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Chapter 9

A PRELUDE TO THE DISCUSSION

Since the early years of archaeological research, designing research strategies that would
enable a better understanding of the past has been a focus of intensive discussions. Spurred by
the development of “New Archaeology” in the second half of the last century, this debate has
increased notably; the simple narrative of the past, known as the “cultural-historical approach”,
soon became a multi-faceted complex entity (Barford 2002). It was during this period that the
theoretical frameworks and the methods of other social sciences were imported and somewhat
loosely incorporated in archaeology. Thus, the definition of the “past” reached new dimensions.
Theoretical concerns have considerably modified the conventional definition of what is implied
by the “past” by extending its scope and coverage; thus, the dimensions of archaeological
perspective have shifted from the narrow margins of artifactual assemblage definitions to
include all components related to culture, and in particular to understanding the complexity
of social structure (Adams 1983; Renfrew 1973). Likewise, the development of new research
tools, such as ethnoarchaeology and experimental archaeology, coupled with revolutionary
innovations in the field of archaeometry, have determined not only the definition but also the
vision of the past. Especially during the last two decades the nature of the answers to questions
such as “what do we want to know of the past” or “how should we look at the past” have also
been modified, opening up a new perspective in archaeological thinking (Preucel and Hodder
1996; Trigger 1989). With such a stand, the objectives of archaeological fieldwork shifted
from stylistic descriptions to contextual definitions of assemblages to their position in social
structure. That is to say, understanding human behaviour in its social and cultural framework
became the prime target in research designs. This, needless to say, has implanted a new
philosophical background to archaeology not only leading to changes in concepts but also,
more importantly, having implications in designing research strategies.

Alongside the changes that took place in the conceptual framework and in research
strategies, practical means that can be used in documenting the past have also been greatly
improved. The methods now available both for the fieldwork and for the analysis of the
excavated material enable documentation at a level that could not have been possible to
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imagine a few decades ago. Likewise, the most eminent scholars and experts of other fields,
mainly from pure and natural sciences, who would have been extremely difficult even to
consult in the recent past, are now working in close collaboration with the archaeologists.
Now, most sophisticated labs seek archaeological samples to analyse. Even if most
archaeological projects complain about shortages in funding, this is, in most cases, not due to
less financial support, but because the expectations have become more sophisticated and
varied. The number of multi-disciplinary archaeological field projects working with extensive
budgets have been notably increasing during recent years. Thus, using numerous and varied
tools, it is now possible to extract new sets of data and a more elaborate vision of the past.
Clearly, these are all extremely positive developments which are expected to provide a broader
and more elaborate vision of the past. However, as will be noted below, these have also had an
adverse effect on “understanding” the past by narrowing the scope of vision.

Elaboration of the methods that could actually be used in the field inevitably resulted in
reducing the area that could be excavated. With justification, it is possible to say that, as the
documentation methodology developed, the coverage of the exposure became less. In most of
the excavations where all available techniques, such as dry and water sieving, micro-
morphology and chemical and biological analysis of soil, are applied to all of the earth to be
removed, the area that could be exposed through excavation narrowed down to a few square
meters. A brief survey of recent literature would reveal that our knowledge of some of the sites
of significance is limited to the exposure of one or two architectural units, with even these not
completely excavated. Needless to say, this presents a significant controversy: by developing
new techniques for a more extensive understanding of the past, we are actually limiting the
scope of our understanding. It is a fact that we are now able to extract a mass of data from a
small excavated unit but without knowing even the status of that small section within the
habitation area. This is a serious drawback in designing research strategies; no matter how
detailed or varied they might be, the data from such minute exposures is without a context
and, more significantly, its reliability in most cases is questionable. In this respect, it is of
interest to note that exposing less in excavations stimulated surface surveys as a new research
strategy. In a way the information that could be deduced from the surface was considered as
a substitute to that of excavations. As it was assumed that the surface material would be a
reflection of the subsurface deposits, considerable time and energy was given to the analysis
of surface material and the production of graphic representations derived from statistical
evaluations (Redman and Watson 1970). An inevitable result of this trend was having less
concrete facts to work with; thus hypothetical reconstructions of the past took over and for
some even talking of concrete facts or of artifactual assemblages became an embarrassing
issue. In time, the strategy of surface “sherding” at particular sites was expanded to regional
studies as “site catchment analysis” by walking through transects in an arbitrarily defined 5
km zone. Nevertheless, in a few decades, such equivocal practices elided, and the focus of
regional surveys turned into understanding the natural setting of the sites and to evaluating
their habitat.

The dilemma of making the utmost use of new technologies while exposing areas that are,
by common sense, large enough to be representative of a cultural phase is self evident.
Deciding on the size of the exposure and the level of documentation, while also taking into
consideration the time limitations due to funding, is a more difficult issue than predicted, with
no recipe for an eventual solution. In almost all of our field projects, two of which will be
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presented below as case studies, we had to face this dilemma; small exposures, no matter what
they may be – a building or an insignificant locus – inevitably revealed extensive data which
could easily be inferred and published. However, as the excavated area expanded, it became
evident that even the stratigraphic position of that unit turned out to be different than previous
assessments, not to mention its status within the settlement. Likewise, in other projects of our
department, mainly in complex mound sites such as Tepecik in Eastern Anatolia, we have
seen storage pits with inner stratified deposits that are wider than 10 meters in diameter (Esin
1970, Pl 104.1–2). If our exposures had been smaller, we could have ended up with a totally
biased sequence. Nevertheless, over the years working in the field, our personal experience has
shown that, unless the exposure is big enough, any assessment, even by employing the most
thorough documentation techniques, should be taken with caution. Thus, to overcome this
burden, in the field projects of our Department, mainly at Tepecik (1968–1975), Tülintepe
(1972–1975), Çayönü (1964–1991), Aşıklı (1991–2001), Aşağı Pınar (1993–) and Mezraa
Teleilat (1999–), we have designed our excavation strategy so as to expose as large an area as
possible, believing that our prime target is to understand the nature of the habitation. However,
this does not necessarily imply that we have downgraded field documentation standards; we
have always tried to keep a balance, depending on common sense, in employing the level of
documentation that the exposed remains necessitated. Here, the most critical issue is making
a decision on what is implied by “common sense”, being very aware of the fact that it is an
abstract parameter. Probably, the primary question of why we are doing archaeology should in
all instances not be overlooked. If our main concern is to understand the past, the meticulously
obtained details of a particular lot can only attain a meaning if we know what that unit
represents; otherwise, it is a well documented detail of the unknown, and thus not of much
help in understanding the past. Thus, in the settlement sites where we have worked, we have
always considered that our prime task is to understand the settlement in all its entities, such
as settlement pattern, organisation, habitat, etc. that can vary according to the type of the
habitation. Only then is this to be followed by other questions, proceeding from the simple to
the synthetic. We are fully aware that the resources available do not allow conducting extensive
exposures; however, instead of making narrow transects, we have always benefited from
exposing compact areas, as this provided a better understanding of the relation between
distinct architectural units (Fig. 9.1, 9.2). Still, after working in the field for over 40 years, our
minds are still unclear in deciding on an “acceptable” and at the same time “realistic”
excavation strategy.

With this paper we shall try to present our observations from two major Neolithic sites,
excavated by our team in large areas, Çayönü (about 7000 sq m) and Aşağı Pınar (3400 sq m).
We believe that the excavations at Çayönü standout as a perfect example for demonstrating the
advantages of having large exposures, as the project has developed in distinct stages, with our
interpretation of the settlement undergoing fundamental changes at each stage. As will be
noted in some detail below, all previous assessments that were made in the earlier years of the
Çayönü excavations were totally revised when the exposed area of the site reached 3000 sq m;
still later, after further expanding our trenches, our view of the site, and of its stratigraphic
sequence, had to be revised once more. Only then were we able to define public, domestic and
functional areas. If such an excavation strategy had not been implemented, we still could have
produced an excavation report defining all sorts of artefactual assemblages in relation to the
context of some architectural structures.
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Fig. 9.1. Layout of trenches at Mezraa Teleilat in 2002.

THE CASE OF ÇAYÖNÜ

The Neolithic site of Çayönü, located in South-East Turkey, is one of the most intensively
explored sites of its time range. Excavation at the site was initiated as a joint venture of the
İstanbul and Chicago Universities under H. Çambel and R. J. Braidwood in 1964 (Çambel and
Braidwood 1980) and continued up to 1991 with the participation of numerous other institutes,
representing a wide range of specialized fields (Özdoğan 1999). The Çayönü Project, even in
its incipient years, brought together a wide range of specialists, representing not only fields
related to archaeology, but also natural sciences; even a brief look at the list of participants
who took part in early seasons (Çambel and Braidwood 1980, 39–40) reveals an amazing
number of eminent names, most of whom were pioneers in the development of new methods
or approaches either in archaeology or in one of the related sciences. In this respect, Çayönü
stands out in the history of archaeological research by being one of the earliest examples where
a lithic specialist, zoologist, botanist and geographer were actually present at the site for most
of the field season. Thus, in the course of its early excavation seasons, the site of Çayönü had
almost become an arena where new ideas and methods of sampling and analysis had been
implemented.

Çayönü is one of the first, if not the earliest, cases in Near Eastern archaeology where
systematic and intensive surface sampling had been experimented with and the results assessed
through statistical methods. In this respect, the site of Çayönü seemed the most suitable, as it
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was a flat mound with no overburden of later occupations. After devising a sampling strategy,
intensive surface collection was made, covering about 10% of the site (Redman and Watson
1970). The bulk of the material was thus collected and meticulously analysed. As was
customary at the time, it was assumed that artifacts distributed on the surface are directly
related to their distribution in the subsurface matrix (Redman and Watson 1970, 286–290)
and a number of analytical distribution maps were designed. At the time of the surface
sampling, only a very limited part of the site had been excavated; thus, there was no possibility
at that time of testing the validity of the results. Nevertheless, excavations at Çayönü continued
without taking these results into consideration. By the final field campaign in 1991, a
considerable portion of the area where surface sampling had been conducted was excavated.
This has provided a unique opportunity of verifying the usefulness of intensive-systematic
surface sampling strategies. Of the extensive distribution patterns that had been meticulously
worked out after the surface sampling, only two agree with what became apparent after those
areas have been excavated:

a) intensity of surface finds had nothing to do with production areas or with any other
functions, but simply reflected erosional surfaces and/or depressions.

b) The boundary between the pottery and prepottery settlements is more or less correct, but
this was something that could easily be detected by simple walking on the site.

Fig. 9.2. Extent of the excavations at Aşağı Pınar in 1998.
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Considering the time and effort put into surface sampling, as well as in its assessment, it
is evident that the results drawn from the surface collecting can hardly be called worth the
trouble. Now thinking in retrospect, it seems that the main bias of the survey was its being lost
in its own methodology, as every tiny – and at the same time undiagnostic – fragment was
collected and, of course, in making plot-distributions, these somehow had to be computed. If
the budget and time-consuming surface collecting and analysis had been used to excavate one
more trench, it would certainly have added a new and at the same time concrete piece of
information.

The site of Çayönü, in many respects, can be considered an ideal place, not only to test, but
also to reflect on various excavation strategies in understanding the actual context of
assemblages. As mentioned above, the site is flat, that is extending horizontally over a large
terrain, with minor late disturbances; there is no late occupation debris overlying the Neolithic
layers, and more significantly, the stratigraphic sequence is rather simple. Cultural layers as
defined by exceptionally well preserved building remains and specially prepared open spaces
between them overlie each other in the clearest possible way that can be expected at any
archaeological context. However, it had taken several seasons of Çayönü excavations to
understand what, after 17 field campaigns, looks so evident. In this respect, the bias was not
due to the technique of excavation or to documentation, but of excavation strategy.

Initially, the excavations at Çayönü were planned for two seasons, with main intention of
the excavators being to obtain a fair sample to compare with contemporary assemblages as
already known from Northern Iraq. Accordingly, early seasons were restricted to limited and
unconnected small trenches. The prime target (Braidwood et al. 1971) was to define the status
of the site concerning the process of food production and, more specifically, to see if there were
domesticates or not. Thus, obtaining a reasonably sufficient sample of faunal and botanical
remains seemed to be sufficient. Issues such as cultural inventory, social structure, architectural
innovations, the layout of the settlement pattern or the distribution of prestige objects seemed
irrelevant. This does not imply that the excavated units were overlooked; on the contrary, they
were meticulously sieved and documented.

Later, by the end of the second season, it was already evident that the site was different from
those in the southern flatlands, like the reference sites of that time such as Jarmo or Jericho
(Braidwood and Howe 1960), and more complex than previous assessments. Thus, excavations
resumed by expanding previous trenches, adding new excavation units and also making a
number of deep soundings. By the 1972 campaign, the excavated area had already exceeded
800 sq m; however, what we now know as the most characteristic features of Çayönü were still
not apparent. This was partly due to the excavation strategy of working in unconnected units,
foreshadowing the horizontal layout of the settlement. Accordingly, considerable difficulties
were encountered even in conceiving the main stratigraphic sequence of the site; this is
reflected in early preliminary reports: even the main sequential order had been changed
occasionally, leading to considerable confusion in scientific media. It is not the intention of
this paper to compose a critical essay of the Çayönü excavation; particulars related to this
issue, together with bibliographical references can be found in Çayönü reports (Özdoğan and
Özdoğan 1998, 583–584). Here, our intention is to exemplify both the advantages and the
disadvantages of various excavation strategies. Likewise, the strength of the theoretical bias of
considering Pre-Pottery Neolithic settlements as simple egalitarian societies, struggling to
survive by turning their subsistence strategies to consuming cereals, also stood in the way of
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seeing what was evident. It was only after the 1978 season, when a new excavation strategy
was undertaken to connect already excavated trench units, that the vision of the settlement
began taking a new shape. In the following campaigns, as the exposed area exceeded three
thousand square meters, it became clear that the site represented a very complex stratified
society, adorned with “monumental” public buildings and status houses and designed according
to a pre-planned design. Moreover, it also became evident that the earlier assessment of the
sequence had missed certain phases. Here, we shall briefly note some of the issues that are
directly relevant to the proper understanding of context.

a) In the earlier seasons, two of the main sub-phases of Çayönü, the “Channeled Building
Sub-Phase” and the “Cobble Paved Building Sub-Phase”, were not recognized; not because
these layers had not been encountered in the excavated areas, but because the nature of their
deposits, more specifically the alternating floorings of the plaza, were different from all
expectations. It is rather ironic that now the “Cobble Paved Building Sub-Phase” standout as
the most prolific period of the site (Özdoğan 1999). This period represents a stage in the
history of the settlement when the lay-out of the village was completely re-modelled; here it
should be noted that in the subsequent Grill Sub-Phase the buildings were laid in a neat order,
from one side of the site to the other (Fig. 9.3). Later, during the Channelled Sub-Phase,
remains of earlier occupation levels were covered and the new village was constructed
according to a new layout. However, in the new layout, a large area of about 30 × 40m was

Fig. 9.3. The layout of the Grill Sub-Phase at Çayönü.
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reserved as an open area, denominated as the “plaza” in Çayönü reports (Fig. 9.4). This open
space was meticulously prepared and renewed by laying subsequent levels of soil; thus,
independent trenches going through the fill of the plaza never recognized this fill as a
significant stratigraphic unit, evidently not expecting the presence of a prepared open space of
such dimensions. Moreover, the buildings of this sub-phase were spaciously scattered within
the habitation area. Thus, none of the early trenches ever hit one of the buildings.

If the Çayönü excavations had stopped after the second campaign, a completely misleading
cultural sequence would have been used; the renewed chronological sequence following the
fourth campaign was also misleading. Actually, the more or less correct stratigraphy could
only be determined in 1984, when scattered old trenches were combined and provided an
overview of the settlement (Özdoğan and Özdoğan 1990; Özdoğan et al. 1995).

b) Besides its restraint on evaluating the stratigraphic sequence, the earlier excavation
strategy also blurred contextual analysis of the buildings. Here, we shall reserve ourselves to
mentioning two specific cases, one related to the interpretation of artefact assemblages and the
other to the function of the buildings.

Fig. 9.4. The general plan
of the “Plaza” at Çayönü.
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Massive stone buildings, also known as the “cell plan buildings”, are datable to the middle
and late phases of the PPNB period; most of the cell buildings excavated at Çayönü have
yielded large quantities of in situ artefacts, mostly buried together with the buildings. The first
examples of cell buildings were encountered by the first excavation season of 1964; that year,
what was later understood to be the southernmost section of a large structure with 8 cells had
been exposed. Later in the excavation seasons of 1968, 1970 and 1972, other parts of this
building were excavated, without, however, ever attaining a complete vision of the structure.
Moreover, a deep sounding also cut through this structure, leaving behind a deep hole with
eroding sides. The artefacts that were recovered were collected, mapped and documented per
year; but as the building was never seen as a whole, it was never perceived mentally. In
considering the extent of the documentation and good will displayed by the excavation team
in understanding the contents, it was due to the lack of visual perception that the significance
of the context could never be properly assessed. Here we want to emphasise the fact that the
finds of each collecting unit were correctly documented; however, this alone did not provide
for developing an understanding of their context. The find-spots of artefacts stood as
anonymous collecting units. Likewise, in 1970, a complete cell building was exposed, further
to the north of the others; this building revealed a rich collection of objects in situ (Fig. 9.5),
some of them being unique finds such as house models, etc. (Braidwood et al. 1971, figs. 3,4).
Later, in the same area, more cell-buildings were found, also revealing unique sets of artefacts.
Here two totally independent biases developed. First, these finds from each building or cell

Fig. 9.5. Çayönü: finds in one of the Cell buildings in the plaza area.
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were viewed within the context of their find place. It became clear only after working out
general distribution patterns through the entire extent of the site that the buildings located in
the eastern section of the site, near the “plaza”, were significantly different from other domestic
structures in the other parts of the site. Until this pattern became evident, the significance of
the plaza area, evidently representing a higher status, was overlooked. With confidence, we
can now designate the cell-buildings by the plaza as being special, and that quarter as a
distinctive section of the settlement. Contemporary buildings in the other sections of the
settlement (Fig. 9.6, 9.7) also revealed finds in situ; however, the distinction between these
two sections was simply astonishing. While the former yielded stored raw materials, and/or
finished artefacts of high craftsmanship, the latter housed mainly finds of a domestic nature.
This observation was possible only by the field campaign of 1984, when 5 cell buildings were
excavated simultaneously, thus providing an overview. It is evident that having the chance to
see large areas, is more favourable than fragmented vision, even if at the eventual end, the
total square meters thus exposed might be the same.

Another bias in interpreting the in situ finds was to consider them left-overs at the time of
the buildings’ destruction. Thus, we were trying to make a functional assessment of the
buildings. However, it became evident that the buildings were intentionally abandoned and
buried (Özdoğan and Özdoğan 1998); thus, almost all the finds were left as “burial gifts” for
the buildings and had nothing to do with the function of the space in which they were found.

Fig. 9.6. Çayönü: layout of Cell buildings.



Hypothetical Approaches and Realities 169

This trend also became evident after having a large enough exposure to yield the building
abandonment pattern.

c) Another similar case can be put forward for the case of the “special buildings” or “cult
buildings”. The first such structure, the “Flagstone Building”, was discovered in 1964 and was
completely excavated. Even though the building as a structure was imposing and evidently
different from others, its architectural significance was overlooked as no artefacts were found
within it. The building was taken as a normal domestic structure and designated as representing
a “broad pavement plan” (Çambel and Braidwood 1980). In this particular case, along with
the lack of associated finds, the principal excavators’ view of Neolithic settlements as simple
villages with no possibility of having “special” or “cult” buildings led to such a bias. Later, in
1970, when another building, the “Terrazzo Building”, displaying a similar plan-type was
recovered, it was again considered in a similar manner. The elegance and the technological
superiority of its flooring was evident even at first glance, but this was not enough to counter
the impact of seeing Neolithic villages as simple habitations. It was only after the recovery of
the “Skull Building”, which revealed hundreds of human skeletal remains, that the presence
of “special” or “cult” buildings was recognized (Özdoğan and Özdoğan 1998).

What we have stated here should not be read as suggesting incompetence on that part of the
excavators; it only implies that having restricted exposures is apt to yield misleading results,
no matter how scientific and skilled the employed techniques of recovery may be.

Fig. 9.7. Çayönü: one of the domestic cell buildings.
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THE CASE OF AŞAĞI PINAR
The prehistoric site of Aşağı Pınar, located in Eastern Thrace, has been the scene of large scale
excavations since 1993 by a joint Turkish-German team (Karul et al. 2003; Özdoğan 2003).
When the site was discovered in 1980, it seemed to be potentially the most prolific site of
Eastern Thrace for yielding information on the Neolithic-Chalcolithic period; the surface of
the mound was practically covered by burnt fragments of daub, implying that recent ploughing
had gone into a substantial burnt layer of Karanovo IV period, judging from the scattered
sherds. The prehistoric mound was a low hill with a rather inconspicuous rise along a small
brook. In a large area where the prehistoric material was concentrated, there were no late
sherds to suggest the presence of later occupations. Systematic surface collection (Karul et al.
2003) was made in the hope of defining functional areas. The material thus collected suggested
a rather even distribution of Karanovo IV material in the highest part of the mound; some later
as well as earlier sherds were noted only along the periphery of the hill. Accordingly, the
excavation strategy was designed to expose the maximum possible area to recover this disturbed
horizon. However, to our surprise, none of the eight 10 × 10 m trenches revealed any trace of
architecture through the upper one meter of the deposit. As the excavation went deeper,
increasing numbers of Hellenistic and Iron Age sherds began appearing, mixed with the
Chalcolithic ones. Still later, it became evident that, what we had assumed to be the summit
of the prehistoric mound was actually the remnant of a Thracian tumulus, erected in the 5th
century BC, constructed by quarrying soil from the prehistoric mound. This Iron Age Thracian
tumulus was destroyed some time during the Middle Ages and the deposit of its hill was
spread out. Thus, all that we had been finding on the surface was actually what had been
scattered during this disturbance. Happily, we later recovered the rest of the prehistoric
mound, but in a part of the hill where there were almost no surface finds. This once more
demonstrated that only extensive excavations can provide dependable information on context
and that the data obtained through surveys, no matter how systematic the methods employed
may be, is unreliable .

Çayönü and Aşağı Pınar both provide the opportunity of comparing the results of surface
collections with that of excavations; in both cases it became clear that the surface yield is not
only unreliable, but also misleading; however, the reasons were different in each case. At
Aşağı Pınar, there was the disturbance of the tumulus, at Çayönü it was partly due to the soil
matrix and partly to the topographic features of the site. Here, for the sake on clarity, we want
to present yet another case, where again the surface yield has been totally misleading. The
prehistoric flat site of Mezraa Teleilat, located in the Euphrates basin, was first recorded and
collected by G. Algaze in 1989 (Algaze 1991); the surface yield of the site was noted exclusively
as Neolithic. Later, in 1998 and in 1999, prior to deciding to excavate, our team made two
more surface collections, though not as intensive as in Çayönü. Nevertheless, in the surface
collection there was no material that indicated an occupation layer later than the Pottery
Neolithic Period. However, even in the first season of excavation, it became clear that over the
Neolithic layers there was a massive, and intact, palace complex (Fig. 9.1), measuring 45 ×
40m and dated to the Neo-Babylonian Period, as well as disturbed layers of Achamenid
Period. During five seasons of excavations at Mezraa Teleilat (Özdoğan 2003), we had over
sixty thousand Iron Age sherds. Here, in this case, the solid mud brick walls of the Iron Age
buildings prevented erosion, and no sherds came to surface; on the other hand, less solid
Neolithic layers did yield material on the surface.
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After developing an understanding for the main formation and destruction of the mound at
Aşağı Pınar, the excavations resumed, eventually exposing about 3000 sq m; six architectural
layers were recovered, of which Layers 2–5 have been extensively exposed, spanning over 800
years. Study of artifactual assemblages clearly indicated (Karul et al. 2003) that there was no
break in the sequence of occupation; however, it was evident that such a long span of time
could not be represented by only four rebuilding activities. The buildings in all layers of Aşağı
Pınar are primarily of wood, using wattle and daub technique. To recover the remains of
wooden post-hole architecture (Fig. 9.8), our excavation techniques had to be meticulously
careful; still, no other or interim layers could be recovered. Even if we would miss unburned
architectural remains, we would, at least, have recovered more easily detectable features such
as ovens and fire places. In fills between the recognized layers, no such features were recovered
(Fig. 9.9). Thus, it is possible to surmise that some habitation levels had intentionally been
cleared and scraped prior to the building activities. Also considering that the archaeological
deposits that could securely be associated with each building are extremely shallow, it became
apparent that, in spite of the large extent of our exposures and the numerous buildings and
open spaces which could be defined, contextual analysis of the assemblage is very problematic,
if not totally unreliable. Only by having large enough exposures, could we detect that what
looked clear cut in narrow trenches as secure contexts were actually not that secure. The same
comment can be repeated concerning the stratigraphic position of finds and of post-holes. If

Fig. 9.8. Aşağı Pınar: a burnt building and open spaces of dubious stratigraphic position.
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we had excavated in smaller trench units, we could have never understood that we were
missing interim layers and whatever were artefacts recovered would have been considered as
safe contexts. This is more evident in the distinction between open spaces and built areas.

As in most excavations where the dominant architecture is of wood, unless clear post-holes
could be detected defining the limits as well as the functions of building is extremely difficult,
if not impossible. With the exception of buildings that were destroyed by fire, finding complete
structures is rather rare; most of the structures were represented by a single row of post holes
with some prepared floor extending along one of its sides. The floors were mostly of compacted
clay with burnished surfaces, holding several objects (Fig. 9.10). In earlier campaigns, we
were inclined to consider the areas with prepared floors as representing the inner part of the
structures. Later, we realized that the actual “living floors” of most of the wooden constructions
had either raised wooden floorings or a matt covering; employing burnished clay floors in the
living areas of wooden structures was not a common practice. Prepared clay floors were mostly
employed in “functional” courtyards. Of course, this made deciding which side of the post-

Fig. 9.9. Aşağı Pınar: a
burnt building and open
spaces of dubious strati-
graphic position.
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hole alignments belongs to the inside and which to the outside rather difficult. In this respect,
exposing large areas proved to be very advantageous in understanding the architectural layout
of the settlement; if we had, as in many excavations, designed our trenches as narrow and long
transects, we would have never understood the settlement, or rather we would have thought
that we had developed an understanding which would of course be misleading.

SOME CONCLUSIVE REMARKS

Archaeology is a tool that enables us to look at the past with a time scale so as to understand
how civilization developed. Keeping in mind this main objective, there are evidently multiple
ways of looking at the past by asking different questions; likewise, these questions can be
answered by developing different methodologies, research strategies and ways of approaching
them. We can look at the past as an extensive system, or as the history of a small group, culture
or even of a smaller unit. The past is extensive, diverse and at the same time much more
complex than the simplistic explanations devised in earlier years of archaeology. Thus, there
are endless possibilities of questions to be asked and ways to answer them. Each year we are
provided with more and better tools to look into the past. These tools have the means to
provide a broader, more specific and varied look into the past. They are devised to supply
extensive data that would enable a greater vision and, more specifically, to increase our

Fig. 9.10. Aşağı Pınar: in situ finds.
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intellectual capacity to contemplate our heritage. However, at the same time, they contain a
trap that could easily narrow our vision by becoming lost in our own details and overlooking
why we need those details. This paper has been written to draw attention to the growing
dilemma between methodological concerns and “understanding” the past, or to the controversy
between scrupulous documentation and attaining extensive exposures. We have selected two
sites, Çayönü and Aşağı Pınar, to illustrate our way of thinking; in both of these sites we were
misled through our own research strategies. Sharing the experience we had to live through and
pointing to the methodological drawbacks hopefully will stimulate further discussion. However,
we want to stress clearly that we have neither convenient answers nor recipes for success; with
every new field project, we are once more living through the dilemna noted above.

If the possibilities and means provided by the new tools can be exercised without forgetting
why we need them, then they fulfil their function. It should not be forgotten that what we are
trying to understand are complex human beings and their habitations. In chemistry or in
biology, analysing a small part of a big unit would be sufficient; this would hardly be true in
a human society, since it is so varied and so complex that a dependable pattern can emerge
only if the sample to be studied is large enough. Probably, in resolving the dilemma, common
sense should be the main guideline: that is, not being lost in our own details and always
thinking what these details stand for.

What we have discussed in this paper should not be taken as implying that all excavations
have to have large exposures; we are conscious of the fact that this is in most cases impossible
and occasionally not necessary. Unless we keep in mind why we are doing archaeology, it is
also possible to end up with an extensive exposure that would contribute nothing to our
understanding. Thus, we consider the term “context” as a set of information that has attained
meaning.
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