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RESUMPTION OF THE EXCAVATIONS OF THE MIDDLE
PALEOLITHIC TAGLAR CAVE

Yoshihiro NISHIAKI", Azad ZEYNALOV', Yagub MAMMADOV*

Taglar Cave was first documented in 1960 by M.M. Huseynov and was investigated
intermittently over a 12-year period from 1964 to 1986. A total area of 72 m? was
excavated. The cave is located at an altitude of 712 meters above sea level, 30 meters
above the current bed of the Guruchay River. It consists of six chambers, measuring
approximately 50 meters in width and 25 meters in length, with a maximum height of 5.5
meters.

During the earlier excavations, six stratigraphic layers were identified. The first
layer contained materials from the Middle Ages, as well as the Bronze and Chalcolithic
periods. The remaining layers were attributed to the Middle Paleolithic period.

In 2024, a joint international archaeological expedition conducted by Azerbaijan
and Japan resumed research at Taglar Cave. That season’s investigations focused on the
eastern wall of the cave, where an 8-meter-long longitudinal section (north-south) was
excavated and its stratigraphy documented. A grid system was implemented, confirming
that a significant portion of the sediment remains unexcavated.

Excavations in 2024 uncovered several hearths, approximately one thousand lithic
artifacts, and faunal remains. Additionally, five sediment samples from Layers Il and 1l
and two from below Layer VI were collected for absolute dating using the OSL (Optically
Stimulated Luminescence) method. These results are expected to provide more precise
chronological data regarding the cave’s occupation.
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Introduction. The South Caucasus is located at the crossroads of Europe,
Southwest Asia, and Central Asia, where complex cultural and population dyna-
mics have occurred since the Paleolithic era. Taglar Cave in Karabakh, South Azer-
baijan, is a crucial site for understanding those dynamics during the Middle Paleo-
lithic (Fig. 1). Excavations between 1964 and 1986 by Huseynov (2010), assisted
by Jafarov (1980) in its later phase, revealed two significant aspects of this cave si-
te. First, the Middle Paleolithic lithic industries of Taglar likely had direct affinities
to those of Southwest Asia, particularly the Zagros Mousterian. Second, the long
cultural sequence documented at Taglar, which is more than 5 m thick in the
deposits, indicates an intriguing cultural evolution. The excavators identified that
the latest layer (Layer 2) contained Upper Paleolithic techno-typological elements,
suggesting a stratified occurrence of the Middle and Upper Paleolithic cultural
layers.
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Fig. 1 Taglar Cave and its related Middle Paleolithic cave sites in Azerbaijan.

These two insights remain unique, even amidst the current knowledge of the
Middle Paleolithic archaeology of Azerbaijan, which requires re-evaluation using
modern research strategies such as rigorous stratigraphic excavations and radio-
metric dating techniques that were unavailable during the 1960s-1980s. Accor-
dingly, the Azerbaijan-Japan research team resumed excavations of Taglar Cave.
After the preliminary feasibility research in 2023, substantial excavations were
conducted in the summer of 2024. This paper summarizes our work and discusses
future perspectives.

Investigations of Taglar Cave in 2023-2024
Cave setting

Taglar Cave is located in the Hojavand region of southwest Azerbaijan and
approximately 20 km west of Fuzuli. Azykh Cave, another important Paleolithic
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cave, is located approximately 3 km east of the Taglar Cave. Taglar Cave was dis-
covered by Huseynov in 1960, and his excavations were conducted intermittently
for 12 seasons between 1964 to 1986 (Huseynov 2010), while the field direction of
the later seasons were taken over by Jafarov (Jafarov 2017).

The modern geomorphological setting of the cave indicates heavy modifi-
cation by old and new highway constructions, with three highways running in front
of it. Nevertheless, our research indicates that the cave has an altitude of approxi-
mately 712 m asl, opening to the south on one of the terraces of the Kuruchay River,
approximately 30 m above the modern riverbed. The cave is located at the eastern
end of a series of karst caves composed of six chambers distributed over an area of
50 m E-W and 25 m N-S with a maximum height of 6 m (Fig. 2). The target
chamber was approximately 8 m wide and 10 m deep. The height from the bedrock
was up to 5.5 m. When the excavation began in the 1960s, it was thought to be
approximately 1 m from the surface because of te accumulation of sediments.
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The eastern chamber is a target of excavations.

Excavations

According to Jafarov (1983), approximately two-thirds of the cave deposits
have already been excavated. Even now, the central part of the cave has been
deeply hollowed out, a reminder of the large-scale excavations that occurred
between 1964 and 1986. However, our preliminary investigations in 2023 revealed
that primary deposits remained along the east cave wall. Therefore, we opened a 1
m wide and 8 m long trench along the eastern edge of the old excavation area (Fig.
3) and found that the east wall of the previous trench sloped heavily westwards.
This meant that because the site had not been protected since the mid-1980s, a
large portion of the upper part of the east wall collapsed, filling the inner part of the
cave with sediment. Thus, we carefully removed the collapsed or disturbed
deposits to determine the boundary between areas that had already been excavated
and those that had not.
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Fig. 3 Excavation trench at Taglar ave, in 2024, facing the north.

As a result, a complete stratigraphy along the east wall was revealed, which
confirmed the reliability of the stratigraphic divisions made by Jafarov (1983) and
Huseynov (2010) into six lithological layers.

Directly below Layer 1 of Holocene sediments, Layer 2, that is, the latest
Middle Palaeolithic deposits at Taglar Cave is situated. It is distinguished by light
brownish-grey sediments containing clumpy fill, a high content of detrital material,
and the angularity of rubble. Sediments closer to the cave mouth are heavily
brecciated. They have practically become stones, likely through water activity.
Underlying Layer 3 represents a 30-80-cm-thick pale greenish-gray loam layer,
which is homogeneous and compact in sediment composition. Evidence of human
activity has been sparsely identified. Layer 4, yellowish-pale, and less calcareous
loam, constitutes the major part of the Middle Paleolithic deposits at Taglar Cave.
It is approximately 2 m thick, divided into 4a and 4b, of which 4b is significantly
richer in organic remains associated with numerous hearths superimposing on each
other. Layer 4a was identified directly on the bedrock in the inner parts of the cave.
Therefore, underlying layers were discovered only in areas closer to the cave
mouth. Layer 5 exhibited distinct marker lenses and layers of silty fine sand,
approximately 1 m thick, with a greenish-muddy color. The hearth and organic
remains were sparsely identified. The lowest layer, Layer 6, is characterized by a
sandy composition filled with highly cemented breccia. It was situated on the
bedrock of the excavation trench. Similar to Layer 5, hearths and organic remains
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were rare. As the bedrock sharply declined downwards at the entrance, it is
possible that even older sediments were recovered when the excavation trench
expanded to the cave terrace.

Based on the above stratigraphy, we performed a systematic sampling of
sediment Layers 2—6 for optically stimulated luminescence dating. Simultaneously,
we obtained animal bones for radiocarbon dating from Layer 2.

Recovered remains

The 2024 excavations yielded approximately 1000 flaked stone artifacts
from the Middle Paleolithic period. Our preliminary analysis determined a
relatively high occurrence of Levallois laminar blanks in later layers. Concurrently,
the rather common manufacturing of side scrapers and truncated-faceted pieces
also characterizes the tool typology of the Taglar Mousterian as resembling the
Zagros Mousterian (Fig. 4). Although there is likely to be a chronological change
in the lithic industry, overall, Jafarov’s (1983) original description seems justified.
Our study aimed to identify these features from modern perspectivess. Faunal
remains also constitute an essential part of the material findings from Taglar Cave.
Although the sample size was too small to draw meaningful conclusions, temporal
variability was discernible, suggesting a change in hunting activities due to either
climatic or behavioral changes during the Middle Paleolithic. This observation is
also favorable for shaping future research strategies.
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Fig. 4 Middle Paleolithic lithic artifacts from Taglar Cave. Top: Layer 4; Bottom: Layer 5

Conclusion
Excavations in the 2023-2024 seasons at Taglar Cave revealed that the
excavations in 1963-1986 removed much of the Paleolithic cave deposits. Ho-
wever, rich primary deposits remain along the eastern wall and in the nonsheltered
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terrace area, extending southward. During the first season of the resumption of the
investigation, we carefully examined the stratigraphy of the primary deposits. This
study confirms the validity of the six-layer division proposed by Jafarov (1983).
Furthermore, we were able to record a longer stratigraphic cross-section than
previously published.

Our fieldwork at Taglar Cave during 2023-2024 and the recommencement
of research at the nearby Azykh Cave mark the beginning of the resumption of full-
scale Paleolithic research in the Karabakh region. This demonstrates the existence
of stratified Middle Paleolithic deposits at this cave, associated with a series of
hearths, plenty of lithic artifacts, and animal remains in primary contexts. This long
stratigraphic sequence is the unique and strongest point of the Middle Paleolithic
Taglar Cave. Long-term investigations would provide invaluable insights into the
cultural and population dynamics of the Middle Paleolithic, when the replacement
of Neanderthals by modern humans took place.

Finally, we sincerely acknowledge the authorities of the Institute of Ar-
chaeology and Anthropology of the National Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan,
represented by Dr. Farhad Guliyev, for their immense support and collaboration in
our project and for granting permission for our scientific work. We are also
thankful to the local governmental authorities and workers in Fuzuli and Khoja-
vand provinces, whose assistance made our fieldwork possible. Financial support
for the 2024 fieldwork was granted by the Japan Society for the Promotion of
Sciences (#24H00001) and Mitsubishi Foundation Research Grants in the Hu-
manities (#202320018).
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ORTA PALEOLIT DOVRUNO AiD TAGLAR MAGARASINDA
QAZINTILARIN BORPASI

Yosihiro NiSiAKi, Azad ZEYNALOV, Yaqub MOMM®ADOV
XULASO

Taglar magaras1 1960—c1 ildo M.M.Huseyndv tarafindan geydo alinmigdir vo 1964-
1986-c1 illords fasilolorlo 12 il 6yronilmisdir. Umimilkde 72 m? sahs todgiq olunmusdur.
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Magara doniz saviyyasindan 712 m yuksoklikds, Qurucay ¢aymnin miiasir yatagindan 30 m
yiiksoklikda yerlogir. 50 m eno, 25 m uzunluga malik 6 zaldan ibarstdir. Maksimum hin-
dirluyd 5.5 m togkil edir. Aparilan todgigatlar zamani 6 tobago geyds alinmigdir ki, onlar-
dan ilk tobags orta asrlor, tunc vo eneolit dovrlorins, digarlori orta paleolit dévrine aiddir.

2024—cu ildo Azarbaycan-Yaponiya birgs beynslxalq arxeoloji ekspedisiyast Taglar
magarasinda todqiqatlar1 barpa etmisdir. 2024-c il movsiminin tedqiqatlart magaranin
sorq divar1 boyunca aparilmigdir vo 8 m uzunlugunda simal-conub uzununa kasiyin stra-
tigrafiyas1 miiayyan edilmisdir. Todgigatlar zamani tor sistemi totbiq edildi vo ¢oxlu mig-
darda qazilmamig ¢okiintiiniin qaldig1 tosdiq edilmisdir. Qazintilar zaman1 bir sira ocaq
yerlari, mina yaxin dag mamulati vo heyvan qgaliqlar1 agkar edilmisdir. Bundan olava 2024-
ct il movsimi orzinda 1l tebagodan 111 tobagays godor laylardan bes vo VI tebagonin
altindan iki OSL tisulu ilo mitlaq yast miiayyan etmok lglin nimunalor gétiirilmiisdiir. Bu
bizo golocokdo magaranin yasi ilo bagl dogiq tarixlari dyronmays imkan veracok.

Acar sozlar: Taglar magarasi, orta paleolit, neandertal

BO3OBHOBJIEHHUE PACKOIIOK
CPEJTHENAJIEOJIUTUYECKOM MEIIEPHI TATJIAP

Homuxupo HUIIWUAKH, Azan 3EMHAJIOB, siryd6 MAMEIOB
PE3IOME

ITemepa Tarmap 6p1a oTkpeITa B 1960 rogy M.M. I'yceliHOBBIM U H3ydaiack C IIe-
pepbiBamMu Ha TpoTskeHud 12 et — ¢ 1964 no 1986 rox. B oOmied ciokHOCTH ObLIa
nccienoBana miomans B 72 m2. [lemepa pacnoniokeHa Ha BbIcOTe 712 MeTpOB HaJ ypoB-
HeM Mops 1 Ha 30 METpOB BBIIIE COBPEMEHHOTO pycia peku ['ypyuail. OHa cOCTOUT H3
IIECTH 3aJI0B, IIMPHHA KOTOPBIX COCTaBIsAET okono 50 M, myimHa — 25 M, a MaKCHMaJIbHas
BBICOTA JIOCTHTAET 5,5 M.

B pesynprare nmpoBenEHHBIX paHee HCCIENOBaHMH ObUTHM 3a(MKCHPOBAHBI IIECTh
KyJIbTYypHBIX c10€B. [1epBblit coit oTHOCHTCS K 3nioxe CpeHEeBEKOBbs, a TaK)Ke OpPOH30BO-
My M DHEOJHTHYECKOMY IEpHO/aM; OCTalbHBIE CIOW IATHPYIOTCS BPEMEHEM CPEIHETO
TaJICONINTA.

B 2024 romy coBMecTHas a3zepOaikaHO-AIMOHCKAs MEXTyHAPOIHAS apXcoIOoTHIe-
CKast 9KCIeUIMs BO30OHOBMIIA HcclienoBaHus B nemepe Tarnap. PaboTs! mosieBoro ce3oHa
2024 roga MpOBOJWINCH BJIOJH BOCTOYHOW CTEHBI MENIephl, Tie ObUla U3ydeHa cTpaThrpa-
¢us mpogoNbHOTO paspesa (ceBep — I0r) IMHOW 8 MeTpoB. B Xome packomok Oblia mpu-
MEHEHa CHCTeMa KBaJpaTHON CETKH, YTO MO3BOJIMJIO YCTAHOBUTH HAJHMYUE 3HAUUTEIHHOTO
00BEMa HEPACUHUIIICHHBIX OTJIOKCHUH.

Bo Bpemst packorok Obuti 0OHAPYKEHBI CIEIbl 09aroB, OKOJIO THICSYH KaMEHHBIX
apTeakToB U OCTaTKH KMBOTHBIX. Kpome Toro, B 2024 roay 6but0 0TOOpaHo msaTh oOpas-
1oB u3 cinoés II-11I u 1Ba obpasua u3 cios Huxe VI s onpeneneHust abCONMIOTHOTO BO3-
pacra ¢ UCIIOJIb30BaHUEM METO/Ia ONTUYECKH CTHMYJIMpOBaHHOHW stomMuHecueHuuu (OSL).
OTO MO3BOJIUT MOIYYUTH OOJiee TOYHbIE AaHHBIE O BpeMEHH OOMTaHMs B Ieuepe B Oymay-
IIUX UCCIEOBAaHUIX.

Kuarwuesbie cioBa: nemepa Tarnap, cpeiHUAN MajleoyuT, HeaHaepTael]
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