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V. Nikolov

The Chalcolithic Stone Fortress
of Provadia-Solnitsata

Keywords: Chalcolithic, salt production, stone fortresses

KnioueBble cnoBa: sHeonu, npousBoACTBO CO/N, KaMeHHble KpenocTn

V. Nikolov
The Chalcolithic Stone Fortress of Provadia-Solnitsata

The Middle and Late Chalcolithic settlement of Provadia-Solnitsata was exceptionally well fortified. Remains of three
major, successively existing Chalcolithic fortification systems (4700—4200 BC) have been excavated. The massive and high
stone walls enclosing it on all sides were the best protection for both the wealth gained as a result of salt production and
trade, and for the lives of its residents. There has been no evidence so far of the existence of such a stone citadel during the
fifth millennium BC in Europe which, apart from everything else, was an incredible achievement of the military theory and
the building art. Its construction and reconstruction after several subsequent large earthquakes was an exclusively labor-
consuming activity which involved the efforts of many people including highly specialized builders. That could have been done
only for a sufficient amount of ‘money’, i.e. salt. The fortress of Provadia-Solnitsata could have been erected, maintained,
rebuilt and extended only as a military center and a symbol of the power of the Middle and Late Chalcolithic community in
the area of the Provadiyska River.

B. Hukosnos
JHeonuTUYecKasa KaMeHHasa KpenocTb [NMpoBagua-ConHuuara

Mocenenne cpefHero u nosgHero sHeonuta B [poBagua-ConHMuaTa npyMMeYaTeslbHo CBOMMM YKpenjaeHnamu. Yaanoch
MCCneoBaTb OCTATHY Tpex MociefoBaTeNibHbIX SHEOMTUHECKMX GopTUPMKALIMOHHBIX cucTeM (4700—4200 BC). Maccvs-
Hble 1 BbICOKME KaMeHHbIE CTEHbI, OKPYHKAIOLLVE MOCENeHe, CIYHKIIM XOPOLLEH 3alUMTON Kak AnA 6oratcTea, HaKoNIeHHOro
BC/IeCTBUE NMPOU3BOACTBA ¥ TOProB/M COMbIO, TaK v AnA obutateneit. [Jo cux nop, Ha Tepputopumn EBporibl He Obivi 0bHapyHe-
Hbl KAMeHHble LMTafieNIn KoTopble Obl JaTUPOBaMCh 5-M ThicAdeneTveM Ao H.3. Liutagens B Mposaays-ConHuuata AenseTca
VCKIIIOYATENBHBIM JOCTUMKEHUEM C TOUKW 3pEHVA CTPOUTENBCTBA 1 BOEHHON Teopun. Ee Bo3BeAeHMe N peKOHCTPYKLUMA nocse
pAAa MOLLHbIX 3eMIETPACEHMUI MpeACcTaBnAIM coboi BeCbMa TPYAOEMKYE NPOLLECChI, MoApa3yMeBatoLLye KOHLIEHTPaLWIO yCu-
71 BOMBLLIOIO KONMMYECTBA NtoAel BR/oYan BbICOKOKAYECTBEHHbIX CreLuanmMcToB-cTpouTeneil. PopTuduKaLmMoHHble paboTbl
Mor/M 6bITb CAeNaHbl TOMBKO 32 AOCTATOUHbIN 06bEM «aeHer, T.e. conu. Kpenoctb 13 Mposaama-ConHuuaTa Morna ¢yHKLUMo-
HMPOBaTb TOMbKO B KAYECTBE BOEHHOIO LIeHTPa M CUMBOJIA BNACTW OOLIMH CpeHero 1 No3aHero sHeonmTa B 6acceiiHe pexu
MposaguA.

The prehistoric complex of Provadia-Sol-
nitsata is situated near the modern town of Pro-

Mirovo salt deposit, underlying that complex.
This brief description of the archaeological mon-

vadia in Northeast Bulgaria. These are the re-
mains of the oldest salt production center in
Europe (5500—4200 BC), which became the
first prehistoric urban center on the continent
(4700—4200 BC). It consists of a salt production
site and ritual pits, an unfortified and subsequent-
ly stone-wall enclosed settlement (citadel), a ritu-
al ground (pit sanctuary), cemeteries and a pottery
production site, which has not yet been excavat-
ed (Nikolov 2012; Hukoso 2014). The complex
occupies an area of c. 20 ha. Its appearance and
development are closely related to the only rock
salt deposit in the Eastern Balkans, the so-called

ument has been formulated after eleven years of
archaeological field work (2005—2015), which
defines it as one of the most significant prehistor-
ic sites in southeast Europe.

The formation of the large salt cone occurred
when, under strata pressure, a huge amount of
plastic salt mass was moved surfaceward. Its up-
per surface formed ‘a salt mirror’ (a thick salt so-
lution c. 1 m deep) at a depth of 12—20 m below
ground. Brine springs flowed out from it with a
high salt concentration.

It would have been very unusual if such a rich
deposit with the brine springs flowing out of it had

© V. Nikolov, 2016.



Fig. 1. Provadia-Solnitsata. Outer face of the fortified
stone wall 2 in the north-western section (the beginning
of the Late Chalcolithic, circa 4500 BC). Preserved height
approx. 2.60 m.

Puc. 1. MNpoBagna-ConHuuata. BHelwHAA cTopoHa
KameHHoM cTeHbl N2 2 Ha ceBepo-3anaiHOM yyacTKe
(Hauano nosgHero xankonuta, okosno 4500 BC). Coxpa-
HMBLLUAACA BblCOTa — OKOJ10 2,60 M.

not been used as early as prehistoric times. The
events that happened followed the natural course
of things. The remains of human life and activ-
ities in that place throughout the sixth and fifth
millennium BC also turned out to be rich. Eleven
seasons of archaeological research at Provadia-
Solnitsata changed our ideas of the later prehisto-
ry of the Eastern Balkans. The major results of the
field work carried out so far are presented in brief
or in detail in a number of publications (Nikolov
2010; Nikolov 2011a; Nikolov 2011b; Nikolov
2012). In this paper I will briefly consider one of
the results of the specialized salt production and
long-distance trade in that vital product: the ac-
cumulation of substantial wealth for the time, the
need for it to be safely stored and protected and
the appearance of the first stone fortress on the
European continent, respectively.

The tell site occupied by the salt producers
now has a cultural layer of c. 9 m thickness and is
105 m in diameter. It includes deposits from the
Late Neolithic (c. 1 m) and the Middle and Late
Chalcolithic (a total of 8 m!). A tumulus was

VassiL NikoLov

Fig. 2. Provadia-Solnitsata. The citadel (Middle and Late
Chalcolithic, 4700—4200 BC). A view from above.

Puc. 2. MNposaaua-Connnuarta. Liutanens (cpenHuii
1 No3aHUI xankonut, 4700—4200 BC). Bug ceepxy.

erected over these layers during the Thracian and
Roman periods and thus the total height of the
monument reached 22 m.

The Middle and Late Chalcolithic settle-
ment of Provadia-Solnitsata was exclusively
well fortified. The remains of three major suc-
cessively existing Chalcolithic fortification sys-
tems (4700—4200 BC) have been excavated
which were built up of stone. The massive and
high stone walls completely enclosing the settle-
ment served as excellent protection of both the
wealth gathered as the result of salt production
and trade and of the lives of its residents. There
has been no evidence so far of the existence of
such a stone citadel during the fifth millennium
BC in Europe which, apart from everything else,
was an incredible achievement of the military the-
ory and the building art. Its construction and re-
construction after several subsequent large earth-
quakes (Hukonos 2012) was an exclusively labor-
consuming activity which involved the efforts of
many people including highly specialized build-
ers. That could have been done only for a suffi-
cient amount of ‘money’, i.e. salt. The fortress
of Provadia-Solnitsata could have been erected,
maintained, rebuilt and extended only as a mil-
itary center and a symbol of the power of the
Middle and Late Chalcolithic community in the
area of the Provadiyska River.

Part of the earliest fortification system has
been excavated in the Southeast area (Nikolov
2012). It consisted of an arc-shaped moat and



THE CHALCOLITHIC STONE FORTRESS OF PROVADIA-SOLNITSATA

Fig. 3. Provadia-Solnitsata. Fortified stone wall 2 in the south-eastern and south-western section (the beginning of

the Late Chalcolithic, circa 4500 BC). A view from above.

Puc. 3. MNpoaaua-ConHmuata. KameHHan cteHa N2 Ha t0ro-BOCTOYHOM U t0r0-3anaHoM yyacTKe (Havaso no3gHero

xankonuta, okono 4500 BC). Bua ceepxy.

a gated wall rising at a small distance behind it,
and was made at the beginning of the Middle
Chalcolithic period. The fortification wall consist-
ed of two connected parts built by different tech-
niques: a palisade of wood and clay and bastions
of large stones which flank the southeastern gate
of the fortress. Around 4600 BC, the fortification
system (labeled as 1a) was severely damaged by
an earthquake. Two L-shaped bastions of small-
er stones were built immediately behind the ru-
ined ones; their height exceeded 3 m. They were
now part of a wall following the same route, prob-
ably entirely built up of stone (1b); it has partial-
ly been revealed in the eastern periphery of the
tell site. Most probably part of that fortress was
the arc-shaped stone foundation, a 16 m stretch
of which was revealed in the Northwest area.
It is 2.10—2.30 m thick and was built by a kind
of opus emplectum technique (larger face stones
on both sides and smaller ones within). Clay was
used as binder. The wall has been preserved at a
height of up to 60 cm (one or two stone courses)
and the interior side of the northern end of the un-
earthed section reaches a height of 1.50 m; eight
horizontal stone courses can be seen there. This
fortress also did not have a long period of use; it
was ruined during the following earthquake at the
end of the Middle Chalcolithic, c. 4500 BC.

The second defense wall was built at the be-
ginning of the Late Chalcolithic (c. 4500 BC) and

was a considerably more solid structure which
also enclosed the then settlement though it passed
along aroute displaced several meters to the north.
During the latest excavation seasons, its front part
was revealed almost completely except for two
comparatively small unexcavated sections to the
west and northeast though the tentatively outlined
route there is beyond any doubt. In some plac-
es the wall face has been preserved at a height of
2.60m (fig. 1) and in a small section up to 3.10 m.
The fortress has an irregular rounded shape and
encloses an area of 0.4 ha (fig. 2). The western
route is almost straight. The wall describes a
wide irregular arch to the northwest, north and
northeast. The curtain wall has an almost regu-
lar shape to the east and southeast (fig. 3). To the
south and southwest the fortress includes two al-
most straight stretches. It should be noted that the
wall was built following an important principle of
defense tactics: despite being generally rounded,
on the outside the fortress’ shape is in fact an ir-
regular polygon and its front part is outlined by a
large number of shorter or longer straight stretch-
es. This was required to provide its more effi-
cient defense. The total length of the second stone
defense wall, measured along its outer face, is
c. 234 m. The inner face was revealed at about
half its length which has been preserved at a
height between 0.80 and 1.50 m (fig. 4) and in one
section, at c. 1.80 m. The thickness of the fortified
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Fig. 4. Provadia-Solnitsata. Inner face of the fortified stone wall 2 in the south-eastern section (the beginning of the
Late Chalcolithic, circa 4500 BC). Preserved height approx. 1.50 m.

Puc. 4. Mposaana-ConHuuata. BHyTpeHHAA CTOpoHa KaMeHHOW cTeHbl NQ 2 Ha t0ro-BOCTOYHOM y4acTKe (Hayasno nosg-
Hero xankonuTa, okono 4500 BC). CoxpaHuBLLanca BeicoTa — oKoso 1,50 m.

wall foundation varies between 2.40 and 4.20 m
but is most often between 3.00 and 3.40 m; this
presupposes a wall height between 5 and 6 m. The
fortress was built up of rough stones, mostly sand-
stone, by a technique resembling the opus em-
plectum. Yellow or grayish-brown clay was used
as binder. The two sides of the wall were slight-
ly inclined inward, i.e. in its upper part it was nar-
rower than the foundation. In its lower part, at
least in some places, it was plastered with yellow
clay. A wide horizontal layer of small stones was
built in front of the curtain wall which probably
served to strengthen the terrain against erosion.
For the time being the fortress gate has not been
revealed though it may turn out to be to the north-
east in the uninvestigated area; from that point,
the distance to the salt production site is the min-
imum possible so that its location would be log-
ical. That fortress was also ruined, probably dur-
ing an earthquake. A large amount of the stones
on the eastern and western side fell inside along
the tell’s slope. That occurred during the middle
phases of the Late Chalcolithic. Remains of hous-
es of that time, overlaying the wall remains, have
been identified to the southwest.

The third, outermost fortification system has
been revealed in the Northwest area; it was built
during a later phase of the Late Chalcolithic (prob-

ably c. 4300 BC) as a complex of stone structures.
It consists of stone facing of the steep slope of the
tell site, 8 or 9 m high at that time, radial walls
upon it and a solid stone wall rising along the up-
per periphery of the tell above the cover.

The facing of the steep slope of the tell was
made of small and medium-sized quarried rocks.
The first purpose of that structure was apparently
strengthening the peripheral part of the tell’s lay-
er and protecting it from weathering thus provid-
ing a solid foundation for the uprising heavy stone
wall. The foundation of that wall was built of very
large stones but obviously smaller ones were used
upwards; now they are all scattered (probably by
an earthquake) on the uppermost surface of the
prehistoric layer which testifies to the defense
structure being used until the end of the settle-
ment’s existence. A system of closely laid radial
walls was built on the stone cover starting from
the foot of the fortified wall and climbing down to
the lower end of the cover; their height and foun-
dation’s thickness increases downslope. The radi-
al walls, combined with the sloping cover, were
an innovation in the military fortifications, intro-
duced much earlier than their appearance in the
Early Bronze Age of the Eastern Mediterranean
and were constructed in order to create additional
obstacles for possible attackers to the citadel.
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