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Introduction

In the summer of 2022, as part of a cooperation agreement signed between the
History Museum of Armenia and ISMEO-The International Association for Mediterrane-
an and Oriental Studies, a project was initiated for a new study and classification of the
Urartian materials preserved within the Museum.! The first objects selected for this

* Received 03.10.2022, sent for review 18.01.2023, accepted for publication 01.11.2023.

1 Research activities were carried out as part of the Armenian-Italian archaeological missions Ko-
tayk Survey Project and Vayots Dzor Project. The research activities are funded by the Ministry
for Universities and Research-MUR Project “Storia, lingue e culture dei paesi asiatici e africani:
ricerca scientifica, promozione e divulgazione”. With the occasion, we would like to thank Davit
Poghosyan, Director of the Museum, Nzhdeh Yeranyan, Deputy Director for Science, Arusyak
Ghazaryan, Deputy Director for Development, for giving us permission to study the materials
discussed in this contribution, and for assisting and helping us during our presence at the Muse-
um. We would also like to thank Miqayel Badalyan, Director of the “Erebuni” Historical & Ar-
chaeological Museum-Reserve for the opportunity to study the bowls of the Museum, even if
they are not directly discussed in the present paper. We would like to thank Adriano V. Rossi,
president of ISMEO, Alfonso Di Riso, the Italian ambassador to Armenia, and colleagues Boris
Gasparyan and Artur Petrosyan. We would also like to thank our colleagues Francesco Laurita,
Onofrio Gasparro and Andrea Cesaretti for their help in documenting the materials. The contri-
bution was jointly conceived by the two authors. R. Dan wrote “History of the studies”, “Prob-
lems and perspectives” and “Two bowls belonging to Sarduri (III)”, while A.S. Bonfanti wrote
“Morphological, iconographical and epigraphical description”, “The first inscribed Urartian met-
alwork” and “A hidden inscription of Minua”. “Introduction”, “Some cases study” and “Conclu-
sions and Perspectives: the most iconic object of Urartian royalty” were written jointly. All imag-
es were produced by R. Dan, except where otherwise indicated.
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project are 71 bronze bowls with Urartian royal inscriptions discovered during excava-
tions at Karmir-blur/TeiSebai.URU. These bowls were discovered in 1949 (Piotrovsky
1950, 59 -60. Piotrovsky 1952, 20 and 54 - 64), all found inside pithos n° 5, which was
sealed by wooden planks, in storeroom 25, at the basement level of the fortified complex.
Their deposition would not appear to be directly referable to a time immediately preced-
ing the final destruction of the fortress (Piotrovsky 1952, 20), but they appear carefully
placed and covered at an unspecifiable time between the second half of the 7 century
BC and the Achaemenid conquest of Armenia.

One of the reasons that led to the choice of this group of materials is its importance
and uniqueness. In fact, these are the only royal bowls currently known to have been
identified in regular excavations,? except for a couple of specimens from Ayanis/Rusahini-
li Eiduru=kai (CTU B 12-17. B 18 -10). These objects show standardised morphologies:
they are shallow bowls with minimal variations in size and shape, with short epigraphs
that allow their attribution to the ruler who commissioned them. Unfortunately, the
absence of the use of a patronymic, which instead characterizes most other epigraphs on
stone, rock, and metal,? precludes in many cases their certain attribution to rulers bear-
ing the same names, as in the cases of Argisti, Sarduri, and Rusa. The bowls also present
a rather simple but characteristic iconographic apparatus for each individual ruler, an
element of great importance in the attempt to subdivide them chronologically in detail.

This new study, introduced in this contribution, which will have as its final outcome
the publication of a series of other contributions and a specific monograph, will allow a
general advancement in the understanding of some remarkable aspects of the Urartian
civilization. In fact, these materials have so far been studied only superficially, at best as
a collection of similar objects, rather than individually. As we shall see, each bowl is
different from the others, both in terms of iconographic and epigraphic aspects: this
study will propose the attribution of some of these objects to “forgotten” rulers of Urar-
tian history. Each bowl will receive a new, unique code, in which the name of the sover-
eign and the site of discovery are followed by progressive numbering and summarised in
the form of an acronym.

In this contribution, we have tried to introduce the most relevant elements that will
be systematically developed within the monographic work, presenting some of the most
emblematic and representative cases we encountered during the preliminary study of
these objects.

History of the Studies

To date, a comprehensive study of the entire set of metal bowls found in Urartu has
not yet been undertaken, although they have been considered extensively within vari-
ous contributions on Urartian art, toreutics, and epigraphy. The first mention of these
bowls is to be found in their original publication by B.B. Piotrovsky, in the first and

2 See, for example, Kellner 1976, 85 - 86.
3 See CTU A and B.



3LUGhSNFE3NFL b4 4hUUAPNFR3NEL 219

second volumes of the excavation report of the Karmir-blur site (Piotrovsky 1950; Pi-
otrovsky 1952). He mentions the discovery of 97 bronze bowls* within pithos 5, in store-
room 25, and then analyses this set of material in more detail within the section on in-
scribed bronzes in the second volume (Piotrovsky 1952, 54 —64). In this section, Piotro-
vsky reports that the 97 bowls bear an engraved cuneiform inscription with the names
of four Urartian kings from the 8" century BC, Minua, Argisti, Sarduri, and Rusa. After
this preliminary publication, the bowls are briefly mentioned by Piotrovsky in his study
on the Urartian inscribed objects found in Karmir-blur (Piotrovsky 1960); they were not
considered in detail for further studies. These bowls, in literature, are usually treated all
together and not singularly (see Arutjunjan 2001, 163 -168); the only exception can be
seen in the volume by U. Seidl, Bronzekunst Urartus (2004), where the author lists indi-
vidually all the metal bowls bearing inscriptions of the Urartian kings and discusses the
whole corpus in a section exclusively devoted to its analysis (Seidl 2004, 55-58). These
objects are then treated in the fourth volume of Salvini’s Corpus dei Testi Urartei (2012);
here, the bowls are considered taking into account their inscriptions, and for this reason,
they are chronologically divided according to the inscribed texts.

Morphological, Iconographical and Epigraphical Description

As already mentioned, the bowls show absolutely standardised morphologies. In
fact, they are shallow bowls with a continuous profile, an indistinct rim, and a concave
bottom in continuity with the profile. The only exception, from a morphological point of
view, is a bowl referable to a ruler named Sarduri, which, although presenting a similar
shape, has about ten grooves that make it a unique specimen in the Urartian royal toreu-
tic production (see Dan — Bonfanti forthcoming).

All these bowls are made in bronze, with a varying percentage of tin, the maximum
of which was set at 10% (Piotrovsky 1952, 54), an expedient designed to give the objects
a golden appearance. The diameter is generally between 16 and 20.6 cm, and the weight
is between about 280 and 450 grams. The depth of the bowl varies between 4.3 and 6
cm, while the thickness of the walls is between 0.15 and 0.4 cm.

From an iconographic point of view, the bowls can be divided into two macro-cat-
egories: those with figurative decoration and those with no element other than the in-
scription. The cuneiform epigraphs feature relatively repetitive sentences, with the name
of the commissioning king in a circular arrangement.

Problems and Perspectives

From the first approaches to this corpus of materials, a number of problematic is-
sues related to the interpretation of both the epigraphic and iconographic apparatus
emerged. At the same time, the authors immediately understood their potential for

4 71 bowls are stored in the History Museum of Armenia, 9 bowls are stored in the “Erebuni”
Historical & Archaeological Museum -Reserve, 15 are stored in the State Hermitage Museum,
and 1is placed in the Georgian National Museum. It is not known where the last bowl is stored;
however, it could be located in the Pushkin Museum.
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revealing several discussed aspects of the Urartian kingship. The first significant aspect is
referable to the attempt at a new chrono-typological organisation of these bowls; in the
past, with rare exceptions (Seidl 2004, 18), these objects have been attributed to the most
celebrated rulers of the Urartian royal dynasty. However, these bowls should not be at-
tributed to only four rulers but they certainly belonged to a larger number of Urartian
kings: the new chronology of the bowls proposed is based on a careful analysis of the
epigraphs, both in terms of their content and paleographic aspects, and of the icono-
graphic apparatuses, which appear to be somehow personalised according to different
periods. Already in the early stages of this study, at least three cases of great interest
have been identified, which will be discussed in this same contribution, involving the
new attribution of bowls originally believed to be from Sarduri, son of Argisti, to Sar-
duri, son of Lutipri, and to Sarduri, possibly the son of Sarduri.

This study provides an opportunity to highlight the fact that most bowls are still
completely unpublished, and in at least one case, it has been possible to attribute a bowl
that appears to be devoid of inscription, but is in fact simply incomplete, to the sovereign
who commissioned it. As part of this study, every single inscription and every single
group of cuneiform signs were documented for the first time with a microscope in order
to create a graphic record that will allow a timely study of the paleographic evolution of
the Urartian cuneiform ductus on metal. On a completely preliminary basis, we have
recognised at least three different ductus, probably belonging to three different periods:
one probably more archaic, with “Assyrian” cuneiform signs, one similar to the monu-
mental Urartian cuneiform, and a last one, a probable evolution of the monumental cu-
neiform, in which features of archaism, such as the elongated shape of the wedges, re-
emerge.

The same approach used for the epigraphic section was employed for the analysis
of all the iconographic elements. With rare exceptions, the bowls present a standardised
decorative apparatus, characterised by stylized depictions of lion heads and architectur-
al structures that have been interpreted in different ways over the years; the exceptions
include the presence of heads of other animals instead of lions (bulls, birds) and astral
symbols. According to our interpretation, the buildings depicted represent schematic
and perspective representations of the Urartian tower temples (susi), surmounted by a
spear surrounded by elements of various kinds, which in each case refer to the rep-
resentation of the god Haldi and his spears on the famous shield of Anzaf (Belli 1999).
The lion, especially, but also the bull, can be interpreted in a dual key, both as a symbol
of royalty and as an element connected to the religious sphere. The buildings depicted
apparently present a standardised morphology, although they are characterised by var-
iable construction techniques and features. The documentation through the electronic
microscope and the creation of a new graphic apparatus with high-resolution photos and
drawings will allow a detailed analysis of the production techniques of the epigraphs and
iconographies through the recognition of the possible tools used for their realisation.
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Some case studies

A number of significant case studies have already emerged. These are, in particular,
four bowls, three of which have been attributed to different kings named Sarduri, one of
which has been substantially read and attributed to Minua for the first time.

The first inscribed Urartian metalwork

The bowl (2010/325; first published in Piotrovsky 1951, 111, n° 5), better analysed in
a future contribution by the same authors (Dan-Bonfanti forthcoming), is one of the
most significant items among the corpus of metal objects found in Urartian excavations.
As far as its morphology is concerned, the object has traits of absolute uniqueness: it is,
in fact, a peculiar ribbed bowl with a characteristic use of the grooves, few in number
and widely spaced, in comparison with all other known ribbed bowls.

[ts inscription shows traits of archaism that are very rare in Urartian epigraphy on
metal: it only features a cuneiform inscription that allows it to be identified as the prop-
erty of a king named Sarduri, and it doesn’t present any iconographic elements that
characterise the great majority of the Urartian royal bowls. The inscription presents a
ductus characterised by well-incised and elongated wedges, which refers to the Neo-As-
syrian cuneiform ductus, as already noted by B.B. Piotrovsky (Piotrovsky 1952, 56 n° 5).
All of these elements (the peculiar and unique shape of the bowl, the “Assyrian” ductus,
and the absence of further iconographic features) concur in assessing this object as a
production referable to an early phase of the Urartian historical period, ascribing its
ownership to king Sarduri (I), son of Lutipri, who can be dated to the second half of the
9™ century BC.

This interpretation, which substantiates an original insight by Ursula Seidl (Seidl
2004, 55), means that this inscribed bowl can be recognised as the oldest metal object
attributable to Urartian workshops bearing an inscription in the Urartian language. The
object may therefore be considered as a sort of missing link between the introduction of
Assyrian cuneiform, supposedly by Sarduri (I) himself, and the later developments at-
tested from the time of ISpuini, considered to be the ruler who adapted the Assyrian
cuneiform script to the Urartian language.

A hidden inscription of Minua

Another bowl (2010/3252) appeared to be devoid of an epigraph, but closer exami-
nation with a microscope revealed the presence of small preparatory incisions to an ep-
igraph that was never realised. The practice of making incisions before the actual realisa-
tion of the inscription was well-established in Urartu, as is visible in dozens of bowls, in
which preparatory marks are still visible despite the final realisation of the inscription.
This was due to the fact that the metalworker, probably the same person who made the
preparation marks, decided at a later time to make the final signs in a slightly different
position than planned. In sporadic cases, preparatory marks are also visible within the
final cuneiform signs. The study of the positioning of the preparatory marks allowed us
to recognise an incomplete bowl attributable to Minua, son of ISpuini.
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Two bowls belonging to Sarduri (III)

The last case study we would like to discuss here concerns two bowls bearing cunei-
form inscriptions qualifying them as the property of a king named Sarduri (2010/322.
2010/3210), traditionally attributed to Sarduri (II), son of Argisti (see, for example, Pi-
otrovsky 1951, 111, fig. 6. Seidl 2004, 49, fig. 10.b). A careful analysis of the cuneiform
ductus and iconographic apparatus would suggest that these bowls should not be includ-
ed in the large group of those belonging to Sarduri, son of Argisti, but should be attrib-
uted to another Sarduri, who, however, cannot be the son of Lutipri for two essential
reasons. The first concerns the fact that all the bowls predating the time of Argisti (I) do
not present any iconographic element; on the other hand, the cuneiform ductus of these
two bowls presents elements that seem to be unattributable to a period prior to the 8™
century BC, presenting unmistakable elements of resemblance to the ductus attested on
a small group of bowls bearing the name of a ruler named Rusa, a king who reigned after
Sarduri (II), son of Argisti. The hypothesis on which we will work wants to attribute
these two bowls to Sarduri (III), son of Sarduri, attested so far only on a fragmentary
shield from the same Karmir-blur (CTU B 16-1).

Conclusions and Perspectives: The Most Iconic Object of Urartian Royalty

The Urartian royal bowls constitute a unique and extraordinarily interesting group
of materials. They are, in fact, the only known objects that were definitely the ruler’s
personal property and were most likely used in the ruler’s daily life with a drinking or
eating purpose.

The origin of the Urartian royal bowls can be detected in those processes of Assyr-
ianization that began in the middle-Assyrian period, and found their climax thanks to
Sarduri (I). As for the inspiration and reference models to which the Urartians looked,
one can refer directly to the figure of the Assyrian king AsSurnasirpal II, ruler of Assyria
between 883 and 859 BC (Frahm 2017, 615), who is depicted several times holding a bowl
on the reliefs of his Northwest Palace in Kalhu/Nimrud. The king is most often depicted
in the act of drinking, in audience or ritual situations, when he is represented between
winged genii. A substantial difference between Assyrian and Urartian bowls is the mate-
rial from which they are made, which in Assyria is essentially precious, such as gold and
silver (Dan-Bonfanti forthcoming; Hussein 2016), whereas in Urartu it is solely bronze,
whose high percentage of tin inside makes the bowls appear to be golden.

The later developments in the tradition of making these bowls are also interesting:
it is important to note that the two traditions, Assyrian and Urartian, diverged in later
centuries, as is the case with most of the Urartian adoptions from Assyria. If, in fact, we
are aware of a series of extraordinary objects made of precious materials referable to the
Assyrian queens of the 8™ and 7™ centuries BC found in their tombs at Nimrud, which
allow us to observe how the tradition continued substantially unchanged over the centu-
ries. In Urartu, on the other hand, we see a progressive morphological simplification,
with a complete disappearance of the grooves, but a greater richness in the iconographic
apparatus, with the inclusion of a highly selected set of symbolic elements that will
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make, especially from the time of Argisti (I) onwards, the Urartian royal bowl the most
iconic and symbolic object of Urartian kingship. In fact, the Urartian bowls are objects
made of metal, a production in which the Urartians certainly excelled; they bore cunei-
form inscriptions, the highest element of Urartian royal expression; and iconographical-
ly, they presented few but highly evocative representations that may show a polysemic
interpretation, but were always connected to kingship. The bowls are most likely the
most recognisable object associated with the Urartian court.
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