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2023) and Çemka (Kodaº et al. 2022) in the Tigris 
Valley, and Söğüt Tarlasɩ-Biris Mezarlɩğɩ (Özdoğan M. 
1995) in the Euphrates Valley, which have been dated 
to the late Pleistocene. However, none of these sites 
recorded a longstanding Epi-Palaeolithic tradition de-
veloped by mobile hunter-gatherers. Consequently, 

Introduction

The early Neolithic settlements in the Euphrates and 
Tigris Valleys, particularly in the region considered the 
transition between the Eastern Taurus Mountains and 
the Mesopotamian plains, appeared rather suddenly as 
early as in the mid-10th millennium BC. These include 
Körtik Tepe (Benz et al. 2015), Boncuklu Tarla (Kodaº 
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data on the Upper Palaeolithic are also lacking, and 
the origins of sedentism in the northern frontier re-
main unknown. The Neolithic in the foothills of the 
Eastern Taurus shared many similarities with that in 
most of Southwest Asia, and technological develop-
ments as well as the transition to food production can 
be observed as simultaneous developments over a 
wide area. 

The construction of dams and reservoirs on the Eu-
phrates and Tigris Rivers has facilitated the study of
the valleys within Turkey’s borders (Rosenberg, Erim-
Özdoğan 2011; Hauptman 2011; Özdoğan M. 2017; 
Özdoğan E., Karul 2020; see also Özdoğan M. et al. 
2011a; 2011b). However, the plateaus and plains be-
tween the two river valleys and the plains extending 
into Mesopotamia remain poorly studied regarding 
the prehistoric periods. The ªanlɩurfa Plateau, the sub-
ject of recent research, offers invaluable insights into 
Neolithic societies beyond the river valleys (Çelik, To-
lon 2018; ªahin et al. 2023). In particular, the archae-
ological studies at Göbeklitepe, which began in 1995 
(Schmidt 2006), have yielded significant insights into 
the characteristics of the early settlements on the pla-
teau. A review of the archaeological evidence from the
sites on the plateau reveals a striking continuity in the
existing settlement density, extending from the mid-
10th millennium BC to the end of the 8th millennium 
BC. Notably, none of the currently excavated or sur-
veyed settlements on the plateau have yielded evi
dence of occupation during the Pottery Neolithic pe-
riod. This indicates that the hilltop settlements on the 
plateau were abandoned before the production of pot-
tery and perhaps before agriculture and animal domes-
tication became the primary economic activities. It is 
also important to note that none of these settlements
have yet yielded any data reflect-
ing the transition between the two 
periods. The settlements where 
the transition phase is located in 
the Euphrates Valley include Mez-
raa Teleliat (Özdoğan M. 2011) 
and Akarçay Tepe (Özbaºaran, 
Duru 2011), while those situated
on the passage to the plains envi-
ronment include Gürcütepe (Er-
dalkɩran et al. 2023). Consequent
ly, it can be postulated that the 
evidence for food production in 
plateau settlements may be less 
robust than in other areas. How-
ever, the lack of comprehensive 

research on the plains may result in overlooking any 
settled societies that may have commenced during the 
Pre-Pottery Neolithic.

The research conducted on the ªanlɩurfa Plateau has 
yielded insights into the social dimensions of Neolithic 
societies in Southwest Asia (Fig. 1). The daily lives of 
these societies were intricately intertwined with ri
tuals, narratives, and associated symbolism. The area
in question is notable for its exceptional density of 
monumental structures and strong symbolic ele-
ments that were important to Neolithic communities 
(Schmidt 2006; 2010; Karul 2022; Karul et al. 2023). 
From the beginning of sedentary life, these features 
demonstrate the significance of spaces that facilitate 
the formation of bonds and the symbolic representa-
tion of social values and traditions. Many studies have 
indicated that symbols, rituals, and beliefs played a 
significant role in the adaptation of Neolithic societies 
to complex social environments during the transition 
to sedentary life (Rollefson 2000; Verhoeven 2002; 
Schmidt 2005; Peters, Schmidt 2004; Kuijt 2008; 
Whitehouse, Hodder 2010; Hodder, Pels 2010; Hod-
der, Meskell 2011; Finlayson et al. 2011; Dietrich et al. 
2012; Benz, Bauer 2013; Watkins 2015; Benz 2017; 
Dietrich et al. 2017; Benz, Sütterlin 2017; Özdoğan 
M. 2018; Makarewicz, Finlayson 2018; Becker et al. 
2019; Clare et al. 2019; Karul 2021). Nevertheless, it is 
worth emphasizing the challenge of understanding the 
worldview of prehistoric societies and the factors that 
sustained social cohesion. While the presence of tan-
gible evidence of the social aspects of these societies 
is not always evident, the settlements on the ªanlɩurfa 
Plateau offer a convenient vantage point for analysing 
Neolithic societies in this regard. In this context, it has 
the potential to facilitate a comprehensive understand-

Fig. 1. Early Neolithic settlements on the ªanlɩurfa plateau.
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E., Uludağ 2022; 2024; Özdoğan E. et al. 2023). The 
Neolithic settlement was constructed on two limestone 
hills, which were connected by a high ridge. One hill 
was situated to the north, while the other was located 
to the south (Fig. 2).

The total area of the Neolithic settlement is estimated 
to be approximately 3000 square metres. The north-
ern hill is densely populated by local villagers, and 
the excavations were conducted to the southwest of 
this area. The northern half of a circular subterranean 
structure was excavated beneath a modern concrete 
building (Fig. 3). The structure (Str. AA) has a width 
of approximately 14 metres and was cut into the bed-
rock. The fill of the building was damaged by modern 
activities and mixed with Roman finds. Nevertheless, 
the presence of blade-based technology and projectile 
points suggests a date within the PPNB period. The 
oval AA structure was carved into bedrock, with only 
a small portion of the walls remaining, possibly as a 
freestanding structure. On the interior of the wall is a 
bench constructed from bedrock that runs parallel to 
the wall. The presence of cavities on the bench indi-
cates that there were pillars on it. The bedrock floor 
of the structure has been meticulously smoothed and 
levelled. The inner face of the bench on the north side 
is decorated with five figures, which extend across an 
area measuring approximately 70–90cm in height and 
370cm in length (Özdoğan E. 2022).

A second structure, designated Str. AB was located to 
the east of the special building and exhibited consid-
erable damage. The construction of Str. AB was un-
dertaken directly on the bedrock surface. Due to the 
inclination of the hillside, the structure has sustained 
significant damage. The remains include a circular 

ing of the various dynamics involved in the emergence 
of Neolithic life.

The discovery of a special building and the exposed 
reliefs prompted immediate research at a Pre-Pottery 
Neolithic site in Sayburç in 2021 (Özdoğan E., Uludağ 
2022). The reliefs discovered at Sayburç are notable 
for their clear descriptive scenes, which provide a 
distinctive context (Özdoğan E. 2022). The analysis of 
symbolic elements in artistic productions allows for an 
objective understanding of the basic worldviews and 
ideologies that unite society. Although smaller than 
Göbeklitepe or Karahantepe (Karul 2022), Sayburç 
has demonstrated the diversity of contemporary sites 
in terms of size and composition.

The site displays a horizontally oriented mound for
mation that is characteristic of numerous other sites 
in the region. Two nearby areas have been identified, 
and concurrent studies are being conducted in both to
ascertain whether functional differences or chrono
logical processes are the primary factors in the deve-
lopment of horizontal settlements. The data from the 
excavations has permitted a study of the mid-9th mil-
lennium BC on the plateau from various perspectives, 
including architectural development, space use, and 
daily life. The research conducted at Sayburç has the 
potential to provide valuable insights into several key
fields, including animal domestication, plant cultiva-
tion, technological and architectural advances, as well 
as social changes in sedentary cultures within the pla
teau. The available data indicates the significance of 
symbols, rituals, and narratives in this transformation 
process.

This paper presents and evaluates the work carried
out at Sayburç over the past three years. 
The site’s chronological position and 
the main architectural elements are 
introduced within the context of the 
settlement’s general characteristics. Fur-
thermore, the discussion will encom
pass special buildings and ideas about 
associated symbolism that are still in 
their incipient stages of development.

The site

Sayburç is situated on the southern foot-
hills of the Eastern Taurus Mountains, 
20km southeast of the ªanlɩurfa city cen-
tre on the ªanlɩurfa Plateau (Özdoğan 

Fig. 2. View of the village of Sayburç and the archaeological sites 
from the south.
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are no discernible gaps or open spac-
es. Nevertheless, the multiple walls 
allowed gaps to form between the 
roofs of the buildings, which served 
to circulate within the settlement.

Datings

In contrast to the larger settlements 
in the vicinity, Sayburç does not ex-
hibit vertical stratification, suggest-
ing that it was inhabited for a single 
period. Radiocarbon dating indicates 
that the period of occupation spans 
approximately 300 years. The tem-
poral relationship between the struc-
tures in the southern and northern 
areas remains uncertain. Neverthe-

less, 11 radiocarbon dates were obtained from above 
the floors of the structures in the south (Fig. 5). All of 
the dates are consistent with one another and indicate 
a date in the middle of the 9th millennium BC. These 
dates correspond with the early PPNB period and are 
consistent with the assemblage of chipped stones and 
architectural features found at the site. The consistency 
of the architecture and, in particular, the chipped stone 
technology between the northern and southern areas 
indicate that there would be no significant temporal 
discrepancy between the two parts of the settlement.

Structural features of the architecture

The relatively well-constructed corners indicate that 
the inhabitants had experience in the construction 
of corners and the robust masonry (Fig. 6). The walls 
were constructed directly on bedrock and subsequent-

wall and a bench constructed in front of the wall of 
the building. The eastern and southeastern parts of 
the area, where the fill is only 20–30cm deep, were uti-
lized as a quarry during the Roman period.

The second and third excavation areas are located on 
the southern hill (Fig. 4). The concentration of modern 
occupation in the southern hill is limited to the foot of 
the hill. The settlement pattern throughout the area 
follows an agglomerative model, whereby the settle-
ment expands by way of adjacency. The buildings are 
constructed on bedrock and add to each other, result-
ing in a lack of standardization in size and layout. Nev-
ertheless, it is possible to distinguish buildings with a 
rounded or oval plan or a roughly quadrangular plan. 
The site contains buildings with straight walls on one 
side and an oval or rounded plan on the opposite side, 
which is similar to an apsidal plan. Currently, there 

Fig. 3. The northern part of the excavation area consists of structures 
built on the bedrock and of Roman quarries.

Fig. 4. Excavations at two locations on the southern hill revealed that the same architectural pattern was con-
sistently present throughout the entire area.
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constructed on both curved and rectilinear walls. In 
some instances, the buttresses were constructed in 
conjunction with the walls, while in others they were 
subsequently added to the bare walls. As they do not 
extend into the interior of the structure, they do not 
create divisions within the interior space. Neverthe-
less, the incorporation of buttresses did result in the 
formation of some niches. During the excavation, a 
layer of earth was identified at the surface of certain 
walls. It was observed that in certain cases, the soil lay-
er was covered with a layer of high-quality clay or lime 
plaster, which was sometimes as thick as 1.5 to 2cm.

To date, only one building has been fully excavated 
(Fig. 7). The floor was constructed by levelling the sur-
face of the limestone bedrock on which the settlement
was built. The floor surface was meticulously smooth
ed, and the sides, which constituted the foundation for 

ly elevated with a mortared stone wall until they reach
ed the level at which the roofing commenced. In cer-
tain instances, the structures display the presence of 
double rows of walls in addition to shared walls. The 
walls are remarkably well-preserved, exhibiting over-
lapping stone masonry in the upper parts, which can 
also be observed in some fallen debris. This indicates 
that the drop joints of the walls were slightly extended
inward on the upper portion. A system was likely in
stalled between the roof and the wall to prevent water 
infiltration and facilitate drainage. 

The primary construction material utilized was lime-
stone, a prevalent geological formation in the region. 
The stone was meticulously selected from medium-
sized flat stones or irregularly from large or small sto
nes. In addition to stone, adobe mortar was also em-
ployed. The structures feature buttresses, which were 

Fig. 5. The radiocarbon dates were obtained from the charcoal remains found above the floors of the build-
ings (prepared by E. Altɩnɩºɩk).
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Due to the limited number of completely excavated 
dwellings at Sayburç, some building elements are only 
known from a single example, including hearths. In 
the Str. BB, a hearth was constructed at the northern 
end of the eastern wall in the form of a niche opening 
into the wall. The hearth features a domed structure 
and narrows upwards (Fig. 9). A potential chimney 
also opens into the wall, although this section has not 
been preserved due to destruction. 

The majority of niches are located within the shorter 
walls of the building. In certain instances, the wall of 
a building may recede outward in the area where the 
niche is situated, creating a recessed space. In anoth-

er structure, the construction of 
niches was facilitated by the addi-
tion of buttresses, which provided 
support and stability to the wall. 
In one case, two pillars were po-
sitioned near the wall to create a 
niche (Fig. 10). 

Two distinct types of benches 
were identified within the struc-
tures. The first type of bench is the 
clay-plastered bench, which was 
discovered in buildings that have 
not yet been fully excavated. These 
benches were likely constructed 
by plastering clay on a stone-built 
platform next to the wall. Howev-
er, due to the incomplete nature of 
the excavation the specific features 

the walls, were constructed with 
rounded curves extending from 
the floor. The eastern section of 
the floor was coated with lime 
plaster, as it is assumed that the 
natural roughness of the bedrock
was filled with plaster, which 
made it flat and smooth. Further-
more, clay and terrazzo floors 
were discovered in Sayburç. The
majority of the clay floors were 
observed in elevated areas, which
may be considered analogous 
to benches. The surface finish 
is hard and smooth. Moreover, 
terrazzo floors were identified 
within the fill of the buildings. 
One of the discovered floor piec-
es measuring approximately 1.80 
x 0.75m, was found among the debris inside the build-
ing and fell from west to east.

The interior arrangement of the dwellings

The dwellings have been identified by their dimen-
sions, building elements, and artefacts. The practice of 
utilizing anthropomorphic T-pillars and stone benches, 
designated as special buildings, was also observed in 
dwellings. Although the buildings are modest in scale, 
the presence of work areas, niches, benches, and a 
hearth indicates the functional and conceptual exis-
tence of the home (Fig. 8).

Fig. 6. The structures in Sayburç were constructed in an adjacent manner 
through the addition of one upon the other.

Fig. 7. The excavation of a single dwelling at Sayburç has been fully com-
pleted.
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identified in a limited number of buildings. It is crucial 
to acknowledge here that the majority of the structures 
have yet to be fully excavated, and therefore it is possi-
ble that additional fallen pillars may be discovered on 
the floors during further excavation. The number and 
position of these elements are not uniform. In the fully 
excavated building, Str. BB, the pillar, which exhibits 
discernible human characteristics, is situated in the 
centre of the room. Furthermore, pillars were discov-
ered in the centre of other buildings. Moreover, two 
pillars were situated in close proximity to one another 
and aligned with the wall, thereby creating a recess 

at the narrow end of an oval-shaped 
structure. In another building, which 
appears to be a special building in 
the southern area, the pillars were 
placed along the wall with a central 
pillar in the middle. As the building 
has not yet been fully excavated, the 
pillars serve to distinguish it from the 
other dwellings in the area. To date, 
only one hearth has been excavated 
on the site, located in Str. BB, which 
– as noted above, is the only building 
that has been completely excavated 
thus far. The hearth is of a domed 
construction and is situated within 
the eastern wall. The hearth’s floor is 
constructed from bedrock and is situ-
ated approximately 10cm above the 
floor level. The upper portion of the 

of these benches remain uncer-
tain. The benches are elevated 
to a degree that is significantly 
above the expected floor level. 
The second type of bench was 
formed by carving bedrock. One 
particularly illustrative exam-
ple that was discovered in Str. 
Building BB is a completely ex-
cavated structure. The floor of 
the structure is carved into the 
bedrock. During the process of 
carving the floor, a bench was 
formed in the west, in front of 
the east wall, running parallel 
to it. The bench was extended in 
front of the north wall, forming 
an L-shaped structure that was 
limited by a buttress. To the east 
of this structure, another bench 
of a similar nature is situated at 
a slightly elevated level.

A number of domestic structures feature pillars that 
are approximately two metres in height. It is challeng-
ing to establish a standard in terms of size and shape, 
as the parameters appear to be variable. Some of the 
pillars exhibit decorations, including an arm and a V 
on the collar, which may be interpreted as symbols of 
human beings. Two examples of pillars with fingers, a 
belt, and a pelt hanging from underneath have been 
discovered. In addition, undecorated pillars were also 
discovered at the site. T-shaped pillars have only been 

Fig. 8. A T-shaped pillar with human features was placed in the centre of 
the building, which has a bench, a niche, and a hearth adjacent to the wall.

Fig. 9. The domed hearth, situated within the wall of the building, has 
been destroyed from above, although the portion adjacent to the vent is
discernible.
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as well. It was observed that they were 
constructed in an intertwined pattern 
with dwellings. This is not unexpected, 
given that a comparable phenomenon 
was observed at Göbeklitepe (Clare 
2020) and Karahantepe (Karul et al. 
2023). The special building in the north, 
with a maximum width of 14 metres, is 
larger than the dwellings excavated thus 
far. The bench, which extends along the 
wall on which the pillars were placed, 
and the reliefs on the bench, provide 
clear evidence that the building was a 
special structure. Consequently, it exem-
plifies the characteristics of special buil
dings in the region.

As noted above, the building is of a larg-
er scale than that of the other structures 
in the vicinity. The floor was carved into 
the limestone bedrock, with a depth of 

80 to 90 centimetres in the west and 50 to 60 centime-
tres in the east. The bench, which encircles the wall, 
appears to be divided by the pillars. The reliefs on the 
bench façade facing the space, the bench’s non-stan-
dardized height, and the upper surface’s arrangements 
indicate that the bench was not intended for sitting 
or standing. Rather, it served as an installation that 
enhanced the building’s overall aesthetic appeal. The 
absence of in situ fill makes it challenging to compre-
hend the interior design and utilization of the space. 
Nonetheless, it is anticipated that the results of further 
excavations in the remaining portions of the structure 
will provide a more comprehensive insight into the 
matter.

The reliefs on display exemplify a technical and nar-
rative style that is characteristic of Neolithic art in the 
region (Fig. 11). Except for a single figure in high relief, 
the remaining figures are incised. The figures are pre-
sented in a linear sequence, from left to right. Never-
theless, two scenes can be differentiated by the figures’ 
postures. The initial scene on the left depicts a bull 
and a male figure facing each other. To the right of the 
scene are three figures: two leopards and a male. The 
male figure situated in the centre of the composition is 
depicted in high relief. The other figures are gazing at 
each other, but the male figure in the centre is looking 
at the room, at the people gathered here. The surface 
of the bench, oriented towards the wall, including the 
reliefs, exhibits a coarser texture than the floor, which 
is marked by the presence of construction traces. 

chimney, where the hearth’s domed walls narrowed, is 
absent due to damage to the wall. In the same building, 
the concentration of finds associated with food prepa-
ration, such as grinding stones and pestles, is observed 
in the northern section. A single grinding stone was 
discovered on the bench to the west, while two additio
nal grinding stones were located on the floor close to 
it. In addition, grinding stones were placed on a low 
bench deposited in front of the eastern wall.

The special buildings

In Sayburç, a discernible differentiation between spe-
cial buildings and dwellings is not readily apparent. 
The special buildings are distinguished from the oth-
ers by several characteristics, including their relative-
ly larger size, the number of pillars incorporated into 
their design, the presence of double-tiered benches or 
the inclusion of artistic elements. The initial discov-
ery of a special building at Sayburç was made in the 
northern area. This building, which has been partially 
excavated, contains reliefs. Upon the initial discovery 
of this special building, excavations in the southern 
area were just beginning, and all the structures were 
presumed to be dwellings. Consequently, it was postu-
lated that a specific area of the settlement at Sayburç, 
analogous to those observed at Çayönü (Özdoğan M.,
Özdoğan A. 1990) and Nevali Çori (Hauptmann 1993),
was designated for special structures. However, as the 
excavations in the southern area progressed, it became 
evident that special buildings were present in this area 

Fig. 10. T-shaped pillars are found both in special buildings and 
dwellings.
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vertheless, the significance of these scenes remains 
opaque. The narrative presents a harmonious rela-
tionship between humans and animals. The plot of 
this narrative can be interpreted from a variety of per-
spectives, including a before-and-after analysis or as a 
series of interrelated scenes. The Sayburç reliefs repre-
sent the most comprehensive and revealing visual re
presentations made by Early Neolithic people in the 
region.

In the southern area, at least three special buildings 
remain among the dwellings. The structures in ques-
tion were only partially excavated. In an oval struc-

Upon focusing on the depictions within this structure, 
several important characteristics emerge. Firstly, the 
figures depicted are leopards and bulls, two species 
that are commonly represented in Early Neolithic ico-
nography of the region. Secondly, the depictions place 
a significant emphasis on the dangerous limbs of these 
wild species. Thirdly, all the depicted figures, which 
are identifiable as male, are shown with phallic sym-
bols. Finally, all the figures are depicted in motion. The 
animals are depicted in an aggressive posture, while 
the human figure on the left is shown crouching in a
nearly dance-like pose. The seated human figure in 
high relief is depicted holding his phallus (Fig. 12). The 
figures are situated in a moment of an event that may 
be interpreted as recounting a story or myth, which 
distinguishes the piece from its contemporaries. The 
reliefs are composed of two scenes, which flow from 
left to right in a horizontal sequence. The horizontally 
flowing scenes represent a notable departure from the 
typical depiction of figures on T-shaped pillars, com-
posite statues, and human figures carrying animals on 
their backs in a vertical perspective.

The composition includes two male figures, both of 
whom display ithyphallic features, but have different 
expressions as they are placed in the centre of differ-
ent scenes. The male figure on the right is depicted 
in high relief, from the facing side, in a realistic style. 
On either side of the figure are two leopards oriented 
towards him. The leopard on the left is also depicted 
with an erect phallus. The other male human figure is 
shown in a roughly drawn side view. The line extend-
ing from the abdomen represents an erect phallus. The 
bull, which also has an erect phallus, stands on the 
opposite side of it. Although the bull is shown from the 
side, its head is carved in such a way that both horns 
are visible from above.

The two scenes are distinct and deliberately placed 
side by side, as evidenced by the blank sidewalls. Ne-

Fig. 11. The Sayburç reliefs are two side-by-side scenes with five figures arranged horizontally (photo B. Köºker).

Fig. 12. The most striking figure is the seated male 
figure, which is distinguished from the others by its 
high-relief technique and the direction of its view.
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and long bones were reburied in a niche. The structure 
with the burials in the niche is likely a dwelling. The 
niche is situated near the point at which the west wall 
of the structure makes a turn towards the south. As the 
structure was only excavated to a depth of 75cm, no
information is available regarding the context of the 
building. Nevertheless, it is evident that following the 
placement of the bones within the niche, the front face
was subsequently plastered. The most recently dis-
covered cluster of burned bones were found on the 
northern side of a dwelling, with only the western half 
of which was excavated (Fig. 14). They were scattered 
on the bedrock bench and the floor in front of it. As 
the building has not yet been fully unearthed, it is diffi
cult to make an assessment of its context. However, it
seems that the bones were discarded before the build-
ing was abandoned. The number of individuals, their 
age and gender, as well as the treatment of the bones, 
are still under study and thus not yet fully understood. 
Nevertheless, observations made during the excava-
tion indicate that they were composed primarily of 
long bones and skulls, and were initially secondary 
burials.

Discussion

The potential for comprehending the relationship 
between domestic and special buildings is evident in 
the study of Sayburç. The dwellings constructed on 

bedrock provide insights into the set-
tlement pattern and structural features, 
while their well-preserved remains of-
fer useful information about life in the 
past. As the research is still in its early 
stages, the place of the buildings in the 
technological novelties of architecture is 
emphasized here. The buildings in Say-
burç exhibit a transition from a round to 
a quadrangular architectural form. Simi-
larly, the use of buttresses, which are be-
lieved to have reinforced the structural 
integrity of the walls, is also evident at 
the site. The apsidal plan, rectilinear 
wall, well-constructed corner connec-
tions, buttresses, niches, and the dome-
shaped hearth, situated within the wall, 
demonstrate the capacity of the commu-
nity to create well-organized spaces as 
‘house’ contexts. This was also achieved 
through the application of construction 
techniques that required a certain de-
gree of technical expertise.

ture designated as Str. CB excavated 80cm from the 
top, and seven T-shaped pillars were placed in front 
of the walls, probably on a bench running parallel to 
the wall (Fig. 13). A central T-pillar was also placed 
in the middle. In the adjacent Str. CD, the same fea-
tures were discovered, but only in a limited area. The 
third structure is located to the south. Str. DA is once 
again encircled by dwellings. The structure features 
a double-step bench in front of the wall and at least 
one central T-shaped pillar lying on the floor, which 
has been destroyed. Given that this building was also 
partially excavated, our understanding of it remains 
incomplete. Some of the structures can be identified as 
special buildings based on their size and plan. Further 
excavation is necessary to provide clear definitions.

The burials

Three clusters of human remains have thus far been re-
covered in the southern region within the domestic 
structures. All of the recovered human bones are sec-
ondary burials, and the bones exhibit signs of burning. 
It can be reasonably assumed that selected bones, par-
ticularly long bones and skull fragments, were placed 
within the structures. The initial cluster was excavated 
from the walls of the building, located just beneath the 
surface fill and partially buried within it. The second 
cluster is a secondary burial of six individuals. The 
bones were subjected to severe burning, and the skull 

Fig. 13. One of the special buildings in Sayburç features a central 
and seven perimeter T-pillars against the wall.
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jects, have been unearthed at the site (Fig. 15). Beads 
and ornaments represent the individual form of sym-
bolic expression that was characteristic of past soci-
eties. It is evident that these forms of personal sym-
bolism existed before the Neolithic period, but they 
increased in both material, type, and quantity with the 
Neolithic (Özdoğan E. 2016). Nevertheless, the appear-
ance of public symbols during the Neolithic period is 
noteworthy. This is particularly obvious in the settle-
ments of the Urfa region, where these symbols repre-
sent elements that are fundamental to social values. 
One of the most striking features of these symbols is 
that they often form contexts associated with special 
buildings. The presence of these symbols in gathering 
places also serves to highlight the relationships among 
these symbols, rituals, and narratives.

The preliminary studies indicate that 
they are one-room structures built by 
attaching one to the other. However, 
some of the smaller rooms that have 
been uncovered may have been an-
nexes associated with the structures. 
From the exterior, the settlements 
appears to be a vast island of contigu
ous structures. The buildings are con-
structed next to one another, result-
ing in a limited amount of open
space and restricted access. The in-
tersections of walls between diffe-
rent structures likely served as pas-
sageways. The considerable width
of some multiple walls may be indi-
cative of the presence of roads with-
in the settlement, which facilitated
internal circulation. The houses pro
bably had thatched roofs over their 
stone walls. In some well-preserved houses, the walls 
have been extended inside. This suggests that the up-
per portions of the walls were positioned slightly in-
ward to prevent rainwater from entering the buildings 
from outside. This also facilitates the drainage of water 
from a large building island.

It is crucial to acknowledge that none of the special 
buildings within the site have yet been fully excavated. 
A structure in the northern area appears to be larger 
than the other dwellings, and a bench along the wall 
with reliefs indicates its special function. At least three 
buildings in the southern area are considered ‘special 
buildings’ due to their interior equipment and arrange-
ment of pillars. This pattern of intertwined dwellings 
and special buildings is noteworthy. This prompts the 
question of why there was more 
than one special building and whe-
ther there were any differences be-
tween them in terms of their use or 
users. While the answers to these 
questions may not be known until 
the buildings in the area are fully 
excavated, the special buildings 
and symbolic elements at Sayburç
provide sufficient evidence to make
an assessment. The symbolic ar-
tefacts in Sayburç extend beyond 
those observed within the context 
of the special structures. Addition-
ally, personal body ornaments, 
such as beads and small stone ob-

Fig. 14. The human bones situated in front of the bench are composed 
of skull fragments and long bones. These bones, which are classified as 
secondary burial, have undergone burning.

Fig. 15. Personal ornaments and secondary use grooved stone (photo Y. 
Aslan).
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Conclusion

The Urfa region has been identi-
fied as the site of distinctive spe-
cial buildings and related sym-
bolism that go as far back as the 
mid-10th millennium, BC as evi-
denced by Göbeklitepe and Kar-
ahantepe (Schmidt 2006; 2010; 
Karul 2021; 2022). The discov-
ery of special buildings and re-
liefs at Sayburç indicates that this 
tradition persisted until the mid-
9th millennium BC. Furthermore, 

in Sayburç, as in the other sites, the special buildings 
are not singular, but rather multiple and integrated 
into the dwellings. The evidence suggests that the tra-
dition of integrating special buildings and dwellings 
into settlements persisted for a considerable length 
of time. In addition to temporal distinction, Sayburç 
is also distinguished from the other two settlements 
in terms of size. While the other two settlements ex-
hibit a shift in size and complexity over time, Sayburç 
remained a relatively small settlement throughout its 
history. This suggests that distinctive architectural fea-
tures, special buildings, and high artistic productions 
are not exclusive to large and prominent settlements.

The reliefs in the special building in Sayburç provide 
a compelling illustration of the public significance of 
symbolism. The figures display features typically asso-
ciated with strong, predatory animals, the male gen-
der, and ithyphallic features (Schmidt 2006; Hodder, 
Meskell 2011). They are carved in stone and depicted 
in a realistic style, indicating that they are the products 
of artistic production requiring labour and mastery. As 
exemplars of a long tradition, they are representative 
of the broader phenomenon, while at the same time 
constituting a unique and comprehensive scene that is 
characteristic of this region. The scenes are arranged 
horizontally, and the orientation of the figures serves 
to emphasize two different scenes. Although there is a 
space around them, the fact that they are depicted side 
by side makes them two related narratives.

It is of particular importance to consider the contexts 
in which these depictions take place. As in the case of 
Sayburç, both in Karahantepe and Göbeklitepe as well 
as in Nevali Çori, both depictions and sculptures are 
found in special structures. The fact that these depic-
tions, which are clearly narrative in nature, are found 
in special structures – in other words, in structures 
with public functions – places them at the centre of 
public events and rituals. The coexistence of special 
buildings and symbols facilitates mutual understand-
ing of the function of both symbols and buildings (Fig. 
16). It seems that narratives, which are the subject of 
rituals, serve to maintain social cohesion and ensure 
the continuity of social values. In this regard, the de-
pictions, special buildings, and related rituals serve an 
important function in the continuity of culture and the 
transmission of traditions to future generations. Al-
though the narratives themselves are not readily com-
prehensible, their social implications can be discerned.

Fig. 16. Male human figure in a scene with a bull (photo B. Köºker).
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