from the Urartian Tomb of Yerevan 33

Table 3.

Fig. 2. Fig. 3.

Fig. 1. Facade of the Urartian tomb showing the location of the inscription.
Drawing by H. Danielyan.
Fig. 2. Inscription on one of the stones near the entrance.
Photograph by M. Badalyan.
Fig. 3. Inscription on one of the stones near the entrance.
Drawing by H. Danielyan.
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Table 4.
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Fig. 1. One of the inscribed tuff stone fragments discovered in front of

the facade of the Urartian tomb. Photo courtesy of the Erebuni Museum.
Fig. 2. Drawing of the same inscribed stone. By H. Danielyan.
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Table 5.

Fig. 1.

Fig. 3.

Fig. 1-2. One of the inscribed tuff stone fragments discovered in front of
the facade of the Urartian tomb. Photo courtesy of the Erebuni Museum.
Fig. 3. Drawing of the same inscribed stone. By H. Danielyan.
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Table 6.
Fig. 1.
Urartian Bashplemi | Old Persian Armenian Armenian
tomb Lake Cuneiform | Meaning | Syunaketagir Meaning Arabatvanshan Meaning
of Yerevan cryptography cryptography
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Fig. 1. Graphic representation of Bashplemi inscription characters and
their numbering (After Shengelia et al. 2024. 109. Fig. 13).

Fig. 2. Signs from the Urartian tomb of Yerevan with some of their possible
parallels. By M. Badalyan and H. Danielyan.
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Table 7.
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Fig. 3.

Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. Drawing of incised signs on a fragment of a pithos from the Urartian
site of Toprakkale (after Lehmann-Haupt. 1931, p. 468).
Fig. 2. Drawing of the Urartian tablet discovered at Toprakkale
(after Movsisyan. 2006, p. 86, Fig. 42).
Fig. 3. Nicomedia Armenian cryptogram (after Abrahamyan. 1978, p. 67).
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HEW3BECTHBIE TPAGMYECKUE 3HAKH U3 YPAPTCKOH
I'POBHUIIbI B EPEBAHE

MUKADJI BAIJAJISIH
Pesome

Knioueswie crosa: Ypapmy, ypapmckas epobnuya Epesana, Omuynu, knunonuco
Axemenuoos, Heuzgecmmubvie NUCbMEHHbIE CUMBObI, Apmenus, kpunmozpaghus.

VYpaprckas (buatinckas) rpoonnna B EpeBane —cronune Pecyonuku Apme-
HUsI, HAXOJUTCS Ha TEPPUTOPUU COBPEMEHHOTO TOproBoro nenrpa «EpeBan
Momm». OnHa 6p11a o0HapyxeHa B 1984 romy mpu IpoBEISHUN CTPOUTEIHLHBIX
pabot. HecMoTpst Ha HamMuue HECKOIBKUX (YHIAMEHTANBHBIX TPYJIOB, MOCBS-
MIEHHBIX HMCCIIEOBAHUIO JAHHOTO TMAMSTHUKA, JO HACTOSIIErO BPEMEHH BHE
MOJIsl BHUMAHHS YYEHBIX OCTAJIMCh 3HAKH, BEICEUEHHBIE HA OJTHOM U3 (hacamHbIX
KaMHe# y BXOZa U Ha IBYX TY(OBBIX (parMeHTax, HAaMJeHHBIX mepe] (pacamzom.

B crathe Hamu BeiZenieHO 12 3HAKOB, BBIABICHHBIX Ha (acagHOM KaMHE U
(hparMeHTax 13 epeBaHCKOW TPOOHHUIIBL; IBA U3 HUX, MO BCEH BEPOSTHOCTH, MTOB-
TOPSIFOTCS, YTO TO3BOJISIET PETOJIOKUTH CYIIECTBOBAHUE ONPEEIEHHON MTUCH-
MEHHOW CHUCTEMBbI. BOJIBIIMHCTBO 3HAKOB COCTOSAT U3 BEPTUKAIBHBIX M TOPU30H-
TaJIbHBIX JINHUH, TOUEK U QUTYP B HOPME «>» U «<», CXOKHUX C JIeMECHTaMH axe-
MEHHJCKOW KITMHOIIUCH.

Ocoboro BHUMaHUS 3aCIIy>KUBacT TO OOCTOATENHCTBO, YTO 3HAKH BTOPOM
CTPOKHM OAHOTO U3 (hparMeHTOB MOYTH HISHTHYHBI apPMSIHCKUM OyKBaM 4 (4) 1 ¢
(T), KCTIOIH30BABIIMMCS B CPEHEBEKOBON KPHUITOIpapHUUECKON CUCTEME CIOHA-
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kemaeup. HekoTopble rpadUuecKue 2IeMEHThI TAKXKe COIOCTABUMBI C HEJIaBHU-
MU HaXO0JIKaMH MTUCHhbMEHHBIX 3HAKOB U3 paiioHa o3epa barmmiemu (['py3ust, 61n3
Amanucn).

He uckitoueHo, 4yTo NaHHBIC 3HAKW OBLTN BHICEUCHBI MPU BO3BEJICHUH TPOO-
HUIIBI, 0 4Y€M CBUJICTEIILCTBYET UX PACIIONIOKEHHE Ha TiIaBHOM (acaze. B To xe
BpEeMsI BO3MOXKHO, YTO OTAETHHBIC DJIEMEHTHI aXeMEHUICKON KIMHOMHCH OBbLITH
CUHKPETH3UPOBAHBI C MECTHBIMH TPAJIHITUSIMH THUCbMa. O0 3TOM KOCBEHHO CBH-
JIETEILCTBYET TPEXBS3bIYHAS (JIPCBHETICPCUJICKAS, 3JIAMCKash M BaBUJIOHCKAs)
Haamuck Maps Kcepkca, BeiceueHHas Ha ckalie B BaHe u sBCTBYFOIIIast 0 TOM, 4TO
apMsIHCKas 3HaTh ObLIa 3HAKOMA aXEMEHHJICKON KIIMHOIHCHIO.

AJbTepHATHBHAS TUTIOTE3a JOIMYCKaeT OoJiee Mo3IHee — CPEHEBEKOBOE MPO-
MCXO’K/ICHUE HAAMUCEH: 3HAKU & ¥ S MOTJIN NPEeACTaBIATh COKPAIIEHHYIO Gop-
My CJIOBA &g liufnp (KOTIIENBHUKY), TIPH 5TOM B BEPXHEH CTPOKE, BO3MOKHO,
OBLTO yKa3aHo ero uMs. McXos U3 TOro, 4TO JaHHAs TEPPUTOPHS CITYKUIIA He-
KPOTIOJIeM, €€ CaKpaJIbHBIN CTAaTyC MOT COXPAHHUTLCS U B CPEIHUC BEKa.

Muxasn baoanan — k. u. H., 3a8edyowutl omoeiom opesreli ucmopuu Huncmu-
myma ucmopuu HAH PA, unocmpannsiii koppecnonoenm Medicoynapoonotl ac-
coyuayuy Cpeou3emMHOMOPCKUX U 80cmoyHbIx ucciredosanuti (ISMEO, Hmanus).
Hayunvie unmepecul: ucmopus, apxeonozust u peaueus ypapmckozo u nocm-
VPapmcKoeo nepuooos, 0yXoeHvle cucmemvl opeeHeli Apmenuu, ucciedoganue
UCTHOPUKO-KYIbIMYPHO20 Hacaedus. Aemop 1, coasmop 2 monozpaguii u okono
40 cmameti. ORCID:0000-0002-7848-1356. mig.badalyan@gmail.com



