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visions for the future of the Tell. And expectedly,
we ended up with diverse answers.

Why is Tell Yunatsite important?
Scientifically, Tell Yunatsite is a rare site-testimony
to the lifestyle and culture for more than six
millennia with strata from the Middle Ages
(12*-14™ centuries), the Roman Empire (24-4™
centuries), the Iron (Thracian) Age (1 millennium
BC), the Bronze Age (3™ millennium BC), and the
Copper Age or Chalcolithic (5™ millennium BC).
This is important for the understanding of the
habitation, development and stratigraphy of the
Neolithic cultures in South East Europe, especially
for the Chalcolithic period®. The discoveries on
Tell Yunatsite provide unique data for the high
material and spiritual cultures developed here:
e.g. the earliest‘city’ in Europe, established as such
around 4800-4700 BC; “prototype” of an acropolis;
the earliest dug-in meat storage facilities in Europe;
the earliest surgery; one of the earliest gold objects
in the world; potential beginning of writing; unique
fortification system®. Furthermore, the scale and
duration of the archeological excavations® defines
Tell Yunatsite as one of the most widely studied
sites in Bulgaria. In addition to the opportunities
for many years of research in various fields
(archeology, history, paleobotany, anthropology),
the site is also suitable for conservation research
projects by delineating test sites for the strategic
development of technologies and materials.

Educationally, Tell Yunatsite provides
unique training opportunities — for professionals
and scholars (archaeologists, architects, and
conservator-restorers), volunteers® and students.

Representationally, Tell Yunatsite has many
stories to tell and a number of structures preserved
in situ to show. Amongst the most remarkable are:
the so called “central profile’, unique in European
scale for its dimensions (length of about 75
meters and height of 6 meters) and rich cultural

strata of successive settlements (nearly 30 clearly
distinctive archaeological horizons); a segment of
a fortification system; the so called ‘great negative
structure” — the only one of its kind known from
this period with a diameter of 7 meters and a depth
(so far) of 8 meters.

What are the biggest challenges in front
of Tell Yunatsite? These are challenges mostly
related to the location and the nature of the site
itself. They reflect its high vulnerability (because
of the material essence of the cultural strata
combined with the living ecosystem of the Tell)
and hinder the work of the specialists on site.
Hereof, the (almost) regular groups of challenges
— threats to archaeological structures, troubles
for the archaeological teams, and lack of visitor
infrastructure — here, at Tell Yunatsite, were with
increased difficulty.

In the vein of challenges, if “for conservation
to make sense itself, it must be orientated to satisfy
some social or individual needs”, then what
conservation are we talking about in the case of
Tell Yunatsite?

2. CHANGE AS AUTHENTICITY

For centuriesthenotionofauthenticityhasbeen
a stumbling block for architects and conservators.
The nineteenth century classical theories (e.g.
of Boito, Viollet-Le-Duc, Ruskin) pursued their
own (although differing) understanding on
authenticity focused on site’s materiality. The
significant twentieth century international efforts
and debates led to a great expansion of the content
of authenticity beyond the tangible, culminating
in the Nara Document®. However, authenticity
remains a slippery concept even in the professional
conservation world’—it is widely used while being
interpreted and reinterpreted in most unexpected
directions. Indeed, it is the particular site-based

! The project was commissioned by the Regional Historic Museum of Pazardzhik and was funded by the Ministry
of Culture in 2020. Project team — architects from Atelier 3: D. Georgieva, M. Velkov, D. Kovacheva; conservator: K.
Frangova; consultant: M. Morris (conservator, USA); archeologists: Y. Boyadzhiev, K. Boyadzhiev; engineers from
Tanev and Partners Ltd.: V. Tanev, Y. Baychev; surveyor: O. Vasilev, organization of construction: F. Rangelova.

2 In the locality of Prokara, 9 km northwest of the town of Pazardzhik, Bulgaria.

* Some scientists even talk of Yunatisite culture and of the pointed cups Yunatsite type as chronological indicators.
Whatever is the case, Tell Yunatsite is regarded as an important benchmark for the periodization.

* Boyadzhiev, Boyadzhiev 2019.

® From 83 years (since 1939) and already 46 years without interruption (since 1976)
¢ Summer archeological schools with volunteers from abroad (organized by Balkan Heritage Foundation), as well
as the participation of students in the archeological research, are already proving their effectiveness.

7 Vifias 2020: 39.
8 Nara 1994.
? Stovel 2008: 15-16.

77






Heritage BG 2/2022

cause loss: material, historical, meaningful or other.
As an answer to the imperfection of reversibility the
principle for ‘minimum intervention” emerges. It is
in turn criticized for its relativity and unclearness®.
Notwithstanding, reversibility together with
minimum intervention remain useful notions ‘if
they are properly understood’® and if not pursued
at any cost.

What was our professional answer to these
challenges in the case of Tell Yunatsite? Once
we accepted change as authenticity and stopped
grieving about some loss (e.g. irreversibility of
the continuing archaeological excavation works
or the impacts of natural lifecycle of the flora and
fauna), we were finally ready to set more precise
and achievable main conservation goals. First,
to propose resilient conservation measures that
suit the prehistoric structures without stopping
life — in other words, reversibility and loss under
control. And second, to appropriately combine the
activities of archeological research, educational
practices, and tourist visits.

The central profile today is an impressive
north-south cut throughout the Tell. However,
it is difficult for an untrained eye to discern its
significance as a tangible marker (in space and in
time). We listened with interest to the stories of the
archaeologists. Gradually we began to distinguish
the difference in the thickness, color, and density of
cultural strata — the material carriers of information
about the cultures that inhabited this place from
the Chalcolithic to the Middle Ages. But we were
far from seeing much. Then the archaeologists
showed us a photo from 2007 when a thorough
cleaning of the profile had been undertaken. The
erosion and collapse of the cultural strata (albeit
slowly and in fine particles) for a decade were
strong (Fig. 2). These various fallen parts of the
strata had literally become a fruitful soil for new
plants at the foot of the profile. Surely, the direct
atmospheric influences had done their part. But
we found more influential the mechanical impacts
from the small animals and birds that live inside
the Tell, as well as the ones from the root system
of newly emerging plants.

For the stakeholders, the most obvious (and
so to say conventional) direction to follow was
to find some kind of a (miraculous) product that,
applied all over the profile, would preserve a
perfectly stable and visually appealing condition
similar to that from 2007. Not only such a product

13 Caple 2000: 65.
16 Vifigs 2005: 191.

doesn’t exist, but even if it existed, it would entail a
number of new questions with unknown answers:
how will it react with the different strata? How
deep will it penetrate? Will it (and how much)
affect scientific information? How will it behave
over time? How to shape the ridge? And so on
and so forth. We thought over a lot of different
possible options. We weighed the pros and cons.
We studied different materials. Many limitations
and key objectives were also of significance,
e.g.. preserving the visibility and legibility of
the profile while ensuring the opportunities
for further research and minimizing the risk of
potential loss of archaeological information. In
addition, the large profile area of nearly 500 sq. m
required an affordable product that would allow
easy application and maintenance. And since there
are quite a few archaeological profiles on the site
(which will continue to increase), we were looking
for a solution with a wider applicability potential.

We ended up with a proposal to use steel
wire mesh — an affordable and accessible product
used mainly for stabilization of rock surfaces and
loose slopes. Its implementation covered the set
goals. Further, it stops the entry and nesting of
larger birds and animals inside the Tell and offers
flexibility in mounting as the nets can be easily
adapted to the complex geometry of the profile
(Fig. 7). In the central profile case, we denied
the conventional and relied on the rational
And actually largely reversible. Thus, we gave
possibilities to combine education and visit while
not endangering further research.

The discovered segments of the Chalcolithic
fortification system —a massive adobe fortification
wall (over 4 m wide and preserved at a height of
over 2 m) and a moat (4 m deep and 7 m wide)
- are among the few spatially recognizable
elements of the Tell. They are witnesses to the way
of construction from the Chalcolithic period, but
are also sites for many hypotheses and probably
undisclosed stories. Along with the erosion of
cultural strata due to direct atmospheric influences
and mechanical impacts of birds, animals and
root systems, here we faced the direct entry of
atmospheric water into the adobe structure of the
fortification wall (Fig. 3).

Wewerelooking foroptions tosimultaneously
stabilize and show the wall and the moat. The
latter we decided to leave a real moat. Only we
reinforced the high slopes with the steel wire
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All this was not enough - two great holes
remained risky. The first — a four meters deep
Chalcolithic moat, part of the identified fragment
of the chalcolithic fortification system. The second
— an eight meters deep mysterious pit"” (named by
the archaeologists “the great negative structure’)
that according to the studies was purposefully
built and used (for something) during the
Chalcolithic era. The challenges here were twofold:
the retention of water in the deep parts of the
moat and the pit; and the serious danger of terrain
collapse. The slope protection wire mesh approach
(for the moat) and a temporary wooden structure
ensuring safe continuation of the archaeological
research (for the pit) worked for the latter. While
the only possible solution for the first seemed to be
a protective shelter.

4. CHALLENGING GRAVITY

Apart from their unquestionable role in
the protection of heritage sites, shelters are
disputable as they could also become a source
for new deterioration risks for the archaeological
remains'®,””. Many prehistoric sites indeed rely on
protective shelters® both for protection and visitor
experience. Under these (usually) huge canopies
one finds stone structures or at least relatively
distinctive and comprehensible layouts of
buildings. Somewhere in between (or best outside)
the archaeological structures the terrain is freed
from cultural strata and allows for developing
foundations for the shelter.

This is not the case with Tell Yunatsite.
Although the segment of the fortification system (a
wall and a moat), together with the pit are (almost)
the only spatially distinctive elements of the Tell,
they are still hardly recognizable amongst the
similar earthy environment. Plus, Tell Yunatsite is
not a place where one can just dig for foundations
as it is actually all made of cultural strata.

Firstly, we developed various options
in order to find the most appropriate surface
from an architectural point of view and the

most robust structural system from a structural
point of view. Our research ended up with the
dilemma - steel cable mesh or textile membrane,
as each one of these two alternatives for a smooth
structural surface came with its pros and cons. The
advantages of the steel cable mesh are: structural
robustness; less maintenance; higher durability
in time compared to polyester membranes. The
main disadvantages are: difficult assembling
and prestressing; the additional need for mesh
cover; higher price for steel ropes and assembling
details. On the contrary, the advantages of the
textile membrane are: easy production, assembling
and prestressing; cover and load-bearing are
combined in one material; the lower price per sq.
m compared to the steel ropes mesh. It also comes
with disadvantages: regularly prestressing in time
because of relaxation; maintenance at least once a
year; shorter exploitation period of about 30 to 40
years. We chose the textile membrane (Fig, 6, 9).

Next, we had to find a way to cover an area
of nearly 700 sq.m without endangering any of the
cultural layers (Fig. 5). Deep foundations and soil
anchors were forbidden! Then, how to overcome
gravity? How to withstand the big supporting
forces of 250-500kN? On one hand, the cultural
strata required a delicate foundation. On the
other hand, the overall mighty appearance of the
prehistoric site required thoughtful interference
in the landscape. The only possible answer was
a shallow foundation type. This was the option
to ensure minimal penetration deep in the layers
preserving the possibilities of archaeological
research before placing the foundations (but also
someday if needed, after displacing them). This
choice also gave us the opportunity to separate
the (expectedly) huge foundations into two parts,
in search of overcoming the challenges of their
presence in the landscape.

We found the answer in ready-made
elements — reinforced concrete tetrapods. In
combination with retaining blocks they gave the
possibility to optimize a large protective cover
of textile membrane stretched on boundary steel

7 The excavations of the pit (7 meters in diameter) started in 2007 and to this day (2020) a depth of about 8 meters
has been reached below the level of the existing terrain. The great negative structure is the only one of its kind
known from this period and archaeologists are still searching for answers to its significance. It is difficult to predict
at what point in the research the cultural strata will be depleted (information from working onsite and from the
annual reports of the archeologists — Yavor Boyadzhiev and Kamen Boyadzhiev).

18 Aslan 1997.
¥ Aslan, Court, Teutonico, Thompson 2018.

? One of the most structurally impressive protective shelters are those at the Megalithic Temples of Malta, the Neo-
lithic archaeological site of Gobekli Tepe in Turkey, and the prehistoric village in the Serbian area of Lepenski Vir.
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