Getahovit-2. New
evidence of an Upper
Palaeolithic settlement
in Northern Armenia

Abstract: The cave settlement at Getahovit-2 in Armenia has

a proven record of human occupation from the Palaeolithic

to the Middle Ages, making it the third prehistoric cave site,
after Aghitu-3 and Kalavan-1, to be known from this region.

The current excavation of an Upper Palaeolithic horizon,
discovered in 2014, has yielded a radiocarbon date placing

the site within the Last Glacial Maximum, thus filling a gap in

the archaeological record between the middle and late Upper
Palaeolithic (between 24,000 and 18,000 cal. BP). The short-term
occupation by a group of hunters, revealed by the preliminary
results, is interpreted with considerable likelihood as a stop
during a hunting expedition. Work at the cave site has been
resumed under the flag of a newly established Armenian-Polish
research cooperation between the Institute of Archaeology and
Ethnography of the National Academy of Science of the Republic
of Armenia and the Faculty of Archaeology of the University of
Warsaw.
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INTRODUCTION

The archacological site of Getahovit-2 The cave was discovered during sur-
lies inside a small cave located at the  veys conducted by a joint Armenian—
northeastern end of the modern village  French expedition. Collaborative exca-
of Getahovit, in a valley formed by the  vations were held between 2011 and 2017
Khachaghbyur River (tributary of the
Aghstev River) at an elevation of about
968 m asl (N 40°5438.5", E 045°05'59.7"7),
between the modern villages of Yenoka-
van and Getahovit, in the Tavush region
in the Republic of Armenia [Fig. 1]. The
cave consists of two halls: the first one,
open to the south, has an area of 64 m?
and the second, smaller one, accessed
from a narrow passageway.
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Fig. 1. Location of the Getahovit-2 site in the Tavish region of Armenia; above, view from the site to the
Khachaghbyur River (Getahovit-2 Expedition | image processing M. PrzeZdziecki; photo M. Biatowarczuk)
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by the Armenian—French joint project
“Mission Caucasus” and in 2018 by the
Institute of Archacology and Ethnogra-
phy of the National Academy of Science,
Republic of Armenia, directed by Irena
Kalantaryan.

A deep test trench made in 2014 by
Christine Chataigner and I. Al Hussain
reached the top of an Upper Palacolith-
ic horizon dated to the end of the Last
Glacial Maximum. Exploration of this
horizon was resumed in 2021, within the

frame of a newly established Armenian—
Polish research cooperation program be-
tween the Institute of Archacology and
Ethnography of the National Academy
of Science, Republic of Armenia and the
Faculty of Archacology of the University
of Warsaw.

Remains of the first Upper Palacolithic
campsite to be uncovered in northern Ar-
menia were revealed during the first sca-
son of this cooperation, which took place
in the first half of September 2021.

STRATIGRAPHY OF THE UPPER PALAEOLITHIC HORIZON

The Upper Palacolithic horizon 1 (lev-
el 7), recorded as stratigraphic unit
US 18, was uncovered in a deep test
trench located in the southwestern part

of the cave [Fig. 2]. It lies directly below
a sterile horizon (level 6), US 16, con-
sisting of colluvial sedimentation due
probably to gelifraction during a cold

Fig. 2. General view of the area inside the cave explored in the 2021 season; on the left, the deep
test trench (Photo M. Biatowarczuk)
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period. The overlying, also sterile hori-
zon (level 5), US 15, is a compact clay-
ish layer of fluvial sediment, about 1 m
thick, characteristic of a warm and wet
climate (Chataigner et al. 2020: 3-4).
Taken together, these geological sedi-
ments constitue a visible hiatus between
the Palacolithic horizon and later peri-
ods of occupation in this cave [Fig. 3].
US 18 is a thin layer of tightly com-
pacted, red-brown clay, 2—3 ¢m thick. In
the northern part of the explored area,
it strecches over red, strongly eroded
rock, US 17 (most probably bedrock).
Rock debris limits it from the south and
southwest. On the cast there is a layer
of rock rubble originally covering the
entire surface of the cave at this level

[see Fig. 3].

Numerous intrusions—heavily frag-
mented animal bones, lumps of char-
coal and obsidian artifacts—recorded
in this horizon, are due to human ac-
tivity. Badly preserved, the bones take
on the form of thin splinters, usually
not exceeding 1 cm in length. Some of
them are black and very brittle, appar-
ently burned. Most of the fragments
were clustered together with the lithic
finds in two clear concentrations, at the
northwestern and the central-western
edge of Structure 247, which was located
in the central part of the explored area
[sce below, Fig. 5].

Unique among the finds is a bone
spear point, about 6.5 cm long. It was
made of a fragment of a long bone be-
longing to an unidentified mammal. Tt is

B7 B6 BS

Fig. 3. Western cross-section positioning the Upper Palaeolithic horizon (US 18) in the stratigraphic
record of the earlier Armenian-French excavation (Getahovit-2 Expedition | drawing and processing

N. Kalantaryan)
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slightly asymmetrical in shape, with an
arched cross-section and three parallel
cut marks in the lower part. Some minor,
irregular cut marks visible on the surface

seem to be of taphonomic origin [Fig. 4].

/01 15:50:04

Unit: mm | Magnification

Charcoal was scattered sparingly over
the explored area.

The Upper Palacolithic provenance of
this horizon was established by a French
team at the end of their work in 2014,
based on a limited assemblage of micro-
liths and one radiocarbon date (sam-
pled organic sediment in the top parts
of Structure 247, square B6): 19,770 £ 70
BP or 22,020-21,685 cal BC (Beta-393561;
Kalantaryan and Ghanem 2019: 7; Zariki-
an and Kalantarian 2019; calibration of
radiocarbon age to calendar years BC
by Beta Analytics Inc. laboratory, using
INTCAL13 calibration dacabases; Reimer
et al. 2013).

50x No Calibration

Fig. 4. Three “cut marks” on a bone point viewed under 50x magnification; inset, the point found
in situ (Getahovit 2 Expedition | inset photo M. Biatowarczuk)
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STRUCTURE 247

The feature in question is a pit sunk di-
rectly into the occupation layer US 18

Fig. 5. Plan of excavated area on the level of
the Upper Palaeolithic horizon reached at the
end of 2014 season; numbers refer to levels in
meters (Getahovit-2 Expedition/drawings and
processing N. Kalantaryan)

(squares B6 and C6). Initially, it secemed
to have a regular oval outline, roughly
1.00 m by 0.80 m [see Fig. 5], but this
turned out to be the effect of the top layer
being dragged out toward the southeast
[Fig. 6 left]. The pit itself was pear-shaped
and irregular, drawn out along a NE-SW
line. In plan, it was 0.70 m long; its width
ranged from 0.30 m in the northeastern
part to 0.45 m at the southwestern end. It
was trough-shaped in section, measuring
018 m at the deepest [Fig. 6 top right].

Fig. 6. Baking pit (Structure 247) with finds concentrated around it: left, plan of the excavated area with
the location of Structure 247 (numbers represent the levels in meters); bottom right, view during ex-
ploration, with stones and clay lumps inside the pit; top right, cross-section of the pit (location marked
with red arrows in the bottom photo); (Getahovit-2 Expedition/drawing and processing N. Kalantaryan)
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The fill of the pit consisted of loose,
gray soil with an abundant addition of
small pebbles, fragments of burnt animal
bones, ash and charcoal specks. Of particu-
lar interest are three 1umps of c]ay with
traces of burning, lying in the center of
the fill [Fig. 6 bottom right], as well as four
lumps of a limestone mass placed along the

edge of the pit.

INTERPRETATION

The fire-related character of the fill, par-
ticularly the presence of ash, charcoal,
and burnt clay, indicates that Struc-
ture 247 should be interpreted as cither
a hearth or perhaps a single-use cooking

or baking pit.

Heat and clay can be used in the pro-
cess of meat preparation in a number of
ways. The most popular one seems to
be coating the meat with clay and bak-
ing itin the embers, or placing meat on
hot lumps of charcoals or pebbles and
covering it with a clay “lid”, thus creat-
ing a kind of carth oven. Structures of
a similar kind were Widcsprcad in hunter-
gathcrcr communities worldwide prior
to the invention of pottery (Thoms 2009:
577-578) and are well documented by nu-
merous ethnographic descriptions (e.g.,
Ellis 1997; Wandsnider 1997; Thoms 1998).
Specialists analyses, to be completed on
this structure, should hclp to confirm this
provisional interpretation of its function.

LITHIC SCATTER

Most of the 111 lithic artifacts recovered

from the Cxplomtion of the horizon were

found near the northwestern border of

Structure 247. They were all made of two

varieties of obsidian. The first variety is

characterized by high transparency, a gray
color and Csscntially uniform texcure; the
second one is Wcak]y transparent, with

a non-uniform, spotted texture.

Three main categories of lithics were
distinguished based on techno-typolog-
ical characteristics:

1. chitagc — blades or bladelets (18
specimens), crested blades (5), flakes
(21), chips, diameter less than 5 mm
(51), and a core (1) [Fig. 7:5];

2. Tools — backed bladelets (7) [Fig. 7:1-
3,8,10], “micro-gravettes” (3)
[Fig. 77,9, 12], truncated pieces (2), and
retouched blades (2) [l-'ig. 7:4];

3. Destructs — chunks (4).
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Three splintered pieces formed a sepa-
rate category [I-'ig. 7:6,11,13]. Several flakes
should also be associated with the splin-
tered technique.

Although the collection is not numer-
ous, it provides important data relevant
to obsidian use at the site. The presence
of debitage and destructs proves that
semi-products for tool-making were
produced at the site. However, the pro-
cess was rather ad hoc in nature and not
intense as indicated by the small number
of waste products, and just one core. In
addition, the type (morphology) and very
small size of the flakes suggest that they
were associated with advanced stages of
core reduction. This means that the pre-
treatment of the core took place either
outside or in another part of the cave.
]udging by the core and dcbitagc, the

objective of the reduction process was
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Fig. 7. Upper Palaeolithic obsidian assemblage: 1-3, 8, 10 - backed bladelets; 4 - retouched blade;
5 - core; 6, 11, 13 - splintered pieces; 7, 9, 12 - microgravettes (Getahovit-2 Expedition | processing
M. Przezdziecki)
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to obtain microlithic, slender and regular
bladelets with a straight or slightly bent
profile; by steep retouching, they were
converted into backed picces, truncated
bladelets or microgravettes.

The set of retouched forms in this
collection points clearly to the produc-
tion of hunting weapons, that is, points
and burrs (microlithic inserts). Taking

into consideration the abundance of
retouched forms related to the replace-
ment/repair of inserts as arrow or spear
points, and a simultaneous absence of
houschold tools for cutting animal meat,
hides or bones, the most likely interpreta-
tion of the function of this site is a short-
term stop for a group of hunters during
a hunting expedition.

CONCLUSION

The importance of the Getahovit-2 cave
discovery is threefold. First, it adds a new
site to the extremely short list of Upper
Palaeolithic traces from Armenia. So far,
only two well-documented, indisputably
Upper Palacolithic sites have been re-
corded from this area: the Aghitu-3 cave
in the south (Kandel et al. 2017; Bertac-
chi et al. 2021; Malinsky-Buller et al.
2021) and Kalavan-1 in the north of the
country (Gasparyan, and Arimura 2014:
108—110) [for their location see Fig. 1].

Second, despite the limited area ex-
cavated (barely a few square meters), the
Getahovit-2 cave has yielded a significant
collection of artifacts characterized by an
established planigmphy and stratigmphic
position, supported by a “C date.

Third, the excavations yielded unique
remnants of a stratified hunter-gatherer
stop, with a baking pit and traces of sea-
sonal activity.

Irena Kalantaryan

Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography
National Academy of Science

Republic of Armenia
irenkalantarian@mail.ru
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The lithic finds from the Getahovit-2
cave have morphological and typological
parallels in the inventories from both the
Aghitu—3 site (laycr AH 3), dating to ap-
proximately 28,000—24,000 cal. BP, and
the sedimentary unit 7 from Kalavan-1,
dating to around 18,000-16,000 cal. BP
(Gasparyan, Kandel, and Montoya 2014:
111-113; Kandel et al. 2017). In light of
this data, Getahovit-2 fills the chrono-
logical gap in the known Upper Palaco-
lithic settlement in Armenia between
24,000 and 18,000 cal. BP. From this
perspective, Getahovit-2 is one of two
sites from the Last Glacial Maximum
(LGM) in Armenia and opens up the
opportunity to analyze the transition
from the Middle Upper Palacolithic to
the Late Upper Palacolithic (e.g., Gas-
paryan, Kandel, and Montoya 2014: 115),
which will be one of the avenues of fu-
ture research.
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