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Liman Tepe: New Light on Prehistoric Aegean Cultures
Hayat ERKANAL
The Izmir region lies at the heart of the Western Anatolian coastline. The area is strategically important
and acts as a bridge between Anatolia and the Aegean. The region is connected to Central Anatolia via
deep river valleys and is open to the sea through many natural harbour formations. The area has been
continuously inhabited since Neolithic times, and excavations at Liman Tepe have yielded important
archaeological data regarding the Chalcolithic and Bronze Age cultures. This site is one of the longest
inhabited settlements across the entire Aegean.
Liman Tepe has been in close contact with the western Aegean since at least the Chalcolithic period. The
settlement shows monumental architectural features such as fortifications and administrative buildings
dating to the Early Bronze Age.

Until recently, the coastal Western
Anatolian region has been evaluated in terms of
its culture during the Classical period, its
prehistoric cultures being overshadowed by the
illustrious cities belonging to this age. Troia, as
an important center, was the sole representative
of the region’s prehistory, defending the
influence of Western Anatolian cultures for a
very long time.
The Discovery of a New Site
Troia carried this burden until 1979 when
a new site, Liman Tepe, has started sharing this
great responsibility.
The existence of pre-Classical cultures in
Liman Tepe was first demonstrated by Ekrem
Akurgal. After this important discovery, rescue
excavations were undertaken in 1979 and the
first prehistoric architectural remains were
uncovered by Güven Bakır as a result of his
investigations. In 1980-81 these investigations
were continued by our team. Due to some
bureaucratic and financial reasons, a break of
10 years followed. The second period of
research was initiated in 1992. The Liman Tepe
excavations are currently being undertaken for
the Ministry of Culture and Ankara University
and every season new results are adding new
dimensions to the prehistory of the Aegean
region 1 . In short, Troia is no longer alone.
1

The Izmir Region Excavations and Research Project is
generously supported by the Ministry of Tourism and

The Geographic Setting of Liman Tepe
The coastal plain located immediately to
the north of Urla was most probably formed as
a result of gradual alluvial fill of a former bay.
The bay must have first been cut off the sea by
a sand barrier, later filling up with alluvium and
becoming a coastal plain. During this process, a
rocky outcrop in the sea joined with the
mainland and a peninsula was created. This
peninsula formed a suitable location for a
settlement, being backed by a fertile coastal
plain which receives considerable rainfall. This
peninsula is now called Liman Tepe.
Liman Tepe (Fig 1), located on the
southern coast of the Bay of İzmir, is situated
within the İskele quarter of Urla. The ancient
city of Klazomenai is also located here, as well
as on Karantina Island. It is well known that
this island was connected to the mainland
during the Classical period. It is thus possible to
define
Liman
Tepe
as
“Prehistoric
Klazomenai”.
As an archaeological site, Liman Tepe is
located on a peninsula directly opposite
Karantina island. This peninsula slopes down
Culture, Turkey; Ankara University Scientific Research
Fund Project No. 2006-0901024; TÜBITAK, Project
No. 104K014; Institute for Aegean Prehistory
(INSTAP), Ankara University, Dil ve Tarih Coğrafya
Fakültesi; INSTAP-SCEC; the Urla Municipality; and
the Turkish Historical Society (TTK). For brief
information on IRERP see www.irerp.org and
www.geocities.com/irerp_tr
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from the higher rocky outcrop in the north
towards the south and joins the coastal plain
(Fig. 2). In photographs taken in the 1930s and
1940s, Liman Tepe appears quite different than
today. During those years, Liman Tepe was a
höyük (mound). The highest point of this höyük
was located approximately 50 m to the south of
the rocky outcrop just mentioned, which then
seemed to form the slopes of the mound. In
time the höyük was much disturbed through
human activity to obtain new agricultural areas
or areas for construction, resulting in a loss of at
least 5 m of its original height.
Again during this passage of time,
summer houses were built over the höyük, thus
greatly reducing the areas available for
archaeological investigation. The İzmirÇeşmealtı road also cuts through the site in the
east-west direction. This road not only reduces
the available areas for archaeological research
but also greatly impedes excavations (Fig. 4).
The Earliest Cultures of Liman Tepe
Despite all these disadvantages, Liman
Tepe is being intensively investigated year after
year and new important data concerning the
world’s cultural history is being collected
(Figure 3).
As a result of our investigations until the
present (Figure 3), the oldest culture of Liman
Tepe belongs to the Neolithic period. It has not
been possible to detail the characteristics of this
early culture at Liman Tepe yet. The ground
water level, which is quite high in Liman Tepe,
totally covers this and the later Chalcolithic
levels. The existence of a Neolithic period
settlement, dated to the 6th and partly the 5th
millennium BC has nevertheless been
demonstrated through limited ceramic finds.
The Chalcolithic period, mainly dated to
the 4th millennium BC is a time when metals
first started to be used. The period is a precursor
to advanced metallurgy to follow and is
therefore important for various economic
changes. This period was reached and
investigated at Liman Tepe through the
excavation of levels preceding the floor of
various Classical period wells, and its general

characateristics can be understood through
more abundant data.
Liman Tepe during the Early Bronze Age
The Early Bronze Age, when metals
economy started playing an important role in
the evolution of societies resulting in the
emergence of urban settlements, was
investigated in its various aspects at Liman
Tepe. The Early Bronze Age I period, roughly
dated to the first half of the 3rd millennium BC
could be investigated in a limited area (Fig 3- 4)
Despite this disadvantage, the characteristics of
the settlement during this period and its
material culture could be uncovered in detail.
The settlement of this period is
surrounded by a fortification wall constructed
in a very different technique (Fig. 3a). This
fortification system was built using limestone
slabs. The main wall of the fortification,
measuring 0.90 m in width, could be uncovered
for a length of 15.50 m. The wall continues into
the unexcavated areas in both directions (Fig. 5
- 6). The preserved height of the wall (on top of
the foundation level) is 2.70 m. The southern,
external, face of the wall has three narrow
buttresses. The wall, which is not very thick,
was strengthened through the additional support
provided by these structural elements. The outer
face of the wall was further covered by stones
forming a rampart (Fig. 6). Thick walls
perpendicularly abut the northern – inner – face
of the wall to compensate for the pressure
created by this rampart. Domestic remains
belonging to three phases were uncovered in
between these walls perpendicularly supporting
the fortification wall 2 .
It is not currently possible to provide
further information on the Early Bronze Age I
settlement. But despite being investigated in a
limited area, important information on the
economic structure of the period was gathered.
Besides agricultural production, textile and
metal goods were produced. Metallurgy was
very advanced, with goods of all kinds being
produced by moulds and forging. If the ceramic
evidence is taken into consideration, Liman
2

Erkanal 1996, 76, Res.7; Erkanal 2000, 254-255, Çiz.
2, Res. 4.
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Tepe appears to be in contact with all the
Aegean Islands and mainland Greece.

circumference of the tower, counteracting the
pressure formed by the mud brick fill and the
mud brick construction on top 4 .

First Urbanization

Horseshoe shaped bastions and towers
are quite widespread both in the Aegean and
Anatolia.
If,
however,
the
technical
characteristics and the dimensions are taken
into consideration, this tower is the largest and
most monumental example among the ones so
far excavated. The tower which must have been
located to the east has not yet been discovered.
Investigation of this tower, which must be
located underneath a much simpler fortification
of the Early Bronze Age III period, will be
undertaken in the future.

The settlement of the Early Bronze Age
II period, dated mostly to the second half of the
3rd millennium BC, extends over a much larger
area. The Early Bronze Age I settlement was
covered by a thick mud brick deposit forming a
hard foundation level for the large buildings of
the ensuing period as well as leveling the
surface of the settlement.
The fortification system was further
improved and strengthened in this period and
the interior of the fortification was organized as
a citadel. Part of the southern section of this
fortification system, which covers an oval area
extending north to south, was uncovered (Fig.
3b - 4). The excavated area probably contains
one side of the main gateway into the citadel. A
large tower flanking the gateway to the west is
located here. This tower has a mud brick fill
and extends to the south that is the mainland, in
a horseshoe shape (Fig. 7). The excavated
remains form only the pedestal of this tower.
The main tower, constructed of mud brick, must
have been on top of the stone pedestal. The
external length of the tower is 12 m. Its width at
the base is 18.80 m. If the parts of the tower
now under the water table are taken into
consideration, its width could be more than 20
m3.
The western part of the tower, with a
preserved height of 5 m, is very well preserved.
The eastern part, however, was partly destroyed
by a well and a cistern of the Classical period.
Test pits excavated in this part have provided
information on the details of its interior
construction. On the sides of the tower there are
cellular constructions of semicircular or
trapezoid shape. The three walls of these cells
(two side walls and the back wall) were
constructed of slab stones only a single row
thick. The interior of the cells were then filled
with stones and earth and the remaining, outer
side was then covered with rows of slab stones
forming a ramp. In this way, a chain of filled
cellular constructions was obtained on the
3

Erkanal 2001, 263-264, Çiz. 2, Res. 4-5.

This gate tower which was constructed
independently of the fortification system is
abutted by the fortification wall on the west.
The fortification wall is also constructed of
limestone slabs. It is not possible to further
comment on the other characteristics of the
fortification wall which has only been
uncovered for a short length. The fortification
wall surrounds the citadel towards the north and
continues underwater.
Underwater Liman Tepe
The northern part of the citadel is now
underwater due to both the rise in the sea levels
in the Aegean as well as the submergence of the
mainland in the area. The underwater
topography and the extent of architectural
remains have been generally documented as a
result of our investigations. Our results indicate
that the peninsula on which Liman Tepe is
located slopes down towards the north and
further extends northwest like a headland
projecting out. This headland naturally protects
the bay to its south like a breakwater (Fig. 3c).
These natural factors have been put to use by
the cultures at Liman Tepe and the settlement
was extended in accordance with the
topography. A jetty resembling a bastion was
built on the headland extending towards the
northwest. This pier, measuring 100 m in length
4

Erkanal 1999a, 240-241, Pl. LIII a-b. This article also
concerns the distribution of horseshoe shaped bastions
and towers in the Aegean and Anatolia; Erkanal 1999b,
326, Res.2.
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and 35 m in width conforms to the natural
headland underwater. A breakwater, measuring
30 m in length, was also constructed on the
southwest of the jetty, counteracting the effect
of winds and waves and forming secure
conditions for a harbor. Some thick walls found
in the exterior and interior of the harbor can be
interpreted as piers. Architectural remains
increase in density immediately to the east of
the jetty, extending towards the mainland
An underwater research project was
initiated in to document the underwater remains
and to uncover the harbor structure (Figure 3) 5 .
The first year of this research was mainly
carried out as excavation of various test pits.
Excavation of one of these test pits
resulted in the discovery of limestone slabs
under a layer of underwater flora and fauna,
similar to ones used in the Early Bronze Age II
fortification system 6 . Dense concentrations of
large pithoi fragments were uncovered at a
depth of 1.30 m in the same pit. These
fragments,
all
displaying
the
same
characteristics, can be defined as the cargo of a
ship. Remains of a shipwreck which was
previously encountered in former years was
again encountered in another test pit located to
the north of the jetty (i.e. on the exterior face) 7 .
A depth of 2 m was reached in this pit and
traces of a coral reef were uncovered. If this
observation is taken into consideration, one
could postulate that the headland on which the
jetty was built must have been a coral reef.
5

6

7

The underwater excavations are carried out within the
framework of scientific co-operation established
between University of Haifa and Ankara University.
Haifa University joined the excavations with a group of
16 academics expert in maritime studies under the
direction of Michal Artzy and also contributed greatly
to the education and training of the Liman Tepe
excavation members in underwater excavation. The
underwater excavations were financially supported by
Ankara University Research Fund, University of Haifa,
TÜBİTAK and INSTAP (Institute for Aegean
Prehistory). For underwater excavations cf. Artzy 2000,
3 ff.
The limestone deposits at and around Urla are formed
in layers which can easily be broken to form slabstones
of quite regular character. This stone is locally known
as “Urla stone” and has been used since prehistoric
periods until recently in construction.
The same shipwreck was encountered in the 1996
underwater documentation work. Cf. Erkanal 1998,
392.

The following forms a summary of the
results obtained from a total of 5 test pits. The
stone masonry of the jetty continues at least 2 m
further down from the present sea floor. The
real height of this masonry will be further
investigated in future years and cultural
material to be uncovered in lower levels will
elucidate chronological matters. The gradual
filling of the harbor interior has also been
documented as a result of our investigations.
Various deep cores from the present seabed
demonstrate the existence of cultural strata
more than 5 m deep. These strata conform to
the stratigraphy of Liman Tepe. Levels
belonging to the Archaic period were reached
as a result of our excavations. In future years it
is hoped that prehistoric levels will be reached.
No cultural material was uncovered outside the
harbor area which conclusively demonstrates
that the jetty forms the final border of the
settlement at Liman Tepe.
Settlement Plan of the Early Bronze Age II
Period
If the remains underwater are also taken
into consideration, Liman Tepe possesses a
citadel of roughly oval shape with a length of
300 m. The strong fortification system which
continues on land and most probably
underwater joins the harbor complex with its
piers (Fig. 3). To the south of the citadel is a
lower city which opens up like a fan towards
the mainland. The lower city, which is 4-5 m on
lower ground possesses stone paved streets and
large houses adjacent to them. Like the citadel,
at least three different architectural levels have
been uncovered in the lower city. A large
building is located at the focal point of the
citadel itself.
Central Authority during the Early Bronze
Age II Period
An external wall of this central building,
which extends in a northwest-southeast
direction, have been uncovered (Fig. 3c,). This
wall, which has been preserved for a height of 2
m is 1.50-2.20 m wide. A second wall, 0.60 m
wide, was constructed parallel to the exterior
wall. A corridor measuring 1.20 m in width is
found between these walls. This corridor was
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divided by walls forming narrow compartments.
The pottery from these compartments
demonstrates that they were used as storage
areas. Imported material from Western Aegean
among the pottery is important for the
chronology of both regions. Two lines of rooms
are located to the north of this corridor (Fig. 8).
A court, measuring 5-6 m in width is located
between the corridor compartments and this line
of rooms. A posthole was discovered at the
center of this court. The northern external wall
of this building could not be discovered. The
northwestern extension of the building
continues into the unexcavated areas and even
under the modern houses. Most of this
important building whose one wing consists of
a single line of corridor compartments and its
other wing is made up of lines of rooms
remains in unexcavated areas. The real
dimensions of this building, which has been
excavated for a length of 15 m is so far
unknown 8 .
These central buildings where the long
sides contain corridors are widely known in
Greece and are called “corridor houses” 9 . This
type of building is generally found at the centre
of a fortified area and believed to be a residence
of a lord or chief. Other residential units are
scattered around this central building. Despite
the peculiar characteristics of the Liman Tepe
central building, its concept conforms to the
“corridor houses” from mainland Greece.
Around this building are other structures having
long narrow rooms resembling storage areas.
Both the central building and the surrounding
structures have 3 architectural phases.
The corridor houses located within
fortified settlements of the Early Bronze Age II
period in the Aegean are normally interpreted
as reflections of central authority. This
authority most probably directs the political and
economic organization. Besides these, the
central building at Liman Tepe also has a
different characteristic. The most telling
assemblage of finds within this building is a
group of phalloi. These are of various stones
8
9

For this central structure see. Erkanal 1996, 77-78,
Res.10-11; Erkanal 1998, 383-387,Res. 1.
Cf. Shaw, 1987, 59; Shaw 1990, 183-194, Fig. 1-2;
Sinos 1971, Pl. 36-85.
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and possess a cylindrical body, a flat base and a
rounded head. Of the 7 examples discovered so
far, one of them is important not only for
elucidating religious beliefs but also the art of
the period. This particular example is made of
sandstone and possesses a monkey’s head at the
tip (Fig. 9). This monkey’s head is rendered in a
natural style and may have been imported from
the Eastern Mediterranean region. A pottery
disk of oval form and a fragmentary bull’s head
ryhton should also be interpreted as religious
paraphernalia. These finds give the central
building at Liman Tepe a new, religious
characteristic 10 .
The Political Organization of the Region
during the Early Bronze Age II Period
Liman
Tepe
displays
different
characteristics from all the known Aegean
settlements of the Early Bronze Age II period.
A well organized settlement with a harbor
complex linked to the citadel and a lower town
is in evidence. The citadel, due to the earlier
build-up from previous settlements, is located
on higher ground in comparison to the lower
city. The excavated remains of the fortification
system only forms the lower pedestal of the
entire fortification. If the mud brick
superstructure which has since demolished is
also taken into consideration, the fortification
system must have been approximately 10-12 m
high. These urban characteristics suggest that
Liman Tepe is a regional center.
The other contemporary sites found on
the
Urla
Peninsula
display
different
characteristics (Fig. 10). Gölkayası, located in
Alaçatı is a rocky outcrop. The caves and rock
shelters located in this rocky outcrop were used
for settlement. The surroundings of this site is
covered with rocks and there is no available
agricultural land. These characteristics suggest
that Gölkayası was a site established to ward
off possible attacks from the sea. Another site,
Kale Tepe, is located on the İzmir-Çeşme road.
This small site, approximately 50 m in diameter
and surrounded by a fortification wall is in a
commanding position overlooking the valley
and the natural route that passes through it.
10

Erkanal & Günel 1997, Çiz. 3-4, Res. 10.
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Değirmen and Yağcılar are in a similar position
(Fig. 9). The Early Bronze Age II settlements
outside the peninsula display more rural
characteristics. If these points are considered,
the available evidence suggests that the
necessary actions were taken to establish a
regional defense system which itself points to a
regional political unity. Its particular
characteristics make Liman Tepe the center of
this political union, as there are no other known
settlements which are candidates for such a
position.
Conclusion
Liman Tepe reflects the cultures of the
region from the 6th millennium to the end of
the 2nd millennium BC without a break. If the
ancient city of Klazomenai is also considered,
the cultural continuity of the settlement is
evident until the end of the Classical period.
This characteristic can so far only be observed
in Western Anatolia at Liman Tepe. The
prehistoric sites documented and excavated in
the İzmir region demonstrate the cultural
importance of the region. This culture went
farther than the Aegean world and achieved
relations with the Eastern Mediterranean, the
Balkans and even Caucasia. The excavations
and investigations of prehistoric sites 11 will
continue in the future, undoubtedly producing
more important data and documenting the
archaeological richness of the İzmir region
which fed on the great cultural potential of
Anatolia.
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11

Panaztepe within the district of Menemen, Bakla Tepe
and Kocabaş Tepe in the Tahtalı Dam area are being
investigated along with Liman Tepe within the
framework of the İzmir Region Excavations and
Research Project (Fig. 1).
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