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THE 2023 JOINT TURCO-ITALIAN EXCAVATIONS AT KARKEMISH

Nicolo MARCHETTI'

In loving memory of Refik Duru

The eleventh campaign of renewed excavations and restorations at Karkamis Hoyiik,
ancient Karkemish (province of Karkamis, Gaziantep; coordinates UTM zone 37S 412300.00
E, 4076300.00 N; Fig. 1) took place in May-August 2023.! The aim for the 2023 season was
to continue to expose extensively the Iron Age, as well as Late Bronze Age town in order to
enhance understanding the urbanism of the site in detail and better defining its urban history.
Excavations were carried out in nine main areas (C East, C North, BB, DD in the inner town,
Z, EE in the outer town, AA sounding, AA and FF on the acropolis), in addition to the usual
rescue operations in the Yunus necropolis, the main results being outlined below.

Nicoldo MARCHETTI, Department of History and Cultures, Alma Mater Studiorum — University of Bologna,
Piazza S. Giovanni in Monte 2, 40124 Bologna, ITALY; nicolo.marchetti@unibo.it; ORCID: 0000-0003-0040-
5115.

1 The project is directed by the Author on behalf of the Alma Mater Studiorum — University of Bologna, the
University of Istanbul and the University of Gaziantep, with Hasan Peker from Istanbul University serving as
deputy director. Thanks are due, for their financial support, to the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (DGDP
directorate — 6™ Office), the University of Bologna and the Sanko Holding. To my colleagues Refik Duru,
Belkis Dingol, Mustafa Ozakga and to the colleagues of the Kiiltiir Varliklar1 ve Miizeler Genel Miidiirliigii
in Ankara, I express my warmest gratitude for their unfailing advice and support. I am also deeply grateful
to our Representative Halil Y1lmaz, to Gaziantep Provincial Culture and Tourism director Biilent Oztiirk, to
Gaziantep Museum director Ozgiir Comak, to Gaziantep Heritage Conservation Committee director Kivang
Ozbey. The Metropolitan Mayor of Gaziantep (Fatma Sahin), the Governors of Gaziantep (Davut Giil and
then Kemal Ceber), the Local Governor of Karkamis (Furkan Cakir) and the Mayor of Karkamis (Ali Dogan)
have constantly helped the Expedition during its stay. The Italian Ambassador in Turkey, Giorgio Marrapodi,
the director of the Italian Cultural Institute in Istanbul, Salvatore Schirmo, the Italian Cultural Attaché, Dario
Sabbioni, and the Italian Honorary Consul in Gaziantep, Mehpare Kileci, have always fully supported us.
The participants to the 2023 season were archaeologists Isik Albasan, Martina Arbosti, Elena Bandiera, Nur
Sena Bikmaz, Mustafa Bilgin, Sara Bottino, Vittoria Cardini, Francesca Cavaliere, Claudia D’Orazio, Baris
Doyan, Valentina Gallerani, Gabriele Giacosa, Medya Karakaya, Noemi La Cara, Giulia Magnani, Eleonora
Mariani, Mehmet Yigit Meydan, Valentina Molinari, Jacopo Monastero, Valentina Orru, Yunus Firat Piraloglu,
Sara Pizzimenti, Rosa Rivoltella, Tutku Tuncali Yaman, paleobotanist and archaeologist Daniele Redamante,
conservator Nadia Barbi, draftsmen Burhan Giilkan, Fazilet Bolat, Ozlem Heper, Derya Turan, Ebru Uzun,
Esra Zamut, topographer Marco Valeri, photographer Francesco Prezioso, physical anthropologist Rula Shafiq
Baysan, zooarchaeologists Elena Maini and Eleonora Serrone, numismatic Aliye Erol, historian Ibrahim
Vehbi Baysan, the architectural planning team of Gaziantep University led by Mustafa Ozakg¢a with Kayahan
Eriten, Mehmet Tolga Gogiis, Mine Giimiisburun, Esra Eylem Karatas, Fatih Yildizhan, Talha Ekmekyapar.
Architect Ceren Ugurluer designed together with the Expedition the shelter above Katuwa’s palace (fig. 11).
All the illustrations are the copyleft of the Turco-Italian Archacological Expedition to Karkemish. The site of
Karkemish has been newly excavated since 2011 through yearly campaigns (sometimes taking place twice a
year), except in 2018 and 2022. For some recent reports on Karkemish, see Marchetti 2019-2020; Marchetti and
Peker 2019; Peker 2022; Bolognani, Giacosa and Zaina 2021; Gallerani, Vacca and Zaina 2017; Mantellini and
Pizzimenti 2021.
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The earliest periods documented thus far have been reached in the deep sounding
(measuring 2.5x3 m) opened during the 2019 season in the floor of room L.9423 of the LB
II palace in area AA (which represents phase 1). Phases 8-2 date from MB I to LB I, phase 9
to EME 5 (EME=Early Middle Euphrates chronology), phases 17-10 to EME 4 and phases
20-18 to EME 3, to which in 2023 we added phase 21 (fig. 2). The third millennium BCE
sequence excavated shows an alternation of monumental (21-20, 17-16, 13, 10-9), domestic
(12-11) and productive (19-18) structures, with a major change in the orientation of buildings
taking place between phase 14 and 13.

The LB II palace on the acropolis was further explored, both along the eastern and
southern limits of area AA and in the newly opened area FF (measuring 10x5 m) more to the
East: in both areas, the LB II structures were cut by Hellenistic and Roman pits, the upper
stratigraphy unfortunately having been completely removed by the leveling carried out by
the military stationed on the acropolis. In area AA, a long and narrow corridor with a floor
of pressed earth (L.12345), delimited by wide mudbrick walls with a N-S orientation, has
been identified and brought to light towards the South, while to the East we excavated a
wide and long wall (W.11388), with an E-W orientation, which, due to its large dimensions,
likely represents one of the limits of the public building investigated in this area. This large
construct/on, which we preliminarily consider as a palace, is almost void of finds and is
organized into three parallel sectors divided into smaller rooms. In nearby area FF, a medium-
sized room with a floor of pressed earth (L.12932; fig. 3 left) delimited on three sides by
very wide mudbrick walls (W.12905, W.12916 and W.12928) and having two small benches
along the southern and western limits of the room (B.12934 and B.12933). This monumental
building also dates to the LB II period and it is contemporary, if not connected architecturally,
to that of area AA. In fact, along the eastern limit of the excavation the building was cut by
a long foundation of a wall built with massive stone boulders. The wall itself (W.12902)
presents a buttress to the south-west (fig. 3 right): only a single course of large limestone
blocks is preserved due to the cut operated by the military as mentioned above. It likely dates
to the early Iron Age period, but the lack of associated pottery sherds prevents any more
precise dating of the structure, which only hypothetically may be linked with the famous
temple of Kubaba located on the acropolis. An extension of the excavation in this direction is
barred, for the time being, by the presence of military barracks.

In the Lower Palace area we continued exploring the LB II administrative buildings and
its environs, from which several hundreds impressed sealings have been retrieved since 2017.
Under two phases of Iron I occupation (of structures mainly devoted to the processing of
food), well preserved layers from LB II were exposed. In area C North the main feature
is represented by a roadway (L.13222; fig. 4) paved with pebbles and sherds with large
quantities of discarded animal bones as well as vessels on it. Many of the latter (almost
exclusively bowls) featured a hieroglyphic DEUS sign incised before firing, which suggests,
with all probability, their belonging to a temple structure. To the West, we documented
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part of a new building, a room delimited by two mudbrick walls with stone foundations
(W.11899 and W.13211), with a smashed jar on its floor of pressed earth. In area C East,
the work took place in the south-eastern corner of the area, which was quite damaged by
later pits but still allowed us to gain more evidence on the terraced administrative building
(fig. 5). In a partially preserved room (L.12425 with walls W.11568, W.12402, W.12423),
featuring a mudbrick installation (W.12421), we discovered an unfinished red stone cylinder
seal (probably intended to carry an inscription, fig. 6) and a number of impressed sealings.
A separate room was poorly preserved, but probably belongs to a different sector of the
building (L.12430 with wall W.12423).

As far as the Iron II and III phases are concerned, we decided to test a hypothesis of ours,
i.e. that the King’s Gate actually is the entrance of a large palace compound around an open
space, of the kinds attested at Tell Tayinat and Zincirli Hoyiik, which were first built in Iron
IT and kept their function with refurbishments during Iron III, i.e. the time of Neo-Assyrian
occupation.” Not knowing, however, the extent of the presumed central open area we opened
two trenches measuring 9x4 m to the South (DD) and South-West (BB) of the King’s Gate, on
either side, but at some distance, of the Neo Hittite paved roadway starting from it. The Abbasid
phase was only represented in area DD by a large villa lying on the surface, while in both
areas we dug a very complex stratigraphy (as documented in the Lower Palace as well), with
monumental phases both from the Late Antique and Roman periods. However, while in area
DD we excavated underlying Hellenistic levels of occupation, in area BB the Roman leveling
fills went much deeper, perhaps because the Achaemenid and Hellenistic settlement was higher
towards the East and so more filling was need to keep Roman structures at the same elevation.
Especially in area BB, we observed how a house underwent several reconstructions through
time, each yielding stratified material assemblages, which were thus far mostly lacking in the
severely damaged contemporary phases of the Lower Palace (fig. 7).}

We continued our researches in the Outer Town, where we have brought to light some Iron
III residencies in area Z and in the newly opened area EE. The 2019 geophysical survey of the
Outer Town (on the Turkish side) showed a relatively dense architectural urban setup and in
order to check its readings we opened in 2021 area Z, which measured 10x10 m and included
what in the magnetogram seemed a street and part of two buildings along it. The excavations,
completed in 2023, confirmed this interpretation and revealed an Iron III complex just under
the surface (with a much eroded away Achaemenid reconstruction). The two residencies
lay North and South of a roadway (L.12021), crossed by an East-West drain (D.12020; fig.
8). Three domestic/residential units (L.12703; L.12735; L.12023) were delimited by walls
of which the stone foundations remained (W.12016 and W.12018; W.12701 and W. 12700;

2 See for Tayinat, Harrison and Osborne 2012: 127-129, fig. 3; Haines 1971: 44-55, pls. 70-72, 74-81, 96-97, 99,
100, 103, 106; for Zincirli, Pucci 2008: figs. 2, 4, 6. In practice, the King’s Gate at Karkemish would correspond
to gates “Gateway XII/Area V” and Gate Q at Tayinat and Zincirli respectively.

3 For the final report on the Classical settlement of Europos, see now Di Cristina and Gallerani 2024.
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W.12019 and W.12015). To the South, in a production area we documented two stone mortars
(1.12733 and 1.12734), two drains (D.12710 and D.12727), and a floor feature made of baked
bricks (L.12725), with some closed pottery shapes nearby. At some distance to the North-
East, the chance find of a round olive-press with a groove along the edges of the limestone
boulder and a spout, led us to explore a third domestic unit (area EE), also dating from Iron
II1. In addition to the olive-press itself (I. 12744), there were nearby to an orthostat (1.12742,
probably serving as a separation feature) and a column base (I. 12743), in fact the base for
the vertical post of the pressing mechanism, surrounded by mudbrick walls (W. 12759 and W.
12758). Three large anchor-like perforated stone tools (which functioned as counterweights)
were found on the floor of the main room (L.12756; fig. 9).* During the Iron IV/Achaemenid
period, the building was cut by a disturbed inhumation grave within a pithos (G. 12751),
from which we collected two bronze bracelets and only some scatter human bone fragments.

The excavations in the necropolis of Yunus, lying under the modern cemetery of Karkamas,
focused on three new areas (denominated 20, 21 and 22; fig. 10), which have been dug as
usual down to virgin soil. All the areas have then been backfilled at the end of the season,
in order to allow the digging of modern graves without damaging archaeological remains.
We have found six cremation burials (G.12802, G.12806, G.12812, G.12820, G.12831,
G.12836) dating from Iron III and three inhumation graves (G.12815, G.12818, G.12824)
from the Classical period, almost all of which had been already looted in Antiquity, however.

Following the Turkish Ministry of Culture’s approvals, a new entrance building to the
archaeological park was completed by Gaziantep Governorate, while the protective shelter
above Katuwa’s palace in area C of the Lower Palace was installed under the supervision
of Gaziantep Museum together with the Expedition, thanks to the financial support of both
the Expedition and of the Sanko Holding.’ The shelter’s project, inspired by the hexashelter
prototype by the Getty Conservation Institute, offers innovative technological and design
solutions and is highly respectful of the unique surrounding environmental and archaeological
landscapes (fig. 11).

4 Woolley dug a very similar, contemporary context with an olive-press in the Syrian side of the Outer Town
(House C: Woolley 1921: 53, 56-57, 121-123, fig. 38, pl. 18).

5 The archaeological park of ancient Karkemish, opened in July 2019, may be freely visited all the year round
except on Mondays. In the Spring of 2022, a land art installation called “The Third Garden” by the Italian
maestro Michelangelo Pistoletto was inaugurated at the edge of the archaeological park, next to the old Mill. At
the request of Turkish authorities, in 2023 in the Syrian side of the Outer Town, i.e. in Jerablus, we installed a
500-m-long fence to try to stop further encroachment of a sprawling refugee camp into the archaeological site
(fig. 11, background).
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Fig. 1 — Topographic map of Karkemish with the excavation areas.
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Fig. 2 — View from the surface towards the North of building phase 21 (of early EME 3 date) in Sounding AA on
the acropolis.

Fig. 3 — View from South-West of area FF on the acropolis; note the massive, buttressed stone foundation
W.12902, from the early Iron age, along the right, cutting through the LB II mudbrick building.
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Fig. 4 — LB Il roadway L.13222 in area C North seen from the South-West; the southern walls of the Roman forum
are visible at the sides.

Fig. 5 — View from the East of area C East, with the LB II structures excavated in 2023 located along the southern
excavation limit.
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Fig. 6 — Red stone cylinder seal, probably unfinished and featuring a Hittite god, LB II, area C East (KH.23.0.150,
measuring 1.2 diam x 2.4 h cm, fill F.12418).

Fig. 7 — Topmost Late Antique building in area BB seen from the East; an Abbasid building lay in the unexcavated
area to the top right. Note the reuse of Roman columns for the foundations of walls in left foreground.
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Fig. 8 — UAV view of area Z from WNW towards the West Gate; the central roadway with flanking Iron III houses
is visible.

Fig. 9 — View from South of the Iron III olive press complex inn area EE: note the three fallen pierced counterwei-
ghts, the “column” base, the orthostat and the grooved press itself.
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Fig. 10 — The operations excavated in the Yunus necropolis, below the modern cemetery of Karkamis. Those
made in 2023 are nos. 20-22.

Fig. 11 — View from the Acropolis of the protective shelter over Katuwa’s palace in the Lower Palace area, looking
South towards the ever expanding city of Jerablus in Syria. The impact on the site’s landscape has been reduced as
much as possible.
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