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INTRODUCTION: INTEGRATING CURRENT
RESEARCH AT KULTEPE-KANESH

Levent Atici, Fikri Kulakoglu, Gojko Barjamovic, and Andrew Fairbairn

Setting

The centuries of the Early and Middle Bronze Ages (ca. 3100-1500 BCE) saw the emergence and develop-
ment of centralized state power with or without large urban centers in Western Asia outside the core regions of
Egypt and Mesopotamia. A number of large-scale excavation projects have led to central Anatolia now being
considered a key part of this geographical and social domain, where the process of secondary state forma-
tion and urbanization (sensu Price 1978) took place. That process of urbanization and political centralization
reached its zenith in central Anatolia during the Middle Bronze Age (ca. 2000-1500 BCE). During this period,
Anatolia saw the operation of well-documented trade networks connecting its independent polities with those
in Upper Mesopotamia. This trade system resulted in the cross-fertilization and amalgamation of local and
regional cultures, influencing the course of history in the region so profoundly that the years from 2000 to 1700
BCE are also known as Old Assyrian Colony period. This resulted in the amalgamation of local and regional
culture and influenced profoundly the course of history in the region.

Evidence recovered from the archaeological site of Kiiltepe—the ancient city of Kanesh near the modern-day
provincial capital of Kayseri—provides the best documentation for this sophisticated international trade network,
its influence reaching well beyond the boundaries of both the ancient settlement and the disciplines of archaeo-
logy and ancient history. It is important to emphasize from the outset that central Anatolia has an archaeologically
documented track record of exchange and interaction dating back to the Terminal Pleistocene (ca. 20,000-13,500
years BCE; e.g., Balkan-Atli, Binder, and Cauvin, 2002; Carter et al., 2011). The region’s key geographical location
and access to diverse and strategic resources—including the plants and animals that could support increasing and
expanding populations, as well as the better-known metal sources—has led to central Anatolia in general and the
Kayseri region in particular, to function more or less continually as a node and transit area of long-distance trade
from that period until the present day. As the papers in this volume show, Kiiltepe provides the perfect case study
to investigate this unique contribution to the development of the world’s early complex societies.

Evidence

The site of Kiiltepe saw intermittent excavation between 1893 and 1948 before being the subject of annual
archaeological campaigns by the Turkish Historical Society under the direction of Tahsin Ozgii¢ of Ankara
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University (Ozgiig 2003). New scientific and interdisciplinary excavations have been undertaken since 2006
under the directorship of Fikri Kulakoglu (2011). The new approach to the site has already led to an amassing
of voluminous data that provide us with a unique opportunity to generate new perspectives and challenge pre-
vious models and assumptions concerning questions of trade, colonialism, ethnic identity, art, religious ideas,
technology, and patterns of social, political, and economic organization in the Near East during the Middle
Bronze Age.

The sixty-six seasons of controlled excavation undertaken at the site so far have unearthed the remarkable
remains of a densely settled urban center destroyed in a conflagration. Kanesh in the Middle Bronze Age housed
an Assyrian merchant community engaged in an extensive overland trade in raw metals (mainly tin and copper
with silver as currency), wool, and textiles. Our main body of evidence for this trade is an exceptional corpus of
some 23,500 records written on clay tablets inscribed in the cuneiform script that have come out of the private
archives of the Assyrian traders settled at the site. The settlement at Kiiltepe was the main hub for some three
dozen other trading posts spread across central and southern Anatolia. Home to these merchants was the oli-
garchic city-state of Assur, located on the Tigris River, about six hundred miles to the south in modern-day Iraq.

In terms of scale alone, the data provided by the texts from Kiiltepe are by far the most extensive available for
the study of long-distance trade anywhere in the ancient world. The closest structural parallels are found in the
medieval archives of the northern Italian city-states, Flanders, and the Cairo Genizah. They draw a picture of
an enterprise based on private initiative, risk-based and profit-seeking behavior and free-floating capital (Larsen
1976), and allow us to reconstruct a far-flung chain of interlocking commercial networks that ultimately connec-
ted polities from the Chinese frontier to Egypt and the Balkans. The material also provides detailed evidence for
economic and cultural interaction between the cities of Assur, northern Syria, and central Anatolia during the
early Middle Bronze Age, and alongside the exceptionally well-preserved physical remains found at the site, the
evidence portrays an apparent amalgamation of local and regional cultures. Coming from private contexts—the
personal archives of family entrepreneurs—the texts from Kiiltepe give detailed data on social and legal structure,
daily life, organization of public domain, and various policies dealing with many commercial interests of the Assy-
rian merchants (Veenhof 2008).

Objectives

In November 2012, eleven papers evaluating the current research at Kiiltepe were presented in a session held
at the annual meeting of the American Schools of Oriental Research (ASOR) in Chicago, Illinois. Expanded ver-
sions of those eleven papers, as well as two additional papers presented in different sessions at the same meeting,
together illustrate the current research at Kiiltepe as a thematic, special volume in the Journal of Cuneiform Studies
Supplemental Series.

A primary goal of this group of papers is to integrate the work of scholars engaged in archaeology and its
subfields (e.g., archaeobotany, archaeometry, geoarchaeology, physical anthropology, and zooarchaeology) with
the historians and linguists of the site as a first step towards developing a new synthetic research paradigm that
can address issues of trade, colonialism, ethnicity, art, identity, and urbanization in the ancient Near East. The
thirteen papers encapsulate a diversity of theoretical agendas and methodological approaches, and add substantial
amounts of new data to the field in a unified fashion. As such, this volume represents a first step toward compiling
the scattered, disarticulated, and fragmented data on Kiiltepe that is available today. The new approach to the site
has led to an amassing of a voluminous body of evidence and created a unique type of “virtual laboratory” that
has permitted and encouraged our authors to integrate multiple strands of data and think in terms of crossing
traditional disciplinary boundaries to generate new perspectives and challenge previous models and assumptions.
This cross-disciplinary and integrative approach has been the essential idea behind the session and its subsequent
publication.
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Outcome and Impact

The individual articles present new and exciting results on their own—often the first of their kind at Kiil-
tepe—from such archaeological subdisciplines as physical anthropology, archaeobotany, archaeometallurgy, and
zooarchaeology that have not been well-represented in Bronze Age studies of central Anatolia. The rapidly amas-
sing data add new dimensions and frames of reference to the large extant corpus of scholarship on Kiiltepe. In
addition, they offer a first attempt to correct the bias against nonhistorical and nonconventional archaeological
lines of inquiry.

Authors explore a series of themes, which link and cut across individual contributions and bring significant new
insights to understanding the context, history, and detail of Kiiltepe’s settlement. These include both more “tradi-
tional” interests of Anatolian Bronze Age studies, and some that break new ground. Chapters by Barjamovic, Her-
tel, and Ustiindag provide new data concerning the population of Kiiltepe, including the size, demography, diet,
and health of the settlement, and show the presence of both a large population and significant health problems.
Those chapters also explore, with others by Atici, Fairbairn, Kontani et al., and Kulakoglu, an understanding of
the broader physical landscape and environment of ancient Kiiltepe, including the effects of landscape change on
long-term settlement viability, as well as the location and organization of Kiiltepe’s resource acquisition networks.

Food provisioning is a key focus for study, including the first primary plant and animal data from the site by
Atici and Fairbairn, with studies by Ezer, Lassen, Lehner, and Topguoglu providing clear insight into the range of
short- and long-distance connections supplying resources and knowledge, which were the lifeblood of the sett-
lement. Beyond simple provisioning, trade also produced Kiiltepe’s prodigious wealth and lay at the heart of its
success. The social and political basis of that success is explored by Barjamovic, Hertel, and Michel. Studies also
delve below the structures and large-scale connections evident at Kiiltepe to investigate issues of agency and iden-
tity, through the artistic styles deployed by seal carvers (Lassen, Topcuoglu), metal technologies applied by Kiil-
tepe’s artisans (Lehner), and even its patterns of plant and animal exploitation (Atici and Fairbairn). Historical
change is also a key theme explored throughout the studies, with significant papers by Barjamovic, Ezer, Kontani
and Kulakoglu providing definitive statements on the periods pre- and postdating Kiiltepe’s Middle Bronze Age
apotheosis and allowing new insights into both its genesis and ending.

The growing emphasis on the study of material culture and the textual record within an integrative explanatory
framework offers a much-needed comprehensive and fine-resolution picture of the dynamic relationships between
various aspects of Bronze Age societies. We emphasize the tightly interdependent nature of archaeological and
historical records, not mutually exclusive constructions or binary oppositions. Kiiltepe provides an exceptional
opportunity to join text and artifact to generate new paradigms and formulate more-complex research questions.
The attempts to do so presented in this volume have already produced results above and beyond our expectations.
The unprecedented synergy achieved by simply bringing together specialists who all work on material from the
site, ended up not only making the ASOR workshop in November 2012 a worthwhile exercise, but it also paved
the way for the First Kiiltepe International Meeting, which was held at Kiiltepe itself in September 2013. The
continuation of the scholarly agenda of communication and integration set out by the ASOR workshop has now
been instituted in the form of biennial symposia (Kiiltepe International Meetings—KIM), with papers set to be
published in a series of edited volumes.

Future research agendas at Kiiltepe will be set by the direct and indirect outcomes of the integrative approach
presented here. There will be numerous cross-fertilizations between methodological and theoretical agendas
embodied by the students of the archaeological subdisciplines, historians, scientists, and philologists. This is
an exciting time to work at Kiiltepe, which is a key project with an international scope, yet soundly anchored
in Turkish academia, and now largely funded by the local administration of the Kayseri Metropolitan Muni-
cipality. Four thousand years later, researchers at Kiiltepe are repeating history by amalgamating the local and
international.
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