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Anacleto D’Agostino — Valentina Orsi

Researches at Usakl Hoyilk (Central Turkey): Survey,
Surface Scraping and first Digging Operations

The Italian Archaeological Expedition in Central Anatolia has carried out a multidisciplinary
research on the site of Usakli Hoyiik and its territory in the years 2008-2013. This paper will
present an overview of the results obtained by the survey and 2013 season of excavations.'

1. From Survey to Excavations: Context, Methods and Results of the
Research

The research project of the University of Florence at the site of Usakli Hoyiik has been
active for the last seven years under the direction of Stefania Mazzoni. Between 2008 and
2013, the Italian Archaeological Expedition in Central Anatolia has carried out an intensive
survey of the site and its territory, producing a rich corpus of materials and information that
allows the investigation of the landscape and settlement pattern of this distinct and partially
under-explored area of the plateau. This paper will present a summary of the archaeological
results obtained from the survey and a preliminary overview of the 2013 excavation season.?

Usakl1 Hoyiik lies on the southern bank of the Egri Oz Dere, at about 1120 m above sea
level, in a land characterised by plains and low hills delimited to the south by the high
profile of the Kerkenes Dag and to the northwest by the mountains of Yozgat (fig. 1). The
site is clearly visible from the route connecting Yozgat and Sivas, and its position along one
of the main E-W roads crossing the plateau favoured visits by travellers and scholars since
the first half of 20™ century. In the reports of the first western visitors about the area of

1 A. D’Agostino is the author of section 1; V. Orsi of section 2; the conclusion has been co-written.

2 Further details and information on the results of the project are available in the preliminary reports
published regularly during the last years. In particular see Mazzoni 2012; Mazzoni et al. 2011;
2014; Pecchioli et al. 2014.
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Sorgun, the site is referred to also as Ugakli, Kusakli and Kusachakly (Mazzoni et al. 2011:
91; Summers et al. 1995: 53-59).

The importance of this area within the regional road network is undeniable, since ancient
periods when the visibility from the bottom of the valley of the Egri Oz Dere of important
landmarks, such as the Kerkenes Dag (Summers 2014: 41-44), as well as the mountains
surrounding Yozgat the north Pontic chains represented valid visual supports along the itin-
erary from north-western and northern areas of the plateau towards Kayseri. The position
of the site along the route probably linking the Hittite capital Bogazkoy/Khattusa to Alisar
Hoytik/Ankuwa, its distance from these two sites and its visual relation with the imposing
high granitic peak of the Kerkenes Dag were some of the elements that supported the identi-
fication of Usakli Hoyiik with the holy city of Zippalanda, mentioned in the textual sources
as an important cult centre of the Storm God Tahawasezzu, son of the Storm God of Hatti.?

Usakl1 consists of a somewhat oval flat mound named the terrace, with an extent of around
10 ha, at the south-eastern edge of which rises an approximately circular high mound cover-
ing an area of about 2 ha (fig. 2a). The mound has steep slopes covered by vegetation and
used for grazing cows. The terrace and its slightly sloping sides have been cultivated, until
recent times. The resulting periodic ploughing activity, that inevitably disturbed the buried
strata, brought to light a variety of archaeological materials that attracted our interest.

The Usakli Hoyiik Archaeological Project included different field activities, to which the dif-
ferent seasons of work were dedicated. The survey focused on the mound of Usakl1 and a small
area immediately around the site, with a range of ca. 5/6 km. This surrounding area represents
the hinterland of the site, a variegated environment encompassing hilly lands and rocky outcrops,
where streams and springs, field and pasturelands are the main components of the physical land-
scapes. Firstly a team of archaeologists and geologists examined the territory of Usakli, their
work aimed at understanding the anthropic and physical landscape. Consequently an integrated
and multidisciplinary prospection has been planned and carried out on the field, including geo-
morphological and geophysics researches addressing different questions.

The archaeological survey of the surrounding area was primarily intended to illustrate its
long-term settlement pattern and the development of its occupation. Through using satel-
lite imagery and topographic purpose-built maps, in addition to walking among fields and
hills, 18 sites of archaeological interest have been found. Only two mounded sites gave
back a discrete collection of sherds: site 3, close to the village of Biiyiik Taslik and site 9,
close to Asag1 Karakaya Koy, dating respectively to the Late Chalcolithic and Late Roman/
Byzantine periods. Most of the sites were identified due to the occurrence of few pottery
sherds scattered over a field or flanks of hills (sites 2, 5-7, 11-12, 14); in some cases due to
the concentration of some stone blocks and sherds (site 2) or the presence of small silos and

3 See Mazzoni/Pecchioli 2011 for arguments and bibliography concerning the proposed identification.
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Fig. 1. a-b. The location of the site and a map of Central Anatolian Plateau showing some sites dating to
the Hittite period. c-d. Views of Usakli Hoyiik from N and from NNE (in the background the Kerkenes Dag).
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some pits/cisterns (sites 15, 16, 19); and in one case (site 4) we found probable traces of a
large buried wall in connection with a concave area. Given the small amount of potsherds
present on the surface, it is hard to assign a specific time period to these sites. According to
the evaluation of the few diagnostic types collected, only an approximate date between the
late 1** millennium BC and, mainly, the Common Era can be suggested. In addition, other
places have been registered for their potential relevance: a quarry (site 13), the location of a
worked stone of Hittite manufacture (site 8) and a mound but apparently without sherds (site
10). The emerging pattern from the survey is that of a territory occupied by sparse small vil-
lages or more probably farmsteads of Later Periods, with no sites dating to the Bronze and
Iron Ages, with the exception of Taglik Hoytlik and Usakl (site 1). It could also be true that
the potential of identifying the earlier sites, often not on mounds, could have been hindered
by the intense agricultural use of the land as well as by the heavy erosion and sediment
accumulation that characterise this region.

The geological analysis of the territory was aimed at identifying geologic and geomor-
phologic structures useful in reconstructing the ancient natural background of human
settlements and the identification of exploitable sources of raw materials. One of the targets
of this research, is to determine the area of provenience of the large granitic blocks used
for buildings and often found protruding from the surface of Usakli. With the permit of the
Turkish authorities, a large number of rock samples collected during the prospection will be
analysed in the laboratory of Siena University.

The fieldwork at Usakli, the main site of the area, consisted of geophysical and archae-
ological prospections to prepare for the subsequent more invasive scraping and digging
operations. The geophysical prospection and collecting activities have been carried out
together, proceeding gradually in both and using the same georeferenced grid.

The results of the geomagnetic and the geoelectric prospections, from both the terrace and
the high mound, turned out to be fruitful (fig. 2b—d). Several anomalies have been registered
under the surface soil and their processing produced clear results that can be interpreted
as large articulated buildings, city walls, dwellings, alignments of walls, possible streets
as well as other isolated structures of different sizes and shapes. An urban layout seems to
emerge with distinct features of an ancient 2™ millennium BC city with public buildings,
such as Building II reminiscent of a typical Hittite temple. It is noteworthy to highlight here,
that the structures individuated from the geophysical analyses are not all necessarily con-
temporaneous and could belong to different chronological phases.

During the 20082010 seasons, the systematic collecting of the materials scattered on
the site demanded a great deal of efforts and organization. The planned intensive sampling
strategy of all the artefacts relating to the main topographical or surveyed units aimed at
achieving precise spreadsheets of the different categories of findings for scatter analysis.
The collection was carried out in several areas of the mound surface, namely the top of the
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Fig. 2. a. Topographic map of Usakli Hoyiik. b—c. Geomagnetic anomalies. d—e. Geoelectric anomalies

and location of Area A. f. Scraping on the southern slope of the high mound.
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terrace and its low slope that gradually descends to the valley floor, and the south-eastern
slope of the high mound. In fact, in the course of a preliminary extensive inspection these
arcas of the site showed a major concentration of sherds, whereas the other sectors were
characterised by a very low occurrence of materials. The surface of the site was divided
into precise survey units, of square or irregular shapes, depending on the morphology or
the topographic grid. All the scattered artefacts and diagnostic sherds were collected from
and assigned to these units during the systematic fieldwalking. Rakes, shovels and rods
were used to clean the selected sectors from the residuals of the crop season and natural
vegetation, which would have compromised the visibility of the soil surface. Furthermore,
the whole site was surveyed in order to evaluate the validity of the representative sample and
test the quality of findings from different sectors of the settlement in terms of functional-
ity or at least of archaeological deposits. The same portions that disclosed clearer evidence
during the geophysics prospection gave back more substantial collection of materials, in
terms of state of preservation, variety and relevance of documented categories. This is due
to the fact that in some areas of the site, namely in the eastern sector of the flat terrace, sig-
nificant archaeological layers are nearer to the surface and are not covered by a thick layer
of eroded deposits coming from the high mound or from decayed mud-brick structures.
Herbaceous plants have always covered the surface of the high mound during our field-
work period, preventing a good visibility of the soil. Because of its steep sides the high
mound was not used for agriculture and it has not been ploughed. The cutting and removal
of the vegetation with sickles and rakes, which proved to be an efficacious approach in the
survey of the terrace, turned out to be ineffective here given that the surface soil was very
compact and had very few exposed materials. Therefore, the scraping operations on the
slopes of the high mound of Usakli that took place in 2012 was necessary to gather evi-
dence on the occupational sequence of this area of the site, where the few sherds collected
in the previous years did not produce enough satisfactory information and left us a little
bit puzzled concerning the rarity of findings dated to the Later Periods, within our first
poor collection. Focused deep scraping operations of the superficial layers of soil have been
effectuated on the southern and south-eastern slopes, which correspond to a long anomaly
in the upper portion of the slope revealed by the geomagnetic prospection and interpreted as
a well-structured wing of a large building with large rooms and courtyards of regular plan.
Removing by scraping the topmost layer of soil by means of trowels and shovels was then
the best method to obtain results from the slope surface (fig. 2f). This method allowed us
to find a good amount of sherds and expose also the upper surface of sizeable archaeologi-
cal features, such as traces of collapsed mudbrick walls that were in some cases burned.
Hence, the location and limits of the reddish, brownish and buff spots were measured and
their layout was overlapped with the geomagnetic anomalies of the buried building, result-
ing in some cases with a good correspondence (Mazzoni et al. 2014: fig. 12). Because of the
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sloping of the surface soil, a fine-grained characterization in chronological terms of the dif-
ferent collections is obviously hard to be determined, nonetheless interesting data have been
collected and are reported in the following section. Noteworthy was the finding of three
fragmentary tablets with cuneiform inscriptions, possibly in relation with the geomagnetic
anomalies mentioned above.

Two small test soundings investigated the depth of some significant anomalies and fea-
tures of a probable surfaced segment of a wall. The first was located at the base of the
southern slope, where the geomagnetic prospections signaled a large 3/4m thick anomaly.
The excavation of a homogeneous deposit of soil reaching a depth of 1.20m allows us to
exclude the proximity of a buried structure to the surface; therefore, the structure potentially
related with the anomaly is likely to be located at a deeper level. The second sounding was
done on the top of the mound, where some large stones protruded from the surface, possibly
related with the strong pseudo-circular anomaly clearly visible in the geomagnetic map.
Here, the emerging stones were cleaned and part of a wall has been exposed in a superficial
dig; it consisted of two rows of ashlars separated by a row of middle-sized stones, with no
trace of mortar.

One of the purposes of our project was to approximately locate the levels dating to the 2™
millennium BC. The extensive techniques adopted in the site survey allowed us to correlate
the distribution of artefacts (see below in section .2) with the large structures detected under
the surface by the geophysical prospection, determining the two areas to be examined in
details and allocating the excavation trenches according to the periods to be investigated.
Consequently, in 2013 the first large excavation area was opened in the eastern portion of
the terrace, where scattered massive granite blocks were preserved on the surface and par-
tially in situ till 2011 (during the winter of 2012 some stones have been removed and piled
up by the landowner in order to facilitate his ploughing activity). This area was also selected
for two other reasons: the geoelectric survey was especially productive and registered the
presence of a structure likely interpreted as a large building of about 875m? (fig. 2e); the
scattering of sherds indicated that this area was potentially recommended given the con-
centration of Late Bronze Age materials and low occurrence of material dating to the later
periods. The first digging operations exposed directly under the topsoil the groundwork
of a large building preserved for a unique course (fig. 3). A series of well structured walls
(width of 2.10m and 2.70m) made of large rough granite blocks (fig. 3b) laid on a sort of deep
under-foundations of middle-sized stones were traced (fig. 3¢); they delimit elongated spaces
(measuring between 4, 25x1, 60m and 4, 60x7, 50m). The orientation of the longer rooms,
probably a sort of cellars, is NW—SE. The building shows no traces of the original collapse
and/or destruction; and only very small segments of badly preserved beaten earth floors
have been found in two different areas. Some of the stone blocks, originally part of the foun-
dation, were relocated, occupying the inner space between two walls. There is evidence of
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Fig. 3. a. Plan of the Building Il in Area A. b—c. Particular of the walls and platform in course of digging.

d. The portion of Building Il exposed in the 2013 season.
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a partial reuse of some rooms, such as the presence of different built walls bonding with the
main walls or overlaying them and marginal addition of light structures. The building, after
its first phase of use, was left exposed for a long time and used for different purposes, and
lastly progressively dismantled and its materials reused. This fact, in addition to the intense
farming activity that levelled eventual relics of the mud bricks upper part of the walls, could
explain the absence of any debris of the original collapse of the elevation and the preserva-
tion of only large heavy boulders of the foundation. The regular plan and the general concept
of the building, as visible through the processing of geoelectric results and results of the
first excavations, as well as its monumental character reminds of the layout of the temples
of Bogazkdy. In particular the thickness of the walls, sustaining probably an upper storey,
finds comparisons with the Temple I of the Lower City. A small sounding (1.80 m deep) on
the north-eastern side of the building has revealed a sequence of eight cobbled floors sepa-
rated by thin accumulations of soft clayish earth, containing pottery and animal bones. It is
probably a part of some preparatory work intended to regularize and strengthen the area for
the building of the structure; however, at the moment a cultual purpose (a ritual to clear or
to purify the area?) has not been ruled out.

The impressive architecture we started to expose in Area A in the course of the 2013 cam-
paign, the fragments of tablets and a clay bulla found in the survey suggest the importance
of the settlement at the end of 2™ millennium BC, at the time of the Hittite rule over the
region and — as the following section will illustrate — probably already existing during the
older phases.
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2. The Findings, Their Dispersion and Preliminary Dates of the Occupation

The corpus of archaeological artefacts recovered after the surface survey and scraping con-
sists for the greatest part of potsherds, but also a notable amount of roof tiles and slags were
collected (chart 1). Lithics on the other hand were only sporadically found. The distribution
pattern of roof tiles points out to some form of occupation of the site during the Late Roman/
Byzantine periods, apparently clustered on the top of the northern sectors of the lower
terrace. Roof tiles are essentially absent from the slopes of the hoyiik (fig. 4a—b). Samples
of amorphous slags, composed of a variety of melted combustion residues, were found scattered
all over the surveyed areas with a remarkable density noted in some of the eastern sectors of the
terrace (fig. 4a—b). They are likely to be connected with ancient fire events.

Potsherds are ubiquitous (fig. 4a—b). Simple body-sherds without additional features
(like paint or plastic elements) have been sorted out as «generic), whereas all of the other
sherds generally connectable with vascular shapes or decorative styles have been sorted
out as «diagnosticy. The great majority has been classified according to broad chronological
periods, finer dating was arduous to achieve in many cases, given that our effectiveness in
dating non-stratified assemblages is deeply affected by the relative continuity in the central
Anatolian ceramic productions over long chronological periods.

As far as the results of the surface survey on the terrace are concerned, a few sherds of
glazed pottery dated to the medieval period document the most recent occupation of the
site. The ceramics dated between the late Iron Age and the Byzantine periods were mainly
scattered over the western portion of the terrace. Iron Age period sherds, possibly as a result
of disturbances from modern ploughing activities, were homogeneously distributed over the
surveyed area. Most of the representative inventories dated to the Late Bronze Age period
are clustered on the northern and eastern slopes of the terrace, possibly in connection with
the buried structures identified by geophysics survey. A considerable amount of sherds,
more likely connected with a Middle Bronze Age ceramic horizon was concentrated on the
south-eastern slopes of the terrace. A group of hand-made sherds with red slipped surface,
probably to be dated to late Early Bronze Age, account for the most ancient occupation of
the site (Mazzoni et al. 2010: 112—118; 2011: 94-96; 2012: 322-324; D’Agostino/Orsi 2011).

In all likelihood, the substantial post-depositional displacement of surface archaeologi-
cal finds connected with the steepness of the southern slopes of the high mound of the
hoyiik deeply affects a fine chronological classification of the units selected for scraping.
The percentage of ceramic sherds per m? recovered on the slopes after the scraping activ-
ity is decidedly higher if compared to that acquired after the surface survey.* The ceramic

4 On the slopes of the hdyiik the ratio between scraping and surface survey is 8,67 to 1 ceramic items
per m%. The method of scraping resulted in 5,2 ceramic items per m? whereas the sole surface
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inventory included a significant amount of Painted Wares of the Middle and Late Iron Age
periods, largely comparable to the so-called Phrygian and Alishar IV-V repertoire.

The distribution pattern of Middle Iron Age sherds over the sloping area is quite homogenous,
hinting to a corresponding uniform distribution of contemporaneous buried archacological evi-
dence, or possibly resulting from the erosion processes affecting the upper part of the mound.

Despite some difficulties in the chronological attribution of some of the ceramic types
(see Mazzoni et al. 2014: 256257 for more details), Middle and Late Bronze Age periods
are well attested by the presence of Red Slip and Drab Ware diagnostic shapes. Their dis-
tribution over the sloping area is also unexpectedly consistent, thus suggesting that the
contemporaneous deposits have not been substantially concealed by later accumulation.
Similarly, unforeseen was the substantially low percentage of later ceramics of Hellenistic
or Byzantine periods, that leads us to hypothesize that the occupation of the main mound
during these periods was not particularly conspicuous. Minor evidences of late 3" and early
2" millennium BC periods are provided by Hand-made red-slip wares and painted sherds,
which distribution pattern is mainly scattered and sporadic (Mazzoni et al. 2014: 256-257).

Among the surface and scraping finds, remarkable is the recovering, concentrated
between the southern and south eastern low slopes of the hoyiik, of 4 fragmentary tablets
with cuneiform inscriptions, dated to the Middle to Late Hittite period.’ Preliminary read-
ings interpret them as letters and a mythological text. Moreover, a clay bulla with two sealed
impressions made by a circular stamp, dating to the Hittite period, was recovered from the
northern slope of the terrace (Mazzoni et al. 2011: 92).

Unexpectedly, the superficial fillings of Building II, the excavations of which started in
2013, yielded only very sporadic fragments of roof tiles as well as slags, suggesting that
the samples recovered from the surface survey in the same area must have originated from
archaeological remains located elsewhere.

No primary context with associated materials has been reached so far, but the second-
ary context accumulations covering the structure provided a rich ceramics inventory. The
chronological span is quite large, reflecting the same sequence attested on the surface. The
prevailing ceramic class is represented by Common ware; nonetheless, Kitchen along with
Storage wares are well attested. Contrarily, Fine ware was only sporadically found.

In the accumulation layer immediately above the poorly preserved floor of one the rooms
of the building, a set of 3 miniature vessels has been found (an ointment vase, a conical
cup and a plate). They belong to cultic pottery equipments of the Late Bronze period,

survey on the slopes of the hoyiik returned approximately 0,6 ceramic items per m2.

5 The first and most sizeable tablet has been recovered during the surface survey of the terrace south-
ern slopes (Mazzoni et al. 2011: 92; Pecchioli et al. 2014); the other three minor fragments result
from the scaping of the lower band of the hoyiik southern and south-eastern slopes (Mazzoni et al.
2014: 257 and fig. 11).
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thus providing additional support for the general functional interpretation of the original
structure.

A large assemblage of Common and Kitchen ware can be attributed to the Late Bronze
period (15"-13" cent. B.C.). Notable is the presence of the coarse platters with string impres-
sions on the rim, which constitute an important bulk of the whole assemblage. Drab ware,
in the prevailing shape of simple rim bowls, is also abundant. The typology of Common
ware production seems to be quite standardized, with marked predominance of open shapes,
namely small bowls with rounded profile and simple rim, and medium size bowls with
inner-thickened or in-turned rim.

A medium percentage of wheel made red slip ware is also present. Most recurring shapes
are upper-convex side bowls with vertical, triangular lugs; small, carinated bowls with verti-
cal upper section; necked jars and spouted vessels.

A small corpus of painted sherds, usually hand-made with burnished surface, belongs to
the Early Cappadocian/Intermediate and Middle Bronze Age horizons, whereas a group
of hand-made red-slip ceramics, mainly chaff tempered with unevenly burnished surface,
should be assigned to the Early Bronze Age.

The Middle and Late Iron Age horizon is also well documented and ubiquitous, especially
in the upper portion of the filling layer, and consists of painted geometric wares.

The pottery inventory from the deep sounding under Building II is not homogeneous, but
typical late Bronze Age ceramic typologies, including platters with string impressions on
the rim (fig. 4¢) constitute the main and the more recent attested ceramic horizon. Wheel
made Red slip ware sherds are also quite frequent (fig. 4d), as well as hand-made sherds both
with red slip or painted surface dating to the late Early Bronze Age and the Middle Bronze Age.

3. Conclusions

The analysis of the ceramics assemblages leads us to suggest that the settlement of the
region around Usakli Hoytik reached its peak most probably during the later periods (from
late 1** millennium BC to Late Roman/Byzantine periods). During the Iron Age, the area
was apparently scantily settled, as no mounds or scatters of materials belonging clearly to
this phase were identified. The site of Usakli itself was occupied from the end of the Early
Bronze Age to the Byzantine period. The fact that most of the Late Bronze Age and even
earlier materials dating to the Middle Bronze Age period were found on the outskirts of the
terrace can substantiate the hypothesis of a significant settlement consisting of a lower town
and an acropolis already existing during this older phase. Its floruit, corresponding to an
intensive occupation, was in the course of the entire 2™ millennium BC. During this phase,
the site already covered 10 ha, as the distribution of diagnostic sherds suggests. Noticeably,



346 D’Agostino - Orsi

no materials of the Old Hittite or Imperial periods have yet been collected in the territory.
However, even if still inadequate to offer a definitive confirmation to the identification of
Usakli Hoytik with ancient Zippalanda, the results of the first archaeological researches on
the site provide a strong support to the identification. They testify to a markedly important
city of the Hittite period, well situated within the geographical setting associated with the
ancient holy centre.
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