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Abstract: Excavations have been carried out at three Early Iron Age sites in Turkish Thrace. The 

Kilisetepe and Menekşe Çatağı Mounds of Maydos are located on the southern coastal line of the 

region, while the Aşağıpınar Mound is in the centre. The characteristic architecture of the region 

can only be defined by the few architectural finds from these sites. 

What we know about the burial tradition comes from the largely destroyed dolmen 

structures and the Taşlıcabayır Tumulus excavated in Kırklareli. Nevertheless, our recent 

investigations have led us to propose some hypotheses about the funerary structures and 

practices of the region. These studies have led to new ideas about the chronology, phases and role 

of the Taşlıcabayır Tumulus in social communication during the period. This article summarises 

these hypotheses. 

Among the studies carried out since the 2000s on the findings that shed light on the cult 

practices of Turkish Thrace, the rock-carved spaces called "Fırınkayalar", which are among the 

most striking elements, have been particularly addressed in this study and it has been tried to 

develop suggestions about the function of these unique structures based on cult and funerary 

practices in the north of Thrace. 

Rezumat: Doar trei situri de la începutul epocii fierului au beneficiat de cercetări sistematice în 

Tracia turcească. Movilele Kilisetepe și Menekşe Çatağı din Maydos sunt localizate pe coasta de 

sud a regiunii, în timp ce movila Aşağıpınar se află în centru. Caracteristicile arhitecturii din 

această regiune nu pot fi definite decât pe baza acestor cercetări. 

Ceea ce se cunoaște despre tradițiile funerare se bazează pe structurile de tip dolmen, în 

mare parte distruse, și tumulul Taşlıcabayır, cercetat în Kırklareli. Cu toate acestea, cercetările 

recente ale autorului permit formularea unor ipoteze privind structurile și practicile funerare din 

această regiune. Aceste studii au condus la noi idei privind, cronologia, fazele și rolul tumulului 

Taşlıcabayır în rețeaua socială a perioadei. Prezentul articol va prezenta sumar aceste idei. 

Printre studiile desfășurate începând cu anii 2000 asupra descoperirilor ce fac lumină 

asupra practicilor de cult din Tracia Turcească, monumentele săpate în stâncă, de tip 

"Fırınkayalar", care sunt printre cele mai izbitoare structure, au fost cu precădere luate în 

considerare în prezentul articol, încercându-se propunerea unor interpretări privind funcția 

acestor structure unice, pornind de la practice funerare și de cult din nordul Traciei. 

Keywords: Turkish Thrace, Early Iron Age, Architecture, Cult Structures, Tomb Structures, 

Fırınkayalar, Taşlıcabayır Tumulus, Hacılar Dolmen, Arpalık Dolmen. 

Cuvinte cheie: Tracia turcească, prima epocă a fierului, arhitectură, amenajări de cult, amenajări 

funerare, Fırınkayalar, tumulul de la Taşlıcabayır, dolmenul de la Hacılar, dolmenul de la 

Arpalık. 
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INTRODUCTION 

All the existing information about the architecture, funerary structures and cult sites 

of the Early Iron Age in the part of Thrace that lies within the borders of Turkey and 

geographically constitutes the "Eastern Thrace" is based on excavations and research 

carried out after the 1980s.  

The Taşlıcabayır Tumulus, excavated under the scientific supervision of M. 

Özdoğan in Asilbeyli Village, Kırklareli Province, not only filled an important gap in the 

information regarding the burial tradition of Eastern Thrace, but also provided very 

important data for understanding the Early Iron Age cultural structure of the region. 

Following his master's thesis on the Dolmens of Eastern Thrace, M. Akman 

published articles on similar topics1. Another master thesis on Early Iron Age 

megalithic monuments in Turkish Thrace was written by R. Erdoğu2. 
The excavations at Lalapaşa/Arpalık Dolmeni in Lalapaşa district of Edirne 

province, conducted by a scientific team including M. Akman, and the excavations at 

Hacılar Dolmeni3 (monument which was removed to the garden of the Edirne 

Museum from its original location, due to conservation problems), also brought to 

light a series of finds important for learning more about this topic. 

In the case of the surveys carried out by E. Beksaç in the 2000s, the interest was 

mainly focused on the megalithic cult monuments in the Eastern Thrace Region4. 

The sites in Turkish Thrace that have been investigated for a long time, and in 

the case of which Early Iron Age levels have been identified, are Kırklareli Aşağıpınar, 

Tekirdağ Menekşe Çatağı and Maydos Kilisetepe mounds on the Gallipoli Peninsula. 

Although these studies have provided important clues about the architecture and cult 

practices of the period, they have not been sufficient to define the Early Iron Age 

cultural dynamics of Eastern Thrace as a whole. 

In 2023, my PhD thesis5 analysed the Early Iron Age culture of Turkish Thrace and 

its impact on Anatolia in the light of all available data. The article based on this work will 

both summarise the known data of the region from studies conducted since the 1980s and 

present the theories based on the new data obtained during research for the thesis. 

                                                 
1  Erdoğu 2005. 
2  Akman 1997. 
3  Akman 2010; Arpalık Dolmen finds are exhibited in the Edirne Museum. 
4  Beksaç 2006; Beksaç 2006a; Beksaç 2007; Beksaç 2008; Beksaç 2009; Beksaç 2009a; Beksaç 

2010; Beksaç 2011; Beksaç 2012; Beksaç 2013; Beksaç 2014; Beksaç 2015; Beksaç 2016; Beksaç 

2019; Beksaç, Beksaç 2017; Beksaç, Hatipler, Beksaç 2016; Beksaç, Beksaç 2018. 
5  Doğan 2023. 
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Fig. 1. Turkish Thrace. 

EARLY IRON AGE ARCHITECTURE IN TURKISH THRACE 

Systematic archaeological excavations at two sites in the part of Thrace within the 

borders of Turkey provide information about the Early Iron Age architecture of the 

region. One of these sites is the Menekşe Çatağı Mound on the northern shore of the 

Sea of Marmara and the other is the Maydos Kilisetepe Mound in the central part of 

the Gallipoli Peninsula. The fact that both sites are located in the southern part of 

Eastern Thrace is a significant disadvantage. Both being geographically located in an 

area open to Anatolian influence, their findings are probably far from fully reflecting 

the architectural tradition of inner Eastern Thrace. 

Unfortunately, the Early Iron Age levels, which constitute the last phase of the 

Menekşe Çatagi mound, were almost completely destroyed. As no extensive 

architectural elements were found, most of the data were obtained during the 

excavations carried out in the eastern section of the mound. In this section, 

quadrangular planned buildings with mudbrick walls built on the bedrock and the 
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remains of ovens and hearths built in the open area were unearthed. The walls of the 

identified rooms are 40-50 cm thick on average6. 

Another type of dwellings uncovered during the excavations in the eastern part 

of Menekşe Çatagi are dugouts. The pits had an average diameter of 2.20-2.50 m, and 

a depth of 0.55-0.75 m. It was noticed that two of the pits had a semicircular low bench 

on the floor. Since the wooden slots found in the mudbrick wall next to one of the pits 

suggest that the pits were covered with a timber-supported roof, they were identified 

as dwellings and entered into the literature under the name of "pit shelters"/dugouts7. 

The excavations that will enable the precise identification of the relationships 

between the different types of architectural elements unearthed in Level IV dating to 

the Early Iron Age at Maydos Kilisetepe Mound have not yet been completed. On the 

other hand, the heavy destruction caused by both the next layer and the Byzantine 

Period construction in this layer unfortunately makes it difficult to determine clearly 

the characteristics of the architecture of this period8. 

Despite this situation, it was possible to observe that two different architectural 

approaches were used together in the case of the constructions identified in Level IV. 

These differences in the architectural practice emphasise the idea that there were two 

sub-phases of the settlement evolution in Maydos Level IV, and that two different 

social/ethnic groups lived together for at least a while. The Late Bronze Age sequence at 

Maydos, which extends towards the centre of the mound in the northwest-southeast 

direction, was maintained in the early sub-phase of Level IV. In the other sub-phase, it 

can be noticed that the plan and architectural workmanship of the rooms are quite 

different from the previous periods and the early sub-phase. Thus, the excavation team 

suggests that the inhabitants, who built the dugouts in Level IV, applying a different 

plan and workmanship in comparison with the Bronze Age architectural system of the 

mound, belonged to the population that migrated here and towards Troy from the 

northern parts of the Balkans and Thrace at the end of the 2nd millennium BC9.  

In Level IV of Maydos Kilisetepe Mound, orthostat-type stone alignments are 

one of the structures that differ from the traditional Bronze Age architectural 

tradition10. This type of architectural practice points towards a Balkan influence, with 

                                                 
6  Özdoğan, Işın 2003, 379, 380, Resim: 5-7. 
7  Özdoğan, Işın 2003, 379, 380, Res. 6-8; Özdoğan et alii 2004, 422. 
8  Sazcı, 2016; Başaran Mutlu 2018, 15. 
9  Başaran Mutlu 2018, 66. 
10  Sazcı 2013, 47. 
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origins known from Troy Level VIIb and dating back to Late Bronze Age architecture 

at Durankulak in Bulgaria and the Sabatinovka culture in the steppe region11 (Fig. 2). 

 

Fig. 2. Orthostatised building foundations from Troy, Level VIIb. 

During the surveys conducted by us between 2021 and 2023, we did not find much data 

that could offer an idea about the Early Iron Age architecture of the region. 

Nevertheless, some topographical traces and observable findings at the two sites have 

helped us to develop some new ideas about the fortification architecture of this period.  

Beşiktepe settlement, an Early Iron Age fortress located near Tozaklı Village, 

Pınarhisar District, Kırklareli Province, may have had a fortification system along the 

high terrace dominating the valley (Fig. 3). The slope forming an average angle of 30 

degrees around the fortress is probably an indication of a fortification system. Some 

minor features on the surface suggest that the fortification here may have been a 

stone-based structure, but, of course, this could only be determined in the future by 

conducting excavations in the area. 

 

                                                 
11  Becks et alii 2006, 184-185. 
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Fig. 3. The Beşiktepe settlement, view from the East. 

The sloping fortification system is a familiar feature of the surrounding cultures since 

the Bronze Age. The wooden and reed-mesh fortification system supported by a stone 

foundation, which was used in the case of the Middle Bronze Age Urnfield culture 

settlements in the southern part of Central Europe12, is quite suitable for the 

topographical characteristics of Beşiktepe. Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age 

fortress-type settlements in the Morova Valley in the western part of Thrace used a 

similar type of defensive architecture13. Examples of a similarly planned, stone-based 

fortification system, supported by thick wooden posts placed behind it, are found as 

late as the Late Iron Age in the Danube region at the north14. There are also examples 

of stone-based urban fortifications in the Western Carpathians from the Middle 

Bronze Age to the Iron Age15. On the other hand, in Anatolia, the fortification system 

of the period at the Bademgediği Fortress, where Balkan-influenced ceramics were 

found in connection with the Late Bronze/Early Iron Age transition period, is known 

to have had a stone-based construction with a sloping exterior16. 

All these parallels strengthen the suggestion that Beşiktepe, which appears to be 

an important Early Iron Age centre for Eastern Thrace, may have a similar fortified 

architecture (Fig. 4). 

                                                 
12  Hansen et alii 2020; fig. 6, 9; Schußmann 2017, 65, fig. 12. 
13  Kapuran 2009, Fig. 3, 27. 
14  Rustoiu,Ferencz 2019, 11, fig. 7/3. 
15  Przybyła, Jędrysik 2017, 100; Jędrysik, Przybyła 2018, fig. 7. 
16  Maritsa (Meriç) 2003; Maritsa (Meriç), Mountjoy 2002; Maritsa (Meriç), Öz 2014. 
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Fig. 4. Early Iron Age fortification system proposal with timber-camsite-mudbrick materials. 

Some of the mudbrick fragments found during the rescue excavations at the 

Bahçelik/Eski Kadın site in the Maritsa (Meriç) Valley bear traces of twigs or reeds. 

Similar examples were also found during the surveys at the Ovayolu settlement in the 

Tozaklı Valley. Since the multi-layered settlement type of the Ovayolu settlement 

makes the dating of the mudbrick impossible, the fact that the Bahçelik/Eski Kadın 

site has only an Early Iron Age layer is extremely important. The finds from this site 

show that the traditional wattle-and-daub technique, which has been used since the 

prehistoric periods of the Thracian Region, was also used in the Early Iron Age 

architecture. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF TASLICABAYIR TUMULUS FOR THE EARLY IRON 

AGE IN EASTERN THRACE 

In Eastern Thrace, until recently, the only scientifically excavated stone burial mound 

is the Taşlıcabayır burial mound, near the village of Asilbeyli, just south of the 

provincial centre of Kırklareli. It was discovered during the Thracian Surveys 

conducted by M. Özdogan in the 1980s and a small-scale rescue excavation was 

carried out in 198217. 

The Taşlıcabayır Tumulus, which was apparently destroyed before the excavation, 

is a kurgan type funerary structure sealed with a fill of unprocessed local stone and 

                                                 
17  Özdoğan 1987. 



70 Umut M. DOĞAN 

 
soil mixture. It is estimated that the height of the tumulus was approximately 2 m and 

its diameter was between 7 and 10 m18. (Fig. 5) 

The excavations at Taşlıcabayır yielded a total of 52 clay vessels, preserved 

completely, nearly completely, or in a fragmentary state. Some of them were found 

broken and thrown on the stone fill in the eastern part of the site. Another group of 

finds was uncovered clustered at the western end of the stone row on the northern 

side. It was as if this group had been left in an unorganised manner or even thrown 

here. Among the finds, only two vessels were obviously left in the area in a systematic 

and orderly manner. 

 

Fig 5. Taşlıcabayır Find Condition Drawing (Czyborra 2001) 

The only human skeleton fragment recovered from the tumulus of Taslıcabayır is a 

skull fragment found among the stone cluster on the north side.   

On the north side of this stone cluster where the skull fragment was found, a 

circular area with a fire layer containing a bronze fibula was found. This burnt layer, full 

of ashes, strengthens the possibility of cremation in the area. In fact, the Late Bronze Age 

and Early Iron Age burial tradition of the region is represented by both inhumation 

burials (placed in a pit or on a simple stone podium inside burial mounds) and 

cremation burials (the ashes and bones placed inside an urn)19. At Taslıcabayir, the 

skeleton was probably originally lying on a stone bench in a similar manner. 

                                                 
18  Özdoğan 1985, 225; Özdoğan 1987, 7; Özdoğan 1996, 334-335; Özdoğan, Özdoğan 2007, 14; 

Yıldırım 2008, 71, Lev. XLIV: a-c 
19  Nenova 2018, 124, 131-135 
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The Taşlıcabayır Kurgan is described by M. Özdogan as a trace of a cultural 

migration from the Steppes to the south during the Late Bronze Age20. However, 

when the ceramics found in the tumulus excavation are analysed in terms of both 

vessel forms and decorative elements, it can be noticed that there are two main 

pottery groups that can be dated to different periods. 

The first group consists of vessels with simple dot and incised decorations, some 

with matte and some with glossy burnishing. This group consists of the finds from the 

Taşlıcabayır Tumulus (Fig. 6). 

 

Fig. 6. Examples from the first group of finds from Taslıcabayir Tumulus (Edirne Museum) 

The ceramic finds representing the second group differ from the others in terms of 

paste, slip, form and decorative style.  Museum inventory 1335, a deep bowl with 

double handles, and Museum inventory 1796, a ceremonial drinking vessel with four 

spouts, represent the second group (Fig. 7). 

 

                                                 
20  Özdoğan 1987. 
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Fig. 7. Second group finds from the Taşlıcabayır Tumulus (Edirne Museum). 

Almost all of the vessels in the first group from Taşlıcabayır bear traces of the Middle 

and Late Bronze Age tradition of the region or the northern Balkans in terms of their 

formal characteristics. Likewise, the simple dot decorations and various motifs made 

with incised lines on these vessels are a slightly degenerated continuation of the Late 

Bronze Age tradition of the region21. The closest analogies can be found at Ada Tepe 

and Gluhite Kamani, two centres in the Rhodope Mountains22. 

The vessels forming the first group of the vessel repertoire recovered from the 

Taşlıcabayır Tumulus are dated to the Early Iron Age, the so-called "Transitional 

Phase". According to the chronology of the Thracian Region, which has been 

reconstructed by means of analogies and archaeometric analyses of the data obtained 

from new excavations in recent years, this "Transitional Phase" generally covers the 

12th century BC.23 

The ceremonial drinking vessel with spout (inventory number 1796), belonging 

to the second group of the finds, points at a first glance to a later phase of the Early 

Iron Age. Its attribution to a period when the communities of the region achieved a 

more sophisticated production style is based on both the competent manufacture and 

original form, and the print technique elements that stand out in the decoration style. 

In fact, it is noteworthy that, on the surface of this vessel, the printing technique was 

                                                 
21  Hristova 2011; Hristova 2018; Leshtakov 2009; Bulatović, Filipović 2017; Horejs 2007. 
22  Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, 25. 
23  Dimitrova 2011, 73; Hristova 2018, 99; Bozhinova 2012. 51, 61; Dzhanfezova 2018, 310, 315; 

Leshtakov 2009, 58; Boyаdzhiev 1995, 177; Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, 36. On this subject 

see also: Тодорова, 1973, 84-94; Panayotov 1989, 74-103; Panayotov 1995, 243-252.   
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used for decoration in addition to the ornamental elements made with the incised line 

technique. Decoration of pottery in the printing technique begins to be in use in and 

around the Thracian Region from the last decade of the 12th century BC, and gains 

more importance during Phases I and II of the Early Iron Age, i.e. from the 11th 

century BC onwards24. 

Ina Czyborra suggests dating the ceremonial drinking vessel with pacifier 

(inventory number 1796), to the early 10th/9th century BC on the basis of its impressed 

decoration25. Still, the fact that the "S" shaped ornamental elements, which entered the 

decorative inventory at the end of the Early Iron Age Phase I, are not yet present on 

the ceremonial vessel from Tashligabayir suggests that it should be dated to an earlier 

period. In fact, 14C analyses at Gluhite Kamani have dated the appearance of "S" 

shaped ornaments to the beginning of the 9th century BC.26 

In this case, the 9th century BC can be considered the terminus ante quem for the 

ceremonial vessel with inventory number 1796. The last decade of the 12th century BC, 

when the first printed decorative elements appear, is the terminus post quem for this vessel. 

The other vessel belonging to the second group of the Taşlıcabayır pottery finds, 

the dish with inventory number 1335, shows an interesting geographical and 

chronological diversity in terms of form. The vessel's origins in terms of form date 

back to the Troy VI and VIIa levels on the one hand, and to the Middle and Late 

Bronze Age in the north-western Balkan region on the other. Nevertheless, it can be 

noticed that the form was reinterpreted in various forms in the Early Iron Age in the 

area of Taşlıcabayır. Although there are no decorative elements on the surface, the 

paste characteristics suggest that this vessel, like the ceremonial drinking vessel, 

should be placed in the second group, and dated to the end of the Transitional 

Phase/Early Iron Age Phase I, albeit with some doubt. 

The bronze bracelet (Fig. 8), with inventory number 1368, also part of the finds 

from the Taşlıcabayır Tumulus is a representative of a type that has been put into 

production with various variants since the Bronze Age in Central Europe and Balkan 

region27. This type is also found in a wide range from the last part of the Late Bronze 

Age to the 6th century BC28. In south-western Romania, one of the regions closest from 

a cultural perspective to Eastern Thrace, the close parallels of the Taşlıcabayır bracelet 

date to the Halstatt A phase, i.e. the Late Bronze Age.29 In the light of these details, it is 

                                                 
24  Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, 22, 25; Ailincăi 2020, 463. 
25  Czyborra 2001, 108. 
26  Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, 26, 34. 
27  Falkenstein 2016, abb. 11/55. 
28  Konova 2018, 362, fig. 2. 
29  Lazăr 2011, 102, Pl. 92/2-11. 
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clear that the bracelet, as an example of the Late Bronze Age tradition from the 

Balkans, should be dated to the same period as the ceremonial vessel in the second 

group, i.e. somewhere between the late 12th and early 11th century BC. 

Considering both the vessel forms and the main decorative elements applied on 

these vessels, it is possible to say that Taşlıcabayır Tumulus bears traces of the Middle 

and Late Bronze Age cultures of Central Europe and the north-western Black Sea, but 

exhibits also a cultural integrity with Early Iron Age Romania and south-eastern 

Bulgarian Thrace. On the other hand, many vessels display elements that can prove 

the existence of local production dynamics.  

 

Fig. 8. Bronze bracelet from the Taslıcabayir Tumulus (Edirne Museum). 

The pottery repertoire of Taşlıcabayır Tumulus, in which both incised and impressed 

decoration techniques are used, reveals characteristics that can be dated to the Late 

Bronze Age-Early Iron Age transition period. The culture defined by this repertoire is 

characterised by some of its features in both Troy and İnönü Cave in Anatolia; 

therefore, it can be safely said that Taşlıcabayır is the source or at least on the 

transition line of the Early Iron Age Balkan culture. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF HACILAR DOLMENI AND ITS FINDS FOR THE EARLY 

IRON AGE IN EASTERN THRACE 

The dolmens, popularly known as "kapaklıkaya" in Turkish Thrace, are concentrated 

in a location bordered by the provinces of Edirne and Kırklareli. Especially along the 

eastern slope of the valley formed by the Lalapaşa stream, the dolmens arranged in 

heaps attract attention. Like Lalapaşa, the Suloglu district of Edirne also has many 
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dolmens concentrated in the areas where the Yıldız Mountains begin to meet the 

plains and plateaus30. 

Although dolmens can be traced along the line of the Lalapaşa, Suloglu and 

Kofçaz districts on the southern foothills of the Yıldız Mountains, they also have 

representatives in the Demirköy district of Kırklareli province, the towns of Üsküp 

and Yenice, and the village of Geçitağzı. M. Özdogan31, who has conducted research 

and excavations in the region for many years, points to the Armagan Village northeast 

of the Kırklareli provincial centre as the last point where the dolmen culture can be 

identified in Turkish Thrace. Still, the Tahir Aga'in Çiftliği Dolmen discovered in the 

Orhaniye Quarter of Demirköy on the Black Sea coast of Thrace shows that this 

tradition continued further east32. 

 

Fig. 9. Hacılar Dolmen, Edirne Museum. 

One of the few excavated Early Iron Age tombs belonging to this type of funerary 

structure in Turkish Thrace is Hacılar Dolmeni and the other is Arpalık Dolmeni.  

In 1983, it was decided to move the stone structure of Hacılar Dolmeni (Hacılar 

Village of Lalapaşa District, Edirne Province), to the garden of the Edirne Museum, 

due to its advanced state of degradation, and a small excavation was carried out on 

the spot after the removal (Fig. 9). It was suggested by the excavation team that the 

ceramic shards found during the excavation present analogies with the Early Iron Age 

materials known from Troy layer VIIb2 and the Bulgarian Pšeničevo-Catalka culture.33 

                                                 
30  Erdoğu 2005; Nenova 2018, 135; Özdoğan, Akman 1992; Özdoğan 1998. 
31  Özdoğan, Akman 1992, 410. 
32  http://www.kirklarelienvanteri.gov.tr ; Beksaç, Nurengin Beksaç  2018, 120. 
33  Akman 1997, Abb. 10, Taf. 15; Özdoğan, Akman 1992, 408, 412. 
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When all the vessels and shards from Hacılar Dolmeni in the Edirne Museum are 

analysed, it can be noticed that most of them have forms that have been in use in the 

Balkans since the Bronze Age34. It is known that these forms continued with some changes 

during the Early Iron Age in Transylvania, Carpathians and Thrace Region35 (Fig. 10). 

 

Fig. 10: Hacılar Dolmen Pottery Samples. 

The forms and decorative styles of the complete, nearly complete or fragmentary 

pottery shards found during the excavations at Hacılar Dolmeni are generally 

characteristic of the Early Iron Age. Some forms, such as storage vessels, which were 

widely produced for daily use, bear traces of the Middle and Late Bronze Age 

traditions of the Northwest Balkan cultures. Nevertheless, in terms of detailed 

characteristics, the Early Iron Age cultures of the Eastern Rhodopes-Istrancalar and 

Babadag triangle present closer traits. 

It cannot be missed that some of the pottery shards bear some characteristics of 

the first phase of the Early Iron Age. Nevertheless, the presence of many printed 

ornamental elements, especially the schematic bird figure, proves the existence of the 

Early Iron Age second phase at Hacılar Dolmeni. Although K. Nikov36 dates the 

emergence of the bird motif in Thrace to the 8th century BC, recent research indicates 

that the use of this motif in the region dates back to the late Early Iron Age Phase I, i.e. 

the first half of the 10th century BC37 

As in Taşlıcabayır, the ceramics from Hacılar also exhibit some local 

characteristics. The fact that the closest analogy in terms of form and decorative 

                                                 
34  Ilon 2015, Taf. 14/3; Kacsὁ 2012, Pl. 1/1; Leshtakov 2015, 72, Abb. 28/1; Neugebauer et alii 

1994, Abb. 25/14; Prendi 1995; Taf. 2/2, 5/9; Sava 2019, 111, pl. 11/19; Zanoci et alii 2016, 310.; 

Gashi et alii 2013, Kat. Nr: 136, 161; Bălan et alii 2016, pl. I/ 10,11, 21, 22; Nenova 2019, fig. 

10.3/II, 10.4/II. 
35  Nagy, Gogâltan 2012, Taf. 17/11; Gogâltan, Nagy 2012, 107, pl. 5/3, 7/6-8; Ailincăi 2016, fig. 

20;  Ailincăi 2020, fig. 2/25, 64, 89, 93, 94; Zanoci et alii 2016, 310, fig. 15/4; Dimitrova 2011, fig. 

5; Hristova 2018, 100 etc. fig. 13; Groma 2015, 141, 142, abb. 3/17, 5/7. 
36  Nikov 2000, 308. 
37  I would like to thank Dr. Georgy Nekhrizov for sharing this information with me in the light 

of the data from his excavation at Gluhite Kamani. 
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elements of the Hacılar find with the museum inventory number 1782 was found in 

Level III of Gluhite Kamani38 suggests that this type may be a locally produced vessel 

form of the Western Strandja-Eastern Rhodopes region (Fig. 11). 

 

Fig. 11. Hacılar storage container (museum inventory 1782). 

If the Hacılar Dolmeni is evaluated in terms of the pottery found during the 

excavations, it can be concluded that it was used in the interval between the end of 

Phase I of the Early Iron Age and the transition to Phase II, i.e. roughly in the 10th -9th 

centuries BC. 

An example among the pottery preserved in the Edirne Museum in cases 

labelled "Hacılar Dolmeni" is close in form to the Early Iron Age cup forms, but is 

wheel-made. This shard is important both because it shows that the dolmen was also 

in use at the end of the Early Iron Age and because it shows that some of the form 

traditions continued into the Archaic Period. 

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ARPALIK DOLMENI AND ITS FINDS FOR THE 

EARLY IRON AGE IN EASTERN THRACE 

During the excavations conducted under the direction of the Edirne Museum in 1994 

at Arpalık Dolmen (Fig. 12), located in the region of the Strandja Mountains in 

Lalapaşa, Edirne, a large number of complete or nearly complete jars were recorded in 

the museum inventory. The finds currently on display at the Edirne Museum are 

                                                 
38  Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, fig. 6/21. 
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generally Early Iron Age materials that bear traces of the Central European Urnfield 

Culture39 and the Late Wietenberg Culture40, although differing in detail. The form, 

paste and slip characteristics of the recovered pottery group are largely parallel to the 

finds from the Taşlıcabayır Tumulus. 

The closest parallels for the pottery findings of Arpalık Dolmen can be found in 

the Early Iron Age Pšeničevo culture41, in Ravadinovo and Kabyle settlements42, in the 

vessel repertoire of Ada Tepe43 Early Iron Age sanctuary on the Rhodope Mountains 

and in Troy44, with much better quality examples. 

 

Fig. 12. The Dolmen from Arpalık. 

One of the most remarkable vessels among the Dolmen finds is a jug with the 

museum inventory number 2669 (Fig. 13/a). The form of the vessel is not common in 

                                                 
39  Bouzek 2006, fig. 1/1. 
40  Bălan et alii 2016, pl. III/83. 
41  Ailincăi 2020, fig. 2/132. 
42  Hristova 2018, fig. 11/5, 17/3. 
43  Dimitrova 2011, fig. 3/9. 
44  Hnila 2012, pl. 20/A. 106; Metzner-Nebelsick 2012, Fig. 5. 
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the Early Iron Age pottery repertoire of the region.  It is significant that very close 

parallels of the form are found at Agios Mamas Mound45, Enkomi46 and Troy47 in the 

southern part of the Thrace Region. 

This distribution is extremely important for the definition of the cultural network 

of relations. This jug form, albeit with standardised characteristics that do not require 

a very specific production workmanship, is found in the Late Bronze Age levels of 

Agios Mamas in Olynthos, Northern Greece. The fact that it is found in the material 

group defining the Balkan influenced Late Bronze Age-Early Iron Age period at 

Enkomi and in Level VIIa, which is defined as the earliest Balkan/Thracian influenced 

settlement phase at Troy, is remarkable in terms of proving that the cultural 

connection between Arpalık Dolmeni, Continental Greece and Northwestern Anatolia 

was established in the early stages of the "Aegean Migrations". 

Inventory no. 2668 (Fig. 13/b), another Arpalık Dolmeni cup form, is exhibited in 

the museum, and although its non-identical predecessors are widespread in the 

northern part of Thrace before the Early Iron Age, close parallels of the vessel are 

found in the early part of the Early Iron Age on a limited line in the eastern Rhodopes 

and the southern part of the Istranca Mountains48. Obviously, this form represents the 

culture of the Eastern Rhodopes and the southern part of the Strandja Mountains 

during the Early Iron Age. This connection supports J. Bouzek's thesis that there was 

an eastward cultural migration from Slovakia, Hungary and Transylvania in the late 

2nd millennium BC.49. The fact that the same form is also found in Troy indicates that 

the same geographical area was the source of the transfer of this cup type to Troy50. 

 

Fig. 13. Examples of pottery from Arpalık Dolmen. 

                                                 
45  Horejs 2007, 154, Abb. 104. 
46  Plides 1991, Fig. 52/2. 
47  Hnila 2012, pl. 204/33; Plides, 1991, Fig. 14/B45. 
48  Nekhrizov, Tzvetkova 2018, 25-27, Fig. 5/5. 
49   Bouzek 2006, 24. 
50  Hnila 2012, 169, Pl. 199/1133. 
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The pottery from Arpalık Dolmeni represents the transition period from the Late 

Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age, just like the finds from Taşlıcabayır in general, with 

their form development and analogies, the examples with groove-groove decoration 

on the neck, and their simplicity in general. 

The bronze fibula with the inventory number 2335 from the Edirne Museum (Fig. 

14) is a member of the "Bow-shaped Fibulae" group, which is a common form in the 

Balkans during the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age. Bow-shaped fibulae are classified 

according to their body shape, dimensions and ornamentation51. 

 

Fig. 14. Bronze fibula from Arpalık Dolmen (Edirne Museum, drawing: G. Batur). 

The Arpalık Dolmeni example belongs to the "Double Spiral Fibulae" subgroup. The 

Double Spiral Fibulae, which are also divided into different subgroups according to 

the decorations on the body and the needle holding plate, were used from the 10th 

century BC to the 7th-6th centuries BC.52. 

Although items quite close to the Arpalık find in terms of form characteristics are 

generally dated to the 7th /6th centuries BC, in fact, much higher quality examples of the 

form with twisted body ornaments are seen in the Balkan region at this date53. 

Therefore, the dating of the Arpalık fibula, which exhibits a much simpler workmanship 

and has a very simple form, to a date as late as the 7th-6th century BC would be open to 

debate. However, the available data are not strong enough to date the Arpalık fibula 

before the 7th century BC. Therefore, it is considered that the spring fibula with 

inventory number 2335 from Arpalık Dolmeni can be placed in the early 7th century BC. 

Another remarkable find from the Arpalık Dolmeni is a coloured glass bead 

registered in the Edirne Museum records under inventory number 2475 (Fig. 15). The 

spherical shaped bead is made of dark blue paste. The upper and lower edges of the 

hole in the centre are surrounded by a yellow glass thread. Between these two 

                                                 
51  Bonev et alii 2015; Erdan, 2020, 61; Caner 1983, 29-31; Blinkenberg 1926, 45.  
52  Bonev et alii 2015, 117; Papadopoulos 2010, 239, 241-242, Fig. 4; Stamberova 2020, Fig. 2/2; 

Blinkenberg 1926, 80, 81, Fig. 74. 
53  Sana, Bejinariu 2012. 
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symmetrical glass strings in light relief, there is a yellowish grey painted wave motif 

surrounding the body. 

 
Fig. 15. Glass Bead from Arpalık Dolmen (Edirne Museum). 

In the Balkans, glass technology begins to flourish from the Late Bronze Age onwards. 

It is known that coloured glass beads were produced both in the Upper Danube 

cultures and in the Knovíz culture of Central Europe54, in Novo Mesto in Serbia55 

during the Ha A Phase, i.e. the Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age transition period. By 

the first millennium BC, the glass industry in Europe and the Balkan region has made 

a remarkable leap and important centres have emerged56. 

The glass bead found at Arpalık Dolmeni is close to its Central European/Balkan 

counterparts as well as its Phoenician counterparts from the Mediterranean region in 

terms of its general ornamental style. The closest examples that can be compared with 

the Arpalık Dolmeni bead come from the excavations of the Temple of Artemis at 

Ephesus57 and the Athena Sanctuary at Lindos58  in Western Anatolia. 

The beads from Ephesus and Lyndos differ in detail from those from Arpalık 

Dolmeni. In particular, the differences in detail between the Arpalık Dolmeni bead 

and the Ephesus bead must be due to "different workshops repeating the same style". 

Nevertheless, it is difficult to be very precise about the source of production. Although 

                                                 
54  Venclová et alii 2011, 559. 
55  Henderson 1988, 436; Purowski 2010, 54, Rys 17; Giumlia-Mair 2009, 159, Fig. 11. 
56  Conte et alii 2018, 503–521; Dizdar 2004, 68. 
57  Pulsinger 2008, 264, kat. nr. 202; Wilfried 2008, kat. nr, 202. 
58  Pulsinger 2008, 264. 
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the Arpalık bead, like the Ephesus example, resembles the Phoenician bead tradition 

with its general stylistic characteristics, similar bead production examples from the 

Balkans, especially the Arpalık example, raise doubts about the production centre. 

The pottery and other small finds recovered during the excavations at Arpalık 

Dolmeni indicate that this megalithic monument located on the southern side of the 

Strandzha was used in at least two different periods. In the light of the pottery finds, it 

appears that the dolmen, which was first built in the 12th century BC, was reused as a 

funerary structure in the late 8th-7th centuries BC.  

 

THOUGHTS ON SEVERAL SACRED SITES AND CULT STRUCTURES                                

IN TURKISH THRACE 

Since the culture of the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age in the region is not based 

on written documents, our knowledge of the religious aspects of this period is 

extremely scarce and is mostly based on the interpretation of limited archaeological 

material. Nevertheless, archaeological investigations conducted throughout the region 

show that there was a diversity of beliefs in different communities influenced by 

geographical features, yet certain principles were common.  

In the religious identity of the Early Iron Age Thracian region, the preferred 

locations for the cult structures were the plains close to water sources, on the ridges of 

mountainous areas and dominating the environment59. Although the cult sites were 

generally located in rural areas outside the settlements, examples of cult sites 

coexisting with the settlements were also found60. 

Apart from the researches of Prof. dr. Engin Beksaç, there is no systematic 

research or excavation on Early Iron Age cult sites in Turkish Thrace. E. Beksaç draws 

attention to the fact that the sites identified in these studies, such as the Çöke Rock 

Sanctuary in Doğanköy in the Lalapaşa district of Edirne, the Rock Sun Disc in the 

Suakacağı Village, and the Çataltepe Sanctuary in the Enez district, are arranged 

according to the southern horizon, indicating that these cult monuments, like the 

dolmens, are closely related to the winter solstice61. This is similar to the archaeo-

astronomical views on the sanctuaries in other parts of Thrace62. 

Both the results obtained from archaeo-astrophysical research, some belief forms 

observed in societies with similar sociological structures in Europe and Eurasia 

                                                 
59  Baralis, Tonkova 2015, 336; Nekhrizov 2000, 322; Moglova, Stoev 2014a, 1385. 
60  Nekhrizov 2005, 156; Nenova 2018, 128. 
61  Beksaç 2011, 118. 
62  See also: Maglova et alii 2018; Maglova, Stoev 2014b; Maglova, Stoev 2020; Stoev et alii 2018; 

Fol 2008; Fol 2018. 
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throughout history, and some cult data existing in the region since the Neolithic Age 

have been evaluated together to develop the view that the Early Iron Age 

communities of the Thracian Region had a pantheon centred on the Sun God and 

Mother Goddess (Great Mother)63. From this perspective, the circle depictions carved 

on the bedrock surface in different sizes in concave or relief form in different parts of 

Thrace have been interpreted as a "sun disc" symbolizing the god64. 

Rock reliefs identified as solar discs were found in Edirne at the site called "iğrek 

Kayalığı" in Lalapaşa district centre, near the Early Iron Age fortress settlement in 

Suakacağı village and in rural areas of Enez district. Rock reliefs interpreted as solar 

discs are found in northwestern Anatolia as well as in Thrace. One of them is in the 

rocky region within the borders of İlimtepe neighborhood of Körfez district in Kocaeli 

province (Fig. 16). The other one is in the Dilovası district of Kocaeli province. The 

province of Kocaeli, where these two reliefs were discovered, was within the Bithynia 

Region in the Ancient Period. Considering the information in the ancient sources that 

the people of Bithynia originated from Thrace, this sun disc relief shows itself as a 

trace of the cultural migrations from Thrace to Anatolia during the Iron Age. 

 

Fig. 16. The Sun Disk Relief in Dilovası, İzmit (photo: E. Beksaç Arşivi). 

                                                 
63  Bernd Ersöz 2006, 146; Maglova, Stoev 2014b; Maglova et alii 2018; Stoev et alii 2018; 

Maglova, Stoev 2020; Fol 2008; Fol 2018. 
64  Fol 1983; Fol, Fol 2008, 13, 64, 191; Maglova et alii 2016; Maglova et alii 2018; Marinova, 

Nenova 2008, Fig. 6, 7. 
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Although V. Fol65 states that the rock reliefs identified as solar discs are located in the 

Tundzha (Tunca) Valley, Rhodope Mountains, Sakar Mountain and Strandja (Yıldız 

Mountains) of Thrace, similar traces have also been found in the mountainous area on 

the northern shores of the Gulf of Saroz in the south of Eastern Thrace. The rock 

monument in the countryside of Yazır village in Enez district, popularly known as 

"Fırınkaya" (Furnace Rock), has a half-carved relief that looks like a sun disc on the 

east-facing facade of the bedrock opposite the monument. There is information that 

the local people had a similar relief next to this relief, but it was broken and destroyed 

by historical artefact thieves. 

 

Fig. 17. Sketch drawings of Baglik Fırınkaya Complex. 

The rock monuments called Fırınkaya are known archaeological finds of Thrace (Fig. 17, 

18). These monuments are single rooms with one or more entrance openings and an 

open upper surface, formed by the carving of the bedrock. In Turkish Thrace, these 

monuments are found in the province of Kırklareli, in the district of Pınarhisar and in 

                                                 
65  Fol 2007, 18-19. 
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the mountainous region around Enez in the south, and also in the Sakar and Rhodope 

Mountains in Bulgaria. It is not known whether these monuments were used in the 

Early Iron Age or in a later phase, and their function is not very clear. While V. Fol66 says 

that these monuments are places where mystery rites were performed, researchers such 

as M. Vassileva, G. Nekhrizov67, etc. define these monuments as rock tombs.  

Using as an argument the fact that there is a rock altar with labrys relief just 

behind Tavşantepe Fırınkayası, in the countryside of Çeribaşı Village, in the northern 

part of Saroz Bay, Turkish researchers point out that these monuments are cult-related 

cremation chambers68. 

The main entrance of the Fırınkayalar is already wide enough to accommodate a 

corpse, but the presence of a large opening on top makes it difficult to define these 

monuments as rock-cut tombs. On the other hand, these monuments from Eastern 

Thrace were created by processing the limestone bedrock massif. Considering that the 

cremation process requires an average temperature of 600-750° C for 2.5-3 hours69, it is 

not possible for the furnace chambers to withstand this process several times. 

 

Fig. 18. Soros Gulf, Yazir Village, Sarpdere Fırinkayasi. View from the West. 

                                                 
66  Fol 1998, 25-26. 
67  Nekhrizov 2015, 135; Vassileva 2012, 246. 
68  Beksaç, Nurengin Beksaç 2017, 611. 
69  Cengiz 2014, 77; Coşkun and Büken 2020, 131; Lepan 2019, 48-49. 
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Among other Early Iron Age burial customs identified in the western part of the 

Carpathians, there are cases when the corpse was left to decompose for a while in 

special protection areas. Some parts of the body, which were easily separated due to 

the disintegration of articulations, were placed in the grave and some of them were 

burned and stored at home or in another area. The analyses carried out on the corpses 

also indicated that in all burials, the area where the corpse was left to decompose was 

most probably protected from natural destruction and animal attacks70. 

It can be assumed that this burial tradition practised in the Western Carpathians 

was dispersed to various parts of the Thracian Region during the Early Iron Age 

through a cultural migration and that the construction of the Kilnkayas coincided with 

the rock-cut burial practice that developed in this region. Perhaps the corpse placed in 

the rock through the main door was exposed to air circulation through the controlled 

opening of the main door and the roof hole cover at certain times, and this only 

accelerated the decomposition process of the corpse. 

CONCLUSION 

In Turkish Thrace, where systematic excavations are scarce, even the findings 

obtained from short-term excavation projects or surveys point to the importance of the 

region during the Early Iron Age. The Early Iron Age research, which is expected to 

increase over time, will provide the scientific world with much more new information 

in the field of architecture, the identification of burial customs and cult practices. 

Unfortunately, the Early Iron Age stratigraphy of the systematically excavated 

settlements of Maydos Kilisetepe, Menekşe Çatağı and Aşağıpınar is unclear. 

Excavations in a settlement or a cult centre used exclusively or intensively in the Early 

Iron Age will strengthen our knowledge, especially on architectural features. 

On the other hand, it is certain that the data from the mounds of Menekşe Çatağı 

in the coastal part of Thrace, and especially from Maydos Kilisetepe, which is 

connected to Troy further south, will not always be identical with those concerning 

the cultural environment in the interior of Thrace. In this respect, excavations and 

research in the interior of Eastern Thrace are important. 

Archaeological excavations should be carried out in the vicinity of these 

monuments in order to test the theories on the dating and use of the rock monuments 

known as Fırınkaya. 

 

 

 

                                                 
70  Ailincăi 2016, 206. 
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