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n northeastern Anatolia and Georgia, systematically

excavated, multiperiod Bronze Age settlements are rare.

In this region, the Early Bronze Age Kura-Araxes period
(ca 35002500 BCE) is well known for its distinctive red-
black burnished pottery found in small agro-pastoral villages
with uniform domestic buildings of presumably household
units. In contrast, for the subsequent Early Kurgan period
(aka Middle Bronze Age), spanning its Martkopi, Bedeni
and Trialeti subdivisions (ca 2500—1500 BCE) the settlement
patterns, pottery production and social and economic
structures are poorly understood. What is known of this time
comes largely from burial mounds called ‘kurgans’ in the
Caucasus which, by their size and numbers, changed the
visual character of the landscape, and marked Early Kurgan
territories. The considerable array of items placed with the
deceased, testified to increased social hierarchies and
governing political organisation, as well as overt display of
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elite wealth, but it falls short of conveying the nature of
daily life in Early Kurgan societies. As associated settle-
ments are virtually unknown, Bedeni and Trialeti
populations are assumed to have pursued a mainly mobile
lifestyle. The lack of systematically excavated sites from the
Bedeni and Trialeti periods hampers our understanding of
the social, economic and cultural dynamics in the region.

Excavations by the Georgian-Australian Investigations in
Archaeology (GAIA) project at the highland site of Rabati,
has uncovered exceptional settlement evidence for the Early
to Middle Bronze Age (3100-1500 BCE). Rabati is a multi-
period site (Chalcolithic to Medieval) located in the village
of Zveli, in Samtskhe-Javakheti province, southwest
Georgia. The mound sits on a north-facing plateau of the
Erusheti Mountain at an altitude of 1480m overlooking the
narrow valley of the Kura River (aka Mtkvari River) lying
half a kilometre below.

Excavations begin at Rabati GAIA project (photo by Andrew Jamieson).
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Significantly, the site differs from other settlements in
the region by its deep stratigraphy beginning directly under
the surface soil. The GAIA project, a research collaboration
between the University of Melbourne and the Georgian
National Museum running since 2008, commenced
systematic archaeological investigations at Rabati in 2016
(Bedianashvili et al. 2019; 2021; 2022). The principal
research aim of the excavations at Rabati is to establish the
first reliable stratigraphically defined chronological and
cultural sequence underpinned by radiocarbon dates for the
Early to Middle Bronze Ages.

The 2025 season at Rabati was supported by a BIAA
large research grant to fund both the excavations and
archaeobotanical research into the Early Kurgan Bedeni
and later Trialeti lifeways and foodways. Excavations over
six weeks focused on three trenches in the western sector
of the mound (C8, D8 and DY), covering a total area of
87.5m>,

Rewriting the Early Kurgan story at Rabati

Excavations in D9 seek to expose a clear stratigraphic cut
through the deepest part of the mound to generate a tight
chronological sequence based on radiocarbon dating and
ceramic typology. In the southern half of trench D9.1,
fieldwork in 2019, 2022 and 2023 had revealed a thin
Trialeti horizon (ca 1923-1667 BCE) under the topsoil and
a 2m-thick deposit of habitation surfaces and accumulations
through Early Kurgan Bedeni strata (2466—2026 BCE). The
aim of the 2025 season in D9 was to investigate the
transition between the Bedeni and underlying Kura-Araxes
deposits, and to reach bedrock in this area of the mound. In
the lower Bedeni layers, new excavations uncovered
remnant walls, charred wooden timbers, hearths and a floor
with a number of whole ceramic vessels. This deposit has
evidence for intense burning. Unusually, beneath the

charred timbers, a burnt clay layer preserved impressions of

short rectangular timbers which may have been part of the
wall or floor of a Bedeni timbered structure. The Bedeni
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Artefacts from Trench D9. (a) Kura-Araxes hearth fragment
with an incised animal motif; (b) reconstructed ceramic lid
(photo by Claudia Sagona; from GAIA Project).
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deposit overlays a burnt Kura-Araxes floor with a central
circular hearth and three ceramic vessels inset into the floor.
The Kura-Araxes floor rests on basalt bedrock. This
season’s excavations in D9 were very successful; a
complete stratigraphic sequence from this section of the
mound was uncovered and extensively sampled for radio-
carbon dating and archaeobotanical analysis. Moreover,
elements of continuity in the ceramic tradition suggests that
Rabati witnessed an interface between the Kura-Araxes and
Early Kurgan cultures at the beginning of the Bedeni
period.

In the nearby D8 and C8 trenches, excavations focused
on the Trialeti horizon lying just beneath the topsoil.
Fieldwork in D8 began in the 2023 season, when the top of
a large fire installation with Trialeti ceramics was
uncovered. The BIAA-supported excavations in 2025
continued investigating this feature and uncovered a
possible Trialeti stone-walled structure with two parallel
lime plastered walls either side of the substantial 2m-wide
hearth. On the northern edge in front of the hearth, large,
upturned vessels were found among charred timbers,
including oak and hornbeam, although the floor of the
Trialeti structure was not reached in this season. Trialeti
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Excavations in D8 of the large Middle Bronze Age hearth
revealing pottery vessels and intact charred timbers (photo by

Catherine Longford; from. GAIA Project).



ceramics, including whole vessels, obsidian arrowheads,
flint sickle blades and bronze objects were found within
the room and in surrounding deposits. In trench C8, the
edge of a circular stone structure was adjacent to the
Trialeti room; however, the relationship between the two
structures is uncertain. In D8, several later drystone walls,
including one showing 20th-century activity, cut into the
Middle Bronze Age layers in the west of the trench.
Although its function is as yet unknown, the discovery of
the Trialeti room and large fire installation in D8 and C8 at
Rabati is highly significant, as Trialeti habitation evidence
is unique in the Southern Caucasus. Excavations in 2026 at
Rabati promise tantalising new evidence for daily life in
the Middle Bronze Age through continued investigation of
the Trialeti building and the surrounding occupation
horizon.

Rabati offers a unique opportunity to undertake a
systematic archaeobotanical investigation into Bedeni and
Trialeti settlement, lifeways and agricultural practices, and
fill a critical knowledge gap in the archaeology of the
Southern Caucasus. This season, flotation was conducted at
Cameron House, the new GAIA operations base in the
village. Members of the 2025 team were trained in flotation
and provided valuable assistance in the field. A total of 60
soil samples (967 litres of soil) were processed. Twenty-
eight samples from the deep D9.1 trench (366 litres of soil),
will provide a tight chronological sequence through the site
and detect potential changes and continuities in crop choices
and cultivation through the Kura-Araxes to Bedeni
transitions.

Our knowledge of Trialeti agriculture and lifeways is
extremely limited because of the scarcity of excavated
settlement sites. Following the 2023 and 2025 excavations,
Rabati has now provided over 50 archaeobotanical samples
from 17 Trialeti loci, which doubles the previously known
Trialeti archaeobotanical assemblage for the whole of
Eastern Anatolia and the Caucasus. Initial analysis of the
Trialeti archaeobotanical samples is already providing useful
insights. A number of Trialeti samples contain large
quantities of hulled barley grain as well as barley chaff and
wild seeds. This suggests Rabati inhabitants were growing
crops locally and contradicts the prevailing interpretation of
Trialeti lifeways as being primarily based on mobile
pastoralism. Further archaeobotanical analysis will examine
these trends in Early and Middle Bronze Age agriculture, in
combination with carbon and nitrogen stable isotope analysis
of grains from Kura-Araxes, Bedeni and Trialeti contexts at
Rabati.

Rabati in context: Landscape survey and Zveli heritage

In tandem with the excavations at Rabati, the GAIA
project initiated a landscape survey of the Erusheti plateau
south of the village of Zveli supported by the Gerald

Avery Wainwright Fund (Oxford). The survey team
identified 209 potential heritage features near to Zveli,
most of which were possibly kurgans (burial mounds).
These kurgans were all recognisable as low circular/oval
mounds of small regular stones often surrounded by an
outer ring of large stones. The location of the kurgans
across the Erusheti Plateau is intriguing, most are situated
on rocky ground near Zveli or on the southern hillslopes
beyond the extent of the cultivation terraces. The
relationship between their location and agricultural
terraces is intriguing. Whether past farming removed
ancient kurgans from the terraces or if these burial mounds
were only created in unfarmed areas, is uncertain. Future
research and survey seasons will continue investigating
the landscape around Rabati to understand the site within
its environment.

Within the village of Zveli, the GAIA project also
recorded one of the village’s better-preserved semi-
subterranean wooden houses, using photogrammetry, laser
scanning and LiDAR. Known as darbazi, these homes are
the traditional type of architecture for the Meskhetian
region. As housing practices change, however, many darbazi
are falling to ruin, their wooden roofs collapsing. The GAIA
project is aiming to document the living heritage of Zveli;
that is, its architecture, household artefacts, agricultural
implements, village recipes and stories, all to create a
holistic record of life and archaeology in the highlands of
Georgia.
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