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In the ancient and rich culture of Azerbaijan, a special place belongs to stone plastic art. First of all, it
is determined by the high artistic content of monuments, as well as the sustainable system of motives
and themes that have formed the basis of the national visual tradition for centuries. In a sense, this is a
“stone record” of the life and history of the people.

Gravestone from the Noratuz village, 1304-1305
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The incredibly large amount of
factual material relating to different historical periods indicates that
stone plastic art was widespread
virtually in the entire country. Many
years of research make it possible to
identify specific areas where this art
was especially developed, having
specific descriptive and stylistic peculiarities and its own set of images
and themes.
One of these regions was Western Azerbaijan, which includes
much of the modern Republic
of Armenia. This land, which was
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shootings in the Urud village, 1983
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Rock statue of a horse, the Alagoz village, Garakilse

Narrative gravestone in the Urud village, 1555-56

inhabited by Azerbaijanis since ancient times, has been linked to the
rest of the country throughout history with numerous ethnic, cultural,
political and economic ties. This region, in which Azerbaijanis were the
dominant ethnic group, has always
been an integral part of historical
Azerbaijan. The territory of Western
Azerbaijan was literally inundated
with a huge number of samples of
the artistic heritage of the Azerbaijani people. Stone plastic art occu-
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pied its rightful place in this array.
Being mainly of memorial content, these monuments can be typologically divided into two large
groups, one of which includes headstones with storyline images, while
the second one includes figures of
horses and sheep installed at burial
sites.
These monuments, both for their
artistic features and for the variety
of scenes and images, represent the
most generous and valuable mate-

rial. Its value lies in the large number of source study qualities that
reveal to us not only the picture of
the everyday life and lifestyle of our
ancestors, but their ideas about life
and death, their world outlook and
spiritual and aesthetic values. To illustrate this, it is appropriate to consider a few examples.
A tombstone in the village of
Noratuz in Gegharkunik (Bayazed)
District of Armenia is very interesting. According to an inscription in
Arabic on the tomb, it was made in
704 Hijrah (1304/1305). The gravestone is shaped like a sagana. On
one of its sides, an image of two
dragons deployed against each other is engraved as a bas-relief. Their
bodies tightly fit into the allotted
space and are extremely malleable
in performance, while the outlines
are softened and rounded, which
lends ornamental and decorative
content to the entire composition.
The image of the dragons reproduced on this headstone is not accidental. I would like to emphasize
that this mythical character is perceived differently in different ethnic
and cultural environments. Among
Christians and most Muslims, it is a
negative character that bears evil
and embodies the dark forces. At
the same time, a number of peoples
of the Far East, the Chinese and
the Uighurs, as well as the ancient
Turks see the dragon as a symbol of
strength and power. In this environment, it is certainly a positive character that symbolizes power and
wealth. The fact that the composition is composed of two dragons
forming a heraldic shape gives every
reason to consider it as the tomb of
a noble man, perhaps a hero or a soldier who comes from the Turkic environment in which ancient notions
and ideals were still strong at the
time. This is confirmed by the profile
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Rock sheep, the Urud village

image of a horse with a saddle and
a bridle in the left side of the composition. Horse images are often
encountered on memorial monuments of Western Azerbaijan – both
in the form of projections and volumetric sculptures. Unfortunately, we
only have a very poor quality photograph of this monument which
is interesting in all aspects and from
which the drawing was made.
Samples of medieval stone plastic art were common literally everywhere in Western Azerbaijan, or to
be exact, where Azerbaijanis lived
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for centuries. According to the recollections of eyewitnesses, many
Azerbaijani villages in the region had
large numbers of stone sculptures
in the shape of a sheep or a horse.
Some of them can be attributed to
samples of high art, in making which
masters achieved special expression
and plastic perfection. An example
of this is the figure of a horse from
the village of Yeghegis (Alagoz) in
Yeghegnadzor (Garakilsa) District.
The horse is made in the static pose
that was traditional for memorials.
The figure is carved with a detailed

A shaman’s gravestone,
the Urud village
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study of all items (saddle, bridle, stirrups). The master was particularly
successful in carving the figure itself,
its croup and short powerful legs.
These elements, as well as the more
conventionally-designed head and
neck give the entire monument a
monumental sound which, however, does not lack expressive content.
In Western Azerbaijan, in addition to single samples, there were
also whole memorial complexes,
which, alongside simple headstones
in the form of a sagana with images
on the sides, also carried figures of
sheep with figures embossed on
the sides. The most interesting and
well-studied such complex is the
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medieval cemetery in the village of
Vorotan (Urud) in Sisian District. This
unique monument was mentioned
in 1927 by the Russian scholar V. Sysoyev. In his travel notes, he mentions
the presence in the local cemetery
of a large number of stone sheep figures, which are an object of worship
for local residents. Unfortunately,
during their successive visits in the
1970-80s, the authors of the article
witnessed the systematic removal of
these figures. Subsequently, some of
them were found in the district center in Sisian, on the streets and parks.
But Muslim inscriptions on them
were carefully erased and crosses
were carved on their backs.

Along with the text in Arabic
which provides the time of burial
and scanty information about the
deceased, the Urud monuments,
whether they are figures of sheep
or ordinary headstones, also carry
entire genre pictures with scenes of
hunting, daily life and religious and
mythical-epic images. Despite the
fact that these monuments were
created in the 15th-17th centuries,
most of the stories reproduced here,
without a doubt, have a genetic kinship with ancient pre-Islamic beliefs and worldviews. This is proved
by the frequent figure of a bird of
prey holding a sacrificial lamb in its
claws, solar signs, as well as images
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of a man in a hood with his hands
up. From an iconographical point of
view, this figure is always depicted
in isolation, being located in a lancet
niche, which gives grounds to assert
that it has particular semantic content. According to many Azerbaijani
researchers, with whom we agree,
this motif is evidence of pre-Islamic
beliefs, while the character reproduced on it is a shaman engaged
in a shamanistic ritual. Birds holding animals in their claws represent
ancient objects of worship. It is well
known that in ancient Oguz tribes,
different birds symbolized individual
tribes and were their tribal marks ongons. Therefore, the presence of
such images on Urud monuments
cannot be accidental, and their origin should be associated with these
factors. The epigraphic material, or
more accurately, inscriptions on
Urud tombs are also of considerable
historical interest. Individual monuments mention the word “Agvan”
as a tribe or clan, from which the
deceased hailed. At the same time,
specific Islamic phrases can serve as
direct evidence that the autochthonous population of this area, which
converted to Islam in the new reality,
managed to preserve not only their
original world outlook, but also the
name of their clan.
Thus, even a cursory review of
individual samples of West Azerbaijan plastic stone art produces very
rich and valuable material on the
development of arts and crafts of
the time, acting at the same time
as a serious and sometimes unique
source that reveals the picture of
life, customs and beliefs of society
at that time. Unfortunately, due to
certain circumstances, this region
is inaccessible to us. Our researchers and scientists cannot conduct
research, organize field expeditions
and study the material culture of
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past times, whose fate is mostly unenviable. Many of them were broken and savagely destroyed. Others
were distorted beyond recognition
by apologists of the crazy idea of
“Greater Armenia” and the no less
unhealthy idea about the exclusivity of the Armenian people. Even
the material, which survived thanks
to the selfless efforts of Azerbaijani
scientists, gives us a full and fair
right to speak about the originality of the region’s plastic stone art
and its semantic and visual relationship with the artistic culture of
Azerbaijan during its long history.
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