
   

 

animals (aurochs, horse, ibex, camel, and deer), hu-
mans (feminine silhouette, warrior-hunter, and rider), 
tamgas (abstract signs that recall those signs used on 
seals as identifiers for livestock) and boat figures. Each 
chronological phase has its own distinct style and sub-
ject matter that, in some cases, have provided interest-
ing connections with other contexts, offering a preferen-
tial view onto the possible cultural geographies of the 
past, especially on those dynamics occurring between 
Asia and Europe. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

The long chronology, from the Upper Palaeolithic 
to historical times, together with the high quality and the 
excellent preservation of thousands of petroglyphs on 
more than 1,000 boulders or rock walls make Gobustan 
(Qobustan in Azerbaijanian language) one of the richest 
and most interesting open-air rock art sites in Eurasia 
(Sigari, 2020). 

The main themes of this rock art heritage include 
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ABSTRACT: Within a continuously changing scenario of knowledge about prehistoric and late prehistoric art, the contact area 
between Asia and Europe is crucial in understanding the development of the graphic symbolism of ancient cultures. Consequently, 
the Gobustan region in Azerbaijan, which hosts numerous open-air rock art sites, is a key to interpreting the emergence of symbo-
lism, its dispersal, and the social dynamics beyond it. The Azerbaijan region preserves one of the richest open-air rock art sites in 
Eurasia. It is at the easternmost end of the Greater Caucasus range, along the western bank of the Caspian Sea, whose Quater-
nary level changes profoundly shaped local landforms, and heavily conditioned human settlement patterns. Its unique geostrategic 
position nurtured a cultural crossroads between Europe, Central Asia, and the Near East, influencing the regionôs artistic traditions. 
Designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site (2007), Gobustan engravings possess a universal and exceptional value for their 
quality, quantity, and density (more than 7,000 petroglyphs on over 1,000 rocks) and preservation, in addition to their chronological 
(from the Upper Palaeolithic to historical times), thematic and stylistic variety. Among the symbols, the main themes are animals 
(aurochs, horse, ibex, camel, and deer), humans (feminine silhouette, warrior-hunter, rider), tamgas and boats. Engravings are 
carved in limestone boulders, shaping the figures with a thick and deep main outline, often overlapping previous figures, thus for-
ming rich palimpsests. The long use of the same sites, rocks and symbols prompt a reflection on the meaning of the places, which 
was probably passed down from generation to generation, increasing the number of decorating motifs, reusing, and/or modifying 
previous graphic units. Several engraved rocks are found inside shelters with occupation layers or burials. They help to under-
stand the use, the social function of the rock art, through the analysis of the archaeological remains and the functional comple-
mentarity of the sites. Major shifts in the main represented subjects, and in their styles occurred over the long occupation of the 
site: the Palaeolithic art shows ties with the western European tradition, while the post-Palaeolithic engravings suggest links with 
the Middle East and Arabian Peninsula. Therefore, Gobustan rock art invites to investigate potential changes in the relationship 
between socioeconomic organisation and symbolic heritage. In this way, the Gobustan engravings become a powerful legacy of 
lost cultures and demonstrates the symbolic and cognitive complexity of ancient human groups, suggesting cultural and economic 
changes, dispersals, and connections. As such, the study of the archaeological record of Gobustan, and its rock art in particular, 
provides crucial information to the main scientific debate around: 1) the way the stylistic, thematic and technological development 
of prehistoric art took place; 2) the relations with other European and Asian rock art contexts in terms of differences and similari-
ties; 3) the  cultural, social or symbolic contexts into which the rock art was produced. This paper presents the Gobustan rock art 
context and the new international research project. 
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A new archaeological research project, funded by 
Fundaci·n Palarq-Fundaci·n Atapuerca and the Minis-
try of the Foreign Affairs of the Italian Republic, began in 
2019 (Garc²a-Diez et al., 2020; Sigari et al., 2020). This 
paper provides a first introduction to the site, together 
with a general literature review, presenting the new pro-
ject and its main objectives. 

 
2. BACKGROUNDS 
 
2.1. Location 

Gobustan is a semiarid region of Azerbaijan, on 
the northern edge of the Shirvan Steppe subdesert 
plain, about 60 km south of the capital city, Baku. It is at 
the easternmost appendix of the Greater Caucasus 
range, on the western bank of the Caspian Sea, and 
represents an important landbridge between Europe 
and Asia (Fig. 1). 

In this setting, the National Historical-Artistic Pre-
serve of Gobustan includes five main rock art clusters: 
Bºy¿kdaĸ (188 m above sea level-asl), Ki­ikdaĸ (170 m 
asl), Jingirdaĵ (198 m asl)-Yazēlitepe (47 m asl), ķongar-
dag (200 m asl), and ķikhgaya (202 m asl). Outside the 
boundaries of the reserve, a further three clusters were 
discovered: Daĸlidag, ķikhov Beach, and Sona Gaya 
(86 m asl) respectively found in 2002, 1989 and 2017 
(Abdullayev & Shirinli, 2020; Shirinli & Abdullayev, 
2021). 

In 2007, at the XXXI Session of UNESCO in 
Christchurch, New Zealand, the Gobustan Rock Art 
Cultural Landscape Complex was inscribed on the 
World Heritage List (Sigari et al., 2019). 

Gobustan, which means the ñland of dry riverbedò, 
is characterised by a landscape with flat top rock 
outcrops within a semiarid environment, dotted by cold 
mud volcanos and flat-top hills (Fig. 2). The vegetation 

 
 

2 

 
 

Sigari D. et al. 

Fig. 1 - Location of Gobustan in: (A) the Euromediterranean area (from GoogleEarth, editing: D. Sigari), and (B) Azerbaijan (image: D. 
Sigari). (C) The Gobustan National Reserve, from north to south Jingirdaĵ-Yazēlitepe, Kᴅniza volcano, Bºy¿kdaĸ and Ki­ikdaĸ. The num-
bers indicate the shelters Gaya Arasi 1 (1), Firuz 2 (2), Ana Zaga (3) and Maral (4) (from: Sigari et al., 2019). 



   

 

the Middle Ages (Rustamov, 1994; Rustamov & Mura-
dova, 2008; Shirinli & Abdullayev, 2021). Muradova and 
Rustamov recorded nearly 400 new engraved stones, 

landscape of Gobustan reflects extreme environ-
mental conditions typical of desert and semi-
desert ecosystems, with water scarcity, high soil 
salinity, and poorly developed substrates. The 
presence of plant communities dominated by 
Artemisia lerchiana, Bothriochloa ischaemum, 
and halophytes such as Halocnemum strobila-
ceum and Salsola spp. indicates vegetation hi-
ghly adapted to aridity and edaphic stress, for-
ming a discontinuous but functional steppe envi-
ronment for species such as Saiga tatarica 
(Dieterich & Askerov, 2024). 

Its geology comprises a thick limestone 
sedimentary rock containing in its matrix nume-
rous fragments of bivalve shells attributable to 
the genus Didacna sp. (Fig. 3), an endemic ta-
xon that survived till recent times, as recognised 
within the archaeological layers together with 
other endemic taxa of marine molluscs (such as 
the bivalve Dreissena cf. grimmi and Monodacna 
cf. caspia and the gastropods Turricaspia mene-
ghiniana, T. lyrata and Laevicaspia caspia) (Van 
de Velde et al., 2019) as a consequence of the 
long submersion of the region by the Caspian 
Sea during the Pleistocene (Sigari, 2020). Spora-
dic occurrence of landsnail remains (particularly 
the dune species Xerolenta obvia) points to a 
proximity to the coast of an open, dry environ-
ment (Welter-Schultes 2012). Following the ma-
ximum stage of the Early Khvalynian Sea tran-
sgression (up to +50 m above sea level-asl), 
another two transgression movements occurred 
during a period of deglaciation, approximately 
around 16,000 and 14,000 years ago, increasing 
sea level up to +35 and +22 metres asl (Arslanov 
et al., 2016; Dolukhanov et al., 2010). At that 
time Gobustan must have been under water and 
the two hills Bºy¿kdaĸ and Ki­ikdaĸ would have 
emerged as two islands. Later on, between 
14,000 and 12,000 years ago the Caspian Sea 
level increased from the present level (-28 me-
tres under sea level-usl) again twice up to 0 and 
-12 metres; the former probably corresponding to 
an Allerßd warming phase, and the latter to the 
warming at the end of the Younger Dryas 
(Arslanov et al., 2016; Dolukhanov et al., 2010; 
Mamedov, 1997; Yanina, 2012). The terraced 
profile of the upland areas of Bºy¿kdaĸ and Ki­i-
kdaĸ is therefore clear evidence of ancient coast-
lines where the first human groups landed and 
settled. 

 
2.2. History of research 

The discovery of Gobustan rock art dates 
to May 1939. Archaeologist Iskhag Jafarzade 
then began intensive fieldwork in 1939. However, 
due to events in World War II, systematic re-
search did not start until 1947 and continued 
under that scholar until 1965. During this work, 
most of the engravings were documented, and 
over 3,500 petroglyphs including anthropic 
cupmarks and holes, on more than 750 rocks, 
were catalogued and studied (Jafarzade, 1973). 

Following Jafarzadeôs work, archaeologists 
Rustamov and Muradova continued archaeological re-
search in Gobustan, unearthing a long chronological 
multilayered stratigraphy from the Upper Palaeolithic to 
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Fig. 2 - (A) Cold mud volcanos in the area of Ki­ikdaĸ (photo: D. Sigari); (B) 
The Bºy¿kdaĸ flat-topped hill (pink arrow) and Kᴅniza volcano on the back 
(yellow arrow) (photo: D. Sigari). 

Fig. 3 - Fossiliferous limestone with external and internal molds and seashell 
fossils of Didacna sp. (photo: D. Sigari). 



   

 

increasing the number of rock art sites to more 
than 6,000 engravings on 1,000 rocks 
(Rustamov & Muradova, 2008). 

At the beginning of the new millennium 
new studies have been carried out by Farajova, 
(2009, 2018), Sigari (2009a, 2009b, 2013, 
2016, 2017), Abdullayev and Shirinli 
(Abdullayev & Shirinli, 2020; Shirinli & Abdul-
layev, 2021), leading to the discovery of new 
petroglyphs, and increasing the number of the 
known engravings to more than 7,000. 

 
3. ARCHAEOLOGY OF GOBUSTAN AND 
CHRONOLOGY OF ITS OCCUPATION 

 
According to the literature, the archaeolo-

gical evidences of long term occupation are 
abundant: forty kurgans (burial mounds built 
over grave), a multiple burial (ten adults and 
one child) in Firuz (Fig. 4), a possible sanctuary 
in Yazēlitepe, and Bronze Age settlements have 
been documented, together with around 
105,000 archaeological finds, including flints, 
pebbles and tools, ochre fragments, arrow 
heads and such other weapons as axes, clay 
vessels and bones (Farajova, 2018; Rustamov, 
2006). 

However, if we assume that Archaeology 
is a time science, then the available chronome-
tric data to establish the different occupation 
stages in Gobustan are very limited (Farajova, 
2012, 2018). The first dated sample came from 
Ana Zaga (the Mother Cave, in Azerbaijanian 
language) at a depth of 1.85 m and yielded an 
age of 8,996 Ñ33 BP (Farajova, 2012: 937). A 
few more samples from Gaya Arasi 1, Firuz 2, 
Ana Zaga and Maral (Fig. 1c) were later publi-
shed by Farajova (2018). Unfortunately, their 
entire archaeological context has not yet been 
cleared or published, and therefore the real link 
with the parietal engravings is missing. Only 
the height of the engravings and the depth of 
the dated sample are known, which makes the 
dating series uncertain, at least as a way to 
propose an interpretation of the rock art chro-
nology. Thus, any chronological proposal must 
currently be based on the typological analysis 
of the material culture. 

According to Rustamov (2006), the first 
occupation phase was between 20,000-15,000 
years ago. The fisher-hunter-gatherer human 
groups settled Gobustan until around 9,000 
years ago. In this period, societies mainly hun-
ted gazelles and mules. By analysing the fin-
dings, scholars have divided this long-time 
frame into two main moments, the first one 

  

Fig. 4 - The Firuz site in Ki­ikdaĸ. The rock under the sheltered part is com-
pletely engraved with boat, anthropomorph and zoomorph figures (photo: D. 
Sigari). 

- - - - -                                                                   >>>> 
 
Fig. 5 - The southern side of Rock No. 29, where it is 
possible to see hunters-warriors of different size and 
a boat figure with a solar symbol on its praw. Part of 
the panel (see the remarked human figure in yellow) 
is covered by a slab (its edge is marked in white) that 
fell from the top of the mountain in ancient time sug-
gesting a catastrophic event that happened in the 
past and led to the displacement of several rocks 
(photo: D. Sigari). 
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rock art production in Bºy¿kdaĸ and Ki­ikdaĸ, as well as 
the expansion of rock art creation to other regions, such 
as Jingirdaĵ and the Abĸeron Peninsula. 

Archaeological excavations carried out by Rusta-
mov and Muradova between 1972 and 1977 in Jingirdaĵ 
led to the identification of a three-room building, where 
glazed and unglazed ceramic materials, bone remains, 
stone objects, a gold ring with turquoise, and other arte-
facts were found. The ceramic finds perfectly fit within 
the general pottery record recovered at other medieval 
sites in Azerbaijan, thus providing a valid chronological 
reference. The same is true for the glazed ceramic that 
dates to the 10th-13th centuries AD. 

A second room was brought to light in Yazēlitepe. 
Here the traces of a hearth and pottery confirm that 
there was a dynamic society in Gobustan during the 
Middle Ages (Muradova & Rustamov, 1993: 97-98). 

More Middle Age materials come from Bºy¿kdaĸ 
where archaeological excavations were carried out near 
Rocks No. 6, 7, 8 and in the Ana-Zaga shelter. Here, 
both Antique and Early Medieval pottery was recorded 
(Rustamov & Muradova, 1980). 

Lastly, important information about the way of life 
of the local communities during the Middle Ages was 
determined in Daĸlidag in Ki­ikdaĸ, where pottery and 
architectonic remains confirm the predominance of tran-
shumant pastoral and agricultural societies (Rustamov 
& Muradova, 2008). 

The continuous occupation of the region, from the 
Upper Palaeolithic to the Middle Ages, also involved the 
production of rock art (Rustamov, 2006). 

linked to Upper Palaeolithic societies, and the recent 
one to Mesolithic cultures. 

Palaeoenvironmental analyses were performed for 
the most ancient phases and showed how during the 
first settlement of Gobustan the environment was cha-
racterised by a drought-resistant open woodland with 
pistachio trees, hawthorn, willow pear, juniper and po-
megranate (Vereshagin, 1981; Farajova, 2009). In the 
late Pleistocene, the Gobustan landscape must have 
resembled a Tugay forest, with oak and pine trees 
(Farajova, 2009; Rustamov, 2006). 

Based on the archaeological evidence, despite the 
discovery of a Pre-Pottery Neolithic burial in Kaniza 
shelter and some artefacts, the Neolithic is underrepre-
sented. The explanation may be found in a natural event 
that occurred in Gobustan in the early years of the Neoli-
thic, that can be recognised in the numerous displaced 
rocks, and that led to a temporary abandonment of the 
region until the end of the Calcolithic-beginning of the 
early Bronze Age (Rustamov, 2006; Sigari, 2009a; Sigari 
et al., 2019) (Fig. 5). 

A later human presence in the region is confirmed 
during the Bronze Age, when it is possible to recognise 
strong influence by other Caucasian cultures, e.g., the 
Kura-Arax, Maykop, and Khojaly-Gadabay (Muradova, 
2011). During the Bronze Age, rock shelters Ana Zaga, 
¢ardag Zaga, ¢apmali, and Firuz-1, and fortified settle-
ments Daire and Bºy¿kdaĸ were densely inhabited by 
transhumant pastoral groups (Muradova, 2011; Crist & 
Abdullayev, 2024). The heightened occupancy of old 
shelters and settlements coincided with an increase in 

Fig. 6 - Part of the big northern panel of the Rock No. 29 of Bºy¿kdaĸ with its rich palimpsest that can be the key to understand the differ-
ent figurative periods (photo: D. Sigari). 
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4. THE ROCK ART ENSEMBLE AND ITS CHRONO-
LOGY 

 
The rich rock art heritage can be classified into 

eleven main thematic groups: aurochs, horse, boats, 
feminine silhouette, warrior-hunter, ibex, camel, tamgas, 
deer, rider and inscription. Each chronological phase 
has its own distinct style and subject matter. Conse-
quently, based on the analysis of the variability of the 
themes, it has been possible to suggest chronological 
interpretations. 

Different scholars have proposed relative chrono-
logies based on petroglyph styles. First, Jafarzade reco-
gnised six styles grouped into two phases: the first three 
belong to the most ancient periods (Jafarzade, 1973). 
When Anati reviewed Jafarzade's chronology in 2001, 
he suggested subdividing the first two cultural horizons 
described by Jafarzade (1973) into six phases in the 
following order: I/A, B, C; II/A; I/D; II/B; I/E; II/C (Anati, 
2001). However, Anati in his tracing of Rock No. 29 
marks a boat, attributed to Phase I/E, under an aurochs 
of Phase II/B (Anati, 2001: 30), demonstrating how his 
chronological scheme is objectionable (Fig. 6). 

Elaborating on Jafarzade's chronology, Rustamov 
proposed a stylistic evolution, but for each subject and 
only for three main categories: anthropomorphs, zoo-
morphs and boats. The original factor in Rustamovôs 
work is the emphasis given to the anthropomorphic figu-
res which seem to have been first engraved. The male 
figures reveal a different sequence based on their sizes, 
from the smallest to the biggest. The same stylistic evo-
lution appears in the different shapes of boats whereas, 
among the zoomorphs, the oldest would be the most 
naturalistic figures, not the smallest ones (Rustamov, 
2006). 

In the first decade of the new millennium, Farajova 
developed a new stylistic and more detailed chronology 
consisting of six phases each subdivided into different 
styles (Farajova, 2009, 2018). The first phase has been 
subdivided into four styles and would correspond to the 
whole Upper Palaeolithic and Mesolithic. The second 
and third phases belong to Neolithic, while the fourth 
and the fifth phases, respectively to the Bronze Age and 
the Iron Age. The sixth phase encompasses the late 
periods (Farajova, 2009, 2018; Shirinli & Abdullayev, 
2021). 

 
5. THE SEA IN THE ROCKS 

 
The Caspian Sea not only shaped the landscape 

of Gobustan, but also profoundly influenced cultures and 
economies of the ancient settlers in the region. 

Witnessing this relationship, together with the ar-
chaeological finds discovered in excavations, such as 
the tools for weaving fishing nets (Rustamov, 2006), are 
the fish (Fig. 7) and boat figures engraved in the rocks 
(Farajova, 2009; Sigari, 2017). Moreover, a series of 
pierced rocks suggests they were used to dock the 
boats when the sea reached those terraces. 

These links with the water resource formed the 
core of a recent study that looked at the relationships 
between rock art themes and landscape, or rather 
ñseascapeò (Sigari, 2017), to approach an understanding 
of the chronology of Gobustan rock art. It focused on the 
boat figures which had been engraved over a long time, 
changing style, possibly according to new ideologies 
(Sigari, 2017, 2020) (Fig. 8). Through the analysis of the 
changes in styles, altitudes and positioning of boat figu-
res, a relative chronology revealed different use of spa-
ces, from the top of the hills down to the lower terraces, 

 

Fig. 7 - One of the fish figures of the Rock No. 104 of Bºy¿kdaĸ (photo: D. Sigari). In the small picture on the right, the same fish figure is 
highlighted. 
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14,000 years ago, when the Caspian Sea level was 
higher than today (Badyukova, 2021; Sigari, 2017, 
2020). 

Then, between 14,000 and 12,000 years ago, the 
Later Khvalynian stages occurred, and the Caspian sea 

on what must have been palaeo-beaches. The first boat 
images, which are very simple in their shape even 
though they may vary in their size, are found on the up-
per terraces of both Bºy¿kdaĸ and Ki­ikdaĸ and would 
date to a period of deglaciation, between 16,000 and 

 

Fig. 8 - Detail of the western panel of Rock No. 19 in Ki­ikdaĸ, with a key series of engraved boat figures (photo: D. Sigari). 

Fig. 9 - A second sector of the big northern panel of the Rock No. 29 of Bºy¿kdaĸ. The simple-shape long boat is highlighted (photo: B. 
Ochoa). 

 
 

7 

 
 
Rock art relationships between central Asia and Europe: the role of Gobustan (Azerbaijan). 


