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INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1

6000 BC

Transforming and Changing the
Neolithic World in Southwest Asia and
Europe

Peter F. Biehl and Eva Rosenstock

THIS BOOK

HIS BOOK IS ABOUT transformation and change — both rapid and

long term - in Southwest Asia and Europe. Although the title 6000

BC is only a random year in our western calendar, it symbolizes the

divide between the so-called Late Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic in the
Anatolian chronology. In addition, it represents the physical move from the East to
the West Mound at Catalhdyiik — the world-famous site inscribed in the UNESCO
World Cultural Heritage List — which is the general reference stratigraphy for the
Neolithic and early farming in Anatolia, and which represents one major thread of
Neolithization: movement. And finally, it relates to the so-called 8.2 climate event
which has been at least partially connected with this transformation and change across
the Near East and Europe (Biehl and Nieuwenhuyse 2016). We wanted to create an
artificial time marker in order to ask the authors, “Which changes and continuities can
we see around 6000 cal BC in your region?” Though we were aware of the fact that in
Anatolia both 6,500 cal BC and 5,500 cal BC are probably considered more significant
in terms of cultural change (Ozbasaran and Buitenhuis 2002; Diiring 2011; see also
M. Ozdogan this volume), we wanted to problematize chronologies and histories
(Figure 1.1) of cultural and environmental change and transformation within this
specific timeframe of about 2,000 years of a broadly defined Neolithic. We also
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Figure 1.1 Regional periodiziation schemes ca. 7000 to 5000 cal BC (see also Parzinger 1993:355, fig. 16); Brami (2019:19,
table 1) and dating of sites discussed in the conference according to the authors. (Eva Rosenstock)

Figure 1.2 Map of the regions and sites discussed in this volume. (Conception: Eva Rosenstock/Peter F. Biehl, Cartography:
Daniela Kelm)
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wanted to compare material culture in this time-
frame across the wide geographical scope from
southwestern Asia and Near East to southeastern
Europe (Figure 1.2) and to overcome the borders
between modern geopolitical entities as well as
between archaeological sub-disciplines.

RECENT PUBLICATIONS

he book builds on a sequence of conferences

about the Neolithic and early farming and its
important role for Near Eastern and European
Prehistory that took place in the last two decades
and which are briefly described here: the first con-
ference and proceedings is the Central Anatolian
Neolithic e-Workshop (CANeW; Gérard and
Thissen 2002) which highlights the importance of
Central Anatolia in the Neolithization process;
How Did Farming Reach Europe? Anatolian-
European Relations from the 2nd Half of the 7th
through the First Half of the 6th Millennium BC
(Lichter 2005) also discusses Neolithization but
with a particular focus on the Aegean and
Southeast Europe. The same is true for Going
West? The Dissemination of Neolithic Innovations
and the
(Reingruber, Tsirtsoni and Nedelcheva 2017b) as

between the Bosporus Carpathians
well as Beginnings - New Research in the Appearance
of the Neolithic between Northwest Anatolia and the
Carpathian Basin (Kraufl 20112), which both trace
the western expansion of early farming commu-
nities to the Balkans. The Central/Western
Anatolian Farming Frontier (Brami and Horejs
2019) focuses on the major change between
ca. 6800 and 6500 cal BC in Turkey and discusses
in detail the beginning of farming and its spread
westward. Several chapters in the last volume of the
series Neolithic in Turkey address the Turkish
Neolithic in the context of research done in the
Levant, Mesopotamia and the Persian Highlands as
well as eastern and southeastern Europe (Ozdogan,
Baggelen and Kuniholm 2014). A conference

volume solely focused on the Near Eastern
Neolithic entitled Interpreting the Late Neolithic of
Upper Mesopotamia (Nieuwenhuyse et al. 2013)
discusses the changes from the Mesopotamian
Pre-Pottery to the Pottery Neolithic and describes
the period as “an epoch of tremendous change in
social, economic, and symbolic realms” (Bernbeck
and Nieuwenhuyse 2013:18). The most recent con-
ference volume, Concluding the Neolithic. The Near
East in the Second Half of the Seventh Millennium
BC, is edited by Arkadiusz Marciniak and provides
an excellent overview of the period preceding our
book, the 7th millennium cal BC in the Near East
and Anatolia (Marciniak 2019a). Marciniak sum-
marizes succinctly that at the end of the 7th millen-
nium BC, “social and ideological changes [. . .] not
only contributed to the disintegration of consti-
tutive principles binding larger social groupings of
the preceding period and initiated the development
of a new social system, but more importantly con-
tributed to the development of fully-fledged
farming communities in the Near East and beyond”
(Marciniak 2019b:12). Our book highlights several
new key themes from a chronologically and geo-
graphically diachronic and methodologically and
theoretically multi-scalar perspective.

KEY THEMES

L et’s start with chronology. On the one hand,
the general chronological framework based on
radiocarbon dating has been widely accepted. On
the other hand, the culture historical phasing ter-
minology is still far from being unified across Upper
Mesopotamia, Anatolia and Southeastern Europe
(see Figure 1.1; see also Brami (2019). For example,
the term Late Neolithic is used in Upper
Mesopotamia for the entire Pottery Neolithic until
the first smelted copper artifacts appear at the end of
the 6th millennium cal BC, marking the beginning
of the Chalcolithic (Bernbeck and Nieuwenhuyse
2013). In Anatolia, however, following the first
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pottery production of the Early Neolithic at the
beginning of the 7th millennium, the term Late
Neolithic refers to a phase of more developed pottery
production in the second half of the 7th millennium
cal BC. For reasons rooted in the history of research
(Schoop 2005:14-17; Rosenstock, Scharl, and Schier
2016:63), it is followed by the Early Chalcolithic and
Middle Chalcolithic of the 6th millennium cal BC;
these misnomers (Mellaart 1975:111) have survived
despite explicit attempts at aligning Anatolian ter-
minology with neighboring areas (Ozbasaran and
Buitenhuis 2002). However, with a few exceptions
(e.g. Duru 2012), tacitly, the Neolithic is also defined
as ending around sooo cal BC in Anatolian
archaeology (see the scope of the Neolithic in
Turkey (Ozdogan,
Kuniholm 20113, 2011b, 201243, 2012b, 2013, 2014). At
the same time, the Greek Early Neolithic is roughly
contemporary with the Anatolian Late Neolithic, and

volumes Baggelen and

the Bulgarian Early Neolithic is contemporary with
the Anatolian Early Chalcolithic. We hope that
Figure 1.1 helps to better contextualize and incorpor-
ate this inconsistency regarding the diachronic com-
parisons in this book.

Second, the process of Neolithization stands for
the spread of the Neolithic as a discontinuous, leap-
frogging process (Guilaine 2003, 2019; Schier, this
volume) out of its core area of domestication of
animals and plants in the Fertile Crescent. While it
is still debated whether Central Anatolia belongs to
this core area or rather represents a case of early
secondary expansion of Neolithic farmers (Diiring
2011; Brami 2019), it is an accepted fact that the
Neolithization of the Aegean is a result of culture
transfer. Here as well as in the Central Balkans
(Bori¢ — Cristiani, this volume), the interaction
between foragers and farmers (Reingruber, this
volume; see also Hansen, Klimscha, and Renn (in
press) seems only to be visible and evidenced in
lithics sometimes originating from Central and
Eastern Anatolia as well as from Melos
(Cilingiroglu,  this
(Reingruber, this volume); and so far Mesolithic

volume) or  Greece

sites are only known from Greece and Northwest
Anatolia (Perlés; Karul, this volume) though
M. Ozdogan (this volume) points out “that con-
sidering that the sea levels were at that time still
about 30-35 m below its present level, it is also
evident that most of coastal Mesolithic settlements
must have been submerged and that our visibility is
limited only by those located on higher areas.”
The book shows that within the long-lasting
process of Neolithization four major time markers
of change can be identified based on pottery
typologies: 7000, 6500, 6000 and ssoo cal BC.
Several authors in the volume argue that pottery
can also be used as a proxy for subsistence and
social practices (Nieuwenhuyse; Godon -
Ozbudak; Pyzel — Franz; Last, this volume).
After an early appearance of the so-called White
Ware of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic in
Mesopotamia and the Levant, it is around
7000 cal BC that we see the first ceramic contain-
ers in the entire Near East including Anatolia.
Cookware with a wider range of forms for new
culinary applications starts to appear slowly but is
common around the middle of the 7th millennium
cal BC (Nieuwenhuyse; this
volume). Around 6000 cal BC commensal prac-

Cilingiroglu,

tices become centered on elaborately fashioned,
intricately painted bowls, goblets and small jars
(Nieuwenhuyse; Caneva; Pyzel — Franz; Last;
Perlés, this volume). The only exception seems
to be the rare variant of the so-called exotic/
Gelveri-style ware (dated ca. 6000 — 5700 cal
BC), which has incised, rather than painted dec-
orations (Godon — Ozbudak, this volume). Other
chapters demonstrate the regionality of certain
pottery types and styles. Cappadocia is a good
example as it shows the sites of Kosk Hoyik
(Diiring, this volume) and Tepecik-Ciftlik
(Bigakgl, this volume) in the 7th and 6th millennia
BC can stylistically be separated from Central
Anatolia, with Catalhoyik as its most important
site. The same is true for the monochrome pottery
of Western Anatolia (Cilingiroglu, this volume),
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and the Fikirtepe-type ceramic traditions of the
Thrace (Karul;
M. Ozdogan, this volume).

Marmara  and regions

Olivier Nieuwenhuyse succinctly described
this phenomenon of the sudden emergence of
painted pottery in a vast area ranging from the
Persian highlands (Bernbeck et al. 2003) to
Greece (Perlés, this volume) as a “Painted
Pottery Revolution” (Nieuwenhuyse 2006) with
a common and widely understood material
vocabulary (see also Last; Demoule -
Manolakakis, this volume) accompanying this
time of change and transformation.

Third, several chapters clearly demonstrate
that cooking and food habits change at ca. 6500
cal BC (Nieuwenhuyse; Last; Godon — Ozbudak;
Pyzel — Franz, this volume), a process that might
at least partially be triggered by an increase of
(Hendy et al 2018
Nieuwenhuyse, this volume). The pottery dis-

dairy  production

cussed in various chapters also represents new
ways of not only making food but also serving,
displaying and consuming as well as storing food
and drink around 6000 cal BC. Human dancing
scenes and animals painted on vessels have been
interpreted as representations of feasting
(Nieuwenhuyse; Brady et al, this volume). In
addition, we have for the first time evidence for
storage vessels representing either means of
sharing and restituting equality or competitive
practices to be understood in the context of
increasing household storage at Shir, Sabi
Abyad, Khirokitia, Mersin, Catalhéyik and
Ulucak (Bartl; Nieuwenhuyse; Daune-Le Brun
et al; Caneva; Brady, et al; Cilingiroglu, this
volume). And finally, a general growing import-
ance of the household as a social unit — what
Verhoeven (2012:799) calls domesticity — can be
observed not only in Shir and Sabi Abyad (Bart];
Nieuwenhuyse, this volume), but also from the
so-called change at level P onwards in
Catalhdyiik East (Czerniak - Marciniak, this

volume). And especially the emergence of

two-storied buildings consisting of basements dedi-
cated to storage and first floors dedicated to housing,
buttressed architecture at Catalhdyitk West (Brady
et al,, this volume) and Canhasan I (French 1998), as
well as Hacilar and Kurugay in the Lakes Region
(Mellaart 1970; Duru 2012) all demonstrate the new
importance of food storage. This new form and
function of buildings and their modified circular
arrangement in the Marmara region such as in
Aktopraklik (Karul, this volume) and Ihipmar
(Roodenberg 1995; Roodenberg and Thissen 2001;
Roodenberg and Alpaslan Roodenberg 2008), con-
tinues to spread in the first half of the 6th millen-
nium cal BC into Thrace and Greece (Perlés;
E. Ozdogan; Lichardus-Itten, this volume).

All these changes and transformations start
from the middle of the 7th millennium cal BC
and go hand in hand with the further spread of
farming from the core zone of the Neolithization
process across Central and Western Anatolia into
southeastern Europe.

Finally, climate and subsequent environmen-
tal change is discussed in detail in most of the
chapters in this book referring to both a longer
period of rapid climate change (RCC) between
ca. 6600 and 6000 cal BC (Weninger et al. 2006;
Clare and Weninger 2015) and a short so-called
8.2 cal BP climate event between ca. 6200 and
6000 cal BC (Roffet-Salque et al. 2018). Although
several papers state that establishing a clear
cause-and-effect scenario remains difficult (see
also Biehl and Nieuwenhuyse 2016:5), short-
and long-term changes in the environment would
certainly have compelled communities to adapt.
But the current data for the sites discussed in this
volume indicate that adaptations in the material
culture start prior to the beginning of the RCC
period (Godon - Ozbudak; Nieuwenhuyse, this

volume); the foundation of Shir (Bartl,
this volume), Sabi Abyad (Nieuwenhuyse, this
volume), QCatalhdyilk and maybe Mersin-

Yumuktepe (Caneva, this volume) starts around
7000 cal BC. The major changes from around
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6500 cal BC described earlier do not correspond
to the beginning of new sites or the abandon-
ment of existing sites. But around 6000 cal BC
we can see a number of new sites from Thrace
(Kovagevo, Asag1 Pinar) to the Iron Gates region
(Lichardus-Itten; E. Ozdogan; Bori¢ — Cristiani,
this volume). Furthermore, only the site of
Mersin-Yumuktepe remains settled across all
four time markers. Around 6000 cal BC, some
sites, including Shir (Bartl, this volume), are
abandoned, while ss00 cal BC is a major phase
of abandonment in Cyprus (Daune-Le Brun
et al, this volume), Anatolia (Diiring; Bicakcy;
Brady et al; Cilingiroglu; Karul, this volume) and
southeastern Europe (E. Ozdogan; Lichardus-
Itten, this volume). Partial abandonment or a
shift in settlement has also been observed at
Shir (Bartl, this volume) and Catalhgyik
(Brady et al., Czerniak — Marciniak this volume)
around both 6500 and 6000 cal BC and at
Lepenski Vir around 6ooo BC (Bori¢ -
Cristiani, this volume).

Although we are still unable to fully
understand such events, we believe that they
represent new and still understudied cases for
research of change and transformation in the
Neolithic World in Europe and the Near East.
The following summaries of the book chapters
illustrate this.

CHAPTER SUMMARIES

he book is organized into six parts begin-
this
followed by eighteen chapters geographically

ning with introductory  chapter,
organized in four parts ranging from Upper
Mesopotamia and the Eastern Mediterranean,
Anatolia, Aegean and Marmara to Southeast
Europe; the fifth part includes two chapters with
supra-regional chronological and methodological
discussions, followed by two commentary chap-

ters in the concluding sixth part of the book.

In the following, we briefly summarize the
eighteen chapters as they hang together in
addressing the key themes outlined above:
chronology, Neolithization, cooking and food
habits, and climate and environmental change
in the Neolithic World around 6000 cal BC in
the Near East and Europe.

UPPER MESOPOTAMIA AND THE
EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

artl discusses the settlement of Shir in Syria

which began, according to new radiocarbon
dates, around 7000 cal BC. This is a period marked
by the appearance of pottery production in the
northern Levant, which defines the beginning of
the Late Neolithic period. Bartl’s chapter describes
the extension and gradual growth or “shifting” of
the settlement. It also shows that at around 6500 cal
BC significant changes occur in architecture, finds,
and particularly in the development of pottery.
Like a number of settlements discussed in this
book, the site was abandoned around 6100 or even
6000 cal BC and after that never resettled. Bartl
proposes four models to explain the abandonment:
(1) a long-term change in climate, (2) short-term
natural catastrophes, (3) war-like conflicts, and (4)
even reasons in the symbolic sphere such as a “bad
spirit” connected with specific events before the
abandonment. Bartl also considers “a change from
stationary settlement to a mobile or semi-mobile
way of life and habitation forms, which were more
flexible in consideration of climatic challenges, as
far as subsistence is concerned.”
from

Nieuwenhuyse  discusses

pottery
Mesopotamia in general, and from Tell Sabi
Abyad in Syria in particular. Characteristic for
this and other central villages in Mesopotamia
is a dense agglomeration of large multi-roomed
buildings, used collectively for storage and
towards more secluded forms of ritual centering

on the individual household as well as large
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collective feasts in the Pottery Neolithic. About
the role of climate change, he points out that
“certain key innovations in the later 7th millen-
nium had roots stretching back centuries before
the 8.2 ka event, and changes in the ecology
would certainly have compelled Late Neolithic
communities to adapt, but some of their ‘adapta-
tions’ seem to have been well under way irre-
spective of climatic-environmental changes.”
Importantly, Nieuwenhuyse stresses that “almost
no pottery containers were around at about
6700 cal BC and some five centuries later pottery
containers were everywhere.” This was also the
time of the development of specialized cooking
wares which he connects to the domestication of
cattle as a trigger for stimulated culinary
changes — with the world’s earliest evidence for
dairy processing from the site.

Caneva discusses the site of Mersin-Yumuktepe
in Southeast Turkey with its uninterrupted strati-
fication of building levels. This spans from the
early 7th to roughly the mid-sth millennium cal
BC, with the 8.2 ka climatic event falling in the
very middle of this time interval. Though the use
of wattle and daub architecture continued until
the uppermost level of the site, stone-based
architecture was introduced for a storage struc-
ture as well as the emergence of massive base-
ments built using several courses of river stones
starting in about 6250 cal BC; in general, there is
a change in the layout of the village, including
new elements such as large houses, ovens, silos,
and open working areas. Particularly, the emer-
gence of numerous silo structures indicates the
increasing importance of storage, which is also
something noted in other sites discussed in the
book. Substantial changes also occur in ceramic
production, including a decline in the Dark-
Faced Burnished Ware and the appearance of
the first painted pottery. We also see a new vessel
repertory, with the so called yildirim, “waving”
vertically from a horizontal band, as the most
frequent motif. Finally, a remarkable innovation

of this phase is the presence of child and adult
human burials in close association with the dwell-
ing areas, particularly with storage structures.

Daune-Le Brun et al. focus in their discussion
of the settlement of Khirokitia on Cyprus on the
time period between 6600 and 6100 cal BC,
which was “encircled by an enclosure wall that’s
outline has been modified several times.” They
describe episodes of erosion, flooding and
re-location of this settlement close to a river;
furthermore, circular buildings with changing
architecture through time, such as internal
arrangements, stone and mud brick architecture,
and massive pillars — interpreted as supports for a
loft (second storey) probably for storage. Unlike
other settlements in the book, there are human
burials in individual pits dug inside the buildings
throughout the settlement occupation. Similar to
the settlements on the Konya Plain, “after
ca. 5500 cal BC, the Khirokitia culture disappears
from the archaeological record of Cyprus, and
there is a gap of about a millennium before
evidence of any settlement on the island
reappears, the populations there having likely
reverted to small mobile communities, far less
visible archaeologically.”

ANATOLIA

igak¢r discusses the long sequence of the

Cappadocian settlement of Tepecik-Ciftlik,
which stretches from the beginning of the 8th
to the middle of 6th millennium cal BC and
provides evidence of cultural stability from the
Middle
Chalcolithic (from ca. 7000 to ssoo cal BC).

early Pottery Neolithic to the

Though domestication of animals existed
throughout the Neolithic levels, it interestingly
decreased toward the end of the settlement when
hunting clearly increased. There are also changes
in the layout of the settlement and its architec-

ture; densely clustered buildings were now
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separated by open areas including a large central
open area. In addition, skulls were removed from
some individuals buried in certain buildings - a
practice which Diiring discusses at Kosk Hoyiik.
Godon and Ozbudak focus on the pottery of the
Tepecik-Ciftlik sequence and point out that “it is
around 6400-6300 cal BC, at the turn between
Levels IV and III that major typological, techno-
logical and decors-related developments are seen.”
This includes new vessel creation methods, such
as the use of baskets as pottery moulds and the
beating method; it further includes new vessel
types such as jars — indicating different cooking
habits — the increasing use of red slip along diver-
sification in firing methods, and the development
of applied zoomorphic and anthropomorphic
decors. As one of their major contributions, they
confirm the dating of the Gelveri Early Phase with
its typical incisions around 60oo-5700 cal BC.
They also highlight that as in other sites in
Anatolia, this incised decoration style, with a mere
4 percent of the pottery production for an overall
time frame soo years, was a rarity. They echo
other authors in the volume that “if major cultural
changes or developments need to be underlined
around 6000 cal BC, their roots may be traced
back to around 6400 cal BC, as far as central
Anatolia s
Neolithization spread toward western Anatolia.”

concerned, to the time when

Diiring focuses on the Early Chalcolithic
Levels 3 and 2 of the Cappadocian site of Kdgk
Hoyiik and its burials (only neonates, infants, and
children) and plastered skulls — a well-known
tradition in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B in the
Levant. Based on the iconography as well as data
from domesticated animals, he points out that
the Early Chalcolithic was the ‘true Neolithic.’
Most importantly, he succinctly stresses “that it is
time to start taking the diversity that charac-
terizes Anatolian prehistory seriously and coun-
ter efforts to fit the data into overarching
narratives that link key sites into single syntheses
whilst glossing over the manifold archaeological

and chronological facts and discrepancies in the
rich records of primary archaeological data that
have been amassed over the last decades.”

Czerniak and Marciniak present data from the
top of the East Mound at Catalhdyiik that add to
the now accepted fact that two contemporaneous
settlements existed on the East and West
Mounds at Catalhoyiik around 6o0oo cal BC.
They discuss changes in almost all domains,
including settlement layout, house architecture,
burial practices, human-animal relations and
lithics procurement and technology toward the
end of the East Mound settlement. Of particular
note is the removal of burials from the house -
here in the form of the two, so-called burial
chambers. The demise of a long-lasting burial
practice was the most significant development
in the final stage of the East Mound settlement
occupation. It marks the beginning of a new
tradition of placing the adult dead outside living
areas. Czerniak and Marciniak describe the
shifting of settlements on the East Mound itself
and eventually to the West Mound in the context
of continuous migration of segments of the
population within and beyond the Konya Plain.
They also discuss the ethnic composition of the
Catalhoytik populations and its importance in
regard to the socio-political units of house,
household and community neighborhood as well
as feasting and migration as major forms of
social practice.

Franz and Pyzel focus on the pottery from
Catalhoyiik and point out that “one of the most
important discoveries on the West Mound of
recent years is a dark-colored, double-sided bur-
nished restricted ellipsoid carinated bowl with
S-profile, knoblets, and standring, which repre-
sents a ‘missing link’ between the East and West
Mound pottery assemblages.” This pottery type
combines elements of both traditions: the shape
is typical for the West Mound pottery, but color,
surface treatment and fabric are typical of East
Mound pottery. They also demonstrate the
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evolution of cooking and serving ware which is
later added by storage vessels. They argue that
the skill of painting — so typical for the Early
Chalcolithic — originated in the Late Neolithic in
the form of red slip and single paint trials.
Importantly, they are able to show for the first
time that there is a continuation in pottery from
the East to the West Mound both in form and
decoration, as well as with specific techniques
such as the use of pot-stands for cooking, which
also originated in the Late Neolithic.

Last also focuses on pottery from Catalhéyiik —
in particular from building 25, which he excavated
on the West Mound — but contextualizes it across
Anatolia. He highlights the importance of the new
form emerging in the Early Chalcolithic, the
S-profile or carinated bowl. He compares the East
Mound wall paintings and these vessels which were
re-slipped and re-fired over older decoration, liter-
ally embedding decoration within the vessel; the
practice has intriguing parallels with the East
Mound practice of re-plastering and repainting
house walls. The idea that decorated ceramics took
the place of wall-painting was first proposed by
Mellaart (1970:38). Last suggests their portability,
capacity to stand metaphorically for categories of
people, and association with the serving and con-
sumption of food and drink may all be relevant to
the question of why pots were decorated rather
than houses. Consequently, he argues that social
networks were stretching well beyond Catalhéyiik,
and pottery may have been implicated in the
expression and differentiation of community iden-
tities at a time of settlement expansion and/or
fission; and in the 6th millennium cal BC, it seems
that spatial relationships in the present were of
more significance than historical links with the past.

Moving from Central to Western Anatolia,
Cilingiroglu  discusses Late Neolithic Level
V and the Early Chalcolithic Level IV (ca.
6400/6300-5800/5700 cal BC) at Ulucak in the
context of “an abrupt and region-wide abandon-
ment of settlements [that] occurs first around

5700/5600 cal BC.” She also points out that
painted pottery does not emerge as a significant
component of the material culture at any of the
excavated sites in Aegean Turkey which differen-
tiates the region from Central Anatolia and limits
the role of pottery as a chronological marker. But
there are several other changes which can be
connected to Central Anatolia such as the stor-
age practices from bins to large storage vessels.
Though the size of the buildings increases
through time, their architecture with mud brick
and single rooms continues. Another difference
with Central Anatolia is the reliance on Melian
instead of Cappadocian obsidian.

Karul discusses the Western Anatolian site of
Aktopraklik, where the oldest layers found date to
6400-6300 cal BC. On the one hand, he com-
pares Aktoprakhk with the important sites of
Fikirtepe, and Pendik and Ilipmnar, and on the
other some characteristics such as the buttressed
structures with Catalhoyitk West and Canhasan
2B. On the other hand, he underlines that settle-
ments in this region including Layer 6 of Asag:
Pmnar in eastern Thrace and Hacilar I in the
Lakes Region differ from the Central Anatolian
settlement with their circular layout. At the end
of the first quarter of the 6th millennium cal BC,
Aktopraklik as well as Fikirtepe and Pendik, were
abandoned and at the same time, hillside settle-
ments in the Eskisehir region, such as Orman
Fidanlig and Kanlitas, emerged. Karul points out
that during the Late Neolithic—Early Chalcolithic
period, the Bosphorus was a uniting element
rather than a barrier, but also that it did not play
a significant role in the spread of innovations in
architecture and material culture further west
into the Balkans. It is also worth mentioning that
this seems to be the only place from which we
have been able to gain information on Mesolithic
societies in Anatolia, although this information is
at present based only on surface collections, and
that the Mesolithic way of life continued during
the Neolithic period. Around 3800 cal BC,
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impressed decorated pottery begins to appear in
Aktopraklik and the other settlements in the
region, and continues until around ssoo cal BC,
when the Early Chalcolithic settlements in the
whole region are abandoned.

Eylem Ozdogan discusses the site of Asagi
Pnar in Turkish Thrace and its connections to
both Western Anatolia and the Balkans. She
focuses on its Level 8, which predates Karanovo
I in Bulgaria and does not show any changes into
Layer 7. She also discusses relief-decorated
sherds depicting bucrania motifs from Hoca
Cesme, which earliest horizon dates to ca. 6200
cal BC. She also compares the applied relief
decorations with those from Tepecik Ciftlik and
Koésk Hoyiik. The curvilinear layout of the settle-
ment in Asag Pinar bears significant similarities
to that of sites on the Anatolian side of the
Marmara Sea such as Aktopraklik-Area B and
Iipmnar VI. She highlights both similarities and
differences between eastern Thrace and Anatolia.

Perlés discusses the Middle Neolithic (ca.
6140-6000 cal BC) in Greece, which is primarily
defined and characterized by the development of
fine, inventive, regionally distinctive painted wares.
She points out that continuity of sites from the
Early to the Middle Neolithic prevails in most
domains and that of 300 sites where Early
Neolithic occupation has been recorded from sur-
face surveys and excavations, about 8o percent
were still occupied during part or all of the
Middle Neolithic. Most settlements continued
vertically, rather than horizontally, and building
materials and architecture continue to be as varied
as they were during the Early Neolithic, both
within and between settlements. However, a ten-
dency for more partitioning within the houses
emerges, which can be seen as a response to an
increase in village population. In addition to new
firing techniques for pottery, bulk storage and
cooking in coarser and larger pots are part of the
functional diversification

signaling increasing

household independence for food storage and

preparation, and feasting as an important practice
in the Neolithic of Greece. Perlés also discusses
the change in the social role of pottery. The
insistence on visual display leaves little doubt that
pottery, formerly restricted to rare ceremonial,
possibly ritual occasions, now enters a broader
social sphere as an item of reciprocal exchange,
display and competition. Furthermore, she argues
that “pottery, and painted pottery in particular,
takes on the dual function that we commonly
associate with body ornaments” and “establishing
differences of status within the group, while, at the
same time, asserting local or regional identity.”

As a starting point for her discussion of Aegean
networks, Reingruber states that “around 6400 cal
BC the Neolithic way of life appeared together with
tell-settlements in Thessaly.” But she also highlights
that the absence of Mesolithic sites limits our
understanding of the Early Neolithic in the
Aegean. She discusses obsidian from Melos as a
connecting element across the Aegean. There are
changes in pottery around 6000 cal BC when flat
bases predominate and large storage vessels
appear; painted pottery appears only during the
Early Neolithic II (c. 6300/6200-6100 cal BC)
and from around 6100/6000 cal BC added by
impresso-decoration. Furthermore, mud-brick con-
structions appear as well as figurines, stamps and
domesticated crops. She describes how an Aegean
identity had been molded by Anatolian influences,
and that at the beginning of the Middle Neolithic,
the Aegean-Anatolian network reached its peak
with the appearance of impresso-pottery. She inter-
prets this new style as a strong signal for integration
and cooperation.

Lichardus-Itten discusses in detail the Early
Neolithic site of Kovacevo in the Struma Valley
in Bulgaria and dates its founding to the time
between 6200 and 6100 cal BC. This makes it
“not only the longest time of occupation, but it is
also the most ancient durable Early Neolithic
settlement in Bulgaria.” She stresses that of its
about thirty, generally badly preserved buildings,
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half of them were built on pits. She interprets the
placement as a means to drain water and to
circulate air under the floors. She also postulates
that “many of the so-called ‘pit-houses’ of the
Balkan Neolithic should not be considered as
primitive tent-like buildings with strange ground
plans, but correspond in fact to such houses on
pits with straight walls and normal rectangular or
square ground plans.” She also discusses suc-
cinctly the important role of water in the
Bulgarian Neolithic. Many site names refer to
water, like bath (banja) or water (voda), and
testify to such relationships. Controlling access
to and protection from water seems to have been
a central part of settlement planning and house
architecture. Importantly for the regional chron-
ology, she points out there is no “monochrome”
pottery at the beginning of the settlement and
that there is a certain discontinuity in the settle-
ment (between Kovagevo periods Ia and Ib), and
finally that new elements from Anatolian origin
appear and finally put an end to the Ia koine.
Bori¢ and Cristiani’s chapter discusses the Iron
Gate Gorge with its rich radiocarbon measurements
from 14 sites dating the Danube Gorges Late
Mesolithic (7th millennium cal BC) and Early to
Middle Neolithic (early 6th millennium cal BC).
They describe major changes in the archaeological
record starting from around 6200 cal BC, the
period that coincides with the emergence of Early
Neolithic farming communities across the Balkans.
The main site of Lepenski Vir was reoccupied only
after 6200 cal BC and shows around 6000/5950 cal
BC a significant shift in the type of settlement
pattern and was eventually abandoned before
ssoo cal BC along with many other sites that were
used more or less continuously throughout the
Mesolithic and the Early Neolithic phases in the
Danube Gorges. They point out that newly
founded settlements of Early Neolithic farmer
groups became established fairly rapidly across
the region and had a profound impact on the way
of life of the existing foraging communities in

southeast Europe. They also eventually led to the
collapse of this way of life.

In their diachronic and synthesizing overview
of the Neolithic and the Neolithization, both
Demoule and Manolakakis and Schier discuss the
importance of reliable dating for strengthening
the credibility of links in material culture
between Anatolia and the Aegean and southeast
Europe. They also stress the importance of better
understanding the interaction between foragers
and farmers, and that the spread of the Neolithic
is nonlinear and heterogenous.

OUTLOOK

We believe the chapters confirm the signifi-

cance of our original question, “What
happened at 6000 BC at your site and in your region?”
It helped us to break down chronological, theoret-
ical and methodological barriers which until now
had prevented us from connecting the Near East
and Europe. We think the book closes chronological
and conceptual gaps in our understanding of the
Neolithic at the transition of the 7th and 6th millen-
nium BC and lays the groundwork for a new and
multifaceted approach to the phenomenon of the
“Neolithization.” As discussed here, this occurred
during a time of socio-economic and religious-
symbolic as well as environmental-climatic changes
and transformations in the Near East and Europe.
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Chapter 2

THE LATE NEOLITHIC SITE
OF SHIR IN WESTERN SYRIA

The Final Phase of Occupation circa
6000 cal BC

Karin Bartl

INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH ON THE LATE NEOLITHIC
IN WESTERN SYRIA

HE LATE NEOLITHIC SITE of Shir is located in the central part of

the northern Levant, which today is one of the most important

agricultural regions in Syria. Archaeological research here started

rather early during the French Mandate period in the 1930s but
focused mainly on the historical periods. Although research activities increased
enormously during the last two decades, including surface investigations as well as
excavations, the number of documented sites dating to prehistoric periods is still
rather limited. Concerning the Neolithic period, there are almost no sites of the
early Pre-Pottery Neolithic phases, i.e. the PPNA to the Middle PPNB (ca.
10,200-7600 cal BC) and only very few of the Late PPNB (7600-6900 cal BC)
(dates according to Atlas des sites du Proche Orient [ASPRO] [Hours et al.
1994]): Layers from the end of the 8th millennium cal BC were reached only at
Ras Shamra in the coastal area (De Contenson 1992) and Tell “Ain el-Kerkh and
Tell el-Kerkh in the Rouj basin near Idlib (Iwasaki and Tsuneki 2003). Some
more settlements are attested for the Late Neolithic of the 7th millennium cal BC;

For the excavation permission as well as for the generous and efficient support during the preparatory
work, we would like to sincerely thank Dr Bassam Jamous, the then Director General of Antiquities
and Museums in Syria, and Dr Michel al-Maqdissi, the then Director of Excavations and Studies of
the DGAMS. The interest and assistance of the Department of Antiquities at Hama contributed
greatly to the achievement of our work. The members of the excavation campaigns and the Syrian
workers are expressly thanked for their supportive participation.
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Figure 2.1 Late Neolithic sites of the 7th millennium cal BC in the northern Levant. (map: German Archaeological Institute,

Orient Department, Thomas Urban)

however, most of them are known solely through
soundings (Figure 2.1). Moreover, almost no pre-
cise data are available for the time of transition,
the 7th to 6th millennium cal BC. Only very few
settlements are attested through which the nature
of the transition could be determined. Among the
settlements of the 7th millennium, there are very
few in which archaeological contexts could be
uncovered on a larger scale, one of which is the
site of Shir located near Hama.

THE SITE OF SHIR

he settlement is situated on a limestone
terrace that rises on the southern bank

above the Nahr Sarut, a tributary of the Orontes
River. The landscape of today is marked exclu-
sively by intensive crop cultivation with only a few
relicts of the original vegetation (Figure 2.2).
However, as paleobotanical investigations have
shown, it can be assumed that the environment
of the Neolithic settlement consisted of open
forest vegetation, in which smaller areas were
cleared for growing cereals and legumes. The
cultivated species evidenced in Shir are emmer,
einkorn, naked wheat and barley as well as chick-
peas, lentils and peas (Neef 2009, 2018).

The water supply probably came from the Sarut
River, whose riverbed at that time likely did not cut
as deeply into the valley floor as it does today and
was thus easier to reach. At present, the region
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Figure 2.2 Shir. The site, located on a natural mound across the river, seen from the northwest. (photo: German

Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Karin Bartl)

receives an average precipitation of ca. 400 mm, so
that even with climatic variations the rainfall suf-
fices for agricultural production. However, precise
data on the paleoclimatic development in the envir-
onment of Shir are still not available. Nevertheless,
the thick terra rossa soil cover is quite conducive for
a wide variety of crop cultivation, and this is sup-
plemented by intensive pastoralism. Like the entire
hinterland of the Levant, the surroundings of Shir
are part of the optimal climate zone of the so-called
Levantine corridor.

The Settlement Layout and Southern Area

Between 2006 and 2010 German-Syrian excav-
ations have been conducted in Shir, which have

concentrated on three parts of the site: south,
central and northeast (Figure 2.3). The aim of
these investigations was to clarify the stratigraphic
sequence on the one hand, and the layout of the
settlement on the other hand (Bartl and Haidar
2008; Bartl and Ramadan 2008; Bartl, Hijazi and
Ramadan 2009; Bartl, Ramadan and al-Hafian
2009; Bartl, Ramadan and al-Hafian 2011; Bartl
2012; Bartl, Farzat and al-Hafian 2012; Bartl and
al-Hafian 2014; Bartl 2018; Bartl in prep.).

As excavations have shown, the stratigraphic
situation in the southern area differs distinctly
from that in the northern area. Whereas in the
south a sequence of settlement layers reaching
6 m in height and a total of six building levels
with several sub-phases could be determined, a
sequence of only 3 m of cultural layers was
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Figure 2.3 Shir. Excavation areas. (plan: German Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Thomas Urban)

discovered in the northeastern area. The strati-
graphical sequence in the central area is not
yet clear since excavations focused on the
uppermost layers.

Radiocarbon dates confirm the oldest layers in
the southern area: Settlement began there
around 7000 cal BC - a point in time marked
by the appearance of pottery production in the
northern Levant which defines the beginning of

the Late Neolithic period. The oldest layer in the
northeastern area in Shir dates to around 6550 cal
BC. Generally, at Shir the time around 6500 cal
BC seems to be a period of significant changes
which can be observed in architecture, finds and
particularly in the development of pottery
(Nieuwenhuyse 2009, 2018).

Layers of the (preceramic) Early Neolithic
have not yet been reached. Several "*C dates for



THE LATE NEOLITHIC SITE OF SHIR IN WESTERN SYRIA —~ 21

the second half of the 8th millennium cal BC
stem from the southern area, but evidence of an
even older settlement core might be present
elsewhere (Weninger et al. 2018).

At the time of its greatest expanse, the settlement
at Shir covered some four hectares, with buildings
apparently grouped in a large semicircle along the
edge of the terrace, around an open space in the
east. At least this settlement form is suggested by
geophysical data. However, it is quite imaginable
that the entire area was not inhabited at the same
time, but instead that there was a “shifting settle-
ment,” that is to say, areas of habitation were aban-
doned and new ones built elsewhere throughout
time. This possibility is supported by radiocarbon
dates: While the uppermost settlement layers in the
southern part date to ca. 6500 cal BC, a date for the
uppermost settlement layer in the central area indi-
cates 6200/6100 cal BC. Additionally, dates from
the northeastern area range between 6550 and 6200
cal BC. These last dates, however, derive from
deeper layers of fill in the buildings, so the latest
use-phase there can be estimated at around 6100 cal
BC or perhaps even later. Hence, the latest phase of
settlement in Shir was at the end of the 7th millen-
nium cal BC: Around 6100 or even 6000 cal BC the
site was apparently abandoned and after that
never resettled.

The Central Area

The finds and contexts situations documented in
the central area and the northeastern area differ
distinctly from each other.

Buildings in the central area consist of single,
one- or multi-roomed structures, whose out-
standing features are thick floors made of lime-
mortar. With regard to the construction, it can be
assumed that the socles of the houses were built
of the local limestone, while the standing walls
were built of mud bricks or pisé; but almost no
traces of these walls are preserved (Figure 2.4).

Among the finds were grinding stones, pounders,
mortars and pestles for preparing food; excep-
tional objects include seals, palettes and beads of
different kinds of stone.

The uppermost architectural remains lie at ca.
5-10 cm below the present-day surface and have
two notable features: First, severe disturbances in
the form of pits and stones looted from the walls,
and, second, occasional special objects found in
primary contexts on the lime-mortar floors
(Figure 2.5). Other special features are fragments
of large vessels inside and outside the buildings,
which were surely still complete at the time of
the settlement’s abandonment.

The southern part of the central area is char-
acterized by numerous burials, some of which -
differing from older intra muros burials — were
laid in an open space inside an intentionally
created layer of small stones (Figure 2.6). The
individuals were not buried in uniform orienta-
tion, but all deceased were laid down in a con-
tracted position. Grave goods like tools made of
bone, silex or obsidian were found only very
rarely (Resch and Gresky in prep.).

The archaeological evidence shows that the
houses were abandoned at a similar time, and
moreover, various objects like food-processing
tools (grinding stones, mortars, pestles) or large
pots were left behind. Later, when the buildings
had already decayed and the mud brick walls had
deteriorated, the larger stones in the wall foun-
dations were removed and possibly reused else-
where. Simultaneously, or even later, larger pits
were dug in the area of the collapsed buildings.
The pits’ original contents consisted solely of
gray, powder-ash earth; hence, it can be assumed
that pyrotechnical activities took place there after
the last known habitation in the settlement.

The exact temporal association between this
last building phase and the area with burials
cannot be determined at the moment. Since the
graves lay only 10 to 15 cm below the present-day
surface, theoretically it is conceivable that they
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Figure 2.4 Shir. Central area seen from the northeast. (photo: German Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Thomas
Urban)

Figure 2.5 Shir, central area. Building of the last phase of occupation with lime plaster floor, installations and in situ finds of
pestles (circles), seen from north. (photo: German Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Thomas Urban)
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Figure 2.6 Shir, central area. Burial ground. (plan: German Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Thomas Urban)

were dug at a later time, for example, in the Early
Bronze Age, when the site Tell esh-Shir existed
west of the Neolithic settlement. Age determin-
ation of the bones has not yet been carried out.
However, one of the burials, in which a large
stone marked the upper body of the deceased,
point to the Neolithic period. A comparable
example is known from the nearly contemporary
site of Tell “Ain el-Kerkh in the Rouj basin near
Idlib (Tsuneki et al. 2007). Burials of this type
are not known from the Early Bronze Age.

To summarize, the stratigraphic sequence in
the central area can be described as follows:

1. Emergence of the youngest settlement layer;

2. Abandonment of buildings and their inventory;

3. Erosion of the roofs and brick walls;

4. Removal of stones from the foundations and/or
socket;

5. Deposition of a layer of small stones in the south-

ern area;

6. Use of this area as burial ground; and

7. Simultaneously or later, the appearance of pits.

The Northeastern Area

A complex of at least three buildings constitutes the
northeastern part of the settlement; two have been
excavated (Figure 2.7). A section in the northeast
reveals that they sit on older settlement layers,
whose architecture, however, was not determined.

The two excavated buildings are elongated
rectangular structures, each with two parallel
rows of three or five rooms. Both buildings have
a maximal preserved height of ca. 1.4 m; there are
no external entrances on ground level. There are
various indications that the buildings originally
had a second storey: Thick lime plaster floor
fragments were found in the fill of the rooms
that must have fallen from a storey above. The
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Figure 2.7 Shir, northeastern area. Storage buildings seen from the north. (photo: German Archaeological Institute, Orient
Department, Thomas Urban)

lower floor of the houses, or at least the socket,
was built of limestone, while the upper storey
was probably built of mud bricks or pisé; how-
ever, no traces of these walls are preserved.

The entire complex underwent a number of
successive alterations during the course of its use
(Rogasch 2011; Dietrich in prep.). Both first
emerged as two planned, individual structures;
then at a later point in time they were connected
by a structure with two rooms erected in between,
and finally enlarged by various additions in the
south. During this last construction phase, further
structures were probably erected in the north,
which, however, do not adjoin the two houses.
Furthermore, a large fragment of floor was found
in the south, at about the same level as the south-
erly additions, indicating that further structures
originally existed in the vicinity of the complex —
at least during the earlier phase of use.

The interiors of both buildings display several
layers of use: The first phase in the eastern house

consists of small rooms with floors made of mud
with a cover of thin lime mortar. In the next
phase, various small circular stone settings were
constructed in some of the rooms, which served
as vessel stands or containers. In the earliest
phase some of the rooms must have already been
partially filled with debris, before further instal-
lations were built in the fill.

The stratigraphic division in the western house is
less complex. There also the rooms were simple cells
with different kinds of floors, which often display a
lime mortar cover. Various installations had then
been placed on the floors of three rooms, among
which a large tub-like clay structure, renewed twice,
in the west represents quite an outstanding context.
The majority of finds in the building consist of
objects connected with food preparation. Large
vessels stood in two rooms, while in another room
a large “white-ware” bowl was found.

Just as in the central area, at a certain point in time

the buildings in the northeastern area — including



THE LATE NEOLITHIC SITE OF SHIR IN WESTERN SYRIA —~ 2§

"
]
4
N
F
-3

+

383 8003

B

gDDD @m.«: ° 3.
RSOy oy E
<

= 279.45 i
279,33
i ® 279,47

&
&
N
G
-+ —+ -} 3868 8003
7967 ges
' K= 270.3 2785
25 : 270,18
Ty O : :
b @ 7% » 279,49 .
279,37 279,61 °
E 279,36 278,14 |
B .
~ :

270,32 “ ey '
Y o
a

Z7,69
5o
7796 "
2 3 A S X
Lot -
@, ' J N
&.. 5 270,39 StoTage jar 27843
> o v e ’
=

+ I .+ + + @ % g +
D e 4

. Y 279.43

: N 27833 v J@ 2@
279.57
. ® . e o
: : 4 @ |
I ©
. 279,37 279,38 2790 é a 9-:2_|
389 8000 + L C— s — s Eee e . ot e e s = s —— s e —— s — s — - 389 8000

Figure 2.8 Shir, northeastern area. Storage vessel of the last phase of building A. (drawing: German Archaeological Institute,

Orient Department, Thomas Urban)

their entire inventories — were abandoned. Likewise,
several large vessels were found in the outer area,
which had been left behind (Figure 2.8).

A peculiar phenomenon observed in the latest
phase of use, in which the buildings must have
already collapsed, are remains of various large
vessels (Figure 2.9), which had been placed in
the wall remains (Figure 2.10). They are similar
to the vessels used during the “lifetime” of the
buildings, so that the interval of time between the
abandonment of the buildings and their later use
was likely not all that long, perhaps about 5o to
100 years.

Consequently, the stratigraphy excavated in the
northeast area indicates the following sequence
of use:

1. Foundation of two houses, probably on older
structures;
2. Construction of a connecting building and struc-

tures adjoining in the south;

3. Emergence of further buildings in the north and
south;

4. Abandonment of the buildings;

5. Erosion of the roofs and mud walls, accumulation
of fill in the rooms that reached the upper edge of
the stone socle-storey;

6. Erosion or removal of some of the stone walls in
the west; and

7. Placement of large vessels in these wall remains

and in open spaces.

THE ABANDONMENT OF
THE SITE

oward the end of the 7th millennium cal
BC, Shir was a middle-sized, unfortified
settlement amid fertile surroundings and in the
vicinity of natural resources such as silex, lime-
stone, basalt and clay, which were needed to
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Figure 2.9 Shir, northeastern area. The final phase of use after the abandonment of the houses (very light gray = main phase
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Figure 2.10 Shir, northeastern area. Storage vessels placed in the collapsed walls during the last phase of use. (photo: German
Archaeological Institute, Orient Department, Thomas Urban)



THE LATE NEOLITHIC SITE OF SHIR IN WESTERN SYRIA —~ 27

produce the necessary objects of daily use. The
settlement is characterized by a multitude of
domestic structures in various sizes and forms.
In the northern area two significant building
structures were discovered, which in view of the
preserved remains (room sizes, inventories)
found there can be addressed as storage facilities,
probably mainly for storing and preparing food-
stuff. However this storage was organized, the
existence of these buildings might be an indicator
of a certain prosperity of the site and its inhabit-
ants (Bartl et al. 2012). This settlement situation
ceased toward the end of the 7th millennium cal
BC, when the houses and storehouses were aban-
doned and left behind. Nonetheless, some people
must have stayed at the site or in the vicinity for a
longer time, people who made use of the deteri-
orated buildings for storage and buried their dead
in the deserted village.

Currently it is not clear whether or not the
central area and the northeastern area were aban-
doned at the same time. A few “*C dates from the
northeastern area point to around 6150/6100 cal
BC for the use of the houses. The abandonment
might have taken place a little later, perhaps
around 6050/6000 cal BC. The only "*C sample
analyzed from the central area is of slightly
younger date but points to the time span
between 6200 cal BC for the latest settlement
phase as well.

The process of abandonment at the site is
difficult to

According to various studies on sub-recent aban-

understand at the moment.
donment of sites (villages or houses), there are
two different kinds of abandonment: permanent
and temporary. Both can happen in a planned or
unplanned manner and leave different traces in
the archaeological context. Planned permanent
abandonment is characterized by the almost
complete absence of valuable goods and required
materials, which will be used in the next site
chosen for settling. Conversely, planned or
unplanned temporarily abandoned sites show

more refuse and many objects that are not
required for immediate use at the alternate site.
Moreover, valuable objects were more likely to
be stored in special places or caches (Stevenson
1982; Cameron and Tonka 1993; Nelson and
Schachner 2002).

According to that pattern, it seems that the
people of Shir did not intend to leave the site
forever, but to return at a later date. Many items,
e.g. large vessels and valuable objects, like pal-
ettes, seals, were left within the houses, thus
indicating that a return was anticipated.

However, a fact that remains inexplicable is
that small objects of daily use like pestles were
left behind as well. In any case, the houses in the
central and northeastern areas were abandoned
permanently around 6200/6100 BC and never
resettled again.

Of course, questions arise concerning the
reasons that led to the abandonment of an - at
first sight — optimal settlement site. Several
models are imaginable, such as a long-term
change in climate, short-term natural catas-
trophes, war-like conflicts or even reasons in
the symbolic sphere like a “bad spirit” connected
with specific events before the abandonment.

Deterioration in climatic conditions and an
accompanying decrease in the subsistence basis,
as might be assumed in connection with the
8.2-8.6 ka event (Weninger et al. 2009), cannot
be recognized in Shir at the moment, due to the
generally sparse remains of fauna and flora there.
However, a reduction of means of subsistence
cannot be rejected in general. Considering the
serious effects following a short-term deterior-
ation in climate that lasted only a few years, it
would seem possible — at least hypothetically —
that the abandonment of the settlement was
linked with a short-term climatic change and
originally not to be intended as permanent.

In this context it should be noted that the
Neolithic basis of subsistence in Shir comprised
of wild and

a comprehensive spectrum
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domesticated species, but it cannot be deter-
mined which of these foodstuffs was used
perpetually.

Furthermore, unmistakable indicators of cli-
matic deterioration, as supposedly represented
in the so-called rubble slides in the southern
Levant, are not attested in Shir. It is assumed
that these avalanches of stones were caused by
severe rainfall and destroyed or covered con-
structions  during the Yarmoukian period
(Simmons 1997; Rollefson 2009). Although
theoretically the stone settings associated with
the burials in the central area might possibly be
linked with this phenomenon, the spatial restric-
tion of this layer to an area outside of the built
zone rather indicates an anthropogenic construc-
tion. Further traces of stone accumulations are
completely missing at the site.

No evidence of regional natural catastrophes
such as earthquakes, which occur quite fre-
quently there, has been detected yet, if one dis-
regards the unique case of one single collapsed
wall in the youngest building layer. Further, local
catastrophes such as a large fire in the settlement
are not recognizable. An attack by a hostile
group, which the graves in the central area might
hypothetically be attributed to, seems unlikely
as — as far as observed on the skeletal remains -
there are no signs of injuries caused by violent
acts.

In spite of the lack of clear indicators, the
abandonment of the site must relate to a serious,
long-term disturbance in the community. It
remains uncertain whether this arose from local
reasons or whether it was linked with short-term
climatic changes that did not leave any traces in
the archaeological contexts. The fact, however,
that the remains of walls from the abandoned
buildings were probably in use long after the end
of the settlement, for example, in the northeast-
ern area as a place for depositing large vessels,
shows that there must have been people present
in the vicinity after the end of habitation at the

site. They could have settled either in another
place in Shir itself or in a neighboring area.
Possible sites could have been the southeastern
part of the settlement area of the site or a place
on the northern bank of the river. Settlement
remains were found during our survey in 2003,
but have since been destroyed in the course of
terracing activities. They probably dated to the
end of the 7th millennium cal BC (Bartl and
al-Maqdissi 2007).

ABSENCE OF SETTLEMENT
ACTIVITIES IN WESTERN SYRIA IN
THE 6TH AND sTH MILLENNIUM
CAL BC

uestions remain regarding the develop-

ment of settlement activities in the time
following the abandonment of Shir, the 6th mil-
lennium cal BC. The results of the Orontes
Survey have revealed that the 6th and sth millen-
nium cal BC represent a time span for which
almost no settlements are known (Bartl and al-
Magqdissi 2014, 2016). This also applies to regions
farther north in the Ghab (Fortin 2007; Fortin
and Cooper 2014) and the “gap of Homs”
(Haidar-Boustani et al. 2003-2004; al-Magqdissi
et al. 2014) and in the Homs region (Philip and
Bradbury 2010; Philip and Newson 2014), where
scarcely any evidence of the Late Neolithic/Early
Chalcolithic was documented in surveys con-
ducted during the past years.

The sequence at the nearby tell of Hama,
suggesting a continuous settlement between the
~th and sth millennium cal BC, is based on such
a meager amount of data that no further-reaching
conclusions can be made (Thuesen 1988).
Although several radiocarbon dates are available
for settlements such as Ras Shamra (Hours et al.
1994) and sites in the Rouj basin farther north
(Iwasaki and Tsuneki 2003), these cannot be
used to unquestionably attest a transition



