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Summary. Special buildings, or communal buildings, were ubiquitous in most
Neolithic settlements in the Levant, Upper Mesopotamia, and Anatolia. Recently,
remains of three special buildings with terrazzo floors dating to the early seventh
millennium BC representing the Initial Neolithic period in west Anatolian
chronology were unearthed in the basal layers of the mound located in front of
the Girmeler cave in south-west Anatolia. The terrazzo floors in these three
special buildings feature traces of red-painted linear and geometric decorations,
while one also contains human burials. These special buildings may enhance our
understanding of the symbolic and ritual behaviours of the Neolithic
communities living on the south-west fringes of Anatolia. They may have been
gathering places for ritual activities that helped create social memories and
define group identities, as well as strengthen intra- and inter-societal relations
among Neolithic groups. It is argued that the location of these special buildings
adjacent to a natural hot spring before a cave with an impressive façade may
have been one of the factors that eventually led Neolithic groups to form a
gathering pattern here.

INTRODUCTION

The term ‘special building’was first used by W. Schirmer in 1983 to refer to buildings that
stand out from others uncovered at the pre-pottery Neolithic site of Çayönü in south-east Anatolia
(Schirmer 1983). Most researchers who worked in several northern Mesopotamia pre-pottery
Neolithic sites, however, generally preferred to use the term ‘communal building’, whose
architectural features and construction techniques are different from other buildings. These
communal buildings served a common purpose or were associated with unusual deposits with
artistic and symbolic content (e.g. Richter et al. 2021). The term ‘cult building’ is also preferred
by certain scholars (e.g. Özdoğan and Özdoğan 1998; Kornienko 2009). Referring to them as
special, communal, or cult buildings does not alter the fact that they were an integral and important
component of the first west Anatolian agricultural communities.
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Special or communal buildings have been discovered in pre-pottery Neolithic settlements
in the Levant and northern Mesopotamia, some of which have terrazzo floors.1 The earliest use of
lime-plastered floors that involved pyrotechnology dates to around 12,000 cal. BC in the Levant
(Kingery et al. 1988). At Göbekli Tepe, structures with terrazzo flooring appear at an early date,
around the tenth millennium cal. BC (Schmidt 2012). Other well-known examples come from such
sites as Çayönü, Nevali Çori, Ain Ghazal, and Yiftahel (Garfinkel 1987; Özdoğan and
Özdoğan 1998; Rollefson 2000; Hauptmann 2011). Special buildings with terrazzo floors have also
been documented at the pre-pottery sites of Aşıklı Höyük and Musular in central Anatolia
(Özbaşaran 2003). In south-west Anatolia, special buildings with terrazzo floors appear
simultaneously with the emergence of the first use of pottery at such sites as Bademağacı and Ekşi
Höyük (Duru and Umurtak 2020; Dedeoğlu et al. 2023). Special buildings with lime plaster floors
that could not be classified as true terrazzo also came to light at the pre-pottery Neolithic phase at
Ulucak in central-west Anatolia (Çevik and Erdoğu 2020).

More recently, the remains of three special buildings with paint-decorated terrazzo floors
have been discovered in the basal layers of the mound in front of the Girmeler Cave in
south-west Anatolia. This paper presents the preliminary results of the excavation of these three
special buildings. The hypothesis put forward in this paper is that these special buildings may have
served as gathering places for ritual activities, based on the evidence that the terrazzo floors were

1 The creation of terrazzo, a lime-based plaster with stone particles mixed throughout, requires considerable labour input
and skill to manufacture, and its production represents a technological advancement in human prehistory.

FIGURE 1
Location map of Girmeler.
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specifically decorated with painted motifs for these kinds of occasions. It is hoped that this proposal
will stimulate further discussion on the ritual and symbolic behaviours of early settled communities
in west Anatolia.

SPECIAL BUILDINGS AT GIRMELER

The site of Girmeler consists of two caves with long galleries and a mound in front of the
caves. The site is located on a small limestone hill in the Eşen valley, about 5 km north-west of the
ancient Lycian city of Tlos (Fig. 1). There is a natural hot spring nearby. Almost seven-metres of the
mound was removed from its top for the levelling of the space between the natural hot spring and the
cave’s mouth for the construction of a thermal centre here in the 1980s (Köktürk 2000; Korkut 2016,
131–8). Several trial trenches opened in front of the cave at the basal layers that remained after the
destruction between 2011–2023 revealed archaeological evidence attesting to almost continuous
habitation starting in the early twelfth millennium BC, giving the site an important place within
prehistoric research in south-west Anatolia. Girmeler stands out as one of the promising sites that
not only help us understand the Epi-Palaeolithic in the region but also the cultural transmission
and transformation that occurred in south-west Anatolia between the Late Pleistocene and the
Holocene (Erdoğu et al. 2021). Three radiocarbon dates from the Epi-Palaeolithic phase at Girmeler
range from c.12,000 to 9600 cal. BC (Table 1). Additionally, transitional layers to the Early

TABLE 1

Radiocarbon dates from Girmeler. (The gaps in the chronology are because the existing layers have not been dated yet)

Laboratory
Reference

Period Nature of
Sample

Provenience Date (BP)
Uncalibrated

Calibrated Date at 1σ
(68.2% probability)

Calibrated Date at 2σ
(95.4% probability)

Tübitak-1970 Epi-Palaeolithic Charcoal Trench E
Sounding

11918± 44 BP 12036–11664 BC 12061–11657 BC

Tübitak-1527 Epi-Palaeolithic Animal bone Trench E
Sounding

10928 ± 38 BP 10930–10816 BC 10958–10805 BC

Tübitak-extra1 Epi-Palaeolithic Animal bone Trench E
Sounding

10654 ± 38 BP 10774–10680 BC 10784–10667 BC

Tübitak-extra2 Transition Animal bone Trench E
Sounding

9631 ± 38 BP 9216–8868 BC 9232–8833 BC

Tübitak-3098 Transition Charcoal Trench E
Sounding

9615 ± 37 BP 9162–8851 BC 9225–8824 BC

Wk-35609 Pre-Pottery
Neolithic

Charcoal Trench A
Hearth

8868 ± 25 BP 8197–7960 BC 8217–7877 BC

Wk-37966 Pre-Pottery
Neolithic

Charcoal Trench A
Hearth

8906 ± 37 BP 8216–7987 BC 8232–7961 BC

Wk-37967 Pre-Pottery
Neolithic

Charcoal Trench A
Hearth

8876 ± 33 BP 8199–7966 BC 8226–7846 BC

Tübitak-3077 Pre-Pottery
Neolithic

Charcoal Trench E
Sounding

8744 ± 36 BP 7936–7612 BC 7943–7606 BC

Beta-539762 Pre-Pottery
Neolithic

Human bone Trench C
Grave

8670 ± 30 BP 7682–7698 BC 7738–7597 BC

Tübitak-3096 Initial Neolithic Sediment Trench W6
Terrazzo
Building 3

7788 ± 33 BP 6651–6574 BC 6688–6506 BC

Tübitak-3097 Late Neolithic Charcoal Trench E
Top layer

7130 ± 32 BP 6053–5931 BC 6066–5921 BC
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Holocene dating back to c.9200–8800 cal. BC were also identified here. The trial excavations also
yielded considerable evidence proving the pre-pottery Neolithic activities represented by a
sedentary community engaged in intensive animal hunting and gathering of wild plant species
between c.8200–7600 cal. BC (Takaoğlu et al. 2014; Erdoğu et al. 2021, 303). This locality was
obviously the scene of activities by autochthonous local groups before the Neolithic mode of life
was fully adopted in this part of Anatolia. Girmeler also emerges as one of the rare sites in the region
where pottery was first used.

Excavations conducted on a low rocky hillock located nearly 25 m north of the mouth of
the cave revealed the partially preserved remains of three of what appear to be quadrangular
buildings with terrazzo floors lined up side by side (Figs. 2–4). Parts of these buildings, which lie
directly over the bedrock, were unfortunately damaged during the above-mentioned removal of
earth from this hillock (Fig. 3). Building 1 is a quadrangular structure lying on an east-west axis,
with a maximum length of 6 to 7 m and a preserved width of 4 m (Figs. 4–5). The building’s
terrazzo floor is 3 to 4 cm thick and is made of burnt lime and small particles of stone. The walls’
poorly preserved portions suggest that the pisé technique was used in this instance. Numerous post
holes of various sizes are visible in the building’s floor, which suggests that timber posts supported
the roof. Alternatively, some of the holes may have marked a kind of wooden stelae with symbolic
connotations appropriate for the building’s special purpose.

FIGURE 2
Location and plan of special buildings in Girmeler.
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FIGURE 3
A reconstruction of three special buildings in relation to the mouth of the cave.

FIGURE 4
Image-based 3D model of three special buildings located side by side.
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A slightly raised red-painted terrazzo floor to the east and a lower, paint-decorated terrazzo
floor at the west separated Building 1 into two sections. The terrazzo floor located in the west part of
the building was decorated with red painted linear motifs. This part of the building is unfortunately
severely damaged. Although intertwined V-shaped and semi-circular motifs are detectable, they are
somewhat faded and worn (Fig. 6). In the eastern part of the building, on the other hand, there is a
large burial pit, c.1.20 m x 0.80 m, dug into the red painted terrazzo floor (Fig. 5). It contains the

FIGURE 5
Building 1 with burials.

FIGURE 6
Motifs drawn on the terrazzo floors of Building 1 (right) and Building 3 (left).
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skeleton of a young adult female buried in a flexed position on its left side, facing west. Just a skull
and long bones, representing the disarticulated parts of an adult male, were present close to her head.
It appears that the bones of this first burial were carefully moved aside to make room, and the second
burial was placed in the pit before it was re-sealed. It seems that the life of this building came to an
end following the making of this second burial. The burial’s fill contained only a small conical
worked bone piece and a fragment of a grinding stone. Additionally, a cranium representing an
adolescent was also discovered in a posthole on the floor that had been painted red. Likewise, a
human mandible that may be connected to this structure was found in a disturbed area of the surface
inside the building. The behaviours of both burying the deceased in a pit dug into the red-painted
terrazzo flooring and the placement of human skulls in a post hole in Building 1 at Girmeler have
parallels in the Neolithic Çatalhöyük (Nakamura andMeskell 2013; Haddow et al. 2015). By using
XRF analysis, the red paint used on the terrazzo flooring was determined to be ochre in its chemical
composition.

The second structure with a terrazzo floor is Building 2, which is located immediately south
of Building 1 (Fig. 4). Regrettably, over half of this building was destroyed when soil was removed
from this place a few decades ago. It was probably a quadrangular structure as well, measuring 5 by
5.5 m (Fig. 7). The thickness of its wall, varying between 70 and 80 cm, was most likely related to
the use of thewattle-and-daub technique in conjunction with rammed earth (pisé) footings and large
wooden posts that were spaced regularly apart to support the walls. The wooden posts placed at the
corners of the building were plastered with mud. Fallen lime plaster from a post has been exposed in
the corner of the building. Debris containing daub scatters bearing negative impressions of wooden
branches were identified over the terrazzo floor near the south-east corner of the building. The
terrazzo floor in this building is between 4 and 5 cm thick, and it is thicker and firmer than the
one from Building 1. Red-painted geometric designs and a checkerboard pattern adorned the
terrazzo floor. These painted motifs are also a little worn and discoloured.

It seems that a flat, polished stone axe (Fig. 8) and a chipped stone tool assemblage
composed of 17 quite narrow, thin, and fragile flint bladelets were intentionally placed on the floor
before they were covered with the daub scatters of the building’s eastern wall. These bladelets were
made from greyish-black local flint using the pressure technique. According to Pelegrin’s
experimental study (2012), such blades could have been detached by pressure with a hand-held
baguette (Mode 1). This discovery is important because the pressure technique was completely
absent in west Anatolia before the seventh millennium BC (Guilbeau et al. 2019; Miliç 2019).

FIGURE 7
Building 2 (left) and Building 3 (right).
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Building 3 is situated immediately south of Building 2 (Fig. 4). When compared to the
other two examples, it is rather smaller in size. Its dimensions could be estimated to be around
3.5 by 3.5 m. (Fig. 7). Although the terrazzo floor of Building 3 is more lavishly decorated than
the other two buildings, more than half of it unfortunately did not survive. Here it is embellished
with a combination of geometric and linear designs (Fig. 6). Diamond-shaped quadrangles and

FIGURE 8
Polished stone axe found in Building 2 and rim sherds found in the fill of Building 3.
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V-shaped painted motifs dominate the preserved part. Four rudimentary pot sherds were discovered
in the fill that covered the terrazzo floor. They are mineral-tempered, buff, reddish-buff-coloured,
and burnished. One of the two rim sherds belongs to a mouth, and the other represents pieces from
hemispherical bowls (Fig. 8). These sherds from Girmeler are comparable to the ones identified at
the earliest level at Bademağacı located in the Lake District (Duru and Umurtak 2020). While
terrazzo floors were a distinctive feature of pre-pottery Neolithic settings, the recovery of pot sherds
in this context is not unexpected, as these types of terrazzo floors are also present in Neolithic
communities that had just adopted the use of pottery into their lifeways.

That a relative date in the Initial Neolithic period could be offered for this building based on
the appearance of the first examples of pottery is in accordance with the date obtained from a
radiocarbon analysis of organic sediment taken from the floor of Building 3. This sample
(TÜBİTAK-3096: 7788±33 BP) is dated to 6688–6506 cal. BC (95.4%). This single date is
significant because no bone samples or carbonized substances suitable for radiocarbon dating were
identified inside Buildings 1 and 2. All these three buildings were probably not built and used
simultaneously in this part of the site; rather, one was likely erected after the other went out of
use or was abandoned. The available excavated data does not allow us to hypothesize whether
any form of closing ritual was involved the abandonment of each of these special buildings. If these
special buildings represented different periods, then avoiding erecting a new structure on top of an
abandoned one’s remains may have something to do with preserving the memories that they had.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The discovery of the remains of three special buildings with paint-decorated terrazzo floors
side by side at Girmeler complements our understanding of the pre-pottery Neolithic sequences at
the fringes of west Anatolia. These buildings may have well served as gathering places for
ceremonial activities like feasts and rituals that were meant to bring the communities together at
certain times of the year. Various scholars have argued that such ceremonial activities conducted
in groups in or around certain types of special buildings, which were constructed with a joint effort
and had several functions during rituals and rites during gathering, may have helped to maintain
collective memory (e.g. Watkins 2004; 2005; Finlayson et al. 2011; Kinzel and Clare 2020; Richter
et al. 2021). These buildings were also active constituents of society’s behaviour, memories, values,
and ideologies (Richards 1993). The emergence of special or communal buildings simultaneously
with the advent of agriculture in south-east Anatolia may be related to the ideological shift toward
a farmer’s worldview. Such buildings, by bringing people together, may have helped to define a new
form of social organization. They may have helped the earliest agricultural societies cope with the
process of adaptation to farming and animal keeping. The atmosphere created by these special
buildings during this period may have contributed to the improvement of social relations at both
the inter-individual and inter-societal levels.

Architecturally speaking, the three buildings with terrazzo floors from Girmeler are
comparable to other communal buildings identified at the sites of west and central Anatolia. What
sets the Girmeler examples apart are mainly the painted decorations applied to the terrazzo floors
and the presence of human burials in them. The only example of a building with a
paint-decorated terrazzo floor in west Anatolia comes from the site of Ekşi Höyük, located nearly
150 km north of Girmeler. The terrazzo floor at Ekşi Höyük, which is noted for its geometric
patterns, has been dated to 6680–6590 BC (Dedeoğlu et al. 2023). As in Building 1 at Girmeler,
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the terrazzo floors of special buildings at the pre-pottery Neolithic sites of Aşıklı Höyük and
Musular in Central Anatolia are all painted red (Özbaşaran 2003). The use of different colours in
architecture has been argued to have a symbolic rather than an aesthetic meaning in discussions
about the value of colour in archaeology (Jones and MacGregor 2002; Hovers et al. 2003). In
prehistoric times, red pigment may have had symbolic significance for its association with such
concepts as life, fertility, and vigour. It may have also symbolized ‘blood’, which stood for ‘life’
(Metcalf and Huntington 1992; Scarre 2002).

The motifs are in part reminiscent of the geometric and linear patterns seen in the wall
paintings of Çatalhöyük (Hodder and Gürlek 2020). Although it is quite difficult to interpret the
meaning of these motifs, they could be active components of society’s memories, values, and
ideologies, just like the building itself. They may also be connected to a rather complex inner world
of contemporary society.

The artefactual evidence that could help us reconstruct the function of the special buildings
at Girmeler is scarce. This may have to do with the structures’ partial preservation due to the later
activities carry out in this area. Only the floor of Building 2 yielded contextual evidence, including
a polished stone axe and a small assemblage of flint blades made by the pressure technique. The
stone axe and the flint bladelets may have been deliberately left behind when the building was
abandoned. The thin and delicate blades could thus have had a symbolic rather than a practical
function. Building 1 also presents some evidence regarding the symbolic acts of the users of these
buildings. For instance, behaviours such as the burial of the deceased in a pit dug into the
red-painted terrazzo floor, the placement of a human skull in a posthole, the removal of the skull,
and the dismemberment of the mandible and cranium of a skeleton in what we call a special building
may be linked to the creation of social memories and defining group identities. This statement is
more or less in accordance with Kuijt’s thinking, according to which remembrance helps construct
intergenerational memory and structures of authority within communities (Kuijt 2008, 186). The
individuals chosen for these mortuary behaviours in this way of thinking could have held memories,
at least, of these special buildings. Arguably, existing biographies of the deceased were also
important tools for creating social memory and social meaning, and the ancestors were probably
ever present in living experiences and negotiations.

It is fair to say that the information derived from the recently discovered special buildings
in the Initial Neolithic phase of Girmeler is consistent with what is known from central- and south-
east Anatolian sites with similar terrazzo-floored buildings. The narratives that view the presence of
buildings with terrazzo floors found outside the Levant, Upper Mesopotamia, and south-east
Anatolia merely as imitations often ignore the contributions of local people. The innovative side
of the Girmeler people in this case apparently led to the incorporation of new features into the special
buildings, including the decoration of terrazzo floors with red-painted geometric patterns. To this,
one may add the use of wooden stelae inside the buildings. As mentioned above, we believe that
some of the postholes identified inside the buildings may have been for wooden stelae with
symbolic connotations.

The placement of these special buildings close to a natural hot spring with healing
properties in front of a visually impressive cave is not a coincidence. Because natural hot springs
have therapeutic effects, many past societies regarded them as sacred. This may have been one of
the factors that brought the Neolithic social groups living in the region together at Girmeler. This
type of gathering that took place at certain times of the year could have facilitated strengthening both
inter- and intra-societal ties, as well as improving solidarity and information exchange among both
the region’s sedentary and semi-sedentary groups sharing similar cultural traits. Special buildings,

SPECIAL BUILDINGS IN NEOLITHIC ANATOLIA

OXFORD JOURNAL OFARCHAEOLOGY
36 © 2024 University of Oxford.

 14680092, 2025, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ojoa.12314 by A

kdeniz U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [13/01/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



like those at Girmeler, are constructed to anchor early agricultural communities in a location, a
landscape, and social memory, generating strong perceptions of centrality.

Another reason for considering Girmeler as a gathering place during this stage of the
Neolithic period is that south-west Anatolia has been mostly associated with the prominence of
semi-sedentary lifestyles since prehistoric times. Several researchers have discussed this in the
context of mobile prehistoric groups moving between the coastal and inland regions in a semi-
sedentary landscape of the ancient region of Lycia (Yakar 1998; French 2008; Tiryaki 2023). Being
in a landscape naturally endowed with diverse food resources, the location of Girmeler was ideal for
those social groups that since the earliest periods of human history were moving along the routes
that also included river valleys. Although demonstrating the presence of a semi-sedentary lifestyle
also involves cross-cultural comparison and ethnographic research, we believe that the impressive
façade of Girmeler Cave with its two openings and adjacent natural hot spring made this locality
appealing to Neolithic social groups inhabiting this part of south-west Anatolia.
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