
⁄

183

CHAPTER 9

Buying a Table in Erfelek: Socialities of Contact 
and Community in the Black Sea Region

Owen P. Doonan and Alexander A. Bauer

Buying a Table: An Archaeologist’s Tale

The team was exhausted. After a hot morning surveying in the Sinop 

Midlands, we took a break for lunch in Erfelek, a local market town. Friday 

is market day in Erfelek, when people from all over the district come in for 

the kebab that the town is famous for. After lunch, we walked around the 

market and some team members admired a table in a junk shop window. An 

occupational hazard of working in this rarely visited area is that we attract 

attention wherever we go. The owner of the shop greeted us as a crowd 

gathered around.

Erfelek is a small administrative center in the forested midlands of Sinop, 

a promontory at the midpoint of the southern Black Sea coast (fig. 9.1) in 

Turkey is this true? Somewhere the nation needs to be stated. The district 

has historically been sparsely populated and has an economy based on for-

est products, animal husbandry, and small-scale farming. Until very re-

cently, the local economy has been almost totally self-sufficient. The town 

was transformed from an isolated settlement into an administrative center 

in the early 1970s. Paved roads and electricity were introduced at the same 

time, facilitating communications. At present Erfelek has a mixed monet-

ary and barter-oriented economy, dependent largely on outside sources for 

manufactured goods and local sources for food (fig. 9.2). Most families have 

members living in large Turkish and European cities who contribute to the 
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Figure 9.1 Map of the Sinop promontory, with major towns and sites mentioned 

in the text. Courtesy of the authors.

Figure 9.2 The cattle market in Erfelek, Turkey. Photograph by A. Bauer.
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family income. All of our contacts in Erfelek had previous experience doing 

business with outsiders, although their businesses were very small-scale and 

local in scope.

The process of buying a table illustrates the fundamentally social nature 

of trade and the chance and contingency that shape the interaction at every 

step. These qualities are particularly apparent in the initial engagement, in 

which two different economic cultures link. Turkoğlu, the owner of the 

shop (fig. 9.3) and a well-respected, conservative member of the com-

munity, expressed surprise and suspicion at our interest in the table. Why 

would we be interested in such a simple item? The table was about a meter 

across, low and round, carved from a single chestnut log. The workmanship 

was typical of Black Sea highland villages, where furnishings, vessels, and 

tools are nearly all fashioned of wood. We found this woodwork particularly 

appealing because of its long-standing tradition. The woodwork of this area 

has been praised from Classical Greek times onward. Turkoğlu explored the 

nature of our interest, bringing out an array of other items from his shop, 

from broken telephones to old undergarments. We, in turn, were shocked 

that he would offer us such items and said we were only interested in the 

table. A deal was struck and we departed. That was the first step in our 

engagement.

Nearly a year passed before our next visit to Erfelek. We returned on 

market day, and after lunch we spent an hour exploring the bazaar. Our 

Figure 9.3 Junk shop window, Erfelek, Turkey. Photograph by A. Bauer.
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friend’s shop was shut, but while we were looking in the window, some men 

approached us. They led us to another shop, a small tourist agency run by 

Çorapçi, a rival of the junk shop owner. Inside, Çorapçi showed us several 

wooden items, but they did not appeal to us. He asked what sorts of things 

we were looking for and said he would have them the next week.

When we returned, Çorapçi offered us several beautiful wooden bowls at 

a very inflated price. We praised the quality of the merchandise but refused 

to pay his high asking price. He surprised us by offering the bowls as a gift, 

explaining that he had made a bet with a friend that we would buy them. 

This second interaction broadened the scope of our interaction with the 

community. We had become pawns in an ongoing rivalry between commu-

nity leaders. Our skill in evaluating the worth of wooden bowls was tested 

by the tourist agent, who cemented our social relationship with the gift. 

Apparently, the contextual value of the bowls was a negotiation between 

our value for them as exotica and their local value as domestic implements. 

When we departed, we told the tourist agent we would return the following 

year and that we were interested in continuing our relationship. On our re-

turn, his shop was full of bowls and tables offered at a reasonable price. Our 

negotiations went smoothly because both parties had reached a consensus 

about the value of these items.

Two years passed before we returned to Erfelek. The tourist agent was 

friendly but expressed no interest in continuing to sell us anything. The junk 

shop had disappeared altogether. But when we encountered Turkoğlu, he 

suggested that he would be willing to collect many tables, provided we could 

buy them in bulk. We contacted a friend in who owns a handicraft shop in 

the city of Ankara, and the two struck a deal.

These latest stages of our negotiations shifted the context of interaction 

from the personal to interregional. Çorapçi, for his part, may have lost inter-

est in our relationship because it was informal and unpredictable. The shift 

to a broader geographic and social context entailed the establishment of a 

more formal protocol between parties and implied the potential for con-

tinuous, long-term engagement. Interestingly, the impetus for moving the 

relationship to more formal terms came from the local agent, in contrast to 

the expectations of classic core-periphery models. The proposal to produce 

goods emerged out of the relationship between two parties, and in this case a 

third party enabled the actualization of a productive relationship. All engage-

ments in this process were conditioned by chance, yet these independent 

interests intersected to create a relationship that satisfied each party.

We tell this story not to try to draw a direct analogy—such a claim would 

be simplistic at best and at any rate is epistemologically unfounded. Rather, 
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we wish to use it to illustrate how archaeological studies that ignore the so-

cial dimensions of trade miss much of the richness and subtlety of human 

action and thus may not provide adequate explanations of past social pro-

cesses.

Lessons from Erfelek: The Importance of Scale, 

Context, and Agency in Trade Relationships

Recent archaeological theorizing has virtually ignored trade as a subject of 

study, in spite of its emphasis on other social aspects of the past. Yet some 

of the most significant contributions of postprocessual archaeology have 

brought to the forefront the more subtle aspects of social interaction that 

have often been obscured by universalizing models. Our experiences inter-

acting with merchants in a Turkish town over the course of our conducting 

an archaeological survey in the region illustrate the fundamentally social na-

ture of trade. Using the story of our encounter as a point of departure, we 

highlight three areas in which the problems raised by the postprocessual 

critique might enrich the study of trade as a social phenomenon: scale, con-

text, and agency. We then discuss how such insights about trade relationships 

lead to a richer and more sophisticated approach to understanding the Sinop 

region’s history.

As discussed in the opening chapters in this volume, trade studies have 

a long history in archaeology, but recent years have witnessed diminishing 

interest in the topic, with contemporary concerns over meaning and practice 

coming to dominate archaeological discourse. Although there is no reason 

to believe that trade world not fit with these perspectives, the subject’s close 

association with positivist processual models may make it seem less interest-

ing or amenable to contemporary approaches. But as this volume asserts, is 

this lack of interest not just another case of throwing out the baby with the 

bathwater? Undoubtedly there are social aspects of the practice of trade that 

have been overlooked; for one thing, we must recognize that it is fundamen-

tally a social act. And if we accept that trade is a social phenomenon, then its 

study can be enriched by many elements of the postprocessual critique. After 

all, some of the most significant contributions of postprocessual archaeology 

have been to bring to the forefront the more subtle aspects of social inter-

action that have often been obscured by universalizing models.

The Erfelek story highlights the complex and contingent nature of trade 

relationships, their establishment, and their transformation over time. 

Rather than developing and operating in the linear way that many positiv-

ist models suggest, the relationships are distinctly nonlinear and play out in 



188  ⁄ Owen P. Doonan and Alexander A. Baue 

different arenas, at different scales, and with different agendas. As a result, 

many of the contributions made by the postprocessual critique have salience 

for understanding the interactions we experienced in Erfelek.

In this chapter, we would like to highlight three themes of contemporary 

interest brought out by the Erfelek story that directly affect how archae-

ologists deal with trade in the past: problems of scale, context, and agency. 

The recognition of these themes as important for understanding the social 

dynamics of trade has in turn informed our approach to the archaeology of 

the Sinop region (in which modern-day Erfelek is situated) from the pre-

historic period to the present. Cultural interaction and influence across the 

maritime space of the Black Sea is one of the long-term defining features 

of the region and its cultural identity (Doonan 2004b, 2007; Bauer 2006a, 

forthcoming). In our ongoing work there, we have envisioned a project 

that identifies the multiple ways in which culture moves among individ-

uals, communities, and regions and the ways in which those players both 

actively shape and are shaped by the circulation of cultural elements, both 

tangible objects and intangible ideas and practices involving those objects. 

Following a discussion of the three concepts of scale, context, and agency, we 

will present three short archaeological cases from the Sinop region. The first 

two illustrate how recognizing the social dimensions of interaction we de-

scribe here enables us to develop a richer understanding of the archaeology 

of Sinop, and the third shows how those insights may be applied to a more 

fragmentary prehistoric case in order to explore dynamics that would elude 

more traditional approaches.

Scale

When archaeologists think of scale in relation to trade, we most com-

monly are referring to geographic scale or to the volume of goods or 

transfer of value. Recent explorations of scale have raised our awareness 

that it is an arbitrary analytical unit, particularly with respect to com-

plex interactions (Mathieu and Scott 2004). Multi-sited frameworks of 

research have recently been applied to ethnographies of complex phe-

nomena like diaspora formation and globalization that are mapped over 

diverse geographies and can be traced at multiple scales (Agbe-Davies 

2009; Appadurai 1990; Doonan 2004a; Marcus 1995; Shami 2000). One 

of the strengths of multi-sited studies is that attention is focused as much 

or more on the links between sites as the sites themselves. Sites are thus 

chosen based on their potential for illuminating these links as much as for 

their inherent interest. 
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Table 9.1 Modes of interaction implicated in the Erfelek experience.

Context of 

relationship

Locus Points of rupture or negotiation

Local House

Gatherings

Markets

Local shop

 �  Competition for local social/political 
influence

 � Access to sources, customers

 � Generalized, balanced reciprocity

Local-visitor Local shop  �  Value negotiated between local utilitarianism 
and external exoticism

 �  Formality of the relationship dependent on 
mutual fulfillment of expectations

 � Balanced reciprocity

Local-

professional

Local shop

Telephone

 � Value based on supply and demand

 �  Relationship dependent on trust, volume, 
and regularity

 � Negative reciprocity

Professional Urban 

shop

 �  Value based on broader market considerations

 � Negative reciprocity

We might identify four scales of interaction operative in the parable re-

lated above, each of which differs from the others in terms of the terms of 

reciprocity, geographic scale, and economic scale, and each of which is sited 

differently (table 9.1). First, exchange between locals can take place in many 

settings, including houses, social gatherings, markets of various types, and 

shops. Second, interactions between outsiders and locals take place primar-

ily in shops and markets. Third, the interactions between the urban profes-

sional and local merchants take place mostly over the telephone, although 

the initial agreement was followed by a personal visit to the village. Fourth, 

the urban professional then sells the items to foreign and Turkish customers 

in his shop hundreds of miles away. In order to understand the process of 

trade and its roles in a community, it is necessary to take into account these 

multiple scales and the different spatial contexts in which they operate.

Scale is also important when we consider the shifting contexts of ex-

change. One of the problems with Braudel’s (1972 [1949]) multiscalar 

model is that he does not adequately address how the scales interact. World-

systems models, too, often gloss over multi-sited and multiscalar aspects of 

trade (Knapp and Cherry 1994). Thus, how are we to understand the shifts 
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among them? We must take into account the differing social factors that 

are apparent when analyzing highly formal versus more opportunistic ex-

change, or low volumes versus high volumes of goods involving the trans-

fer of value that can also be socially transformative. Although we are aware 

that our story cannot be used uncritically, one of the most interesting things 

about the Erfelek experience is that we witnessed the shifting scales in prac-

tice. And our experience raises the point that scale shifts may not only be 

chance occurrences but may also involve different agents who are in conflict 

with one another. Thus on an intersocietal level, what may appear to be a 

single mode of interaction may be quite variable and even a source of con-

flict within the community.

Context and Meaning

Any given trade interaction occurs within a unique context, and a cen-

tral contribution of the postprocessual critique was to illustrate the ways 

in which meanings are context dependent (Hodder 1987; Hodder et al. 

1995; Bauer 2002). Studies of trade that emphasize the large-scale pro-

cesses obscure the roles of contingency and context by focusing on macro 

trends. Moreover, the contexts of interaction can play an important role 

in a trade relationship, particularly at its establishment, as well as at scalar 

shifts. The human relationships that constitute trade are fickle—people 

do not act within a system but within a matrix of community and individ-

ual goals. Participants can choose to shift the scale of interaction or drop 

out for any number of reasons. Others can engage or compete for con-

trol of an advantageous situation; for example, Çorapçi the tourist agent 

(whom we would expect to be most savvy in dealing with outsiders) chose 

to drop out and Türkoğlu elected to shift to a more intensive scale of 

exchange.

Examining context also helps us to understand more fully how the objects 

at the center of exchange relationships acquire and convey meaning to the 

participants involved. As Urban (chapter 10, this volume) describes, objects 

that are exchanged in moments of interaction between two actors are imbued 

with a host of meanings, many of which are specific to that interactive con-

text. At the same time, however, even those meanings that seem singular 

and contingent to that particular moment may often be part of larger chains 

of meaning that build on prior experiences and set the stage for later ones. 

When Çorapçi offered us the bowls as a gift after we had refused to pay his 

high price, that was not simply a gift or acknowledgment of our savvy bar-

gaining skills but expressed both his relationship with another person in his 
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community (as he acknowledged when he gave them to us), as well as his 

hope to build new relationships with us.

Multiple meanings may thus operate simultaneously and on different 

scales in a single engagement, and archaeologists must be prepared to articu-

late and interrogate these possibilities. Transformations in the meanings of 

a local product from junk to export is the result when conflicting value sys-

tems are brought into harmony through the negotiation of value between 

two or more contexts. But as Appadurai (1986) and others (e.g., Bloch and 

Parry 1989; Fotiadis 1999; Kopytoff 1986) have pointed out, the oppositional 

categories of utilitarian and symbolic meanings are not our only interpretive 

options. On the contrary, meanings that are indexical, or result from spatio-

temporal associations, may be the most important ones for understanding 

social relations (Keane 2006; Parmentier 1997; Preucel 2006; Preucel and 

Bauer 2001; see also Agbe-Davies, chapter 4, this volume; Urban, chapter 

10, this volume).

Agency

A third contribution of recent social theories in archaeology is represented 

by the emergence of agent-oriented perspectives (Dobres 2000; Dobres and 

Robb 2000, 2005; Johnson 1989). Actor-oriented models may focus on de-

cision making and competition between agents for prestige and in this way 

fit nicely with the growing trend of looking at and modeling social processes 

in the past. Particularly relevant to our work on maritime trade and the ex-

change of information in the Black Sea, McGlade and McGlade’s (1989) 

study of fishing communities might serve as a good example of how vari-

ous community agents affect the adoption and transformation of innovative 

ideas.

Focusing on agents helps us appreciate the role of the individual in inter-

preting and shaping his or her world in both context-specific and scalar 

ways, thus intersecting with the two previous themes highlighted by the 

Erfelek story. In this sense, the agent is the context of knowledge produc-

tion. The meanings of things are constituted through the subjectivity of ac-

tive agents and are communicated, reproduced, and transformed through 

social encounters among those agents. At the same time, agency is related 

to identity, both at the scale of community and among communities (Joyce 

and Lopiparo 2005). By considering agency at the individual level, we can 

problematize the role of communities in constituting the social identities 

of agents, as well as the ways in which communities themselves are both 

sites and agents of social action. In noncoercive situations, how might the 
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community instigate and shape the practice of trade? Certainly, individuals 

act on their own, but as we saw from our encounter in Erfelek, they are also 

performing within and in response to their communities.

Trade is an action that requires the participation of multiple agents. A 

focus on the agent forces us to address questions regarding the choices of 

trade items and what meanings those items had for the different partici-

pants. Moreover, it also requires us to look “beyond the material” (Renfrew 

1993b:5) and consider the role of trade in establishing and maintaining social 

relations among individuals and groups.

Exploring the Social Nature of Trade in the 

Black Sea: Three Cases from Sinop, Turkey

Trading Among the Milesian Colonial Community

Discussions of the nature of the Greek economy and trade often start with 

the debate between “primitivists,” who view the Greek economy as essen-

tially household based, and “modernists,” who view the Greek economy as 

more like the emerging market economies in early modern Europe (see dis-

cussion in Morris et al. 2007). Moses Finley (1985) reoriented the terms 

of the debate by clarifying the structure of economic practice. Following 

Polanyi’s (1957) substantivist model of exchange (but challenging Polanyi’s 

conclusions about the Greek economy), Finley emphasized the socially em-

bedded nature of Greek exchange and the critical role of citizen status and 

land ownership in restraining the development of more modern market ex-

change practices. The powerful influence of Finley’s model can distort the 

very different conditions and practices in contexts far from Athens (Morris et 

al. 2007, citing Hopkins 1983). Competitive reciprocal exchange domin ated 

great markets like the Athenian agora. Buying and selling between strang-

ers, however, often involved deception and negotiation, as we saw in the 

story that serves as the catalyst for this discussion. Bargaining and cheating in 

Greek markets are known from a number of ancient sources (Aristophanes 

Pax 1197–1264; Acharnians 867–958; Athenaeus Deipnosophistai 3.76d; also see 

discussion in Möller 2007). Consider the following passage from Athenaeus 

of Naukratis, Deipnosophists (iii.10):

Alexis also says in his “Cauldron”

And why now need we speak of people who

Sell every day their figs in close pack’d baskets

And constantly do place those figs below

Which are hard and bad; but on top they range

The ripe and beautiful fruit. And then a comrade,
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As if he’d bought the basket, gives the price;

The seller putting in his mouth the coin,

Sells wild figs while he swears he’s selling good ones…1

The case of Sinope (modern Sinop) offers an important contrast to Athens 

in the nature of the port and its evolving relationship with non-Greek neigh-

bors in its hinterland. Sinope was one of dozens of colonies founded by 

Miletus in the Black Sea (fig. 9.4). In fact, it was the earliest on the south 

coast, founded in the third quarter of the seventh century BC according to 

presently available evidence. Sinope in turn founded a handful of its own 

colonies along the Anatolian Black Sea littoral to create a trade system that 

integrated coastal control points with the metal-rich mountains and river 

systems of the southeastern interior. Profits derived from the management 

of overseas trade through its colonies sustained the port of Sinope perhaps as 

late as the early fourth century (Doonan 2004b), at which time the port was 

cut off from its colonial holdings by the aggressions of a renegade Persian 

governor named Datames. There is very little evidence of Greek engage-

ment with the Sinope hinterland before the second quarter of the fourth 

century BC (Doonan 2004b), and given the profitability of the community’s 

overseas arrangements, there may have been little impetus to develop agri-

cultural territories or economic partnerships with the interior. Citizens were 

most likely not agricultural landowners, and we can imagine a freewheeling 

economy in which wealth was largely invested in ships and cargoes. 

Soon after Datames’ aggressions, however, Greek ceramics began to ap-

pear with much greater frequency in the hinterland, first on the headland of 

Boztepe and in nearby coastal valleys (Doonan 2004b). It appears that some 

of these settlements and industrial areas were partially or largely inhabited 

by Greeks, whereas others were primarily indigenous. One source of po-

tential difficulty may have been the initial negotiations between Greeks and 

local non-Greeks as trading partners in the hinterland.

In developing an approach to investigate emerging exchange and pro-

duction processes in the Sinop promontory and identify shifting relation-

ships such as those in the fourth century, the Sinop Regional Archaeological 

Project is particularly concerned with the early emergence of coastal com-

munities that served to integrate the port with the productive hinterland and 

its rich resources. The contexts of landscape monuments like burial tumuli 

are carefully studied and may suggest efforts by those in the new coastal 

settlements to establish a mythical “middle ground” that connects outside 

settlers to a local history by associating their own burial mounds with pre-

existing mounded settlements (Doonan 2009). Other evidence, such as a 

predominance of distinctive black-sand tempered ceramic pastes produced 
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Figure 9.4 Map of significant archaeological sites in the Black Sea, showing Sinop (Classical Sinope) at the midpoint along the southern 

coast. Map by O. Doonan.
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in the suburbs of the town in certain locations, may point to the establish-

ment of close partnerships with secondary ports along the coast. The sam-

pling strategy of the survey and our analysis of ceramic finds are designed in 

part to identify changing patterns of settlement and artifact distribution that 

point to changing relationships between Sinope and its hinterland (Doonan 

2004a; Doonan and Bauer 2005). By collaborating with projects at Sinopean 

and Milesian colonies around the Black Sea, we hope to extend our under-

standing to Sinope’s overseas foreland as well (Doonan 2006).

Tale of the Polish Merchants

Our second case study concerns a group of Polish merchants who landed 

at Sinop in 1576 or 1577 laden with silver, gold, and luxury cloth (Faroqhi 

1984:66–69). When they landed, they had contact with a group of merchants 

from the inland town of Tokat who offered to guide them through the 

mountains. They were spending the night in a private home in the moun-

tains when a group of medrese (theological seminary) students from Sinop, 

in collaboration with local authorities, ambushed and killed them, taking 

their goods. Subsequent investigations shed light on the extensive connec-

tions of the conspirators, including an emin (official bureaucrat) and a mili-

tary commander in Sinop, a judge in the nearby town of Dura the nearby 

town of Duran, and a military commander in Kastamonu. It became clear 

that within only a few days of the incident, the Polish merchants’ goods had 

been circulated among merchants in several towns spread over hundreds of 

kilometers.

As this event illustrates, communications across the Sinop landscape could 

be easy or difficult, depending on who one was and what one was trying to 

transport. Clearly, these students and local officials were integrated into an 

extensive network spread across northern and central Anatolia. In the con-

text of weak state authority, outsiders attempting to circumvent this network 

were vulnerable to grave threats (Doonan 2004b).

This image of organized chaos in the mountains can be better under-

stood by looking at recent ethnographic and ethnohistorical research in east-

ern Black Sea Turkey. Bellér-Hann and Hann’s (2001) studies in this area 

examined the organization of markets (pazars) and their impact on regional 

cultural and economic integration. Building a dynamic model to bridge 

Polanyi’s (1957) broader concept of “mode of integration,” they investigate 

the processes (modes) of integration between city and countryside from 

Ottoman through contemporary times. From Ottoman times onward there 

is good documentation of periodic markets, normally held weekly in towns 
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and  villages throughout the region. Villagers, often women, would bring sur-

plus produce and animals to the designated location to exchange for refined 

or finished goods (flour, sugar, and so on). Personal, ethnic, and familial ties 

were vitally important in determining who would trade with whom and in 

such matters as the extension of credit (Bellér-Hann and Hann 2001:68–

69). Ethnicities traceable in the hinterland of Sinop include various Turks, 

Greeks, Armenians, Circassians, Georgians, Laz, and others. These distinct 

subgroups were spread out in a patchwork of small villages and hamlets over 

the landscape (fig. 9.5). Meeker (2002) has noted a geographic component 

to the ethnic and familial networks in the eastern Black Sea. An interlocking 

checkerboard of ethnically distinctive microcommunities, sometimes allies, 

sometimes rivals, covered the ridges and valleys from the mountaintops to 

the sea. These social discontinuities created considerable friction, restricting 

movement through the countryside. Negotiating this complex social map 

would be particularly challenging for outsiders. At the same time, extensive 

social networks, aided at times by government institutions, afforded rapid 

movement of information and goods across vast areas.

The Sinop Regional Archaeological Project has conducted extensive sur-

veys in the mountainous regions of Sinop and has recently begun systematic 

Figure 9.5 Cautious hospitality at Saribog˘a village in the mountains of Sinop. 

Photograph by O. Doonan.
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research around the village of Sorkum. Results to date are preliminary, but 

they reinforce the general impression from historical sources that the region 

was isolated and underpopulated. Widely spaced Ottoman mosques have 

been recorded in Sorkum and Dedekoy, each near likely mountain crossings 

(fig. 9.6). Ibn Battutah and Hamilton traveled through these mountains in 

the thirteenth and nineteenth centuries, respectively. Each commented on 

the severely underdeveloped communications infrastructure of the Sinop 

mountain hinterland in contrast to the beauty and sophistication of the 

port. Our survey in the highlands works hand in hand with ethnohistorical 

and archival research to piece together what system of hamlets, hans (inns), 

pazars, and mosques there was in this difficult terrain (Doonan et al. 2001; 

Doonan and Bauer 2005).

Following the Fishes in the Bronze Age?

The kinds of relationships described in the previous case studies make clear 

that in many cases social processes govern interaction. How can this insight 

be used to inform and enrich a model for the prehistoric pattern in the Black 

Sea, which might otherwise be explained exclusively in ecological, techno-

logical, or demographic terms, as is typical for cases lacking a rich textual 

Figure 9.6 The sixteenth-century wooden mosque at Dedeköy, Sinop Province. 

Photograph O. Doonan.
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record? For one, this insight may encourage us to contemplate interpretive 

options—and methods to investigate them—not usually considered for pre-

historic cases. In the Early Bronze Age Black Sea (particularly between ca. 

3000 and 2500 BC), there is evidence of an emerging cultural cohesiveness 

across the region, manifest in material culture similarities among specifically 

coastal groups that appear at this time. In spite of these similarities, however, 

there is little evidence for the relocation of people or objects—signifying 

“migration” or “trade”— to explain the pattern. This is where the insights of 

the previous cases and the Erfelek story may be particularly helpful, as they 

illustrate how relationships may develop out of informal and even seasonal 

interactions.

One possible catalyst for such interaction lies in the Black Sea itself: 

the sea has long been a great resource for fish, and the seasonal spawn-

ing patterns of its many species (such as the anchovy; see fig. 9.7) require 

that fishermen exploit different parts of the sea at different times of year. 

Although sailing technology was not likely employed in the Black Sea 

until the Iron Age, fishermen following coastlines would have come into 

contact with one another and, as they do today, would likely have shared 

knowledge (to a variable extent) about the status of resources they sought. 

Such social relationships, as Urban points out in chapter 10 here, allow 

“bits” of culture to move from person to person in each encounter and 

may thus over time facilitate the development of new social forms. In this 

way, interaction may be understood as a virtual space forming the basis of 

a new social community that becomes real as its participants—the people 

actually moving and doing the interacting—communicate with each other 

and develop a shared cultural tradition across the contexts of that inter-

action (fig. 9.8).

To test this idea, the pottery technology of several of the coastal regions—

the primary sample from Sinop, Turkey, and comparative samples from 

southern Ukraine and the northwest Caucasus— were analyzed in order 

to identify whether a shared pottery-making tradition developed during the 

Bronze Age as a result of the communication and knowledge sharing typ-

ical of a more integrated and interacting community (Bauer 2006a, 2008). 

Since technology is closely related to the identities of communities, studying 

it provides a productive way to investigate the development of such social 

relations in the past (Agbe-Davies, chapter 4, this volume; Lemonnier 1976, 

1992; Stark 1998). Repeated and patterned ways of making pottery, such as 

the tempering, forming, firing, and finishing of vessels, may be considered 

social “habits” (Peirce 1992:334–351), and the appearance of habits unique 

to but shared among Black Sea communities may suggest that information 
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Figure 9.7 Map of Black Sea anchovy (hamsi) migration patterns (adapted from a 

map by I. L. Levkovich-Maslyuk, Department of Cartography and Geoinformatics, 

Faculty of Geography, Moscow State University, available at http://www.blacksea-

web.net/maps/content7.htm, accessed November 5, 2009.

Figure 9.8 Trade as mediation. Communities A and B are themselves constituted 

and maintained by social relations as effected by trade and the exchange of ideas, 

services, people, and things. Community C represents the new social forms that are 

emergent out of those relationships (Bauer forthcoming).
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was being exchanged and even that broader social bonds were forming on 

some level (see also Dietler and Herbich 1998).

Using a nested strategy of macroscopic and microscopic analytical tech-

niques, we found that the study of the pottery from Sinop and other Black 

Sea coastal regions revealed a distinct pattern in which both the forming and 

finishing methods used in the pottery manufacture of these areas differed 

from that of their inland counterparts (Bauer 2006a, 2006b, 2008, forthcom-

ing). In Sinop, the pottery consisted of dark burnished wares that were hand 

built even as areas of central Anatolia turned to wheelmaking after 3000 BC. 

In the northwest Caucasus, clear discontinuities were identified in all stages 

of the pottery-making process between the coastal Novosvobodnaya and 

Dolmen traditions and those of the more inland (and well-established) 

Maikop ones. And in the assemblages from the Usatovo group of the Lower 

Dniester Valley in southeastern Ukraine, the use of shell temper (likely re-

lated to the coastal situation of these communities), the forms of vessels 

made, and the finishing and decorative techniques employed all represent 

practices unknown in the inland communities thought to be the cultural 

antecedents of the people of this group. What is even more compelling is 

that the patterns noted as distinctive in all of these regions share an abun-

dance of features with each other.

This emergence of particular ways of forming, firing, and finishing pots 

that were specific to the coastal regions and yet similar in a range of com-

munities around the Black Sea attests to increasingly shared habits among 

Black Sea communities, a conclusion reinforced by similar technology-

focused work done independently on the metals of the region (Chernykh 

1992; Chernykh et al. 2002). How to interpret these patterns when faced 

with a lack of clear evidence for trade or population movements remains 

difficult, and this situation is where the interpretive possibilities suggested 

by the Erfelek experience and the other cases described here may be par-

ticularly helpful. These cases illustrate that interaction need not be intensive 

nor marked exclusively by the appearance of trade materials. Relationships 

may develop in ways that are both more contingent and ephemeral, and 

so while it is still possible that there were objects in circulation there— 

including perhaps products not easily preserved archaeologically—it is also 

possible that social relations across the region developed out of interper-

sonal encounters such as those that might have occurred among fishermen 

following the mobile resources the sea provided. The lesson here is that 

investigation into the early Black Sea (and, in fact, all archaeological cases) 

must thus consider and seek to test a range of alternative mechanisms for 

interaction.
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Conclusion

Anthropologists have long been considered exchange to be a social prac-

tice that establishes and maintains social relations within and among social 

groups (Lévi-Strauss 1969 [1947]; Mauss 1990 [1950]). Trade may not only 

be an important mechanism for the exchange of materials but may also fa-

cilitate the spread of ideas and other aspects of culture. In archaeology, this 

characteristic of trade as facilitator was first raised by Wobst (1977) and is 

often cited in reference to the spread of technological or stylistic innov-

ations. A more recent conceptualization suggests that culture itself is locat-

able within contexts of social interaction and discourse (e.g., Urban 1996). 

This view would suggest that trade and communication may themselves 

engender new cultural forms that have trade at their center. In her analysis of 

early Iron Age Mediterranean trade, for example, Susan Sherratt (1998) sug-

gests that the decentralized trading activities of a heterogeneous merchant 

class resulted in the development of cultural practices and institutions that 

were specific to that group. These practices, though arising from specifically 

mercantile activities, appear now in the archaeological record as would the 

traces of any other culture group.

Our experience in Erfelek served as a reminder that such practices and new 

social forms have human relationships at their heart and often emerge out 

of highly localized and contingent interactions and events. And as quickly as 

such relationships can arise, they may be transformed or undermined by new 

participants and circumstances. This insight has in turn influenced our ap-

proach to the Sinop landscape, in which we draw on and synthesize (where 

possible) historical, ethnohistorical, and archaeological data to expand our 

interpretive possibilities and develop a richer understanding of the region. 

Such an approach implies an important shift to communication rather than 

trade as the proper object of inquiry in studies of interregional relationships. 

Moreover, there is also a renewed appreciation for the different scales in-

volved: we are dealing with interaction among social groups, but also be-

tween individuals. Any new studies must attempt to address the tremendous 

variability of experiences and scales involved. In one of the few recent dis-

cussions of trade, Renfrew (1993:9) remarks that “if we seek to gain an in-

sight into the range of interactions, it is more important to do so under the 

rubric of ‘interaction’ than of ‘trade,’ since the underlying motivation and 

functional role may not primarily be the acquisition of goods.” The social act 

of travel and meeting may be an equally strong motivation. As Greg Urban 

(1996:162) asks, “Is it exchange, or the idea of exchange, that binds? Must 

commerce take place, or is it sufficient to believe in the idea of commerce?” 
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It is time we try to move beyond a strict materialist analysis of trade. To play 

on a well-worn archaeological phrase, we might say, “trade is social or it is 

nothing.”

Note

 1. Athenaeus of Naukratis, The Deipnosophists, or, Banquet of the Learned Athenaeus, 

Vol. I. Translated by Charles D. Yonge. London: Harry Bohn, 1854. Electronic 

document, http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/Literature.AthV1, November 

9, 2009.
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