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7. ADJOINING SPACES, BUILDING COMMUNITIES

Agglutinative Architecture at Neolithic Barcin Hoyiik in North-West Anatolia

ABSTRACT - North-west Anatolia holds an
intermediate position: environmentally, between
the steppes of northern Mesopotamia and central
Anatolia and the temperate zone of south-eastern
Europe; and architecturally, between the mud-
brick building traditions of Neolithic South-West
Asia and the timber-based building traditions of
Neolithic Europe. Excavations at the seventh-
millennium Bc site of Barcin Hdyiik in the Marmara
region have produced a record of houses and
settlement spaces spanning six centuries (6600-
6000 cal. BC), making the site representative of
what has been called the ‘pioneer’ dispersal of the
Neolithic in western and north-western Anatolia,
as well as a testimony to the long-term stability
and development of Neolithic communities in the
region.

Barcin HOytlik’s architectural record enables us to
carry out analyses of house building techniques
and settlement layout, which diverge from what is
known from earlier and contemporary settlements
in central Anatolia. Wood was the main construction
material, with walls constructed of rows of thin
upright posts, combined with daub and mud slabs.
Raised wooden floors, coated with mud plaster,
are a feature attested from at least the middle of

Elisha van den Bos Barcin Hoyiik Research Project (elishavanden-
bos@gmail.com)

Fokke Gerritsen Netherlands Institute in Turkey, Leiden Univer-
sity (fa.gerritsen@nit-istanbul.org)

Elisha van den Bos & Fokke Gerritsen

the seventh millennium Bc. Looking at the spatial
configuration of the settlement, we can trace a
diachronic development from an agglutinative
layout to a pattern of free-standing houses,
combined with the vertical superimposition of
domestic structures over several centuries.
Contextualizing the settlement at Barcin Hoyiik in
a broader regional and interregional framework,
we can see how the westward spread of the
Neolithic way of life involved continuities and
transformations in building techniques, settlement
layouts, and habitation practices, and offer insights
into the environmental and social correlations of
these developments.

Introduction

Towards the middle of the seventh millennium cal. Bc,
Neolithic farming communities developed in north-
west Anatolia. The site of Barcin Hoyiik in the eastern
Marmara region is among the earliest settlements that
have been extensively excavated. Far from being a tem-
porary encampment on a westward route of farming
expansion, this settlement shows six centuries of con-
tinuous occupation (c. 6600-6000 cal. BC).

From its foundation onwards, an architectural tra-
dition based on agglutinative mud-and-wood construc-
tion developed, and the spatial organization of the set-
tlement shows great stability during the first three to
four centuries of occupation. In this contribution, we
argue that architecture played a major role in how

Households & Collective Buildings in Western Asian Neolithic Societies, ed. by Joaquim Sisa-Lépez de Pablo, Anna Bach-Gémez

& Miquel Molist, LEMA, 4 (Turnhout, 2024), pp. 103-115.
DOI10.1484/M.LEMA-EB.5.136709
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the community was conceived and how it reproduced
through time. In a broader perspective, we suggest that
Barcin’s architecture and spatial organization contrib-
ute to the understanding of the social organization of
early farming communities in north-west Anatolia, and
its development during the seventh millennium Bc.
This analysis highlights the inherent diversity of the
Neolithic in Anatolia.

Background: Houses, Settlements, and
Commaunities in Neolithic Anatolia

The relationships between settlement layout, architec-
ture, and household composition have been a longstand-
ing topic of inquiry in the analysis of excavated settle-
ments, as well as in larger-scale theories about changes
in social organization associated with the development
of farming. Both in the Neolithic Levant (Flannery 2002;
Banning 2010) and in central Anatolia (Steadman 2004;
Diiring 2006; Diiring & Marciniak 2006), archaeologists
have related house plans and settlement layouts to
household and community structures and have inter-
preted building layout and building sequences as social
practice.

In recent years, the seventh millennium in Anatolia
has come into focus as a period of several important
transitions: changes in the social organization of cen-
tral Anatolian ‘clustered neighbourhood settlements’,
especially noticeable in the later levels of Catalhoyiik
(Marciniak et al. 2015), and the development of new
farming communities in regions in western and north-
western Anatolia (M. Ozdogan 2013; Cilingiroglu &
Cakirlar 2013; Diiring 2013; Weninger et al. 2014; Cevik &
Abay 2016; Gerritsen & Ozbal 2016; Brami & Horejs 2019).
It has been suggested that these two processes were
connected: the westward spread of farming received an
impetus from the dissolution of close-knit communities
in central and south-eastern Anatolia (e.g. Hodder 2013,
356; M. Ozdogan 2013), mirroring the collapse of PPNB
societies in the Levant (M. Ozdogan 2014). Significant
changes in central Anatolian clustered neighbourhood
settlements after 6500 cal. Bc culminated in population
decrease, changes in household structure (Marciniak
et al. 2015), and the segmentation of communities
towards the end of the seventh millennium (Biehl et al.
2012; Anvari et al. 2017).

Recent fieldwork in western and north-western
Anatolia has made it clear that rather than the out-
come of these developments, new settlements such as
Ulucak, Cukurici, and Barcin date to the first half of the

ELISHA VAN DEN BOS & FOKKE GERRITSEN

seventh millennium, and therefore predate or stand
at the beginning of social changes in central Anatolia
(E. Ozdogan 2015; Cevik & Abay 2016). Many of the set-
tlements excavated show continuity of occupation well
into the sixth millennium Bc. Recent insights into the
genetic and cultural background of these settlements
suggest connections to a south Anatolian — Aegean
realm of coastal expansion and interaction (Perlées et al.
2011; Hofmanovié et al. 2016; Cilingiroglu 2017) and sug-
gest that genetic interactions with central Anatolian
populations may have been of less importance than pre-
viously assumed.

With the development of farming communities in
regions outside of the traditional ‘core areas’ of domes-
tication and early settlement development, the ques-
tion of social organization becomes one of understand-
ing the social context in which migratory processes
came about (Leppard 2014), how pioneers started farm-
ing in new environments, and how these communities
developed over time. In order to understand the social
organization of the Barcin community, we propose to
focus on the architectural remains. We consider the
remains of houses and courtyards as a spatial arrange-
ment, while recognizing their temporal dimension. By
adopting a stratigraphic and, in some ways, biographic
approach, we discuss the temporal complexity of archi-
tectural remains at Barcin (cf. Gerritsen 2008; McAnany
& Hodder 2009; Van den Bos 2021). A social under-
standing of the stratigraphic build-up of architectural
remains invites us to think about practices of construc-
tion, maintenance, abandonment, and replacement,
and the way these practices drew on the social relations
within the Barcin community.

Architecture and Settlement Organization at
Barcin Hoyiik (6600-6200 cal. Bc)

Barcin Hoyiik is a mound located in the Yenisehir Valley
in north-western Tiirkiye (Map 7.1) (Gerritsen et al.
2013; Groenhuijzen et al. 2015; Gerritsen & Ozbal 2016;
Gerritsen & Ozbal 2019). Excavations between 2007
and 2015 have revealed that the Neolithic occupation
of the site (6600-6000 cal. Bc; Phases VIe-VIa) forms
a c. 4-metre-thick deposit, followed by remains of the
Middle and Late Chalcolithic, Bronze Age, and Byzantine
era. The Neolithic settlement is estimated to have been
no more than a hectare in size. Throughout its Neolithic
occupation, architecture was built of mud and wood.

In Trenches L10, M10, and M11, a section of around
20 by 5 m contained a sequence of four vertically super-
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Map 7.1: Map of Anatolia, denoting sites mentioned in the text (map by the authors).

imposed architectural phases, spanning four centu-
ries of occupation (Phases Vie-Vic, 6600-6200 cal. BC)
(Figs 7.1 and 7.2). In all phases of the architecture row,
neighbouring rooms show a uniform alignment of cen-
tral roof supports, suggesting that the rooms had a
shared roof.

Of the earliest two buildings, Structures 24 and 25
(Phase Vle), only rows of individual postholes remained.
Several associated floor surfaces and interior fire pits
were identified. Small sections of open courtyards north
and south of these buildings were excavated, as well as a
wide and deep enclosure ditch.

From the following VId1 phase, a new way of con-
structing walls was adopted, with foundation trenches,
up to 50 cm in depth, and rows of thin (diameter =
5-10 c¢m) upright posts. These wall frames were filled
in with packed mud, sod, chunks of burnt loam, and the
occasional stone. Evidence for horizontal wattling was
not found. Interior and exterior wall faces were coated
with a smooth mud plaster. Neighbouring rooms shared

walls, leading to a pattern of agglutinated spaces, with
entrances on the south side (Fig. 7.3). Larger rooms
(Structures 2b and 19; 22-24 m?) and smaller rooms
(Structures 2a and 21; 10-12 m?) seem to have been
alternated. The larger rooms were structurally prior to
the smaller rooms — we do not know exactly how much
time passed between the construction of the larger
rooms and the addition of the smaller rooms, but we are
certain that all four rooms were occupied simultane-
ously for much of their use-life. In all rooms, remains of
domestic installations such as hearths, ovens, and stor-
age bins were present. The rooms opened to an annexe
or porch area, leading to an open courtyard further
south. To the north, the wide ditch was replaced by a
curved mud and wood wall, presumably forming a set-
tlement enclosure.

The fire that burnt down the Phase VId1 buildings,
apart from an undoubtedly significant event in the
history of the settlement, forms an important strati-
graphic marker. The fire preserved details of the Phase
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Figure 7.1: Architecture row: photo of field situation, looking east. Buildings and surfaces of Phases Vle and VId1 on the left, and a
combined view of Phases VId1-VIc on the right (picture by the authors).

VId1 architecture not found in other phases, such as
multiple layers of baked floor and wall plaster, charred
wood from wall posts and floors, and botanical remains.
Each of the rooms yielded evidence for multiple use
phases, with early unburnt floor levels covered by fill
layers about 20 cm thick. Alterations between the early
and late use phases of the rooms included the installa-
tion of raised loam-coated wooden floors in Structures
2a and 21, and the narrowing of the entrances to all four
structures.

Burnt collapse sealed the interiors of Structures
21, 2a, and 2b. During the period after the fire (Phase
VId2, around 6400-6350 cal. BC), the area seems to
have been left temporarily unoccupied, and instead we
found several fire pits dug through the burnt collapse of
Structure 2b. In Structures 2a and 21, a deposit of burnt
loam collapse was largely left in place, and was covered
by fill layers. In Structures 2b and 19, we have indica-

tions for the removal of a large part of the burnt col-
lapse. Otherwise, the VId2 phase is poorly represented
in this part of the settlement.

In the VId3 phase (around 6350-6300 cal. BC), a new
row of agglutinated rooms followed a layout and orien-
tation similar to the Phase VId1 architecture, but with
several changes (Fig. 7.2). Structure 15 (c. 29 m?) only
partly overlies Structure 2b. While the interior of this
building was poorly preserved, an oven or hearth struc-
ture was found in its south-east corner. Structure 15 had
narrow neighbouring spaces on both sides (Structures
3, 10, 23, and 27). Structures 3 and 10 yielded well-pre-
served floor levels, with abundant evidence for bone
tool production, stone-working, and red pigment pro-
duction, but there were no indications for domestic
installations. Structure 4 was partially excavated, and
may have been another large structure, given its sturdy
west wall with a deep wall foundation trench. An indica-
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Phasing of the architecture row
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Figure 7.2: Above: superimposed plans of the architecture of Phases Vie through Vic; below: schematic section (image by the authors).

tion for the long use-life of this building is provided by
a sequence of at least six interior floor levels, forming a
nearly 40 cm thick deposit of lenses and layers, covering
the transition from Phase VI1d3 to Vic.

Structure 14 (Phase VIc, 6300-6250 cal. BC) overlies
Structure 15, with a slight change in orientation. At
least one annexe space, Structure 26, was located to its
west. The construction of Structure 14 seems to have
been accompanied by the disturbance of the floor lev-
els, and the partial destruction of walls and roof sup-
ports of Structure 15. Floor surfaces and standing walls
of Structure 14 were poorly preserved as well; apart

from disturbance by Middle Chalcolithic pits, this may
relate to another phase of fragmentarily preserved
architecture dating to the last stage of Phase VIc.

The section through the architecture row shows that
the three to four centuries of occupation, perhaps with
a brief intermission during Phase VId2, condensed into
a mere 1-1.5 m of floor levels and fill layers (Fig. 7.2).
New wall foundation trenches cut deep into previous
phases, and often destroyed older walls. Walls were pre-
served to a maximum height of about 40 cm, and many
walls were not preserved at all. Central roof supports
seem to have been removed after a building phase came



108

ELISHA VAN DEN BOS & FOKKE GERRITSEN

Barcin Hoytik
Phase VId1 plan
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Figure 7.3: Phase VId1 0 2 4 6 8 10m
settlement plan (image by
the authors).

to an end. Slight changes in positioning and orientation
of the architecture between phases may have been, in
part, opportunistic adjustments allowing for less inter-
ference from earlier architectural remains.

The long-term adherence to the same settlement
layout is also found in the open areas to the north and

south of the architecture row. These courtyard areas
seem to have had various but stable functions: the
northern courtyard yielded no structural remains apart
from rows of stake holes and informal dirt surfaces, sug-
gesting use as a refuse and animal penning area. The
southern courtyard showed more evidence of domes-
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tic use, including small hearths in porch areas and fire
pits. A sequence of numerous courtyard surfaces con-
taining pebbles was found in Trenches L11 and M11
(Phases VId3-VIc), showing the long-term continuity in
the use of this area. Apart from domestic use, the south-
ern courtyard yielded numerous adult human burials,
dating to Phases VIe-VIc. Further south, architectural
remains of another sequence of houses in Trench L12,
first established in Phase VId3, as well as midden and
courtyard deposits in Trenches L13 and M13 have been
found.

Discussion: Diversity in Settlement and
Community in Seventh Millennium Anatolia

While tightly conglomerated architecture is a defin-
ing characteristic of the clustered neighbourhood set-
tlements of central Anatolia (Diiring 2006; Rosenstock
2014), the agglutinated row of rooms found at Barcin
compares better to Early and Late Neolithic settlements
in south-west and west Anatolia, with row-like arrange-
ments and open courts. The plans of Structures 2b and
19, and later 15 and 14, resemble the rectilinear houses
of Bademagaci ENIIL.4-ENII.2, Hacilar VI, and Gukurici X-
VIII, with an entrance in the middle of the long wall, and
two roof supports on the middle axis (Umurtak 2000;
Mellaart 1970, 10-25; Brami et al. 2016). At Bademagaci
and Hacilar, ovens and hearths were usually located on
the back wall facing the entrance, while at Barcin, these
structures were located in the right-hand corner.

A further difference with the Bademagaci ENII archi-
tecture is that houses there were built of mud-brick
from at least the middle of the seventh millennium
onwards, while at Barcin and later sites in the Marmara
region, wood remained the principal construction
material until well into the sixth millennium. Likewise,
at seventh-millennium Catalhgyiik, walls were made of
mud-bricks and mud slabs. Wooden posts were present
in interiors, but it has been argued that the mud walls,
rather than wooden posts, carried the weight of the roof
(Stevanovi¢ 2013). For late eighth-/early seventh-mil-
lennium settlements in south-west Anatolia, mud and
wood (wattle and daub) architecture has been proposed
for Girmeler and Bademagaci ENI, but this is not yet
supported by well-preserved house remains (Umurtak
2008, 1; Takaoglu et al. 2014, 114-15). Evidence for
round wood architecture on stone foundations was
found at Bahgelievler (Fidan 2020), Aktopraklik C (Karul
& Avci 2011), and at later seventh-millennium Fikirtepe
(M. Ozdogan 2013). In the context of this fragmentary
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evidence for wood construction, we find some of the
earliest well-preserved and documented timber-based
rectilinear buildings of Neolithic Anatolia at Barcin Vie-
VId1. The transition from Phase VIe to VId1 architec-
ture shows that the early inhabitants of Barcin experi-
mented with wood construction, and that for example
the idea of wall ditches and various ways to fill up the
walls developed locally. These wall construction tech-
niques, with thin upright posts in wall foundation
trenches, continue at Mentese stratum 3 upper (6200~
6000 cal. BC) (Roodenberg et al. 2003), and Ilipinar X-
VIII (6000-5800 cal. BC) (Roodenberg 2008).

The layout of the Barcin settlement as a whole is
unclear. The excavated architecture of Phases VId1 and
VId3 may have been one of several multiroom build-
ings, comparable to examples from Bademagaci ENIJ, or,
alternatively, there may have been a much longer chain
of rooms. The latter would show similarity to early sixth-
millennium mud-brick settlements at Early Chalcolithic
Ilipinar VI-VA (Cookson 2008), and Aktopraklik B (Karul
2020), which consisted of circular arrangements of con-
glomerated buildings — built against each other, but
each with their own walls. Asagi Pinar Layers 7-6 (late
seventh/early sixth millennium Bc) in Turkish Thrace
form an even closer parallel (Eres & Ozdogan 2012;
Ozdogan & Schwarzberg 2020), with neighbouring mud-
and-wood buildings sharing walls. The spatial arrange-
ment of these settlements is characterized by an inward
focus, with shared activity areas enclosed by buildings.
The settlement at Barcin shows that this type of settle-
ment plan may have been employed over half a millen-
nium earlier than previously thought.

We have seen that through time, the Barcin com-
munity maintained a stable spatial arrangement.
Place continuity of architecture is not uncommon in
Neolithic Anatolia: at central Anatolian sites such as
Catalhoyiik and Asikls, building continuity plays a major
role in how archaeologists have interpreted the prac-
tices of Neolithic households (Diiring 2006; Hodder
2013; Ozbasaran 2012; Brami et al. 2016). At Catalhdyiik
East, some buildings have been interpreted as ‘history
houses’, due to their long sequence of vertical replace-
ment and symbolic practices such as wall-painting,
bucrania, and intramural burial, associated with their
interiors (Hodder 2013, 356). Apart from the appar-
ent importance of expressing continuity between
generations of inhabitants, practical considerations
may underlie the vertical superimposition of houses
in densely built settlements (Steadman 2000). Indeed,
vertical sections through two of Catalhdyiik’s stacked
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buildings show the use of the filled-in older building as a
platform for constructing its successor, leading to a fast
vertical build-up of strata (McAnany & Hodder 2009, 18,
fig. 6). For Gukurici and Ege Giibre in western Anatolia,
Brami et al. (2016) have discussed building sequences
involving the insertion of new buildings within the walls
of older buildings. Again, a combination of practicality
(older walls provided support against sagging) and sym-
bolic meaning are proposed. Brami et al. interpret place
continuity as related to household strategy and identity,
and propose a taboo on disturbing the remains of aban-
doned buildings. Overall, Neolithic building continu-
ity in Anatolia is seen as related to the reproduction of
social relations through time, emphasizing social status
and household autonomy.

At Barcin, however, we are inclined to interpret the
vertical superimposition of architecture as a commu-
nal, rather than a household-centred practice. What
we see is not a sequence of replacement of individual
houses, but of a row of agglutinated structures, with
changes in the placement of the larger rooms. The fact
that the row of rooms had a shared rhythm of con-
struction, maintenance, and replacement, suggests
collective decisions, choices, and practices. Although
there are continuities in layout and interior organi-
zation, for example in the sequence of Structures 24,
2b, 15, and 14, these houses were not exactly superim-
posed on one another, and we find evidence of severe
disturbance of abandoned houses by their successors.
In this interpretation, the architecture, while no doubt
an important structuring force, did not invoke the his-
torical lineage of the house, but rather the spatial and
social arrangement of the settlement as a whole. While
we can imagine quite a few challenges associated with
these practices, we can also imagine that the row of
houses over time formed a slightly elevated and firmer
part of the settlement, easier to build on than lower
lying and softer courtyard deposits. Moreover, a differ-
ent perspective on the choice to construct new build-
ings on the location of their predecessors is formed by
a conscious avoidance of building in the courtyards. As
we have seen, the courtyard south of the buildings was
an area where domestic activities were carried out in
a shared space, and the place where adult community
members were buried from the earliest period of occu-
pation onwards. Respecting an area that had long been
important to the community may have outweighed
the challenges of constructing new houses over old
ones.

ELISHA VAN DEN BOS & FOKKE GERRITSEN

Recently, ancient DNA (aDNA) studies have contrib-
uted to discussions about household composition and
family relations in Neolithic Anatolia. At Barcin, Yaka
et al. (2021) analysed several infants buried together
in Structures 4, 15 (Phase VId3-VIc), and 5 (Phase
VIb). They identified family relationships among pairs
of infants buried in Structures 5 and 15 respectively,
whereas four additional infants from Structure 4 did
not show close genetic relations. This is interpreted
as evidence for a decrease in the significance of bio-
logical kinship in co-residency compared to the cen-
tral Anatolian PPN sites of Asikli and Boncuklu (Yaka
et al. 2021). It is important to note that Structure 4 was
only partially excavated, yielded five more infant buri-
als not sampled, and seems to have been occupied for
a long time. Indeed, burial practices need to be taken
into consideration — at Barcin, only infants were bur-
ied inside and in close proximity to the houses, whereas
children and adults were buried under porches and
in courtyards, which means a considerable difference
with intramural burial practices in PPN and PN central
Anatolia. Given these concerns, we should not expect
a one-to-one relationship between intramural infant
burials and co-residents. Nonetheless, these results are
in line with the collective character of the architecture
of early Barcin Hoyiik, and the use of courtyard areas
for burial suggests attitudes towards death that stressed
the membership of the deceased in the collective rather
than in the domestic group.

While building and replacement practices sug-
gest a collective approach to architecture, we cannot
ignore the fact that the subdivision into spaces with
individual access and domestic installations suggests
community segmentation into smaller co-residential
groups. In this context, we see changes over time in the
relationship between architectural spaces and domes-
tic groups. For Phase VId1, all four spaces seem to have
been domestic living rooms, despite size differences.
We consider it possible that Structures 2a and 21 were
built slightly later than Structures 2b and 19, though
still during the early use phase of these buildings, as a
way to accommodate changes in household composi-
tion, e.g. for housing older family members or depend-
ent households. For Phases VId3 and VIc, and later VIb,
the division into smaller and larger spaces seems com-
patible with a division into living rooms and annexes.
The smaller rooms seem less suitable as residential
units because of the lack of domestic installations and
their narrow width. This development is taken one step
further during the later Phase VIb (6200-6100 cal. BC)
when, after a spatial rearrangement of the settlement,
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houses with narrow annexe rooms become free-stand-
ing structures. The construction of these VIb houses
over former courtyard areas emphasizes discontinuity
in community practice.

Conclusions

A spatial and stratigraphic view of the architecture
found at Barcin Hoytiik shows that collective construc-
tion and structural unity characterized the first centu-
ries of occupation. The earliest inhabitants determined
the layout of the settlement for centuries to follow.
With shared walls and a shared roof, the structures
reflect a large degree of interdependence. Through
time, the architecture row displays a shared rhythm
of construction, maintenance, and replacement, cre-
ating a bond between neighbouring spatial units, and
resulting in a compact and complex stratigraphy. These
architectural bonds suggest that, by extension, the
small groups of pioneers who established new settle-
ments such as Barcin, may have been close-knit fam-
ily groups. Despite the small size of the settlement
throughout its occupation history, its occupants man-
aged to found a strong local tradition and managed
to form and maintain regional and interregional net-
works.

ITI

Besides an important line of evidence for understand-
ing the social organization of the Barcin community,
the architectural practices provide insights into their
identity and cultural connections. Rather than showing
direct connections to central Anatolia, the architectural
remains place Barcin more firmly in a south-west, west,
and north-west Anatolian realm, that already in the
early seventh millennium was developing new ways of
building settlements and communities. These communi-
ties should be seen as playing a vital role in transforming
and diversifying Neolithic ways of life during the sev-
enth millennium in Anatolia. Barcin, in this sense, stands
for the emergence of a smaller-scale Late Neolithic, no
longer characterized by the large-scale aggregations of
the eighth and early seventh millennia.
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