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ABSTRACT

Located in the coastal zone of the Central Black Sea (near the city of Samsun), the settlement of ikiztepe represents one of
the longest-running archaeological excavations providing data on the prehistoric periods of the region. Excavations con-
ducted between 2021 and 2025 on Tepe I, the largest mound of the site, have revealed contexts dated to the Early Bronze
Age I (3100-2900 BC) and the Late Chalcolithic period (3947-3326 BC). Research indicates that weaving activities were
organised in a systematic manner at Tepe I from the earliest phases of the Late Chalcolithic onward. Within this context,
a stamp uncovered in Level 8 of the Late Chalcolithic deposits constitutes the focus of this study. Discovered in associa-
tion with weaving-related activities, this object represents the only known example from both ikiztepe and the Central
Black Sea Region. The find demonstrates that the stamp tradition, widely attested across a broad geographic area since the
Neolithic, was also present in the Black Sea basin. It provides significant evidence regarding ikiztepe’s cultural interaction
networks and regional connections.
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Introduction

The ikiztepe settlement is located 7 km to the northwest of Bafra District, Samsun Province,
in the Central Black Sea Region (fig. 1). Comprising four elevations — two large and two small hills
— this settlement stands out as one of the largest mounds in the region, measuring approximately
375%x175 m (fig. 2). Systematic archaeological research has been conducted on different areas of the
settlement during various periods. kiztepe first came to the attention of the scholarly community
through the surface surveys conducted in 1940—41. A team from Ankara University consisting of
I. Kihi¢ Kokten, Tahsin Ozgii¢, and Nimet Ozgiic carried out investigations within the province of
Samsun, during which they identified numerous settlements, including ikiztepe (Kokten et al. 1945,
395). Subsequently, Charles Burney visited Ikiztepe in the course of his surveys covering the regions
of Samsun, Sinop, and Kastamonu (Burney 1956, 181 ff.). During this visit, Burney examined pot-
tery collected from the surface and observed that the settlement was occupied continuously from
the Chalcolithic to the Middle Bronze Age. Nearly thirty years after its discovery, Ikiztepe became
the focus of more extensive investigations. In 1972—73, a team led by U. Bahadir Alkim carried out
surveys at Ikiztepe and its surrounding area. In 1974, systematic excavations at the site were initiated
by Alkim on behalf of the Turkish Historical Society. These excavations continued under his direc-
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Fig.1. Map of Ikiztepe Settlement (author FA. Yiiksel)

tion until his death in 1981, after which leadership passed to Onder Bilgi, who directed the project
until his retirement in 2012. Since 2021, the excavations have been conducted under the direction of
the present author (Alkim 1975, 5-12, 23-30). The findings reveal that ikiztepe was inhabited since
the Late Chalcolithic (3947-3326 BC) through the Hellenistic Period. In this respect, ikiztepe is cur-
rently the only excavation site that reflects the chronological development of the Central Black Sea
coastal strip and documents this process stratigraphically (Alkim et al. 1988; 2003).

The systematic excavation work carried out since 2021 at Tepe I, the highest elevation of the
settlement, has revealed that the first settlement in this area began in the Late Chalcolithic. On the
other hand, it is seen that Tepe I was used as a cemetery in the Early Bronze Age and was resettled in
the early Middle Bronze Age. These data are important archaeological evidence reflecting the func-
tional transformations in the area and the cultural change in the region in terms of settlement pattern
(Table 1). It is understood that fkiztepe had the characteristics of a town settlement consisting of a
Late Chalcolithic architectural plan formed by separately positioned wooden structures. The fired
clay stamp, which is the subject of this article, was found in Level 8 of the depositis from the Late
Chalcolithic period (Table 1).

This study examines the stamp unearthed at Ikiztepe, the only known example from the Cen-
tral Black Sea Region. The discussion focuses on the possible association of the stamp with weav-
ing activities, while also evaluating its place within the wider stamp tradition of Anatolia and the
evidence it provides regarding Ikiztepe’s cultural interaction networks during the Late Chalcolithic.

Late Chalcolithic period in Tepe |

Three architectural layers dating to the Late Chalcolithic period have been identified at Tepe I.
Calibrated radiocarbon results from organic remains obtained from these layers indicate a date range
of 3947-3326 BC (fig. 3). At ikiztepe, it has been observed that the architectural arrangements were
created with a planned and systematic approach throughout all settlement phases, starting from the
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Fig. 2. Ikiztepe Héyiik (Mounds I, II, III, IV) (Ikiztepe excavation archive)

Chalcolithic Age (Tuna 2009). This situation is direct reflection of the region’s geological structure
and general architectural preferences in this area. The primary material used in the construction of
the buildings is wood sourced from the forests surrounding the settlement; the second structural ele-
ment is clay plaster. Therefore, due to the nature of organic building materials, only carbonised beam
holes and burnt wood marks can be detected in the excavations. In the first architectural phase (Level
7) of the Late Chalcolithic period, dense rubble debris, plaster fragments that had become brick-
like due to high heat, and distinct burn marks on the floor were observed within the approximately
50 cm thick cultural fill. Within this layer, mostly dark-faced bowls with inverted mouth appear in
large numbers. In addition, pottery, again consisting largely of dark-faced items, consists of inward-
curving mouths, spherical bodies, and narrowing bases. However, this layer has been significantly
damaged due to the destruction caused by the burials dating to the Early Bronze Age I phase. The
second architectural phase (Level 8) of the Late Chalcolithic consists of cultural deposit that is ap-
proximately 60 cm thick (fig. 4). A large textile workshop was identified within this phase, where
the stamp artefact discussed here was found. The pottery repertoire of this phase continues with the
tradition of pottery with inward-closing mouths, while bowls with outward-opening mouths and flat
bodies are prominent (fig. 5).

The third architectural phase (Level 9) of the Late Chalcolithic has been identified within a
limited area. Apart from rubble consisting of burnt plaster fragments and a burnt floor, no architec-
tural remains providing a complete plan were found in this phase. However, to the west of these
plaster remains, a green, soft-textured deposit filled with mussel shells was uncovered. Analysis of
the shellfish found in this deposit revealed that these mussels were transported to the settlement from
the surrounding lagoons and were edible Mediterranean and sand mussels. The findings indicate that
seafood played a significant role in the settlement’s dietary economy at the beginning of the Late
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DATING LEVEL CALIBRATED DATES FIND AREA
Middle 1 1950-1700 BC b.4200
Bronze
Age 2 1950-1700 BC b.4226
b.4210
3 3100-2900 BC
(Sk. 717 - 716)
Early 4 b.4215
Bronze
Age |
Cemetery Area 5 b.4219
b.4222
6 3250-3100 BC
(Sk. 719
Sk. 723)
- 3379-3326 BC Feidls
Late
Chaleolithic 8 3642-3535 BC b.4240
Period
9 3947-3648 BC b.4256
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Fig. 3. Ikiztepe radiocarbon dating. Analyses were performed at the AMS laboratory of the Turkish Academy
of Sciences in Gebze (https://mam.tubitak.gov.tr/). Calibration of the data was performed using OxCal vers.
4.4.4 (2021) using IntCal 2020 (Reimer et al. 2020) according to Bronk Ramsey (2021)

Chalcolithic. Furthermore, the presence of a high concentration of animal bones in addition to mussel
shells within this deposit suggests that this area was also used as a dumping ground. The majority of
the assemblage in this layer, considered the earliest phase of the Late Chalcolithic, consists of pottery
with sharply inward-turning mouths and dark surfaces.

During the archaeological excavations conducted at ikiztepe Tepe I over approximately five
seasons, a fully planned structure has not yet been uncovered. However, the results of the excavations
carried out so far indicate that the settlement organization on the northern slope of Tepe I, particularly
during the third Architectural Phase (Level 8) of the Late Chalcolithic, consisted of workshops and
courtyards for common use rather than individual dwellings. This situation reveals a spatial pattern
that suggests the area may have served a production and communal use-oriented function.

The stamp and its architectural context

The fired clay stamp that is the subject of this study was uncovered in the Level 8, as men-
tioned above. The stamp in question is 6 cm in diameter and 2 cm in height (fig. 6a—b). Its clay is
mixed with fine minerals and fine plant matter, its surface is coated with light brown glaze, and it is
well fired. The stamp, whose handle is broken, has a printing surface decorated with a circular relief
in the centre and concentric circle motifs carved deeply around it. The stamp was found inside a
simple, square-plan, four-part structure measuring approximately 1.5x1.5 m, coated with clay plaster
(fig. 7a—c). Sixty fired clay loom weights, ranging in weight from 70 to 200 gr, were also uncovered
within the compartments of this structure. The fact that these weights were grouped together accord-
ing to their weight suggests that they were stored for the production of fabrics of different thick-
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Fig. 4. Late Chalcolithic Period of Ikiztepe, the architectural remains of the 2" architectural level
(drawing by B. Afsar)

d

Fig. 5. Bowl shapes (a, c); pottery shapes (b); sherd with human face decoration in incisiced technique (d)
(kiztepe excavation archive, drawing by B. Afsar and B. Giilkan)

nesses. An oven measuring 2.5%2.5 m and 50 cm high was uncovered 80 cm east of this structure.
The discovery of bone awls, bone threaders, and bone weights associated with weaving around the
oven clearly indicates the connection of this area to textile production processes (fig. 8a—c). On the
other hand, the wooden peg hole uncovered on the western edge of the structure provides important
data about the architectural layout. This finding indicates that the structure was likely supported by
a porch and that there were areas around it that served as workshops. When the structural character-
istics of the remains and the distribution of finds are evaluated together, it is understood that the area
in question was linked with weaving activities.
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Fig. 6. The stamp (a-b) (Ikiztepe excavation archive, drawing by B. Giilkan)

The fact that this stamp, which has no known parallel in ikiztepe, has been found within an ar-
chitectural context provides important clues about the object’s function. Since no microscopic analy-
sis has been performed on the stamp, it is not known for certain whether there are traces of paint on
it. However, the fact that only loom weights have been found in the architectural context in question
strengthens the possibility that the stamp may have been used to decorate fabrics.

Evaluation and conclusions

Stamps have appeared across a wide geographical area, primarily in the Near East, South-
east Europe and Greece, since the early stages of the Neolithic (Makkay 1984; Dzhanfezova 2003,
97-108; 2009, 145-159; Lichter 2011, 36-44). The earliest examples date back to the 8" millen-
nium BCE in the Levant Region (Makkay 1984; Lichter 2005, 59-74; Skeates 2007, 183-98) and
Anatolia. These stamp were produced in various shapes, such as round, square and oval, and feature
geometric or linear decorations on their stamping surfaces. Among these decorative types, concentric
circles and spiral motifs, in particular, constitute the two main types of decoration commonly found
in Anatolia, Greece and Southeastern Europe (Lichter 2005, 69-70, fig. 3).

The examples of stamp discussed here, dated to the Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic periods,
have sometimes been referred to as pintaderas in the literature (Cornaggia Castiglioni 1956, 109;
Skeates 2007, 196)". Both the pintadera and the stamp seal concept have been comprehensively ad-
dressed by numerous researchers (Chapman 2000, 90-91; Skeates 2007, 183; Cilingiroglu 2009,
3; Tekin 2017)°. Research reveals the existence of similar findings in different regions and periods.
Known since the Neolithic and continuing in subsequent ages, these findings appear under different
names such as “pintadera” and “stamp seal” (Tekin 2017, 232-234). The fact that these finds serve
different functional purposes also necessitates certain distinctions in terminology. While pintaderas
are generally used for decorating or embellishing surfaces, seals represent a separate group of objects
associated with the function of indicating identity, affiliation, or ownership. The example found at
ikiztepe, considering its architectural context, has been labeled with the more general term “stamp”

1  Pintadera is a Spanish-origin word referring to the fired clay stamps used by the indigenous peoples of Mexico
to tattoo their faces and bodies.

2 Selected publications on the meaning of pintadera.
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Fig. 7. Loom weight storage unit (a); the loom weights and the stamp recovered from the context (b)
(Tkiztepe excavation archive)

due to its potential multifaceted use, encompassing both the decoration of textile surfaces and the
function of identifying or distinguishing the owner of the associated weaving workshop.

At the same time, different views and suggestions regarding the use of these objects, called
pintadera or stamp seals, are noteworthy. It has been suggested that they could have various func-
tions, such as stamping bread or baskets, decorating pottery surfaces, marking animals, amulets,
recording tools, decorating textiles, or tattooing the body (Gimbutas 1989, 144-174; Bailey 2000;
Umurtak 2000; Budja 2003; Hodder 2006; Skeates 2007; Gheorghiu 2008).

J. Mellaart argued that the examples found at Hacilar and Catalhdyiik were used on woven
surfaces and cited as evidence the garments depicted in the wall paintings, which had patterns similar
to the stamp (Mellaart 1970, 164). R. Duru also emphasised that these objects were used to create
patterns on fabric or leather (Duru 2000, 583-598). Similarly, M. Budja stated that stamps functioned
specifically as a means of textile decoration (Budja 2003, 118). While R. Skeates suggested that these
objects may have had different functions depending on their context (Skeates 2007, 194-196), D.
W. Bailey noted that these objects formed a common cultural memory across different geographical
areas (Bailey 2000, 110). Detailed assessments of the areas of use of the stamps have been compre-
hensively published by C. Cilingiroglu (Cilingiroglu 2009, 3-27). When evaluated together with
the context in which it was found, the stamp we found at ikiztepe provides important clues about its
function. The ikiztepe stamp is quite similar to well-known examples from the Neolithic in terms of
its form and decoration.

C. Lichter states that concentric circle decorations appeared in the 7" millennium BCE in
Central Anatolia and in the early 6™ millennium BCE in Western Anatolia and the Aegean (Lichter
2005, 69).

Similar examples of the ikiztepe stamp appear particularly in Western and Central Anatolia dur-
ing the Neolithic and the Chalcolithic. One of the settlements showing this similarity is Bademagaci.
An example found in the Early Neolithic Layer 3 at Bademagaci has a very similar motif (Umurtak
2000, figs 3.1, 5.1). The closest counterpart to the ikiztepe stamp, both in terms of form and the spa-
tial relationship in which the stamp was found, is known from Layers IV and V of Ulucak Hoytik,
dating to the Neolithic (Cilingiroglu 2009, 15-18). On the other hand, similar stamps have also been
found in the Neolithic layers of Catalhdyiik (Tiirkcan 2005 online; 2006, 45-49). It is understood
from examples in settlements dated to different periods that stamps have a long tradition of use in
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Fig. 8. Bone warp separators (a); bone awls (b); bone and fired clay spindle whorls (c)
(kiztepe excavation archive)

Anatolia. In the Early Bronze Age of Anatolia, examples featuring concentric circle motifs have also
been found at Kocumbeli (Tuna et al. 2012, 75), Kusura (Lamb 1937, fig. 12.16), Tarsus—Gozliikule
(Goldman 1956), and on a “ce¢” seal from Pulur-Sakyol (Kosay 1976, 68—70). The example uncov-
ered at Alisar has been dated to the Hittite Imperial Period, and it has been suggested that this stamp
seal was used to decorate pottery (Von der Osten 1937, 223, fig. 258). In Anatolia, no stamp bearing
concentric circle motifs similar to the example from ikiztepe has been identified thus far in contem-
poraneous Late Chalcolithic settlements. This situation may be attributed to the limited number of
archaeological excavations conducted for this period and the possibility that comparable artefacts
have not yet been brought to light.

The regions outside Anatolia with the highest concentration of concentric circle-decorated
stamps are primarily the Balkans and mainland Greece. These seals have been found in large numbers
in settlements such as Azmak, Kovachevo, Kapitan Dimitrevo, Karanovo, Salmanovo, and Vinitsa in
Bulgaria; Sesklo on the Greek mainland; Porodin in North Macedonia; and Cunesti and Habasesti in
Romania (Makkay 1984). However, V. Becker has stated that the context of Chalcolithic stamp found
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in Bulgaria in particular is not fully understood, making it difficult to explain their function (Becker
2011, 296-298). J.G. Younger has noted that the tradition of the concentric circle motif persisted in
the Balkans and Mainland Greece from the Early Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age without signifi-
cant alteration®.

The decorations on the stamps have been interpreted by some researchers not only as decora-
tive elements but also as symbols carrying different meanings. J. Yakar suggests that due to humans’
innate emotional and associative thinking, societies in different geographical regions and time pe-
riods may have used similar symbols to encode spiritual concepts (Yakar 2016, 167). On the other
hand, emphasising the similarity of human imagination in this universal tendency, he evaluates these
symbols as one of the oldest forms of written language (ibid., 168). Gimbutas, on the other hand,
states that stamps seals may have been used not only in weaving, mining, and music, but also with the
understanding that the motifs on them symbolise goddesses (Gimbutas 1989, 67—71). Yet third, some
researchers have associated these decorations with concepts such as the cycle of nature, seasons,
fertility, life and death (Gimbutas 1989; Kupar 1993; Golan 1994; Yakar 2016, 165-178).

Research clearly demonstrates that stamps represent a tradition spanning a wide geographical
area and thousands of years. The stamp found in the unit where loom weights were stored at ikiztepe
was likely used for decoration and embellishment on fabric rather than for control or administrative
purposes. Weaving in the settlement is strongly documented by various production tools such as fired
clay loom weights, weights, awls, weft extractors, and weaving combs. The variety of these tools in-
dicates that weaving was not only for daily needs but also an activity organised on an industrial scale.
In this context, the stamp, which is a unique example for the settlement, is of particular importance.
This finding reveals that weaving at ikiztepe, starting from the Late Chalcolithic, acquired not only
a productive but also an aesthetic and symbolic dimension. The reappearance of this tradition, which
began in Anatolia in the Neolithic, approximately two thousand years later at the Ikiztepe settlement,
shows that the cultural memory of the use of stamps is still alive in the minds of the communities
living here. Therefore, stamps with their varied functions and powerful symbolic expressions since
the early stages of the Neolithic, are considered a practice shared across a wide geographic area and
passed down through generations.
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