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The Armenian dragon stones and a seal impression from Acemhöyük

Alessandra Gilibert

Institut für Altorientalistik, Freie Universität Berlin

The “dragon stones” (Arm. vishapakar  or, short, 
vishap) are among the most signifi cant and at the 
same time most enigmatic megalithic monuments 
of the Armenian Highland. Largely unknown out-
side modern Armenia, their scientifi c discovery in 
the early XX century is intimately bound with the 
founding fathers of Transcaucasian archaeology. 
The fi rst scientifi c mention of a dragon stone was 
published by Ekvtime Tokaishvili in 1909, who re-
corded the existence of a megalith of unidentifi ed 
kind at Murdzhakheti, Georgia (Tokaishvili 1909, 
28, fi g. 12). In 1909 and 1910, Nikolay Jakovlevich 
Marr and Yakov Ivanovich Smirnov recorded fur-
ther dragon stones located at the summer pastures 
of the Geghama Mountains just above the site of 
Garni (Marr, Smirnov 1931)1. The survey of Marr 
and Smirnov is still the most comprehensive over-
view of dragon stones to date, particularly if con-
sidered together with the revisions and addenda 
compiled by L.A.Barseghian in 1968 (Barseghian 
1968; Gilibert, infra). Marr and Smirnov have been 
the fi rst scholars to identify the dragon stones as a 
stand-alone megalithic family of menhir-like basalt 
monoliths carved with animal imagery, sometimes 
as high as fi ve meters2.

The data collected from the Geghama Mountains 
can be used to work out a provisional typologi-
cal classifi cation of dragon stones into three main 
classes. The fi rst typological class, which we may 
provisionally term the vellus class, comprises stones 
carved as if one or more hides of a male bovid had 
been draped on them (Barseghian 1968, №17). The 
image invariably represents a hide prepared in a pe-

1 The Armenian term vishapakar, that is, “dragon stones”, 
was introduced to Marr and Smirnov by their local guides 
(Barseghian 1968, 289).

2 The highest vishapakar to date (5.20m) has been found 
near Oltu in Erzurum region (Belli 2005, cf. also infra, 
Bobokhyan).

culiar way, with legs, tail and head (including ears 
and horns) le�  attached and the back of the animal 
cut back into a thin strip3. Much attention is devot-
ed to the animal’s head, which tends to be the only 
part of the hide carved in high relief and thus to 
project from the background as the most prominent 
element of the composition4. Sometimes, one or 
more wavy lines are engraved as if coming out of its 
mouth, representing perhaps a special preparation 
of the animal’s tongue, hair, or else a poured liq-
uid charged with symbolic value5. Images of water 
birds may appear combined with the draped hides. 
The birds are always two in number, represented as 
antithetical couple. In one case, they are perched 
on a pole (Imirzek 1 6). In another case, the birds 
are combined with a horizontal line (Tokmagan-Göl 
1). These vellus megaliths have a characteristically 
prismatic or tetragonal shape, with the bottom usu-
ally narrower than the top. The second typological 
class, which we may call the piscis class, comprises 
megaliths cut and polished into the shape of a fi sh, 
o� en including anatomical details such as nostrils, 
fi ns, lateral lines and operculum (Barseghian 1968, 
№3). A zigzag motif is sometimes carved at both 
sides of the fi sh, perhaps to be interpreted as a geo-
metric abstraction for scales. The shape of this sec-

3 A similar preparation of a sacrifi cial bull, including the 
draping of the hide on a stone altar, was also practiced in 
medieval Transcaucasia: Marr 1931, 89; Ishkol-Kerovpian 
1986, 80.

4 The case is also given of more than one hide represented 
on the same stone (e.g., Azhdaha-Yurt 4, Tokmagan-Göl 
6, Imirzek 3).

5 Marr and Smirnov identify the liquid as water and speak 
of “fi lets d’eau” (Marr and Smirnov 1931, 90). However, if 
the wavy lines are to be interpreted as a representation 
of a fl owing liquid, this liquid could as well be sacrifi cial 
blood (infra, Bobokhyian, Gevorkyan).

6 This label and the following refer to vishapakar of the 
Ge gha ma Mountains as numbered in the synopsis pub-
lished in Gilibert, infra.
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ond class of dragon stones is usually fusiform and 
sometimes arcuated. Details of the reliefs are carved 
also on the belly of the fi sh (e.g., Imirzek 6-7), while 
the fi sh “tail” is invariably le�  uncarved7, proving 
that the piscis megaliths, much as the megaliths 
with the hide, were originally conceived as upright 
standing stones. The third typological class is a hy-
brid between the fi rst and the second type of dragon 
stones, and may be termed the hybrida class (Bar-
seghian 1968, №4). It consists of monoliths shaped 
in the form of a fi sh, with the belly of the fi sh pre-
pared fl at and carved with the image of one or more 
hides. The hides are represented spread along the 
vertical axis of the stone; whether the hide was rep-
resented with head pointing to the bottom or to the 
top of the megalith seems to have been of little con-
sequence. In one case, the hide was not represented 
spread on the belly but draped on top of the fi sh. 
In this case, the representation of the hide was ex-
ecuted in a shortened form in order not to intrude 
on the carving of the fi sh (Imirzek 2, Barseghian 
1968, №16). In another case, we fi nd on the belly 
of the fi sh a hide with horned head in low relief, a 
further, detached animal head in high relief, and a 
couple of birds in low relief at the side of the latter 
(Azhdahak-Yurt 8, Barseghian 1968, №1). Iconog-
raphy and style of the hides are identical to those 
observed on the fi rst type of dragon stones. This is 
how we know that all three kinds of dragon stones 
belong to the same family of megaliths and also to 
the same time horizon.

Since the survey of Marr and Smirnov identi-
fi ed the dragon stones as a specifi c megalithic phe-
nomenon, a growing number of affi  liated megaliths 
have been observed. If we were to map all known 
dragon stones so far, we would see that this mega-
lithic phenomenon had its epicenter in modern Ar-
menia, but extended in surrounding regiones (Hnila, 
infra). Thus far, no dragon stone has been excavat-
ed and neither their dating nor their function has 
been properly investigated. It seems natural to as-
sume that they had a religious meaning and that 
they were involved in rituals, including the actual 
draping on some of them of a prepared skin. A cru-
cial fact is that virtually every known dragon stone 
was recorded at high altitude summer pastures and 

7 The drawing of a fi sh with a hide apparently carved along 
the lower half of the belly in Barseghian 1968, № 4 has 
been published by mistake upside down.

in close proximity to water sources. Between 1929 
and 1933, the eminent Armenian archaeologist Ash-
kharbek Kalantar prospected the southern slopes of 
Mount Aragats and observed that the dragon stones 
were erected together with a complex system of ar-
tifi cial water reservoirs and channels devised to col-
lect and regulate the melting water of the mountain 
peaks (Kalantar 1994). Kalantar dated this hydraulic 
network to the pre-Urartian period and advanced 
the hypothesis that it served the needs of a mixed 
agro-pastoral economy: “The system shows clearly 
that there was a great need of water for stock-breed-
ing in the higher areas and to fulfi ll the agricultural 
needs in the lower regions” (Kalantar 1994, 32). An 
almost identical situation was described by Marr 
and Smirnov for the Geghama Mountains (Marr, 
Smirnov 1931, 81-87). Thus, it may be surmised that 
the erection of the dragon stones correlates on one 
hand with the reclamation of mountain meadows 
as pastures and on the other hand with the imple-
mentation of an irrigation system for settlements 
located at lower altitudes. This helps us advance a 
hypothesis as to the dating of the vishapakar phe-
nomenon. The earliest wave of reclamation of high 
altitude mountain meadows in this region dates to 
the stock breeding pastoralist groups of the Middle 
Bronze Age (Edens 1995, 55; Puturidze 2003; Smith 
et al. 2009, 27-28; Laneri, Schwartz 2011, 346). At 
the same time we know that the dragon stones prob-
ably are not later than the end of the MBA II (de-
fi ned here as 1800-1600 BC), since a dragon stone 
has been found re-used on a burial in Lchaschen 
dated to the 1800-1500 BC (Khanzadyan 2005). We 
also know of a series of Middle Bronze Age fi gurines 
and of painted wares from the Erzurum region with 
images of birds similar to those carved on the drag-
on stones (Esajan 1980; Özf rat 2001; Manaseryan, 
Balyan 2002). Following this line of argument and in 
lack of further elements, it seems reasonable to hy-
pothesize a provisional date of the vishapakar phe-
nomenon to the local Trialeti-Vanadzor phase of the 
Middle Bronze Age (c. 2100-1700 BC)8.

A specifi c problem in understanding the dragon 
stones is posed by the apparent lack of parallels that 
may help frame the dragon stones within a larger 
context of megalithic habits. This fact is surprising: 
a� er all, in the Middle Bronze Age the Armenian 

8 For a chronological overview, s. Smith et al. 2009, fi g. 2.
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Highland was a region well embedded into a much 
greater web of economic and cultural interconnec-
tions and exchange. Besides, the dragon stones are 
not a negligible religious gadget, but impressive 
monuments of great emotional and ritual impact. 
In particular, we would expect the dragon stones to 
leave a range of secondary traces in the archaeologi-
cal record, and specifi cally we would expect to fi nd 
images of dragon stones on other visual artifacts.

The lack of direct parallels and of a visual vo-
cabulary connected to the dragon stones may be 
due to the fact that so far searching eff orts have 
been consistently directed to the material culture of 
the social groups populating the steppes north and 
east of southern Caucasus. However, recent studies 
highlight how Middle Bronze Age Transcaucasia was 
also well connected with modern Central Turkey 
(Bobokhyan 2008; Laneri, Schwarz 2011). At the 
beginning of the II millennium BC, modern Central 
Turkey was fragmented into smaller territorial states 
ruled by local “princes” (Veenhof, Eidem 2008). 
These rulers controlled a wide-ranging network of 
long-distance trade and lived off  its revenues, accu-
mulating great economic power. Their palaces and 
administrative centers were a cosmopolitan and 
polyglot milieu, where cultural habits from faraway 
regions encountered and fused with local traditions 
(van Loon 1985). This “multiculturalism” is well re-
fl ected in the corpus of seal impressions found in 
the local administrative archives and store-rooms. 
Nimet Özgüç orders this rich corpus into Mesopota-
mian, Syrian, Old Assyrian, and Anatolian seal im-
pressions (most recently, N. Özgüç 2002). The Ana-
tolian group includes both cylinder and stamp seal 
impressions and is the one group that most refl ects 
a “local” style and iconography, and probably also 
ownership (N. Özgüç 2002; Lumsden 2008). On one 
such “Anatolian” seal impression we fi nd an image 
that may be connected to a dragon stone.

The seal impression (Fig. 1) was found in a “fi le 
room” at the ground fl oor of Sarıkaya, one of two 
large administrative buildings at the site of Acem-
höyük, near modern Aksaray (Özgüç 1980). Den-
drochronological data cluster the erection date of 
the Sarıkaya building around 1774 BC (Kuniholm 
et al. 2005, 45); its destruction by fi re appears to 
be contemporary with the beginning of Level Ib at 
the site of Kültepe, i.e., around 1750 BC at the lat-
est (Öztan 2008). Thus, the seal impression stored 

at Sarıkaya can be dated to the second quarter of 
the XVIII century BC. We do not know who was the 
owner of the seal in question, but its impression was 
found together with others which belonged to seals 
of royals and dignitaries from all across Upper Meso-
potamia, including the king of Assur and the king of 
Mari (Özgüç 1980, 62). Thus, it is likely that our seal 
belonged to a similarly preeminent individual with 
strong cultural ties to the native Anatolian milieu. 

The image is a tripartite composition. Within a 
braided circle, we see a standing man on the le� , 
an obelisk-shaped object in the middle and a sitting 
woman on the right. We recognize here the classic 
elements of an adoration scene, with a male adorant 
(presumably the owner of the seal) performing rit-
ual off erings in front of an enthroned goddess. In 
this case, however, the ritual act is mediated by the 
obelisk-shaped artifact that conspicuously occupies 
the center of the scene and that appears to be the 
actual recipient of the adorant’s off erings. This “obe-
lisk” is a pointed, elongated object standing on a 
base, incised with parallel grooves and adorned with 
two protruding horned bovine heads and the dan-
gling foreleg of a bovine, to be probably interpreted 
as the lateral view of a leg pair. So far, this object is a 
singular occurrence in the contemporary visual rep-
ertory. What appears to be a round-topped variant 
of a similar artifact was used on the seal the nībum, 
an Old Assyrian institutional body appointed to the 

Fig. 1. Seal impression from Acemhöyük. 
Drawing A. Gilibert a� er Özgüç 2002, 239
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Cappadocian trade aff airs (Veenhof 1993; Dercksen 
2004, 62-63; Cammarosano, infra)9. The image cho-
sen for the seal of the nībum may be the rendition 
in Assyrian style of an image perceived as typically 
connected with the Cappadocian milieu. This would 
support the hypothesis that in the Middle Bronze 
Age pointed or round-topped artifacts with bovine 
protomes functioned as visual epitomes of religious 
practices characteristic for the Central Plateau of 
modern Turkey (Özguç 1980, 66). 

So far, scholars have seen in the pointed, elon-
gated artifact represented on the seal impression 
from Acemhöyük a tower-like building (Veenhof 
1993; Kletter et al. 2010, 69). Özgüç, however, has 
recently interpreted this object as a stele (Özgüç 
2002, 239). In favor of this interpretation and 
against the identifi cation of the artifact with a build-
ing speaks the pointed shape, (remarkably unusual 
for a building), and the position of the artifact at the 
center of the composition. Among the impressions 
of stamp seals with adoration scenes found at Acem-
höyük, the central position is invariably occupied 
by a cultic implement, mostly a table for off erings 
(Özgüç 1980, fi g. III/34-38). This invites to draw a 
functional analogy between a table on which off er-
ings are placed and a stele in front of which off erings 
are performed.

If the identifi cation of the object in question 
with a stele is correct, then both the physical char-
acteristics and the cultual background of the repre-
sentation can be compared to the fi rst typological 
class of dragon stones described above, with whom 
they share the same time horizon. The stele on the 
Acemhöyük seal and the dragon stone share four 
signifi cant traits: (1) an imposing height, (2) a deco-
ration with bovine protomes, (3) the association of 
the bovine head with its dangling legs (a detail that 
is elsewhere unknown), and, fi nally, (4) an associa-
tion between the stele and the presence of a water 
bird (in the Acemhöyük seal a water bird appears in 
the upper right corner of the image).

Another important aspect that the stele on the 
Acemhöyük seal shares with the Armenian dragon 
stones is its ritual embedment. The prepared bo-

9 Veenhof and Eidem pleads for a diff erent iconographical 
reading and see on the seal of the nībum „a seven tiered 
mountain, standing on four feet, with a bull’s head pro-
truding, which probably is a rendering of the god Aššur” 
(Veenhof, Eidem 2008, 36, n. 91).

vine hides with head and extremities carved on the 
dragon stones clearly refl ect the fact that similar 
hides were actually draped on the megaliths in the 
context of specifi c (seasonal?) rituals taking place 
on high altitude summer pastures, and specifi cally 
near water sources. The killing, the manipulation of 
the carcass, and the subsequent off ering of one or 
more bovines may have also involved the pouring 
of sacrifi cial blood on the megalith, perhaps to be 
identifi ed with the wavy lines coming out of the bo-
vid heads on dragon stones. The stele on the Acem-
höyük seal is at the center of an analogous ritual. 
The offi  ciant is represented holding a vessel for li-
bations and standing in front of a stele decorated 
with bovid heads and forequarters. The same cuts 
of meat are also the off ers that the offi  ciant is bring-
ing next to the libation: a bovine leg prepared to be 
off ered is represented behind him, while a horned 
head is represented above him. The bovine head is 
positioned right above the libation vessel. This can 
be interpreted as a methonymical clue indicating 
that the vessel contained the blood collected from 
the sacrifi cial animal at the moment of its slaughter.

We do not know where exactly the ritual de-
picted on the Acemhöyük seal took place. However, 
the goddess sitting on a stool behind the stele may 
help formulate a hypothesis. She is represented with 
loose hair, wearing a characteristic “knobbed” robe 
and holding a vegetal staff  in her right hand. Above 

Fig. 2. Seal impression from Acemhöyük. 
Drawing from Özgüç 1980, fi g. III/38
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her head and next to the stele, we see a bird. The 
same goddess with the loose hair, the bird, and the 
“knobbed” robe is also represented on other im-
pressions of a stamp seal from the archive rooms 
of Acemhöyük (Özgüç 1980, fi g. III/38, reproduced 
here as Fig. 2). Here again, the context is an adora-
tion scene with off erings, as indicated by the table 
set between the goddess and the offi  ciant. The of-
fi ciant has performed a libation (as indicated by the 
cup held by the goddess) and is bringing a bovid leg 
and a fi sh(!) as off erings. In this case, the goddess 
does not hold a vegetable staff  but sits under a bud-
ding tree. A brook streams out the roots of the tree. 
If this goddess is the same goddess represented on 
the seal with the stele, then we may interpret the 
visual clues on both seals (the vegetable staff , the 
bird, the tree, the brook) as related to rituals that 
took place outside a built environment, not unlike 
the rituals that clustered around the dragon stones.

The seal impression with the stele from Acem-
höyük and the dragon stones of the Armenian High-
land are undoubtedly diff erent artifacts. However, I 
would like to argue that both were the expressions of 
an analogous ritual practices related to cattle herd-
ing, involving the slaughtering of bovids and the de-
position of parts of the carcasses at a high standing 
stele located out in the open. In the fi rst centuries 
of the II millennium BC, this ritual practice spread 
across a vast region, including the Central Plateau of 
modern Turkey and the Southern Caucasus. The dif-
fusion of this practice may be related to the growing 
importance of pastoral economies based on transhu-
mance, whose social groups moved around the pas-
tures of this greater region. The dragon stones and 
the seal impression from Acemhöyük indicate that 
the ritual practice was invested of a great meaning, 
giving birth to a family of signifi cant monuments, 
themselves in turn being favored as central symbolic 
elements of important seals.
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