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age (ca. 2000–1700 Bce) in central anatolia, but also in upper Mesopotamia. The rich textual 

record provides ample information on a very sophisticated supraregional market economy, represent-
ing one of the best-documented historical cases of long-distance trade in the ancient world. although 
the site was first excavated in 1893, followed by intermittent excavations between 1906 and 2005, mod-
ern scientific and interdisciplinary excavations have only been undertaken since 2006. The new scien-
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concluding remarks:  
kanesh, The ciTy

Norman Yoffee, University of Michigan

moses Finley wrote, dyspeptically, about the archaeology of ancient cities (by which he meant, of course, greek 
and roman cities) and the archaeologists who study ancient cities: “it is difficult, perhaps impossible to catch the 
‘feel’ of an ancient city. What we see is either a ruin or a shadow overlain by centuries of subsequent habitation. 
nothing can be deader than the models or reconstructions of ancient buildings and districts: they may serve to 
recreate the formal interactions of the architects but they mislead badly in recreating the living reality within a 
living community (Finley 1987–1989, 309).

he might as well have been talking about ancient historians, especially historians of the ancient near east. 
Their data are similarly fragmentary, only shedding disparate points of life on ancient lifeways, and historians are 
challenged to connect these points into a picture of a living community (although many are content to avoid the 
problems of speculation entirely). moreover, if we have urban textual lampposts and “reconstructions of ancient 
buildings and districts,” can we know how ancient cities came to be, how people lived and understood their lives 
in ancient cities, and how cities flourished, changed, and collapsed? 

This volume reflects on these kinds of questions by bringing together historians, archaeologists, bioarchaeolo-
gists, ethnobotanists, zooarchaeologists, and other specialists. The unassailable proposition is that by exchanging 
information from various datasets one can achieve a fuller picture of ancient life at kanesh. For ancient historians 
and economic historians, kanesh is mainly known from the work of the brave and talented old assyrianists who 
have studied the texts written by the assyrian merchants at the site. The archaeological work of Tahsin Özgüç and 
his team has been critical, but in a Finleyian sense, mainly disconnected from the historical studies.1 The team now 
led by Fikri kulakoğlu is changing the structure of research on kanesh, the anatolian city, not simply the outpost 
of old assyrian merchants. This volume is a record of their progress.

There is, however, the warning of Finley that must be heeded: even if we have an enormous amount of data from 
the various disciplines of research on kanesh, is there not a positivist trap? The new data, no matter how comple-
mentary and supplementary (and possibly also contradictory) from the various sources, will never yield a full or 
possibly even a satisfactory understanding of life at kanesh. how, then, to proceed?

Thanks to Levent Atıcı for the invitation to discuss the ASOR panel in November, 2012 and to the participants who provided the material 
upon which this chapter is based. In addition to the comprehensive bibliographies supplied by the authors, one may add Veenhof 2013. I do 
not clutter this brief essay with copious references to data and studies by archaeologists and historians of Kanesh.

1. In addition to the references cited by the authors, see the superb catalogue with informative essays and superlative illustrations in 
Kulakoğlu and Kangal (2010). Many thanks to Fikri Kulakoğlu for the gift of this volume.
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one avenue of research that is not represented in this volume is to examine what we know about ancient 
cities more generally. can a comparative perspective on urbanism lead us to ask new questions about kanesh, to 
imagine how the city was formed, how kaneshites interacted, how the urban landscape reflected and shaped the 
conditions of social life?

There have been many excellent studies of ancient near eastern cities, such as the settlement pattern surveys of 
adams and nissen that reveal the growth and change in mesopotamian urbanism (1981), the valuable overviews 
of city life by stone (e.g., 2007) and the impressive synthesis of Van De mieroop (1997), and perhaps the most 
detailed study of both textual and archaeological sources on cities by keith (1998) as well as many other individual 
studies of cities that are too many to enumerate here.2 and there are some recent books on early cities all over 
the planet, for example, storey 2006, smith 2003, marcus and sabloff 2008.3 and, in the interest of full disclosure, 
i am editing a volume on early cities and comparative history.4 can we look at kanesh in the perspective of the 
world history of early cities? Does the city of kanesh have significance beyond the borders of ancient near eastern 
history?

First, is there a definition of a city? The sages have weighed in:5 
•	 a city is a permanent settlement that is areally rather large and has quite a few people, in fact, thousands of 

them, who live quite closely together and are socially diverse.
•	 in a city there are leaders and their minions who keep track of people and things that enter and leave the 

city.
•	 a city has a center with impressive architecture that affords and/or restricts political, social, and/or ideo-

logical activity.
•	 a city depends on a surplus of foodstuffs that are produced in the related countryside for the benefit of 

those in the city.
•	 a city provides certain services and manufactured goods to people in the countryside and receives, through 

long-distance trade, luxury and utilitarian goods.
•	 a city promotes a sense of civic identity to the people living in the city and to those in its related hinterland.
•	 and, a city is characterized by a quality of social drama (to be polite about it) because of the various and 

competing cultural and economic groups in the city.

naturally, there may be discontent with the smorgasbord-like “definition” of a city, whose parts are in fact 
glean ed from thinkers in many fields. although i may be accused (rightly) of avoiding a single and tidy definition 
of “the city,” i submit that, together, these partial “definitions” are in fact variables in an ideal-typical model (in the 
Weberian sense) of cities. These variables can structure research. There will be many exceptions and qualifications 
to these variables. in any case, the search for a definition of early cities so that archaeologists can identify a city, 
as opposed to other forms of settlement, is a relic of disco-age archaeology. modern social theory on early cities 
concerns how cities are structured, what leaders in cities do and also what they do not do, how people in cities 
worked and worshipped, why many early cities are fragile, resisted incorporation into territorial states, as well as 
a host of other activities and behaviors that can be studied in light of the variables of urban life that are posited 
above. The following review of ongoing research on kanesh highlights the potential utility of the model.

kanesh is large. it is larger than the city of assur itself, perhaps much larger (according to Barjamovic and 
hertel, this volume). it consists of a citadel, or “upper city,” with “early palaces,” an “administrative building,” then 
later the major “Warshama palace,” and two temples (kulakoğlu 2013). Possible domestic structures and work-
shops remain to be explored. The “lower city,” formerly called the kārum, “encircles” or “surrounds the mound,” or 

2. I cannot omit the pioneering study by Rivkah Harris (1975) and the newest book by Mario Liverani (2013).
3. See the review of these books by Yoffee (2009).
4. Yoffee in press.
5. The following is taken from Yoffee and Terrenato in press.
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citadel, “from the north, east, and south … in the shape of a crescent” (kulakoğlu 2013, 40). michel (this volume 
and in other essays) considers the kārum a socio-legal institution or “corporation” (Veenhof 2013, 35). That is, as 
michel, Barjamovic, and hertel emphasize (in this volume), the lower city includes many anatolians who were 
formally not part of the kārum. Domestic structures in the lower city were dense (hertel, this volume) and the 
extent of occupation seems to have encompassed around two hundred hectares (Barjamovic, this volume). several 
tens of thousands of people lived in kanesh in the early second millennium Bce.

The population of kanesh was extremely diverse. There are hattians, assyrians, hurrians, hittites, luwians, 
and others (Barjamovic, hertel, and larsen 2011; michel 2011; Veenhof 2008). michel (among others) writes 
about anatolian merchants and families who lived in mixed residential sectors, how anatolians learned assyrian, 
and about the marriages of assyrian men and anatolian women (michel 2008, 2009, 2013, in press). she has 
reconstructed sections of anatolian kinship structures, especially the bilateral pattern of descent and property 
rights. in divorces, anatolian women received compensation. 

Tahsin Özgüç (1975) famously claimed that only because of the textual sources can one detect different ethni-
cities at kanesh, because the material culture of the site does not reveal such social distinctions. however, as 
Topçuoğlu and lassen have shown (in this volume), seals clearly show assyrian as opposed to anatolian design; 
furthermore the tablets themselves, inscribed in distinctive old assyrian script, are themselves items of material 
culture. nevertheless, Özgüç’s observation does highlight an important aspect of the interactions between assyr-
ians and anatolians. That is, some assyrians had anatolian wives, who used anatolian cookware, and anatolian 
architects were the ones who built assyrian as well as anatolian houses. The assyrians, who were subject to ana-
tolian rule, in any case, had no interest in demonstrating their assyrian-ness to anatolians through their domestic 
material culture. 

it is one of the goals of atıcı’s zooarchaeological studies (this volume) to explore whether assyrians and anato-
lians had different food preferences. These studies can also contribute to our understanding of waste management 
in cities, since pigs and dogs would have played a large role in controlling waste.

The countryside of kanesh consisted of many villages that were part of the hinterland of the city (kontani et 
al., this volume). These villages and the agricultural countryside supplied fruits and nuts (Fairbairn, this volume) 
to kanesh. a large amount of wood from outside the city was presumably needed to keep the inhabitants of 
kanesh warm in winter and for cooking. more research may yield further results of the connection of kanesh to 
the countryside. likewise, a larger sample of material can provide Üstündağ the needed data to discuss health at 
kanesh. 

kanesh, in turn, produced metal goods (lehner, this volume) in workshops in the lower city, and some of these 
tools must have been used in agricultural tasks. it is not known how these goods were distributed, although the 
palace clearly had an interest in metallurgy since there was a “chief of the smiths.” apparently, in the southern 
section of the lower city, there were “industrial installations” (hertel, this volume). early cities characteristically 
were also centers of ritual and performance, and people from the countryside came to early cities as pilgrims and 
for festivals and markets. exploration of open spaces in the upper city might indicate the presence of feasts. cities 
were, among other things, arenas of performance (Baines, stark, and houston in press).

Finally, studies of urban change at kanesh are being pursued by the team of kulakoğlu. ezer, in this volume, dis-
cusses the early Bronze city of kanesh, which was important before the second millennium; this was presumably 
one of the things that attracted assyrians to the city. of course, mesopotamians knew about anatolia for millen-
nia in prehistoric times as, for example, studies of obsidian distribution have shown. The “uruk expansion” into 
anatolia, and the stories of sargon’s adventures in the region are also indications of long-standing mesopotamian–
anatolian relations. kulakoğlu reviews reasons for the collapse of the city because of tectonic activity, and this 
research, like the other technical reports in the volume, promises many new and important insights into the city.

in this brief discussion of the essays in this volume, i have, obviously, not attempted to synthesize the studies 
and have only adumbrated the many and excellent essays of the international mafia of old assyrian scholars. These 
brilliant studies have not only transformed the history of the ancient near east, but also have forced revision of 
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the entire field of economic history. is the old assyrian mercantile system a unique case, or is the entrepreneurial 
nature of trade, in which the state is an interested but not organizing agent, a feature of other periods of mesopo-
tamian history? 

Debate on this last question may or not be resolved on the basis of new discoveries of textual data and/or new 
studies of existing data. in any event, research on the nature of kanesh, the city, is certainly going to go forward, 
and the chapters in this volume are simply the prologue of an exciting future of work at kültepe. if our understand-
ing of ancient economies has been revolutionized from the study of old assyrian texts, research into kanesh as a 
city, now with historians and archaeologists working together, is going to deepen significantly our knowledge of 
how ancient cities worked. This research will influence not only near eastern specialists, but also the wide, won-
derful world of urban studies.
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