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Abstract - The present article is devoted to the study of horseshoe-shaped tower-type stone
structures distributed across the southern slopes of Mount Aragats and in the adjacent high-
land zones, within the context of the Bronze and Iron Ages. The research focuses on two main
areas - the Avan-Kosh and Ujan (Vzhan) zones - as well as a single isolated example from the
vicinity of Vanki Averk (Bkoy Village). The combination of systematic field investigations, archi-
tectural measurements, drone-based aerial photography, digitization, and spatial analysis
conducted within a GIS environment has made it possible to consider these structures not as
isolated constructions, but as components of spatially organized systems. The article applies a
component-based analytical approach, identifying the main structural elements, including
internal chambers, approach platforms, entrance-adjacent platforms, and, in certain cases,
altars. It is demonstrated that the presence of internal chambers constitutes an almost univer-
sal characteristic of this type of structure and, from a structural perspective, exhibits clear
similarities with chambered and dolmen-type structures known from regional burial grounds.
At the same time, the analysis of approach platforms and stone alignments reveals the signifi-
cant role of movement, access, and the gradual negotiation of the landscape in the spatial


https://doi.org/10.53548/0320-8117-2026.2-221

222 Horseshoe-Shaped Tower-Type Structures on the Southern Slopes of Mount Aragats

organization of these monuments. As a result, the horseshoe-shaped tower-type structures
are interpreted as components of multilayered architectural and ritual landscapes, the mean-
ing and function of which can be understood only within their broader landscape and system-
ic contexts.
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AHHomayus - HacToAllaA ctaTbA MOCBALLEHA M3YYeHUIO MOAKOBOOOpa3HbIX ballHeobpasHbIX
KaMeHHbIX COOpYMeHUiA, pacnpoCTpaHEHHbIX Ha FOMHbIX CKNOHax ropbl Aparal, U B npuneraro-
LLMX BbICOKOrOPHbIX 30Hax, B KOHTEKCTE BPOH30BOro U enesHoro Bekos. MccnepgosaHue ox-
BaTbIBaeT [iB€ OCHOBHble TeppuTopun — AeaH-Kow u YpmaH (BaHa), a Takme OKpecTHOCTM
pyvH MoHacTbipa (nepeBHA Bkoii). CoBmelleHMe cucTEMaTUHECKUX MONEBbIX WUCCNEfOBaHWM,
apXUTEKTYPHbIX 0OMEpPOB, APOHHON aspodPOTOCHLEMKM, LUPOBOI PMKCaLMU U MPOCTPAHCT-
BEHHOro aHanusa B cpefe GIS no3sBonuno paccmaTpuBaTtb 3TU COOPYKEHUA He Kak M301Mpo-
BaHHbI€ MOCTPOIKN, @ Kak KOMMOHEHTbI MPOCTPaHCTBEHHO OpraHM3oBaHHbIX cuctem. B ctatbe
MPUMEHAETCA KOMMOHEHTHbIN aHanMTUYeCKUil Noaxod, B pamMKax KOTOPOro BbIAENAOTCA OC-
HOBHble CTPYKTYpPHble 3MeMEHTbI: BHYTPEHHWE Kamepbl, NnatpopmbI-NOAXOAbI, MAOLWARKA Y
BXOAa W B OTHENbHbIX Clyyasx — MepTBeHHUKU. [oKasaHo, 4TO Hanuuue BHYTPEHHUX Kamep
ABNAETCA NPAKTUYECKN YHUBEPCANbHON XapaKTepUCTUKOWN LaHHOrO TUMa COOPYMEHUIA U B KOH-
CTPYKTVBHOM OTHOLLEHUW OOHapy#uMBaeT O4YeBUAHbIE Napanieny ¢ KamepHbIMW U [ONbMEHO-
obpa3HbIMM MOCTPOIiKaMK, WM3BECTHbIMW B PErMoHaNbHbIX MoOrunbHukax. OpHOBpeMeHHO
aHanu3 nnatopmM-NnoaxoA0s U KameHHbIX PALOB BbIABNAET BaMHYIO pOfib ABUMKEHWA, JOCTyna
¥ MOCTENEHHOTO OCBOEHWA NaHpluiadTa B MPOCTPAHCTBEHHOM OpraHM3aLuy 3TUX NaMATHUKOB.
B pesynbtate npoBefeHHbIX UcCnefoBaHuiA nofkoBoobpasHble ballHeobpasHble COOpPYHEHNA
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npeanaraeTca UHTEPNPETUPOBaTb KaKk COCTaBHbIE 3IEMEHTbl MHOTOCIOMHbIX apPXUTEKTYPHbIX W
pUTyanbHbIX NaHALWAdTOB, CMbICT W (PYHKLUA KOTOPbIX PacKpbIBAOTCA UCKIIOUYUTENBHO B
naHaLWadTHOM U CUCTEMHOM KOHTEKCTe.

Keywords - Aragats, landscape, tower, route, ritual.
Zhduwpwntip - Upwqwd, jwunawdwnn, wonmwpwl, dwuwwwnh, dGu:
KntoueBble cnoea — Aparal, naHglwadT, baliHa, gopora, putyan.

Introduction

Systematic field investigations carried out over the past decade on the southern
slopes of Mount Aragats and the adjacent highland zones have substantially ex-
panded our understanding of monumental stone-built structures dating to the
Bronze and Iron Ages. These studies have identified a distinct group of tower-type
monuments characterized predominantly by a horseshoe-shaped ground plan. Until
recently, such structures were either not considered as an independent architectural
phenomenon or were discussed only through partial and isolated descriptions. The
integration of detailed architectural measurements, drone-based aerial documenta-
tion, digital modeling, and GIS-based spatial analysis has made it possible to ex-
amine these monuments as components of spatially organized systems defined by
internal structural and topographic relationships.

The material analyzed in this study is concentrated in two major areas — Avan-
Kosh and Ujan (Vzhan) - and is supplemented by a single, isolated example docu-
mented in the context of the Vanqi Averk site (Bkoyi village). In the Avan-Kosh area,
a north-south-oriented chain of monuments has been recorded within the zone ex-
tending between the Avan-Aragats and Kuash fortresses. This chain comprises
tower-type structures interconnected by stone alignments, approach platforms, and
entrance platforms, forming a continuous and coherent spatial configuration. In the
Ujan area, horseshoe-shaped structures are concentrated on the eastern elevated
sector of the Motkan-Smbataberd fortress, positioned along a terraced ridge and
associated with other tower-type monuments, tombs, and altars. In both areas, the
spatial arrangement and interconnections of the monuments indicate deliberate
planning and systematic organization of the landscape.

One of the defining structural features of the horseshoe-shaped tower-type
structures is the presence of an internal chamber. Drone-based aerial imagery and
surface observations demonstrate that central chambers are preserved in nearly all
recorded examples, although in many cases they are disturbed or obscured by stone
fill and vegetation. The presence of lintels at the chamber entrances and construc-
tion principles approaching corbelled (false-vault) solutions allow these structures to
be considered within a broader context of constructive parallels with chambered
monuments and dolmen-like structures known from regional cemeteries. At the
same time, such parallels are noted strictly at the level of constructional similarities,



224 Horseshoe-Shaped Tower-Type Structures on the Southern Slopes of Mount Aragats

without predetermining function or categorizing these monuments unequivocally as
funerary structures.

The examined monuments do not occur in isolation but are consistently asso-
ciated with a set of related components, including approach platforms, entrance
platforms, stone alignments, and, in certain cases, altars. The combination of these
elements forms a spatial model in which movement, approach, and the gradual ne-
gotiation of the landscape play a central role. Comparable organizational principles
are observed at a number of sites across the Armenian Highlands, as well as in
neighboring regions, where roads and pathways constitute integral structural com-
ponents of monumental complexes.

Accordingly, the horseshoe-shaped tower-type structures documented on the
southern slopes of Mount Aragats should be interpreted not as isolated architectural
units, but as constituent elements of spatially organized systems whose meaning and
potential functions become intelligible only through the analysis of their mutual rela-
tionships. This perspective defines the structure of the present study, which
proceeds to a component-based analysis of these monuments, examining the cham-
ber, the approach platform-route, the entrance platform, and the altar as funda-
mental structural elements of the identified systems.

Component-based Analysis

A. Chamber

One of the principal structural elements of horseshoe-shaped tower-type con-
structions is the presence of an internal chamber. The synthesis of field observa-
tions, architectural measurements, and drone-based aerial documentation demon-
strates that the existence of a chamber constitutes an almost universal feature of this
architectural type, although in many cases it is disturbed, filled with stone debris, or
concealed beneath soil and vegetation layers. As a rule, the chambers are located in
the central or near-central part of the structures and can be identified by the pres-
ence of entrance lintels, as well as by constructional solutions in the upper part that
approach the principle of a corbelled vault. These features are documented through
architectural measurements and aerial imagery (fig. 7, 13).

Such chambered constructions are not unique to this region. On the southern
slopes of Mount Aragats — particularly within the zone between the Avan-Aragats
and Kuash fortresses — as well as in the eastern highland sector of the Motkan-
Smbataberd fortress area (the Vzhan locality), and in the context of their adjacent
cemeteries, stone mounds containing built chambers are widely attested. In dis-
turbed or looted examples, chambers with rectangular or slightly widening ground
plans are clearly observable; their walls are constructed of large stone slabs, while
the upper courses gradually narrow to form constructional solutions close to the
corbelled vault principle (fig. 12). Such structures are documented, in particular, in the
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cemeteries associated with the fortresses of Nazrvan, Harich, and several other sites,
where they are often characterized as dolmen-type constructions (Xauatpax 1975, 36).

The chambers of horseshoe-shaped tower-type constructions, displaying clear
structural and planimetric affinities with the aforementioned funerary buildings,
provide grounds for discussing their possible connection with burial or relic-related
functions. In this context, the presence of a chamber should not be regarded as an
isolated architectural feature, but rather as an element embedded within the overall
structural composition of the monument, its associated components, and its land-
scape setting. For this reason, the interpretation of chambered solutions is best ap-
proached as a scientifically grounded possibility, while deliberately avoiding unequi-
vocal or premature functional definitions.

B. Approach Platform

Within the structural system of horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments, the
platform—pathway constitutes a key component, linking the structure to the sur-
rounding landscape and shaping the architectural scheme of its gradual accessibility.
The combined analysis of field observations, architectural measurements, and
drone-based aerial documentation demonstrates that such pathways represent a
recurrent and characteristic element of this monument type, functioning not as inci-
dental or secondary additions, but as integral components of the overall architectur-
al concept (fig. 8, 9).

Platform-pathways are generally formed as corridors defined by parallel or
near-parallel stone alignments, originating from the lower slopes and gradually as-
cending toward the tower or its immediate surroundings. Their orientation and gra-
dient are determined by the local topography; however, they simultaneously reflect
deliberate planning, expressed through a clearly articulated axis, continuity, and
structural coherence.

On the southern slopes of Mount Aragats, several tower-type monuments are
associated with platform-pathways of considerable length and clearly defined direc-
tionality. In particular, the Aragatsotn 1 and Aragatsotn 2 towers are interconnected
by a stone-paved route approximately 450 m long, which not only facilitates physical
movement but also establishes a unified spatial axis. Comparable monumental ap-
proach routes have been documented at other sites, including Aragats 2 (c. 218 m)
and Aragats 4 (c. 220 m), while the most extensive example is observed at Arshaluis
1, where the platform-pathway exceeds 400 m in length.

It is noteworthy that platform—pathways often exhibit a marked widening near
the monument, gradually converging toward the central zone of the structure’s in-
ternal layout. However, in contrast to a number of kurgan complexes — where stone-
paved roads directly approach the entrance and in some cases form an organic con-
tinuation of a dromos - the platform-pathways associated with the horseshoe-shaped
tower-type monuments on the southern slopes of Mount Aragats generally do not
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lead toward the entrance. Instead, they approach the monument from the opposite
side, terminating in proximity to a sector that, based on planimetric and architectur-
al observations, corresponds to the presumed terminal or axial zone of the centrally
located chamber. Even in cases where the platform-pathway does not physically
abut the structure, its orientation and endpoint remain clearly focused on this axial area.

The structural and conceptual significance of platform-pathways finds close
parallels in neighboring regions as well. In the kurgan complexes of Trialeti, stone-
paved roads constitute an organic component of the complexes, guiding movement
toward the central monuments and, in many cases, merging with entrance systems.
Several of these roads reach lengths of up to 500 m, and their construction, orien-
tation, and integration into the landscape attest to a deliberate and non-random role
within the overall architectural scheme (Narimanishvili et al. 2019, 82-90).

Thus, platform-pathways should be regarded as a fundamental component of
the spatial organization of horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments, integrating
movement, approach, and the gradual negotiation of the surrounding landscape.
They function not only as physical routes but also as structuring elements of percep-
tion and spatial experience, shaping the manner in which the monument is ap-
proached, encountered, and comprehended. In this sense, platform-pathways es-
tablish the conceptual and spatial framework for the analysis of the next architectur-
al component - the entrance platform.

C. Entrance Platform

One of the significant constituent elements of horseshoe-shaped tower-type
monuments is the platform located in the immediate vicinity of the entrance, func-
tioning as a spatial node that precedes direct access to the structure. Field observa-
tions and architectural measurements indicate that these platforms are generally
situated directly in front of the entrance or within its immediate surrounding zone
and are often characterized by a leveled surface, stone fill, or partially preserved
stone alignments defining their edges. Although their degree of preservation varies,
in several cases the presence of such platforms remains discernible even when cov-
ered by soil and vegetation.

Archaeological parallels demonstrate that comparable platforms are also at-
tested in other burial grounds. In particular, platforms have been documented in
the cemeteries of Aygeshat and Sevasar, where they have been interpreted as im-
portant components of the spatial organization of funerary ritual practices (Avetisyan
et al. 2019, 149-150). Nevertheless, these parallels must be applied with caution and
should not be understood as implying direct functional equivalence. The entrance
platforms associated with horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments cannot be au-
tomatically interpreted within the same ritual framework; rather, they represent a
broader spatial and architectural manifestation of the phenomenon.
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Data obtained through field investigations further indicate that similar stone-
built platforms or their remains are characteristic not only of horseshoe-shaped mo-
numents but also of other types of tower-type structures. In particular, stone plat-
forms or traces thereof have been documented in the south-eastern sector of the
Aragatsotn 1 tower, as well as in the western part of the Shamiram 1 monument and
at several other locations. These observations suggest that entrance or near-
entrance platforms constitute a recurring element in the spatial organization of
tower-type monuments, regardless of their specific planimetric or constructional
features. Within this framework, the entrance platforms of horseshoe-shaped struc-
tures should be understood as a localized expression of a broader phenomenon,
embedded within a deliberately structured system of approach and access surround-
ing tower-type monuments.

D. Stone Alignment

Within the spatial organization system of horseshoe-shaped tower-type monu-
ments, stone alignments constitute a fundamental structural component that ensures
the interconnection of individual elements and adjacent features. Field observations
and spatial analyses indicate that, in this context, stone alignments exhibit clear di-
rectionality, continuity, and functional significance, extending beyond the scope of
simple boundary markers or incidental constructions.

In the zone between the Avan-Aragats and Kuash fortresses, as well as in the
eastern highland sector of the Motkan-Smbataberd fortress (the Vzhan area), stone
alignments frequently connect horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments to one
another or link them to approach platforms, entrance platforms, and nearby fune-
rary features. These connections form spatially organized systems in which individu-
al structures are perceived not as isolated entities, but as components embedded
within a network of mutual relationships.

A significant parallel for the structural role of stone alignments connecting plat-
forms and central monuments is provided by the Aylakh complex, where a stone
alignment approximately 65 m long extends southward from the main platform and
constitutes a key organizing element of the complex (Avetisyan et al. 2025, 29-30;
159). A comparable organizational principle is observed at the Andokaberd 2 ceme-
tery, where remnants of a fortification wall preserved along the summit of the hill
attest to the systematic spatial arrangement of the area (Avetisyan et al. 2025, 41).

Stone-built routes leading toward funerary areas are also well attested in burial
ground contexts. Pathways defined by stone alignments have been documented at
Talin Cemetery No. 10 (Avetisyan et al. 1994, 5-6), in the eastern sector of the
Shamiram settlement (Apewsan 1978, 503-505), and at the Karashamb cemetery
(Melikyan 2015, 9-10). These examples are of particular comparative value, as they
demonstrate that the creation of spatial connections through stone alignments
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represents a characteristic phenomenon within ritual and commemorative land-
scapes of the Bronze and Early Iron Ages.

Field research further demonstrates that similar alignment-based connections
are characteristic of tower-type monuments as well. Stone alignments may link tow-
ers to one another or connect them with funerary groups or modified rock out-
crops, thereby forming spatially integrated systems. Such patterns of interconnec-
tion have been recorded, among other sites, in the Aygashat and Norakert complex-
es, where stone alignments establish directed and continuous links between tower-
type monuments.

Thus, stone alignments should be regarded as a fundamental component of the
spatial organization of tower-type monuments, integrating individual features into
coherent systems and shaping the structural logic through which the landscape is
perceived and navigated. This role of stone alignments is directly connected to the
analysis of the next component - roads and pathways.

E. Roads and Pathway

The ritual landscape formed on the eastern highland sector of the Motkan-
Smbataberd fortress is characterized by a terraced organization, in which a massive
road ascending from the foothills of the mountain spur functions as a primary spa-
tial axis, while stone-built paths branching from each terrace and joining this road
create a clearly articulated system of movement and approach. This structural prin-
ciple — where the road not only connects individual monuments but also organizes
the landscape as a whole - finds direct parallels in the ancient sanctuary of Berdik,
where stone-defined pathways constitute a fundamental component of the complex’s
spatial framework (Avetisyan et al. 2025, 44-45). The presence of such extended
and directionally organized routes is likewise documented in other areas of the
southern slopes of Mount Aragats, including contexts distant from the Avan-Kosh
zone and associated with other tower-type monuments. This broader distribution
indicates that the use of roads and pathways represents a widely attested phenome-
non in the spatial organization of tower-type and ritual constructions.

The Avan-Kosh Area

The Avan-Kosh area represents the most densely concentrated and structurally
coherent cluster of horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments recorded on the
southern slopes of Mount Aragats. The area extends from the immediate surround-
ings of the Avan-Aragats fortress to the approaches of the Kuash fortress, encom-
passing the lower sections of the mountain spur and the adjacent predominantly flat
terrain, where the spatial distribution of the monuments forms a clearly articulated
north-south-oriented chain.
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Fig. 5. Kuash 0: erI hotograph of the monument,view fro the south, 2025

Fig. 6. Kuash 20: General view from the south, 2018

Fig. 7. Kuash 20: Detail of the chamberad the entrancé Iinel stone, 2018
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Fig. 8. Kuash 20: Detail of the approach platform with Avan-Aragats fortress

in the background, 2018
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¥

Fig. 9. Kuash 20: Architectural-technical detail of the approach
platform, highest preserved section

Fig. 10. Vzhan 1: General view, northern aspect, 2017
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Fig. 11. Vzhan 1: Looted tomb within the cmetery adjacentto :fhe ower, 2017

Fig. 13. Vzhan 18: Detailed view of th chamberenrance and lintel, 2017
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This chain consists of a series of monumental stone-built structures intercon-
nected through various architectural and spatial elements. The combined presence
of these connections indicates that the monuments should be interpreted not as
isolated constructions, but as components of a unified and deliberately organized
system.

One of the defining characteristics of the area is the clarity of the spatial and
structural relationships preserved between the monuments. The horseshoe-shaped
towers are positioned primarily on flat or gently sloping surfaces, in locations that
ensure both visual and physical connectivity. This circumstance allows the Avan-
Kosh area to be understood as a landscape-integrated structural system, in which
each monument plays a specific role within the overall organization.

The internal chambered arrangements documented within the monuments, to-
gether with their planimetric organization and constructional features, further em-
phasize the complex and multi-component character of these structures in the Avan-
Kosh area. On the one hand, these features are integrated into the general spatial
organization of the area; on the other, they provide an essential basis for the com-
parative analysis of this monument type.

Thus, the Avan-Kosh area emerges as a complete and developed example of
the spatial organization of horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments, whose analysis
is best approached not through isolated elements, but within the framework of an
integrated system.

A. Kuash 20. Horseshoe-Shaped Tower-Type Site

The horseshoe-shaped tower-type monument Kuash 20 occupies a key position
within the linear system of the Avan-Kosh area and is distinguished by its dimen-
sions, monumentality, and degree of preservation. It is situated along the principal
north—south axis of the complex and represents one of the largest and most archi-
tecturally pronounced examples within this chain (fig. 1, 2, 5-9).

The structure displays a clear north-south orientation, with the entrance open-
ing toward the south. The external dimensions measure approximately 10.00 m
east-west and 8.20 m north-south. The horseshoe-shaped plan is formed by a de-
veloped curved section on the northern side, with an average wall thickness of ap-
proximately 2.00 m. The lateral walls differ in thickness: the right lateral wall meas-
ures about 2.75 m, while the left reaches approximately 3.00 m, locally increasing
toward the terminal section to nearly 4.00 m, imparting a pronounced monumental
character to the structure.

The maximum preserved height reaches approximately 3.00 m, particularly in
the northern curved sector and the initial part of the left lateral wall. The volume of
collapsed stone observed within the structure indicates that the original height was
substantially greater.
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The internal space is relatively narrow. The internal width measures approx-
imately 2.50 m, while the internal depth reaches about 4.50 m. In the entrance
zone, a marked narrowing is observed, with the lateral walls approaching one
another closely. This condition may result from collapse and disturbance of wall
courses, as well as from an originally intentional architectural solution.

The masonry is predominantly double-faced. Medium and large stones were
used, frequently reaching lengths of up to 70 cm. The arrangement is partially irre-
gular, with stones laid longitudinally in some sections and transversely in others. The
core fill consists of small and medium-sized stones. The exterior faces of the walls
are locally covered by soil and vegetation.

Within the interior of the structure, the presence of a central chamber is rec-
orded. The chamber is partially legible but filled with collapsed stones. A large lintel
stone has been preserved, measuring approximately 2.10x1.10 m, indicating the sig-
nificant size and structural importance of the chamber.

In the southern sector of the structure, immediately adjacent to the right lateral
wall, a nearly square platform is preserved, measuring approximately 3.20x2.80 m
and reaching a height of about 0.70 m. At present, it does not obstruct the en-
trance. The masonry of this platform is comparatively rough and, based on its con-
structional characteristics, may be regarded as an addition to the primary structure.

From the north, Kuash 20 is approached by a substantial Approach Platform,
which constitutes one of the key elements of the monument’s spatial organization.
The Approach Platform is oriented north-south and has a total length of approx-
imately 34 m. Its width measures about 3.40 m at the starting point and gradually
increases toward the monument, reaching approximately 6.20 m. The preserved
height locally attains 2.00 m, and the slope is clearly articulated. In section, lateral
stone-built alignments are visible, attesting to a high level of constructional planning.

From the platform area of Kuash 20, a stone alignment extends toward the
southeast, leading in the direction of neighboring horseshoe-shaped structures and
integrating the monument into the broader linear system of the Avan-Kosh area.

Overall, Kuash 20 represents one of the most monumental and architecturally
developed horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments within the Avan-Kosh area. Its
dimensions, wall thickness, chambered layout, and massive Approach Platform un-
derscore its exceptional position within the system and render it a key reference
point for the study of this monument type.

The Surroundings of the Yanki Averak (Ruins of Vank, Bqoyi Village)

In the western part of the Vzhan area, within the administrative territory of
Bqoyi village, the surroundings of the ruins of Vank represent an isolated yet land-
scape- and structurally significant locus. The horseshoe-shaped tower-type monu-
ment documented here is situated within the immediate sphere of influence of the
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fortress, while remaining outside the clearly defined linear or terraced systems that
characterize other parts of the Vzhan area (fig. 10).

The structure occupies a naturally leveled, slightly elevated surface, the selec-
tion of which appears to have been determined by visibility and the potential for
controlling the surrounding terrain. The immediate landscape does not display in-
tensive stone alignments or organized pathway systems, allowing this example to be
interpreted as a freestanding representative of the horseshoe-shaped tower-type
monuments. This circumstance is of particular importance, as it demonstrates that
the application of such monuments was not limited exclusively to densely organized
complexes, but could also occur in isolated positions adjacent to fortress environ-
ments.

The example from the ruins of Vank, despite its relatively limited set of asso-
ciated components, nevertheless emphasizes its typological affinity with other mo-
numents of the Vzhan area and constitutes an important intermediate link between
linear-complex systems and isolated horseshoe-shaped structures.

The Eastern High-Altitude Landscape of the Motkan-Smbataberd Fortress

The principal and most structurally saturated part of the Vzhan area is formed
within the eastern high-altitude zone of the Motkan-Smbataberd fortress, where the
landscape is characterized by a clearly articulated terraced organization and a
north-south-oriented mountain spur. This territory stands out not only for its natu-
ral relief but also for the density and interconnectivity of its monuments, forming a
spatially organized and coherent environment.

The terraces descend gradually toward the south, providing multiple levels for
the placement of architectural structures. Within this system, square, circular, poly-
gonal, and particularly horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments have been record-
ed, along with tombs and an altar. At the summit zone of the complex stands a poly-
gonal tower (Vzhan 11), which functions as the spatial and visual focal point of the
entire system.

A key organizing element of the landscape is a massive stone-built road that as-
cends gradually from the foothills of the mountain spur toward the summit areas.
This road not only facilitates physical accessibility but also serves as a spatial axis to
which stone-lined pathways from individual terraces converge. This networked sys-
tem establishes a clear structure of movement, approach, and orientation, highlight-
ing the deliberate organization of the landscape.

The horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments within the Vzhan area are posi-
tioned precisely within this terraced and road-based framework, at times directly
connected to the main route, and at other times approaching it via subsidiary stone
alignments. Such spatial arrangements indicate that the placement of these struc-
tures was governed not solely by defensive considerations or visibility, but by a more
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complex spatial logic, in which the landscape and architectural elements together
form an integrated system.

Thus, the eastern high-altitude zone of the Motkan-Smbataberd fortress should
be regarded as the principal ritual-architectural environment of the Vzhan area, in
which horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments function not as isolated features,
but as constituent elements of a coherent system defined by terraced organization,
road networks, and stone alignments.

A. Vzhan 18

The horseshoe-shaped tower-type monument Vzhan 18 represents one of the
most monumental and representative examples within the terraced complex formed
on the eastern highland sector of the Motkan-Smbataberd fortress. It is distin-
guished not only by its dimensions and state of preservation, but also by its position-
al significance, occupying a key location in relation to the main route organizing the
complex (fig. 3, 4, 12, 13).

The structure is situated on an individual terrace and displays a clearly defined
orientation, with its entrance directed toward the Motkan fortress, a feature that
further emphasizes its visual and symbolic connection with the central sector of the
fortress. The overall dimensions of the monument measure 8.40 m along the east-
west axis and 8.30 m along the north-south axis. The ground plan is distinctly
horseshoe-shaped, with a clearly articulated curved segment measuring approx-
imately 1.70 m; the length of the right lateral wing is approximately 1.90 m, while
that of the left wing measures about 1.75 m.

The maximum preserved height of the structure reaches approximately 1 m. At
present, the walls are largely covered by a vegetation layer; however, the masonry
remains locally well legible and is executed in a double-row construction technique.
The stones are medium to large in size, reaching up to 60 cm in length. In the inner
row, the stones are laid longitudinally, while in the outer row they are placed trans-
versely; the core is filled with small stones, a constructional feature characteristic of
this type of monumental stone architecture.

Within the interior of the structure, a clearly defined central chamber is rec-
orded. The internal width of the chamber measures approximately 4.55 m, and its
depth about 4.85 m. The chamber is preserved to a depth of roughly 1 m and has a
clearly delineated outline. At the entrance zone, a lintel stone has been preserved in
situ, measuring approximately 1.50x0.50 m, whose position attests to the deliberate
and planned construction of the chamber.

Vzhan 18 does not possess a platform directly adjoining the structure itself;
however, from its southern side begins a stone alignment approximately 35 m in
length, which connects the monument to the main route organizing the complex.
This connection further underscores the integration of the structure within the
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overall spatial system and indicates that it functioned not in isolation, but within a
carefully organized environment of movement and approach.

In the immediate vicinity of the monument, additional significant components
have been documented: the Vzhan 19 structure is located approximately 43 m to the
north on the next terrace, while an altar is situated about 85 m to the southeast.
This spatial proximity forms a dense structural and semantic environment, within
which Vzan 18 functions as an intermediate and balancing node.

Overall, Vzhan18 constitutes a key example among the horseshoe-shaped
tower-type monuments of the Motkan-Smbataberd complex, allowing for a compre-
hensive understanding of the volumetric solutions, chamber system, and the role of
such structures within a terraced, route-organized ritual landscape.

Conclusion

The present study conducted on the southern slopes of Mount Aragats demon-
strates that horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments cannot be interpreted as iso-
lated or incidental architectural phenomena. Rather, they appear as constituent
elements of spatially organized systems, whose meaning and function become intel-
ligible only within the context of their landscape setting, internal interconnections,
and associated architectural components. The evidence documented in the Avan-
Kosh and Ujan (Vzhan) areas indicates that these monuments form clearly struc-
tured environments, integrated through stone alignments, approach platforms, en-
trance-adjacent platforms, and, in certain cases, altars.

The component-based analysis has allowed the identification of several stable
and recurring constructive principles. The presence of internal chambers, their arc-
hitectural solutions, and their central positioning indicate that the chamber system
constitutes one of the fundamental characteristics of this monument type. At the
same time, the constructive similarities between these chambers and the chambered
and dolmen-type structures known from regional cemeteries provide grounds for
discussing their potential funerary or relic-related functions, while deliberately avoi-
ding unequivocal or premature conclusions. The approach platforms and road sys-
tems, in turn, highlight the role of movement, access, and the gradual negotiation of
the landscape in the spatial organization of these monuments, establishing meaning-
ful parallels with other sites in the Armenian Highlands as well as with complexes in
neighboring regions.

The results of this study suggest that horseshoe-shaped tower-type monuments
should be regarded as components of multilayered architectural and ritual environ-
ments, in which constructive, spatial, and symbolic factors are closely intertwined.
This perspective offers a framework not only for expanding the documentation and
comparative analysis of such monuments, but also for re-evaluating prevailing inter-
pretations of landscape organization and monumental systems during the Bronze
and lron Ages.
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