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THE 2009 JOINT TURKISH-ITALIAN EXCAVATIONS 
AT TAŞLI GEÇİT HÖYÜK

Nicolò MARCHETTI*

The first campaign of salvage excavations and restorations at Taşlı Geçit Höyük 
took place in August-October 2009.1 The site lies in the valley of Islahiye, 15 km to the 
south-east of Tilmen Höyük and separated from the latter by a low mountain ridge: both 
mounds lie on the right bank of the Kara Su river and in a similar geological setting, on 
shallow basalt ridges near cultivated fields. After the completion of the Tilmen project, 
started in 2003 and culminated in the opening of the archaeological and environmental 
park in October 2007,2 and the study season of 2008, in which the materials of the Turkish 
expedition of the 1960’s were restored and partly exhibited along with ours in a new 
vitrine in Gaziantep Museum, it was decided to implement a short intensive salvage 
project at the nearby endangered site of Taşlı Geçit Höyük.

The mound of Taşlı Geçit (i.e. Stony Ford, in fact a ford, with an old road crossing 
it, is present 600 m north-east of the site), previously known also as Ağalarovası Höyük 
or Yığma Höyük (coordinates 36°55’34.99”N, 36°42’37.68”E), was first visited in the 
1950’s during Bahadır Alkım’s survey of the Islahiye valley.3 The completion of the 
* Nicolò  MARCHETTI, Dipartimento di Archeologia, Alma Mater Studiorum – Università di Bologna, Piazza 

S. Giovanni in Monte 2, 40124 Bologna/ ITALY; nicolo.marchetti@unibo.it.
1 The project is carried out with the scientific direction of the Author on behalf of the Dipartimento di 

Archeologia of the Alma Mater Studiorum – University of Bologna, under the coordination of Gaziantep 
Museum and its director Ahmet Denizhanoğulları. Thanks are due, for their financial support, to the University 
of Bologna and to the Italian Ministries of Education, Universities and Research (PRIN 2007 project) and 
of Foreign Affairs (DGPCC directorate-5th Office). To my colleagues Refik Duru, Gülsün Umurtak and 
Ahmet Beyazlar and to the colleagues of the Kültür Varlıkları ve Müzeler Genel Müdürlüğü in Ankara, 
especially Orhan Düzgün, Osman Murat Süslü and Melik Ayaz, I express my warmest gratitude for their 
unfailing advice and support. I am also deeply grateful to Gaziantep İl Kültür Müdürlüğü, and especially to 
the director Salih Efiloğlu, to the Representatives from Gaziantep Museum, Seval Tan and Burhan Balcıoğlu, 
and to the personnel of the Kültür ve Tabiat Varlıklarını Koruma Bölge Kurulu Müdürlüğü in Gaziantep. The 
Governor of Gaziantep (Süleyman Kamçı), the mayor of greater Gaziantep (Asım Güzelbey), the Rector 
of Gaziantep University (Yavuz Coşkun), the Kaymakam of Islahiye (Resul Kır) and the mayor of İslahiye 
(Melike Uludağ) have constantly helped the Expedition during its stay. The Italian Ambassador in Turkey, 
Carlo Marsili, the Italian Consul in İzmir, Simon Carta, and the successive directors of the Italian Cultural 
Institute in Ankara, Angela Tangianu and Francesco Servida, have always fully supported us. The participants 
to the 2009 season were archaeologists Esra Alp, Işık Aycin, Stefano Bassetto, Giacomo Benati, Antonio 
Bonomo, Alessandro Campedelli, Claudia Cappuccino, Luciano Cuccui, Gizem Dertürk, Luisa Guerri and 
Federico Zaina, restorers Laura Benucci, Giada Bertocci, Deniz Hepdinç and Eva Jorge Herrero, draftsmen 
Kevin Ferrari and Meltem Kara, paleobotanist Maria Letizia Carra, architect Elena Rosa, geophysicians 
Federica Boschi and Michele Silani, topographers Giampaolo Luglio and Massimo Zanfini. Fig. 1 is by M. 
Silani and M. Zanfini, figs. 2 and 11 by M. Zanfini, Fig. 13 by A. Campedelli.

2   Cf. Marchetti 2008a; 2008b; 2008c; 2010; cf. also Bitelli et al. 2009; Musso 2008; Rossi Pisa et al. 2008.
3   Cf. Alkım 1969; Duru 2004: folder.
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artificial lake of Tahtaköprü in 1974, a water reservoir for agricultural purposes which 
is dried up in the summer, led to the seasonal flooding of most of the western half of the 
valley in front of Yesemek, including Taşlı Geçit Höyük at the north-westernmost edge 
of the lake. The site has since been heavily eroded: all its outskirts are now lost and only 
some stone basins and other installations attest to the once presence of structures to the 
north, while to the south and west one-row stone foundations still survive in spots (as in 
area F, where a LB building was investigated). In the 1980’s, erosion must have exposed 
the city walls, remarkably preserved in height, which were noted by İlhan Temizsoy at the 
time of his work at Yesemek4 and which have now tumbled to the ground. On the eastern 
side of the mound, their foundations last stone course photographed by this author in 2004 
is now lost, while the surviving ones on the northern, western and southern sides were 
surveyed by M. Zanfini in 2009 (Fig. 1).

The mound has a lower terrace to the west and a higher part to the east, sloping 
up towards the north which is the highest part of the site (Fig. 1). Almost no sherds were 
noted on the surface before the excavations, while eroding stone foundations were well 
visible on the eastern upper terrace. The Expedition applied an integrated approach – 
successfully tuned during the Tilmen project – to the excavations, landscape researches 
and conservation activities which were carried out. The main historical aims for the first 
season were to understand the urbanism of the 2nd millennium B.C. settlements and to 
define in detail the occupation sequence of the site. As for conservation, the most urgent 
task was to study and experiment some effective solutions for reducing erosion and to 
start planning the presentation scheme to be realized during the second and last year of 
the project.

A topographic survey of this 3.5 hectares mound and its environs was completed 
through kinematic GPS. A geophysic survey (geomagnetic and georadar) was carried out 
in all areas where the superficial scatter of basalt stones was not too great. The excavation 
areas were selected according to topographic criteria with the aim of highlighting diverse 
settlement features.

In the central area of the site are located areas B, along the ridge dividing the upper 
terrace from the lower, and C, more to the south-east. In area B, a sounding revealed two 
domestic phases of occupation dating from MB IB (Fig. 2, top). After a chronological 
hiatus, a large, well-built residency was constructed on top of some levelling fill in LB 
I, consisting of a large hall and one row of side rooms to the west. The building was 
seemingly destroyed by an earthquake, as it is suggested by the way its mudbrick walls 
collapsed and by the direction towards which fell most of the many whole vessels retrieved 
4   Cf. the quote in Duru 2004: 93, nota 57.
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together with a quantity of small objects (Fig. 5). These ruins were then levelled and an 
open working area (L.160) dating from Iron II was realized (this phase has also been 
extensively exposed in nearby area C, L.235). At the end of the period, an abandonment 
lasting several centuries occurred, until a large building (W.101, W.107, W.102) was 
built as part of a Hellenistic village on top of the mound.5 Some Roman sherds attest 
to a frequentation of the site, which then remained deserted until some Turkmen pens 
were built, presumably in early Ottoman times (based on the scanty evidence collected at 
Tilmen Höyük). This stratigraphic sequence is the most complete one excavated thus far 
at the site and in general it has been confirmed in all other excavation areas.

The Residency in area B, of which no sure limit is known yet, features a reception 
hall (L.178) with a central column base (L.179) and two doorways (L.124 and L.181), 
lined with rough orthostats (a mark for elite architecture), on its western wall (W.192), 
which has a central offset. The room to the south-west (L.197) contained a rich assemblage 
of jugs, the one to the west (L.196) several bronze objects (including an axe and a large 
chisel) and an open stone mould for metals. Part of another sector, devoted to food 
production and storage as shown by grinding tables and jars, was also exposed to the 
north (rooms L.195 and L.194). Among the many finds in hall L.178, one may mention 
two bronze schematic idols (probably a couple with one male and one female, Fig. 6), 
some bronze chisels and pins, two circular bifacial stamp seals of Anatolian derivation 
and a characteristic cylinder seal (Fig. 7).

In area A, at the northern edge of the acropolis, a tighly packed sequence within the 
LBA was excavated. In its eastern sector, the first LB phase is represented by monumental 
architecture (Fig. 8), which to the east cuts through MB IB dwellings. A large fortress, 
the northern side of which is lost by erosion, has a plan which was a standard one in the 
preceding MB II period at Tilmen Höyük: it has two square and two long parallel rooms, 
which must have been for a stairway in the elevation. Although the absence of doorways 
is typical of military architecture, the elevation of surviving cut MB IB structures within 
the rooms and the absence of a floor prove that we are dealing with foundations, while 
some heaps of stones along the walls and the carefully laid preparation of pebbles over 
the stone masonry of the walls (W.75, W.61, W.48, W.83, W.838, W.846), without that a 
single mudbrick has been detected over them, suggest that the building was unfinished at 
the time the earthquake disrupted the LB I settlement. After a squatter occupation with 
one silos and some installations, a few small houses were built in Iron II. In the western 
sector of area A, a massive LB I boundary wall (W.2) was included during Iron II to form 

5 A single burial (D.113), apparently of an adult woman, dates to the Hellenistic phase. The skeleton is now 
being studied by Ass. Prof. Yılmaz Selim Erdal (Hacettepe University, Ankara).
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a working area, in which several complete vessels and loom weights were found. During 
the Hellenistic period a large building (W.4+W.43, W.72 and W.73) was constructed: the 
building had an inner stone-paved floor (L.825) and to the outside of it, to the north, an 
open area with some large and deep pits (P.30 and P.40).

On the eastern slope of the mound, in area D, the fortification system of the site 
was investigated. Two phases of MB IB occupation (W.325 and W.326) in the lower part 
of the slope were cut by the erection of a stone glacis (W.308), which encircled at least 
the north-eastern corner of the site, judging from surface remains. The steep glacis is lost 
higher up the slope, but the surviving portion is indeed impressive (Fig. 9). Although its 
date is difficult to be determined, the fact that it is covered by a wash with LB I pottery, 
suggests that it probably dates to that period, since it cuts earlier phases and no MB II 
architecture is attested at the site. In the higher sector of area D, one room (L.311) was 
found full of smashed LB I vessels (Fig. 10), most probably as a result of an earthquake: 
this assemblage is fully comparable with that from area B (Fig. 4). In Iron II, a large 
boundary wall (W.300) was built on top, having on its inner western side two rooms with 
working installations.

Area G is located to the south-west, in the lower terrace of the site. Here, house 
remains from MB IB (W.645, W.654, W.653, W.652, W.651, W.655, W.656) are close to 
the surface and they could be extensively exposed (as well as in nearby area E, just to the 
south), together with their regular network of narrow cobbled alleys (L.649 and L.635). 
The area remained abandoned until Iron II, when the emerging wall stumps were levelled 
and sometimes roughly incorporated into installations and benches within the rooms 
of the new buildings (Fig. 11). Two twin east-west storerooms have been investigated 
(L.615 to the west and L.630 to the east and lying at a slightly higher elevation), with 
an orthostat-lined doorway towards the south. Their regular layout (rectangular with a 
column base in the middle) and their spaciousness, if not the hasty building technique, 
suggest they may have served a public function: large storage pithoi were kept on one 
short side in both rooms, while at the other end there were finer wares and loom weights 
in the westernmost room and working installations in the easternmost room (Fig. 12-13). 
The large quantity of vessels and small objects retrieved, the absence of any traces of fire 
and perhaps the actual inclination of the walls of the westernmost room (the easternmost 
one is insufficiently preserved in height for one to judge) suggest that the settlement of 
this period, too, may have been destroyed by an earthquake, as the preceding LB I town. 
Similar considerations may in fact apply also to the contemporary evidence exposed in 
area A.

Finally, preparatory works for the creation of an archaeological park at the site 
during the second year of the project were carried out, consisting of an integrated project 
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for the visit of the site, the conservation of excavated structures and, especially, the control 
of the erosion process induced by the lake by means of steel gabions and geotextiles at the 
foot of the northern and eastern slopes.6

In synthesis, the results of this first season already supply important evidence for 
the history of the settlement: the Late Chalcolithic site – which we identified in 2009 – 
was located c. 750 m to the north-west of the present mound, which began to be occupied 
in the Early Bronze Age, as our survey around it has shown. The MBA occupation is only 
attested until the middle of that period, the MB II being a time of abandonment of the site, 
coinciding with the maximum development of nearby Tilmen Höyük. When the latter was 
destroyed by the Hittites and lost since its importance, Taşlı Geçit Höyük was resettled in 
LB I as a small gateway site for the valley, until an earthquake brought it to an end. A long 
hiatus separates the Iron II phase from the Hellenistic village which came to be built on 
the acropolis, probably within the area of ancient Nicopolis (modern Islahiye). The long-
term goals of the joint Turkish-Italian expedition in the valley of Islahiye have by now 
almost been fulfilled, the combined results of our work at the two sites supplementing a 
detailed archaeological framework for the 2nd millennium B.C., as well as contributing 
to the enhancement and management of the cultural heritage in the area.
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Fig. 1: Topographic map of Taşlı Geçit Höyük with indication of the excavation areas of 2009.
.
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Fig. 2: Aerial orthophoto of area B; note the sounding to the north and hall 
L.178 to the south with its column base in the middle..

Fig. 3: Pottery in situ in hall L.178 near doorway L.181 leading to room L.196, from 
north, Residency B, LB I..
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Fig. 4: Restored vessels from F.159, in hall L.178, Residency B, LB I.

Fig. 5: Bronze objects, stone mould, bifacial stamp seals and cylinder seal, Residency B, LB I.
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Fig. 6: Bronze female figurine TG.09.O.639 (h 5.9 
cm) from F.159, in hall L.178, Residency B, LB I.

Fig. 7: Cylinder seal TG.09.O.579 with its modern impression (h. 1.8 cm, d. 1.1 cm), from F.159, in 
hall L.178, Residency B, LB I.
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Fig. 9: Defensive glacis W.308 in area D from south-
east, probably LB I.

Fig. 8: Unfinished Fortress A from north-east, LB I.
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Fig. 10: Restored vessels from F.311, over floor L.310 of a building cut by the slope in area D, LB I.

Fig. 11: Aerial orthophoto of area G; note the two twin Iron II storerooms above MB 
IB houses and streets, the ruins of which were incorporated into the hastily made later 
buildings.
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Fig. 12: Storage jars in situ next to a bread oven near doorway L.610, in 
western storeroom L.615, from north, area G, Iron II.
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Fig. 13: Aerial orthophoto of western storeroom L.615, with in situ jars partly drawn on it by means 
of CAD; note the circular column base in the middle.


