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Status symbols—material objects that mark distinc-

tions between classes and groups—may vary consider-

ably between past and present societies. In prehis-

toric archaeology, claims such as “metals have 

always been viewed as a status symbol” remain 

largely unquestioned.1 This conception also pre-

vails for the Early Bronze Age (EBA) period, when 

the alloying of metal objects coincided with the emergence of elites 

in the Aegean and Anatolia. Yet, based on ethnographic studies, it 

has been documented that metals, including iron and copper, but 

even gold, can be treated as a free resource, to which access can be 

granted through kinship relations.2 Therefore, metalworking and 

metal objects should be contextualized through a site-specific and 

comparative context, if we are to understand the local meaning of 

metals in a particular region or period. 

In this essay, I will discuss the role of metals and metalworking 

at the EBA site of Çukuriçi Höyük in western Anatolia, a case study 

in my Ph.D. research. During the EBA 2 in western Anatolia, met-

als were associated with the elite graves and monumental build-

ings.3 Therefore, metalworking and the possession of metal objects 

can be taken as the main proxy for assessing differences between 

houses within an EBA 1 settlement, such as Çukuriçi Höyük.  

I argue that metals and metal production at Çukuriçi Höyük 

were not markers of distinction and wealth, unlike in the succeed-

ing EBA 2 period. Instead, the practice of metalworking was incor-

porated into domestic modes of production, within households at 

Çukuriçi Höyük. This argument combines a household archaeology 

approach toward the study of archaeological data with historical 

anthropology.

Çukuriçi Höyük was an EBA 1 (2,950–2,750 calBC), two-hectare 

settlement site on the western Anatolian coast, close to the modern 

town of Selçuk, Turkey. At the dawn of the Bronze Age, Çukuriçi 

Höyük was an arsenical-copper production center, as is evident 

from the presence of a large number of metal objects, metalwork-

ing tools, and smelting debris (see Fig. 1).4 The metallurgical evi-

dence from Çukuriçi Höyük, however, challenges Gordon V.  

Childe’s arguments about the organization of early metalworking. 

He claimed that EBA smiths were full-time specialists, who were 

the first to abandon kinship relations. According to Childe, metal-

workers’ “emancipation from kinship ties” was a consequence of 

itinerant work.5 Smiths traveled from village to village, producing 

metals in exchange for food. 

Childe based his argument on the spatial organization of metal-

working in the EBA archaeological record. At the time, metalwork-

ing had been confirmed only in single metalworking workshops 

per settlement.6 Yet recent evidence from Çukuriçi Höyük, raises 

questions about Childe’s claims, for at EBA 1 Çukuriçi Höyük, met-

alworking was practiced by more or less sedentary villagers, scat-

tered across the site, and within households. Metalworking at 

Çukuriçi Höyük was therefore likely organized along kinship lines, 

as I will discuss below.

Kinship relations can hardly be inferred from prehistoric mate-

rial data. However, understanding houses as persons may help us 

address the spatial relations between houses and, consequently, 

social relations between members of different households at the 

site.  

At the dawn of the EBA 1, from 3,000 BC onward, the newly 

erected rectangular houses at Çukuriçi Höyük were freestanding 

and became agglutinated in succeeding building phases. The grad-

ual agglutination of houses took place over 100 years, a period that 

can be translated into four human generations. New dwellings 
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↓ Fig. 1: Metallurgical ensemble excavated from Çukuriçi Höyük  
(Mehofer 2014, 464, Fig. 1)8
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were attached next to the pre-existing ones, gradually filling the 

space in between. In a literal sense, the houses at Çukuriçi Höyük 

grew together. The physical and social space between houses gradu-

ally decreased, so far that 

only narrow alleys separated 

agglutinated rows of house-

holds. A similar practice 

has also been ethnographi-

cally documented in Northwestern Iran, such as in villages in Khar 

o Tauran.7 There, sons erected new houses next to their parents’ 

houses after marriage. Therefore, it can be argued that the arrange-

ment of new houses at Çukuriçi Höyük likewise corresponded to 

the developmental cycle of domestic groups, widely attested 

through participant observation elsewhere. Dwellers at Çukuriçi 

Höyük attached new houses next to the preexisting ones, which 

resulted not only in closer spatial relations but also in social prox-

imity between dwellers, if we treat houses as persons.

Within houses at Çukuriçi Höyük described above, dwellers 

alloyed metals such as arsenical copper, as well as tin bronze, silver, 

and gold in smaller quantities. Both spatially and temporally, metal 

production at Çukuriçi Höyük took place alongside other household 

activities. These included textile and leather production, food stor-

age, preparation, and consumption. In addition, hearths and ovens, 

mainly located within houses at Çukuriçi Höyük, were multifunc-

tional installations. Fireplaces were used for cooking, heating, and 

metalworking. Regarding the architecture and associated finds at 

the site, none of the excavated buildings could be referred to as an 

elite structure. House construction, the layout, and the organization 

of interior spaces were largely homogeneous across the settlement. 

Therefore, metalworking was integrated into the domestic mode of 

production, practiced within the multigenerational and multigen-

dered household at Çukuriçi Höyük at the dawn of the EBA.

If we combine house architecture, relations between houses, and 

their internal organization, it is possible to draw some conclusions 

about the organization of metalworking at Çukuriçi Höyük. Firstly, 

metalworking at Çukuriçi Höyük was vital village expertise, 

though most likely a part-time and not a full-time specialization, as 

initially argued by Gordon V. Childe. Secondly, metalworking 

knowledge, access to raw materials, and metal objects appear to 

have been widely shared between households at Çukuriçi Höyük, 

rather than hoarded or limited to a par-

ticular dwelling, which speaks against 

metals being a status symbol at the site. 

Thirdly, metalworkers at Çukuriçi Höyük 

were not solely itinerant craftsmen and 

did not break off kinship relations. As 

seen from the architecture and spatial organ-

ization of houses at Çukuriçi Höyük, part-time 

metalworkers relied on inter- and intra-household 

social relations to produce metals and reproduce 

themselves as a society. 

Although the evidence from Çukuriçi Höyük disproves Childe’s 

claims about early metalworking, his work remains valid concern-

ing other contemporary EBA 1 sites on the Eastern Aegean islands 

and in western Anatolia. At EBA 1 sites other than Çukuriçi Höyük, 

metalworking was limited to one household per settlement, which 

could support the existence of full-time itinerant smiths. Therefore, 

we should not perceive metals as a priori status symbols—either in 

the Bronze Age or today. Metals, like other objects, were always 

embedded in local, subjective worldviews that could vary between 

or within “archaeological cultures.”
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