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Cooperation partner: General Directorate of Cultural Assets and Museums; Mardin Artuklu 
University,ArchaeologyDepartment(E.Kodaş);MinistryofCultureandTourismofTurkey.
Head of project:M.Kinzel,E.Kodaş.

Obwohl Architektur des vorderasiatischen Neolithikums eines der prägnan-
testen Elemente dieser Epoche darstellt, gab es bislang keine fest etablierte 
Gruppe von Forschenden, die sich damit auseinandersetzt. Dieses Desiderat 
hat uns dazu veranlasst, NENA zu initiieren, um sich über Befunde, Interpre-
tationen, Terminologien, Technologien und Fundorte übergreifend austau-
schen zu können. Im Rahmen von NENA unterstützen wir auch die Dokumen-
tation und Untersuchung neolithischer Bauten vor Ort. Im Sommer 2021 
konnten wir die Grabungsarbeiten in einem früh-neolithischen Bauwerk in 
Boncuklu Tarla in der Südost-Türkei bauforscherisch begleiten.

Despite the fact that the architecture is one of the most prominent features 
of the Near Eastern Neolithic, there has not yet been a well-established re-
search group dealing with it. This desideratum has prompted us to initiate 
NENA to exchange findings, interpretations, terminologies, technologies and 
sites. As part of NENA, excavation projects are supported in the field to docu-
ment and study Neolithic architecture. In this framework an early  Neo lithic 
building at Boncuklu Tarla/Southeast-Turkey was investigated in 2021.

Istanbul Department of the German Archaeological Institute 
by Moritz Kinzel

BONCUKLUTARLA(MARDIN),TURKEY 
NearEasternNeolithicArchitecture(NENA).
The case of Boncuklu Tarla 
 
 
 
Season 2021
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In2020,aninitiativeforinterdisciplinaryresearchandexchangeofknowledge
onNearEasternNeolithicArchitecture(NENA)hasbeenlaunchedbythebuil-
dingarchaeologyandheritageconservationunitoftheIstanbulDepartment
togetherwiththeGöbekliTepeProjectandincooperationwithseveralother
Neolithicresearchprojects [1].Despitethefactthatthearchitectureisoneof
the most prominent features of the Near Eastern Neolithic, there has not yet 
beenawell-establishedresearchgroupdealingwithit.Thisdesideratumhas
promptedustoinitiateNENAtoexchangefindings,interpretations,terminolo-
gies,technologiesandsites.Thefundamentalideaofinterdisciplinaryexchange
istobecompletedbyformatsforthepromotionofearlycareerscholars.

Oneconcernoftheinitiativeistoestablishadialogueonfundamentalques-
tionsofNeolithicbuilding.Whatroledocontinuityandchangeplay?Howto
understandandperceivespaceintheNeolithic?Howdidearthquakesandcli-
matechangeinfluencethedevelopmentofsettlementsandbuildingconstruc-
tion?Howwerebuildingprocessesorganized?Whatbuildingstandardsemer-
gedduringtheNeolithicperiod?Whatdesignprinciplesfollowthebuildings?

Inautumn2020,wewereabletograntsixDAI-short-termscholarshipsto
earlycareerscholarsfromTurkey[2],Israel,France[3],FinlandandSpainto
supporttheirresearchonNENArelatedtopics.Thefirstinternationalround
tablemeetingwithovertwentyexpertsworkinginterdisciplinaryonNENA
tookplaceonlineorganizedbyDAIIstanbulandtheGöbekliTepeProjectin
December2020offeredthegrantholdersanopportunitytopresentsomeof
theirresearchresults.In2021,twointernationalworkshopswereorganized
intheframeworkofNENA:firstly,onthearchaeologyofearthenarchitec-
ture [4],whichtookplaceinHelsinkiincooperationwiththeUniversitiesof
Helsinki,MalmöandHolarsupportedbyaNordicResearchCouncilgrant,
andsecondly,anonlineexpertroundtableonNeolithicplastersandmortars
usedinNeolithicarchitectureofSouthwestAsia.Bothworkshopstookplace
inNovember2021afterthisyear’sfieldworkswereconcluded.

Fieldwork at Boncuklu Tarla
A furthercomponentofNENA is to shareand toprofit fromeachother’s
expertise in the field of building archaeology and architectural analyses
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duringtheactualfieldwork.BasedonanewcooperationbetweentheDAI
IstanbulandtheBoncukluTarlaNeolithicProjectwewereinvitedtojointhe
archaeologicalfieldworkatBoncukluTarladirectedbyErgülKodaşfromthe
Archaeology Department at Mardin Artuklu University. One focus of our 
workin2021wasthestudyoftheearlyNeolithicarchitectureingeneraland
onenewlyexposedbuildinginparticular,whichwillbepresentedbelowin
moredetail.Thecooperationwillbecontinuedincomingfieldseasons.

Thisyear’sfieldworkatBoncukluTarla ↗concentratedontwoareason
site(Fig. 1):inthecentralareaofthesiteaseriesofburialslocatedunder
thefloorsof»cell-plan«PPNBbuildingswereexcavated,andinthesouth-
easternareaasemi-subterraneanroundhousestructure(BuildingGD4)
wasexcavatedthatcanbedatedtothePPNA(3D-ModelBuildingGD4 ↗).

Location and dating
ThesiteofBoncukluTarlawasdiscoveredin2008andarchaeologicalworks
startedin2012.It islocatedintheMardinProvince,south-easternTurkey,
approx.2kmwestoftheTigrisriverorthenewIllisudamandonthesouth
bankoftheNevalaMaherkRiver [5].ClosebyonthebanksoftheriverTigris
theNeolithicsettlementofÇemkaHöyükissituated [6].

Accordingtoavailableradiocarbondates,thesitewasoccupiedfromthe
lateEpi-PalaeolithicuntiltheMiddlePre-PotteryNeolithicB(ca. 10,3070 BCE–
7,100 BCE) [7].Alateroccupationphasecannotberuledoutatthemoment.
BoncukluTarlaiswell-knownforitsgreatvarietyinarchitecture,whichre-
sembleselementsfromdifferentregions,e.g. theNorthernLevant,Upper
MesopotamiaandtheZagros [8].

Building GD4 – initial observations
In 2021, BuildingGD4was exposed in the south-eastern part of the site,
close to the edge of the site (Fig. 2). It is just a few meters apart from
Building GD1andGD2,whichwereexcavated in2019and2020.All three
structures resemble characteristics of buildings known from theNeolithic
siteatNemrik9innowadaysIraqfurtherdowntheriverTigris [9].Especially,
house1 and4 in their latest phase couldbe seenas rolemodels [10]. In

1 SiteplanofBoncukluTarla,areawithbuildingGD4markedwithred.(afterKodaş2020 ↗, edited 
byMoritzKinzel)
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addition, there are some similarities in layout and conception to e.g.
Structure 7 at Gusir Hüyük [11], the subsequent structures (3/267/298 
/350) in area H12 at Hasankeyf [12] and structures 7, 8 and 15 at Gre
Filla [13]fromtheUpperTigrisregionaswellasstructureEA6atWadiTum-
baq 3 [14]. The masonry buttresses also resemble some spatial arrange-
ments known from the PPNB structures of Kalavassos-Tenta on Cyprus 
[15].

Inthecurrentexcavatedstate,buildingGD4hasanellipsoidgroundplan
andisorientedonaneast-westaxis.Atleasttwomajorbuildingphasesare
attested(Fig. 3).

The interiormeasuresapprox.7.25 m ineast-westdirectionandabout
6.25 m in north-south direction. The exteriormeasures around 8.90 m in
east-westdirectionandabout8.60 minnorth-southdirection.Thewalltops
showanaveragewidtharound0.66 m.Thewallsareconstructedasrubble
stonemasonrywithgraniteriverpebblesandsmallerlimestoneboulders.In
theupperwallcoursesthewallisconstructedasadoublefacedwall.Sofar,
itisuncleariftheentirewallisconstructedthatwayoronlytheupperparts,
whichwereinitiallyvisiblefromtheoutside.Thewallsarepreserveduptoa
heightofabout2.25 mabovethefloorsurface.Itcanbeassumedfromthe
collapse material found inside the structure that they could have been 
initially around20 to 30 cmhigher. The innerwall surfaceswere covered
withathickmudplaster.Flatriverpebbleswereplacedintotheplasterand
were still visible like inlays. Those visible flat, round, and river polished
pebblescouldbeseenasdecorativeelements.Thewetinwettechniqueof
mudplasteringmakesitveryhardtodistinguishbetweenthewallcoreand
theplasterwiththeembeddedriverpebblesasthematerialsblendsmoothly
in one another. 

Along the southern, western and northern wall stretches an earthen
bench, about 0.75 m wide. It was later made wider along the southern 
wallwithastonebuiltextensionofabout0.70 m.Makingthebenchintotal
over1.40 mwideandatleast4.20 mlong.Incontrast,thepreservedlatest
interiorwall – ontheoppositesideof thebuilding – wasplacedontopof
the northern bench in a later building phase.

9
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2 BoncukluTarla,BuildingGD4.Stateofexcavationattheendofthefieldwork2021.
(Photo: MoritzKinzel)
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Theinitialbuildingmighthavehadamorecircularplanhintedbysome
wall featuresandlines.However,the lastbuildingphase ismoreovoidor
ellipsoid and clearly oriented east-westwards (Fig. 4). The interior of this
finalphase isdominatedby two free-standingmasonrypillars (Buttress1
and2)madeofriverpebblesandrubblestones,twoverticallyplaced,free-
standing lime stone slabs (Pillars 1 and 2) and two masonry buttresses
(Buttress3and4)builtagainstthewesternexteriorwall.Thenorthernof
the two stone slabs has collapsed towards south and is resting on
accumulated sediment. Both stone slabswere originally placed in a slot/
socketworkedintoalimestoneboulder – resemblingfeaturesoftherock-
cutpodiaforthe»central«pillarsatGöbekliTepe [16].

Itseemsfornowthatthetwomasonrypillars(Buttress1and2)inthe
eastreplaceverticalplacedstoneslabssimilartothetworemainingones.
Fragments of one of the former pillars seem to be placed inside the masonry 
of the latter as spolia. The other onewas re-used horizontally placed to
demarcatethebenchbetweenButtress3andButtress4.Thebuttressesare
an obvious late addition correspondingwith themasonry pillars to carry
mostofthestructuralloadsstemmingfromtheroofing.

Thefloorofthestructureshowsaplaster-likesurface.Nofurtherana-
lyses have been conducted so far on the floor material, but are in prepara-
tion.Aseriesoffireplaces,roastingpits,and»basins/pits«wereidentified
inthefloor,someofwhichweresealedoffandreplacedinlateruse-pha-
sesofthebuilding(Fig. 5).Thelargeroastingpitisplaceddirectlyagainst
the eastern exteriorwall andmeasures ca. 1.25 by 1.34 m. The pitwas
filledwithrubblestonesbeforeitwassealedwithalayerofmudandre-
placedbyasmallerroastingpit/fireplaceinfrontofthesouthernbench.

Twoverydistinguishedfeaturesarepresentintheeasternsectionof
theexteriorwall:1)Acentralplacednichethatcouldhaveservedasapos-
sibleaccesstothestructureand2)averticalplacedportal-stonebestknown
fromGöbekliTepe [17].Thefunctionofthenicheasanentranceisdoubt-
fuldueto its location justeastofthe largeroastingpitpointingpossibly
towards ventilation. Size and location are quite similar to the known
examples from Aşıklı Höyük [18]. However, it would not be too far of a

6
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3 BoncukluTarla,BuildingGD4.Orthoplanbasedon3D-SfM-recordinginOctober2021with
preliminarybuildingphases:darkblue,earlierphase;lightblue,laterphase. 
(Plan:MoritzKinzel)
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stretch to assume that this ›niche‹ feature was used for both purpo-
ses – access and air ventilation. In contrast, the opening of the portal-
stoneiswith0.28 mindiameterwaytoonarrowtobeusedasanentrance
orexit(Fig. 6).Thefunctionasanaircirculationopening,whichcouldea-
silybeclosedwithastoneorwoodenelement,seemsmuchmorelikely.

Untilnow,theactualfunctionofthebuildingisunclear.Equippedwith
roasting pits, fireplaces and benches it may have severed a larger ›family‹ 
as a domestic structure. However, it may have been a multi-purpose
buildingthatturnedintoamorecommunalstructureattimes,orwasused
byagroupofpeople(Fig. 7).Thepresenceofverticalplacedstoneslabs
may indicate some symbolic-ritual component, but does not imply that 
buildingGD4 couldbe called a »special-, public, or communal building«
[19].Allarchitecturalfeaturespointsofartowardsdomesticuse.Thebuil-
dingwas obviously cleaned regularly and kept tidy. On the other hand,
some animal remains deposited on a layer of river pebbles could hint to-
wardsritualpractiseasthelastactivitiestakingplaceinthebuilding.How-
ever, an accident related to the collapse of the roofing cannot be ruled out 
as the stone material could actually stem from the roof structure. Building 
GD4mayhavehadacommunal functionorwasusedbymorethanone
group during its use-life. However, it had not only one solemn, specific
function or purpose. 

TogainabetterunderstandingofBuildingGD4,wewillneedfurtherana-
lysesandarchitecturalstudiesofthestructureitselfaswellasitsneighbou-
ring structures to determine its biography, its use-history and possible func-
tionalchanges.ThecontinuedbuildingarchaeologicalstudiesatBoncuklu
Tarlawillhelptounderstandthedevelopmentofearlyhumanbuildingbet-
terintheregionalandwidercontextorNearEasternNeolithicarchitecture.
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