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a b s t r a c t

The desert-kites have seen their spatial distribution considerably expanded in recent years, thanks to
new discoveries. This spatial distribution shows some areas of high density, while the presence of hia-
tuses exists. Therefore, among these new discoveries, the Aragats kites in Armenia form an isolated
aggregate. The comparison of their morphology and their integration in the landscape with other kites,
and in particular with those of the Ustyurt Plateau, shows similarities between these two sets. They can
clearly be discriminated from those of the whole area of distribution, which, besides, presents a high
variability of their morphological characters. From this evidence, the question which arises is that of the
existence of a cultural diffusion phenomenon.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd and INQUA. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

“Desert kites”were first identified in the Near East in the 1920s.
In spite of relatively widespread archaeological research, many
fundamental questions surrounding these structures have still not
been satisfactorily resolved. The age of kites remains uncertain, as
the only rare chronological evidence is centered on the Bronze Age
(�Echallier and Braemer, 1995; Van Berg et al., 2004; Nadel et al.,
2010; Brochier et al., 2014). However, certain authors claim that
some of these structures are Neolithic (Helms and Betts, 1987;
Akkermans et al., 2014; Iamoni, 2014; Morandi Bonacossi, 2014),
while petroglyphs depicting kites point towards a classical age
(Harding, 1953; Kennedy and Henderson, 2012), and historical ev-
idence of collective hunting could implicate the use of kites
(Burckhardt,1835; Barker, 1876; Mitford,1884;Wright, 1895; Musil,
1928a,b), although correlations between the described kites and
those observed here still have to be confirmed (Brochier et al.,
2014). The long-term use of these structures thus appears likely.

Many authors ascribe a hunting role to kites (Helms and Betts,
1987; Holzer et al., 2010; Nadel et al., 2010, 2013; Zeder et al.,
2013), and the hypothesis of pastoral use (�Echallier and Braemer,
1995) has not yet been demonstrated. The exact function of these

constructions remains to be established and the populations
involved have not been identified. Therefore, we still know rela-
tively little about desert kites. These structures are generally devoid
of archaeological material and thus cannot be investigated with
standard methods.

In 2009, one of us (AK) came across structures similar to kites by
chance on the southern foothills of Mount Aragats. This discovery
was confirmed by the examination of high resolution satellite im-
ages and by a field mission in spring 2011, followed by two addi-
tional missions in autumn 2012 and spring 2013, for more in-depth
investigations. The discovery was surprising in so far as the kites
identified until then were all further south in the Levantine zone,
and the structures in the Aralo-Caspian zone, as far removed from
Armenia, were not considered by the scientific community to be
part of the same complex, in spite of several exceptions (Betts and
Yagodin, 2000). Subsequently, authors chose to reveal the existence
of kites in Armenia, without citing the discoverer, and to employ
the term “northernmost” to qualify them (Gasparyan et al., 2013).

The discovery of the Armenian kites coincided with the period
when online satellite image access platforms (Google Earth,
Microsoft Bing) began providing high resolution images, repre-
senting a new tool for the efficient and reliable identification of
kites. Many new discoveries were published (Kennedy, 2012; Barge
et al., 2013; Kempe and Al-Malabeh, 2013) and the number of listed
kites soared from several hundred to several thousand, consider-
ably widening their distribution range (the inventory piloted by the
Globalkites project includes over 4,500 kites (summer 2014)). This
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list is accessible online: www.globalkites.fr. Consequently, new
questions are currently being raised as regards the scale of these
structures, as it is now clear that the extent of kites is much more
widespread than previously thought and that their scope was
probably hitherto underestimated. The few cases studied up until
now no longer appear to be representative of a single schema, as
was formerly believed. In the future, generalizations must be
backed up by appropriate arguments as these structures appear to
belong to a long-term context, marked by the strong variability of
morphological characteristics and by significant spatial extension.
The “Globalkites” project (Crassard et al., 2014) was set up in the
light of these findings and is based on several different approaches,
including new methods developed during work on the Armenian
“laboratory”, which we hope will resolve the technical problems
raised by kites. In Armenia, this program took over from the LIA
program in 2013 and is currently focusing on new domains (Jordan,
Kazakhstan, Saudi Arabia).

A detailed account of the investigations on the slopes of Mount
Aragats has just been published (Brochier et al., 2014). However, the
latter does not include the results from the last season. The first

part of this article will thus recall the main findings, supplemented
by the most recent data. After that, the Aragats kites will be
compared to the kites of Ustyurt and then considered as part of a
representative sample of the whole distribution zone. It will then
be possible to broach the significance of the isolation of the
Armenian kites in relation to Near Eastern kites.

2. The Mount Aragats kites

2.1. Localization and integration in the landscape

On the western fringes of Ararat Plain, 179 kites have been
identified over an area of approximately a thousand square kilo-
metres. They preferentially run along basalt flow fronts issued from
Mount Aragats, bestowing linear shapes on their spatial distribu-
tion (Fig. 1). Given the regional context, they are at a low altitude.
The antennae are generally constructed on the chaotic slight slope
surface of the lava flows, whereas the enclosures are on the slope
formed by the front of the flow, marking a break in slope at the
entrance. The orientation of the Aragats kites, with the antennae

Fig. 1. Location of the Armenian kites on the south-western slope of Mount Aragats.
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