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A Newly Discovered Monument of Persian-Achaemenid 
Architecture in South Caucasus

In 1956 Azerbaijani archaeologist Ideal Narimanov discovered 5th-4th c. BCE 
monumental building in Saritepe, near the west Azerbaijani city of Gazakh. In one of 
the halls of that building, so-called type of bell-shaped column bases, developed in the 
capitals of the Achaemenid Empire, were uncovered.1

Fragments of a similar base were found in 1972 in the Alazani Valley (Kakheti, East 
Georgia), near the village of Jugaani, at a site known as Gumbati. There, in 1994-1995, 
the Kakheti Georgian-German archaeological expedition led by Kiazo Fitskhelauri and 
Andreas Furtwängler unearthed the surviving section of the Achaemenid-style palace 
made with mud bricks, which had at least two chambers with columns.2

In Northwestern Armenia, close to Beniamin, Felix Ter-Martirossov discovered 
contemporaneous monumental construction of Saritepe and Gumbati in the 1980s, with 
columns supported by bell-shaped bases, carved from local tuff.3

If we add the discovery of an Achaemenid-type double-protom capital and a 
fragment of a bell-shaped base at Tsikhiagora in Kavtishkevi in the 1970s4 to the list 
of above-mentioned Achaemenid period sites, we can say that at the end of the last 
century, researchers had enough material to prove that the South Caucasus was strongly 
influenced by the Achaemenid culture in the 5th - 4th cc. BCE.

However, the recent archaeological finds from 2006 to 2023 in Eastern Georgia 
and Western Azerbaijan have persuaded us to discuss not only the Persian-Achaemenid 
impact but also the Persian presence in the South Caucasus.

1 Narimanov, Nakhodki baz koloni, pp. 162-164.
2 Pitskhelauri, Dedabrishvili, Kakhetis arkeologiuri ekspediciis shedegebi, p. 35; Furtwängler, 
Knauss, Archäologische Expedition in Kachetien, pp. 353-387.
3 Knauss, Ancient Persia and the Caucasus, p. 100.
4 Gagoshidze, Kipiani, Neue Beobachtungen zur achaimenidischen Baukunst, pp. 59-65; 
Makharadze, Kalandadze, Sakhvadze, Tsikhiagora, pl. 96, 97, 119.
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The Azerbaijani-Georgian-German archaeological expedition (led by Ilias 
Babaev, Iulon Gagoshidze and Florian Knauss) discovered and excavated the residence 
of the ruler (satrap) of one of the satrapies of the Achaemenid Empire (according to 
Herodotus, the XI satrapy where the Caspians lived [Hdt. III.92])1 near the village of 
Karajamirli, Shamkor district of Azerbaijan from 2006 to 2012.2

A joint archaeological expedition of the Georgian National Museum and the 
Ludwig-Maximilian University of Munich, headed by Iulon Gagoshidze and Kai 
Kaniuth, resumed work in the Alazani Valley in 2018-2022. Another Achaemenid 
period palace has been found in Saaklemo, about 2 kilometers northeast of Gumbati. 
There, several storerooms, including the six-columned hall, have been unearthed. The 
columns’ bases are bell-shaped, however they differ from the bases of Gumbati and 
Karajamirli in terms of ornamentation. As a result of the field investigation in 2020, 
radiocarbon analysis of burnt grain from Saaklemo Palace revealed a date earlier than 
400 BCE.3

Geophysical surveys determined that the ruins of another capital building, most 
likely from the same – Achaemenid period, had been preserved to the northwest of the 
aforementioned site, where a slight elevation was seen.4

The nearly equal distances (60–100 km) from the pillared palaces of Saaklemo/
Gumbati and Saritepe to Karajamirli prompt us to consider the division of the territory 
into administrative units: if Karajamirli served as the satrap’s seat, Saaklemo/Gumbati 
and Saritepe might have been the provincial hubs of this satrapy. Since the bell-shaped 
bases of the Gumbati and Karajamirli are produced of the same limestone in the same 
workshop and the adobe bricks are of identical size, it is most likely that the palaces of 
the Gumbati and Karajamirli were constructed concurrently and are part of the same 
system.5

1 Two more Iranian satrapies reached the South Caucasus: the eighteenth satrapy (southern part 
of present day Armenia), where the Matiens, Saspers, and Alarodians lived, and the nineteenth 
satrapy (south-eastern coast of the Black Sea), where the Moskhs, Tibarenes, Macrones, 
Mosinikes and Mares lived (Hdt.III.94).
2 Babaev, Gagoshidze, Knauss, An Achaemenid Palace, pp. 31-45; Knauss, Gagoshidze, Babaev, 
A Persian Propyleion, pp. 111-122; Gagoshidze, Babaev, Knauss, Akemenidebi Kavkasiashi, pp. 
601-615; Knauss, Gagoshidze, Babaev, Karačamirli, pp. 1-28. The German-Azerbaijani team is 
still working in Karajamirli, and according to Florian Knauss, another complex of Achaemenid 
period buildings was discovered in 2023 not far from the village of Seidlar, five kilometers east 
of Karajamirli.
3 Fassbinder (et al.), Persian Residences, p. 56.
4 Gagoshidze, Kaniuth, Gumbatis eqspediciis angarishi, pp. 239-243; Gagoshidze, Kaniuth, 
Gagoshidze, Gumbatis arkeologiuri samushaoebis angarishi, pp. 94-99; Fassbinder (et al.), 
Persian Residences, pp. 55-58.
5 Gagoshidze, Babaev, Knauss, Akemenidebi Kavkasiashi, p. 605.
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Along with the above-mentioned Achaemenid period monuments located in 
the Kakheti region, we may also mention the limestone column bases discovered in 
Georgia’s far east, close to the village of Sabatlo, on the right bank of the Alazani 
River.1 The base of the column (Fig. 1.2), the broken corner of the second base similar 
to the previous one, and a fragment of an architectural detail carved from the same 
type of stone, likely the capital of the column, were pulled out by the plow during the 
plowing of the arable plot on the second terrace of the Alazani river, northwest of the 
village. These fragments have been moved to Dedoplistskaro, in the archaeological 
base of Ilia State University, for protection.

Inspecting the ploughed terrain revealed that the plow had also damaged 
the walls of the charred old building: charcoal, burnt mud bricks, and parts of wall 
plastering (including painted) were spread over the area. However, it is clear that the 
plow only partially destroyed the building, leaving the floor unharmed. The exceptional 
quality of the column base carving, as well as the measurements (the column’s lower 
diameter is 52 cm), indicate that we are dealing with a palace (or temple). A tiny pottery 
collection suggests that this structure dates back to the 5th - 4th cc. BCE. According to 
the study of aerial photos the estimated size of the archaeological monument (remains 
of capital buildings) goes beyond the deeply ploughed plot in both the eastern and 
southern directions (Fig. 1.1).

Sabatlo’s bases are not bell-shaped like Gumbati and Saaklemo’s, but similar 
bases with an angular plinth and a round torus are typical on classical period structures, 
including Persepolis.2 Remember that in numerous rooms of the Karajamirli palace, the 
bases of the columns had a square plinth, but with two levels,3 identical to that in one 
of the Pasargadae palaces.4

As we can see, the monuments of Persian-Achaemenid architecture are 
concentrated on the right bank of the Alazani River. Recently, a similar monument was 
discovered on the left bank of Alazani.

Teimuraz Tkemaladze, the director of the hunting farm “Eden” located in the 
Alazani grove, about 5 kilometers south of the Chabukiani village in the Lagodekhi 
municipality, informed the head of the O. Lordkipanidze Research Center of Georgian 
National Museum Zurab Makharadze, who had archaeologically studied several 
kurgans there, including the famous Ananauri kurgan of the Early Bronze Age,5 that a 

1 Knauss, Gagoshidze, Babaev, Karačamirli, p. 4; Knauss, Babaev, Xerxes in Aserbaidschan, 
pp. 70, 75, pl. 2.
2 Wesenberg, Kapitelle und Basen, p. 105, pl. 217-218.
3 Knauss, Gagoshidze, Babaev, Karačamirli, pp. 12, 15.
4 Wesenberg, Kapitelle und Basen, p. 105, pl. 214-215.
5 Makharadze, Kalandadze, Murvanidze, Ananauris korghani.
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carved stone column base had been found on the hunting farm’s property (Fig. 2). The 
supplied photo made it clear that we were dealing with a significant find.

On November 30, 2023, Zurab Makharadze and the authors of this article visited 
the hunting farm, where the recently found base is still being preserved. The employee 
of the farm took us to a high kurgan (near the excavated Ananauri kurgan) located 2 km 
southeast of the farm office (Fig. 3), on the flattened top of which a 2m x 2.5m and 1.5m 
deep pit was dug by graverobbers who were threatened by the farm workers.

As we examined the pit, where the base was discovered, we collected pieces 
of large ceramics. A braided decoration adorns the white engobed piece (Fig. 4.3). 
Braided ornament are also used to decorate the second straw-colored piece (Fig. 4.2). 
The third piece has carved ornamentation that depict waves (Fig. 4.1). It’s inconceivable 
to exclude out the Achaemenid period as the dating of these pottery. We determined that 
the leveled surface area of the kurgan, which is 10-15 meters high, would be sufficient 
for the construction of a large building.

The height of the column base, made of dense white limestone, is 52 cm, the 
bottom diameter – 83 cm and the diameter of the support circle of the column – 56 
cm (Fig. 5). The peculiarity of the base is that its torus (thickness – 15 cm) is made 
separately and adjusted to the body (Fig. 6). Unlike the bell-shaped bases of Saritepe, 
Gumbati, Beniamin and Karajamirli, in which the lotus petals are simple, here the 
ornament is more complicated: two registers of lotus petals are displayed, and in the 
upper part of the base the bottom of these petals are formed by a row of semicircular 
locks (Fig. 7).

All six bases of the six-columned hall of the Saaklemo, as well as another base 
discovered during the agricultural work in the same location and kept by the landowner 
in Jugaani village, were decorated in the same fashion as the aforementioned Chabukiani 
column base.

According to Burkhardt Wesenberg’s classification of Persian-Achaemenid bell-
shaped bases, four types are distinguished. Chabukiani and Saaklemo bases show some 
similarity with its C and D types,1 but we think it should be considered as a different 
type (fifth).

All of the Persian-Achaemenid structures found in the South Caucasus thus far 
are located in the steppes. The building, which column base we described above, lies 
on top of the hill (kurgan), suggesting that it may have had a cult role.

1 Wesenberg, Kapitelle und Basen, pp. 141-145.
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A Newly Discovered Monument of Persian-Achaemenid 
Architecture in South Caucasus

Summary

In the second half of the 20th century, the monuments of Persian-Achaemenid 
architecture discovered as a result of archaeological excavations in Western Azerbaijan 
(Saritepe), Northern Armenia (Beniamin), and Eastern Georgia (Gumbati, Tsikhiagora 
at Kavtiskhevi) allowed us to judge the strong influence of the Achaemenid culture in 
the South Caucasus in the 5th-4th centuries BCE. However, archaeological investigations 
in Karajamirli (Azerbaijan) and on Alazani Valley – Gumbat/Saaklemo (Georgia) 
from 2006 to 2023, demonstrated that we can discuss not only Persian-Achaemenid 
influence, but also Persian presence in the South Caucasus. 

The nearly equal distances (60–100 km) from the pillared palaces of Saaklemo/
Gumbati and Saritepe to Karajamirli prompt us to consider the division of the territory 
into administrative units: if Karajamirli served as the satrap’[’]s seat, Saaklemo/
Gumbati and Saritepe might have been the provincial hubs of this satrapy (according to 
Herodotus, the XI satrapy [Hdt. III.92]).

The right bank of the Alazani River in Kakheti is the location of all monuments 
of Achaemenid architecture unearthed so far. On the left bank of Alazani, a monument 
similar to the above was recently found. Approximately five kilometers south of the 
village of Chabukiani in the Lagodekhi municipality, in the Alazani grove, on the 
flattened top of a Bronze Age kurgan, was a trench dug by graverobbers. In this trench, 
a bell-shaped base carved out of limestone was discovered.

The column base of Chabukiani has more complicated ornamentation than the 
bell-shaped bases of Saritepe, Gumbati, Beniamin, and Karajamirli, and it is identical 
to the bases of Saaklemo (Radiocarbon dating reveals an earlier date for Saaklemo than 
400 BCE).

According to Burkhardt Wesenberg’s classification of Persian-Achaemenid bell-
shaped bases, four types are distinguished. Chabukiani and Saaklemo bases show some 
similarity with its C and D types, but we think it should be considered as a different 
type (fifth).

All of the Persian-Achaemenid structures found in the South Caucasus thus far 
are located in the steppes. The building, which column base we described above, lies 
on top of the hill (kurgan), suggesting that it may have had a cult role.
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iulon gagoSiZe
daviT gagoSiZe

spar sul-aqe me ni du ri xu roT moZ Rvre bis ax la daR mo Ce ni li 
Zeg li sam xreT kav ka si aSAi

re zi u me

XX sa u ku nis me o re na xe var Si da sav leT azer ba i jan Si (sa ri Te fe), Crdi
lo eT som xeT sa (be ni a mi ni) da aR mo sav leT sa qar Tve lo Si (gum ba Ti, 
kav Tis xe vis ci xi a go ra) ar qe o lo gi u ri gaT xre bis Se de gad ga mov le
ni li spar sulaqe me ni du ri mo nu men tu ri xu roT moZ Rvre bis Zeg le bis 
er Tob li o ba sa Su a le bas iZ le o da gvem sje la Zv. w. VIV sa u ku ne eb Si 
aqe me ni du ri kul tu ris Zli e ri gav le nis Se sa xeb sam xreT kav ka si aSAi. 
mag ram 20062023 wleb Si ya ra ja mir li Si (Aazer ba i ja ni) da alaz nis vel
ze – gum baT/sa aq le mo Si (sa qar Tve lo) ar qe o lo gi u ri gaT xre bis Se de
geb ma cxa di ga xa da, rom Se iZ le ba vi sa ub roT ara mar to spar sulaqe
me ni dur gav le na ze, ara med spar se le bis yof na ze sam xreT kav ka si a Si. 

sa aq le mo/gum ba Tis da sa ri Te fes sve te bi a ni sa sax le e bi TiT qmis 
Ta na ba ri man Zi le biT (60100 km) aris daSOore bu li ya ra ja mir lis gan, 
rac Za la u ne bu rad gva fiq re bi nebs te ri to ri is da yo fa ze ad mi nis tra
ci ulsa gam geo er Te u le bad: ya ra ja mir li Tu sat ra pis re zi den cia 
iyo, sa aq le mo/gum ba Ti da sa ri Te fe am sat ra pi is pro vin ci e bis cen tre
bi Se iZ le ba yo fi li yo (he ro do tes mi xed viT XI sat ra pia [Hdt.III.92]).

ka xeT Si, alaz nis vel ze aqam de aRMmo Ce ni li yve la aqe me ni du ri 
mo nu men tu ri na ge bo ba mdi na re alaz nis mar jve na sa na pi ro ze mde ba re
obs. am co ta xnis win er Ti ase Ti Zeg li alaz nis mar cxe na sa na pi ro zec 
ga mov lin da. lLago de xis mu ni ci pa li te tis, so fel Wa bu ki a nis sam xre
TiT da ax lo e biT 5 ki lo met rSi, alaz nis Wa la Si, brin ja os xa nis yor
Ra nis dab rtye le bul mwver val ze Sa vi ar qe o lo ge bis mi er gaT xril 
or mo Si aRMoC nda kir qvis gan ga moT li li za ri se bu ri ba zi si. Wa bu ki a
nis ba ziss sa ri Te fes, gum ba Tis, be ni a mi nis da ya ra ja mir lis za ri se
bu ri ba zi se bis gan gan sxva ve biT uf ro gar Tu le bu li or na men ti aqvs 
da zus tad ise Ti vea, ro go ric sa aq le mos ba zi se bi (sa aq le mo ra di o
kar bo nu li da Ta ri Re biT Zv. w. 400 wel ze uf ro ad re u lia). spar sul
aqe me ni du ri za ri se bu ri ba zi se bis bur khardt ve zen ber gi se u li kla
si fi ka ci iT ga mo yo fi lia oT xi ti pi. Wa bu ki a ni sa da sa aq le mos ba zi se
bi gar kve ul msgav se bas iCe nen mis C da DDD ti peb Tan, mag ram vfiq robT 
ma inc maT gan gan xva ve bul (me xu Te) ti pad un da iq nen miC ne ul ni.
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sam xreT kav ka si a Si aqam de cno bi li yve la spar sulaqe me ni du ri 
na ge bo ba vel zea gan la ge bu li. Wa bu ki a nis ba za ki go ris (yor Ra nis) 
wver ze aR moC nda, rac sa fuZ vels iZ le va vi va ra u doT, rom mas Se iZ le
ba sa kul to fun qcia hqon da.

Fig. 1 (sur. 1)
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Fig. 2 (sur. 2)

FFig. 3 (sur. 3)
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 Fig. 4 (sur. 4)    Fig. 5 (sur. 5)

Fig. 6 (sur. 6)
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Fig. 7 (sur. 7)

Illustrarions:

Fig. 1 – 1. Sabatlo. 2. Column base found in Sabatlo (photo – Iulon Gagoshidze).
Fig. 2 – Alazani Valley, Kakheti, East Georgia. The location where the column base was 
discovered is highlighted in black (Google Earth).
Fig. 3 – Bronze age Kurgan, on top of which column base was found (photo – David 
Gagoshidze).
Fig. 4 – Ceramics collected in the pit where column base was found (photo – David 
Gagoshidze).
Fig. 5 – Newly discovered Chabukiani column base (photo – David Gagoshidze).
Fig. 6 – Chabukiani column base – separately made torus and the bell-shaped body 
(photo – David Gagoshidze).
Fig. 7 – Chabukiani column base (drawing – T. Turkiashvili).
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ilus tra ci e bi:

sur. 1 – 1. sa baT lo. 2. sa baT lo Si aR mo Ce ni li sve tis ba zi si (fo to – 
iu lon ga go Si Ze).
sur. 2 – alaz nis ve li, ka xe Ti, aR mo sav leT sa qar Tve lo. Sa vi wer ti
liT aR niS nu lia ad gi li, sa dac aR moC nda sve tis ba zi si (Google Earth).
sur. 3 – brin ja os xa nis yor Ra ni, rom lis Tav zec aR moC nda sve tis ba
zi si (fo to – da viT ga go Si Ze).
sur. 4 – Ti xis Wur Wlis frag men te bi or mo dan, sa dac sve tis ba zi si aR
moC nda (fo to – da viT ga go Si Ze).
sur. 5 – ax lad aR mo Ce ni li sve tis ba zi si Wa bu ki a ni dan (fo to – da viT 
ga go Si Ze).
sur. 6 – Wa bu ki a nis sve tis ba zi si – calcal ke dam za de bu li To ru si 
da za ri se bu ri for mis ta ni (fo to – da viT ga go Si Ze).
sur. 7 – Wa bu ki a nis sve tis ba zi si (na xa zi – c. Tur qi aS vi li).


