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A Graffito from Tisna 
Tisna’dan Bir Grafito 

 
Emre ERDAN 

 

Abstract 

In this study, a graffito found in Tisna is examined. Tisna is located in Aliağa District of Izmir Province. 
Pliny the Elder is the only ancient source that conveys information about the city situated in the core of 
the region defined as Aeolis in Antiquity. In the city, which was first visited by the French traveller 
Guichon in the 1860s, an archaeological survey has been conducted by us since 2018. The city is located 
on two rather hilly elevations, which are defined as Kocakale Tepe and Sarıkale Tepe today. Our studies 
in the city showed that Sarıkale Tepe was the main settlement area in Antiquity. At the highest point of 
the hill, which we define as the Acropolis, a sanctuary with architectural elements can be observed along 
with many finds. During our studies in the field, a graffito was encountered, unique in terms of Anatolian 

archaeology. It is believed that the graffito, which depicts a figure incised on the andesite bedrock mass, 
may have belonged to the Archaic Period, at least in terms of the finds presented by the area.  

Keywords: Tisna, Aeolis, Sanctuary, Graffito, Archaic Period. 

Özet 

Bu çalışmada Tisna’da bulunmuş olan bir grafito incelenmektedir. Tisna, İzmir İli, Aliağa İlçesi’nde yer 
almaktadır. Antik Dönem’de Aiolis olarak tanımlanan bölgenin çekirdeğinde bulunan Tisna’ya dair antik 
metinlerdeki tek kaynak Plinius’tur. İlkin 1860’lı yıllarda Fransız seyyah Guichon tarafından ziyaret 
edilen kentte 2018 yılından itibaren tarafımızca bir arkeolojik yüzey araştırması başlatılmıştır. Kent, 
günümüzde Kocakale Tepe ve Sarıkale Tepe olarak tanımlanan oldukça engebeli iki yükselti üzerinde 
yer almaktadır. Kentte gerçekleştirdiğimiz çalışmalar antik çağlarda asıl yerleşim alanının Sarıkale Tepe 
olduğunu göstermiştir.  Tepenin akropol olarak tanımladığımız en yüksek noktasında çok sayıda buluntu 
ile beraber mimari unsurları da gözlemlenebilen bir kutsal alan tespit edilmiştir. Alanda 
gerçekleştirdiğimiz çalışmalar esnasında Anadolu Arkeolojisi açısından ünik bir grafito ile 
karşılaşılmıştır. Andezit ana kaya kütlesi üzerine kazıma çizgilerle oluşturulmuş bir figürün resmedildiği 
grafitonun alanın sunduğu buluntular itibariyle en azından Arkaik Dönem’e ait olabileceği 
düşünülmektedir.   

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tisna, Aiolis, Kutsal Alan, Grafito, Arkaik Dönem. 
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Introduction 

Tisna is located within the boundaries of modern Izmir province, Aliağa district, and 
Uzunhasanlar neighbourhood in the region defined as Aeolis in ancient times (Figs. 
1-2). The city is located on Kocakale Tepe and Sarıkale Tepe, reaching 350 m at its 
highest point, and it is understood that the settlement is concentrated mainly on 
Sarıkale Tepe. The archaeological surveys we started in the region in 2018 present 
the traces of Tisna’s continuous settlement from the Middle Bronze Age to the 
Byzantine Period. Between these dates, especially the density of finds between the 
8th and 6th century BC draws attention1. 

 

 
  

Fig. 1: Tisna and close surroundings  Fig. 2: Topography of Tisna  

 

In the 4th century BC, only information about Tisna, which is known to have 
gained power and minted coins on its behalf, was given by Pliny. Pliny states that 
the city, which he referred to as Titanus, was located next to the Titanus River 
(Güzelhisar-Kocaçay) and reports that the city’s name is the same. Although Plinius 
(nat. V.49) called Titanus, the coins, which were minted in the most powerful times 
of the city, differs in legends such as Τισναιον, Τισnαι, Τισναιο. However, the name 
Τισναιοσ is mostly encountered. Tisnaios, who is also the name of a river god, must 
have been one of the ancient names of Güzelhisar-Kocaçay, the river that Plinius 
(nat. V.49) referred to as Titanus. 

Graffiti in Antiquity are roughly evaluated under four groups. In his comprehensive 
work on the subject, Keegan describes them as texts, drawings/geometric figures, 
numbers/dates, and simple up and down simple line sequences. He also states that 

                                                           
1 Erdan 2019. Figs. 1-11: Archive of the Tisna Archaeological Survey Project.  
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the quantitative breakdown of graffito reflects the importance of studying the works 
in question in more detail, reporting that more than a quarter of all graffito contains 
non-textual examples2.  

Graffiti is mostly located on walls or monuments; however, it can also be seen on 
objects. Especially in the Archaic Period and beyond, there are many examples 
where graffiti is processed on pottery. Hahn points out that graffiti is a personal, 
spontaneous, arbitrary, quickly created work rather than a profession, which is one 
of the best tools to understand emotions and thoughts in the ancient world3.  

The tradition of making graffiti, which has a very widespread in the entire 
Mediterranean basin that cannot be attributed to a single society, begins to be seen 

especially after the Archaic Period and continues to be seen until the Late Antiquity. 
However, it would not be wrong to state that the roots of the real practice are based 
on Predynastic Egyptian culture (3200-3000 BC)4. 
 
Graffito and Its Location 
The graffito we found at the Sarıkale Tepe acropolis (Fig. 3) is a schematic human 
figure incised on bedrock (Fig. 4). It is 50 cm high and 27.5 cm wide. A part of the 
figure about 15 cm below the waist was found under the ground (Fig. 5). The figure, 
which was worked from the 3/4 facing left, was engraved on an andesite bedrock 
mass, which is 1.14 m high and 3.90 m wide. The right arm of the figure, which is 
directed to the right, extends to the front and its left arm was depicted with a 
movement from the elbow.  

 
Fig. 3: General view of the Sarıkale Tepe Acropolis 

 

   

                                                           
2 Keegan 2014, xiii.  
3 Hahn 2012, 1.  
4 Keegan 2014, 28.  



90 
 

 
Fig. 4: Details of the graffito 

 

 
Fig. 5: Underground level of the graffito 

 

Some deficiencies are noticeable in the anatomical details of the figure. It can be 
thought that the hand and foot parts are not deliberately scratched. The nose is 
depicted with a very slight protrusion in the rounded head. An eye socket was 
engraved on the face facing right. The scraping eye socket is round and lacks 
anatomical detail. This eye socket is both engraved in a wrong spot and drawn quite 
large, as it may be. The figure is depicted in a long dress covering the feet. It is seen 
that the outer contours of the figure, which was scratched, are in grey-black colour 
tones different from the reddish-orange andesite bedrock mass in the engraved 
areas. This situation, which is also defined as “karasuluk” by the local people, is 
related to the abrasion caused by the scraping of the andesite and the water that 
fills it in thousands of years5.   

   

 

                                                           
5 I would like to thank Assoc. Prof. Serdar Vardar for his observations and thoughts on the subject. 
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Tisna was built on two topographically hilly elevations, which today are called 
Kocakale Tepe and Sarıkale Tepe. Sarıkale Tepe covers an area of approximately 
3500 m in the west-east and 1250 m in the north-south directions. The rock 
drawing, which we define as graffito, was identified in the Sarıkale Tepe Acropolis, 
which we consider as the main settlement area that forms the city. This area 
constitutes the highest point of Sarıkale Tepe and is located at a height of 240-250 
m above sea level. The graffito is on 180 meters above sea level on the bedrock of 
the northern slope of the Acropolis has been surrounded by building clusters which 
we consider as sacred area or a sanctuary.  
 
Archaeological Findings from around the Graffito 
The area including the graffito we 

identified at the point we define 
as the Sarıkale Tepe acropolis is 
very rich in terms of 
archaeological finds. Here, we 
have thoughts that there was at 
least a sanctuary from the 
Archaic Period to the end of the 
Hellenistic Period. The material 
data determined in the field 
confirm these thoughts. Sherds 
are the largest group which can 
be date between 12th and 4th 
centuries BC.  On the other hand, 
it can be seen that pottery 
belonging to dates especially 
between 8-6 centuries BC are 
more intense. Our fragments 
between these dates include 
Aeolian Geometric?, Aeolian 
Orientalizing, Aeolian Wild Goat 
II-III (aTs II-III), Aeolian Punktstil, 
Lydian White Bichrome, Lydia 
Red Bichrome, Lydian Bichrome, 
Lydian Streaky Glazed and 
Bichrome and Lydian Black-on-

Red can be evaluated within the 
subgroups6 (Fig. 6). 

As we have discussed in detail within the scope of another study, our archaeological 
data determined in the region, which we express as sacred area, is not only limited 
to pottery. Here, a large number of terracotta figurines (Fig. 7), terracotta 
perirrhanterions (Fig. 8), three fibulae (Fig. 9), thought to be left for votive purposes 
were found in fragments7.  

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Erdan 2019, 38-39. 
7 Erdan 2019.  

   
Fig. 6: Pottery fragments found near the graffiti 
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Fig. 7: Terracotta figurines found around the 
graffito 

Fig. 8: Perirrhanterion pieces found around the 
graffito 

 
Fig. 9: Fibulae fragments found around the graffito 

 

Along with the archaeological small finds, there are also architectural elements that 
show that the Sarıkale Tepe Acropolis, including the graffito, may have been 
considered a sanctuary. The most important element among them are the niches on 
a large bedrock in the east-west direction where the Archaic and Classical Period 
walls, which we found in the area were quite destroyed as a result of illicit diggings. 
During the examinations that carried out in 2018 and 2019, we could only observe 
one niche. On the other hand, it is unfortunately understood that the niches 
continue under the ground as a result of illegal digging activities in the area. During 
a visit to the city in March 2020, it was seen that the area destroyed again and as a 
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result of new illegal diggings and we could have seen two new niches appeared on 
the bedrock8 (Fig. 10).   

Apart from niches, there is another architectural element that attracts attention in 
the area we define as Sarıkale Tepe Acropolis Sanctuary. A cavern with a stairway 
with 12 steps hewn into the bedrock descends. Cavern, which was identified during 
our study located 190 m from the sea level, 7 m from the ground, 3.10 m wide and 
3.73 m long (Fig. 11). At the end of the steps, there is another niche, 51 cm high, 
1.30 cm wide and 46 cm deep, to the south of the room. The place, which looks like 
a water well, is extremely important in terms of reflecting the traces of an 
application we know from the Iron Age goddess cults9.  

 

 
Fig. 10: Niches on bedrock between the walls located right opposite to the graffiti 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 11: Carved stairs and cavern  

opposite to the graffito 

Fig. 12: Kiepert’s very first drawing of the  

Karabel Monument (Kiepert 1843) 

 

 

                                                           
8 The visit was organized for the purpose of informing the Izmir Archeology Museum officials about the 

city and the destruction was documented by the representatives of the Museum and the necessary 
procedures were initiated. 
9 Erdan 2019, 30.  
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Conclusions 

There is no one-of-a-kind example of the graffito, which we have identified in Tisna 
Sarıkale Tepe acropolis. The first issue to consider here is when the graffito was 
made. Indeed, graffiti, which has a continuity for thousands of years, is still known 
today. The graffito we dealt with here, in our view, must have been produced in 
ancient times in two respects. The first basis of our thought is the archaeological 
findings presented by the area where the drawing is located and which we briefly 
mentioned above. Some of the items in the archaeological findings are sufficient to 
understand the function of the area. Among them, especially perirrhanterions and 
niches are among the application and archaeological artefacts that we encounter 
mostly within the borders of the sacred areas. In addition, a Phrygian type fibula 

fragment detected in the area supports our opinion. As a matter of fact, it is known 
that Phrygian type fibulae were left in temples or sanctuaries as presentations in 
the Mediterranean Basin except for a few singular examples10. 

The drawing was created not within the city's defensive walls or necropolis area, but 
within the sanctuary, which cannot be chosen randomly. However, as we mentioned 
earlier, the natural destruction on the contours of the drawing and the result of the 
water integration with andesite stone is also a proof that the drawing was made a 
long time ago. 

At this point, an interesting information was conveyed by the French traveller 
Guichon who introduced the city for the first time. In his letter published in 
Chronique d’Orient, Guichon states that he was organizing a trip to the Güzelhisar 
Stream Valley, where he saw a low relief in a cave in the Uzunhasanlar District, 
which we could match with Tisna11. Guichon related it to the second millennium 
BC Luwian relief at the Karabel Pass. Although the monument was searched by 
many researchers in the years following Guichon, no relief similar to the Karabel 
has yet been encountered. 

The identity of the figure depicted in Tisna Sarıkale Tepe graffito is one of the issues 
we cannot answer today. The figure, which we are not sure about whether it is a 
man or a woman yet, does not contain any object or clothing to explain its identity. 
An iconographic comparison can be made only on the anatomical structure of the 
figure, the triangular upper body features evoke figures produced with the 
silhouette technique on the Geometric Period craters. At this point, I think that 
Tisna graffito came out of the hands of an incompetent “artist”, just as Roller 
suggested for the so called “Gordion doodles”12. Aside from the disproportionality in 

the anatomical structure of the figure, the fact that the details, especially the limbs 
such as the hands and feet, cannot possibly be processed must be the result of the 
idea that it cannot be processed correctly. 

Although the graffiti tradition in question is very limited in Anatolia, it can be said 
that it increased especially after the 8th century BC. Although not fully met, similar 
products in thought are encountered in centres such as Gordion13, Belevi14 and 
Kerkenes15. Among them, the most famous group is Gordion samples. Gordion 
samples are dated to the late 9th century BC. The graffiti here is described as 

                                                           
10 Erdan 2018, 22-23. 
11 Chroniques d’Orient 1885, 107-109 (5.72-3). 
12 Roller 2009, 2.  
13 Young 1958, 143-146, Fig. 3; Young 1969; Roller 2009.  
14 Alzinger 1966-67; Dressler 1966-67; Adiego 2007, 24; Piras 2009, 231; Kerschner – Prochaska 
2011, 126–129, fig. 37; Schürr 2011, 164-166, fig. 2; Herda 2013, 503, Fig. 19a.  
15 Summers 2006, Taf. 2a-c.  
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doodles and is located in the Y House and Early Phrygian Citadel Door Complex 
with Megaron 216, which is considered a possible temple. The Belevi sample dated to 
the 6th century BC was found in the marble quarry17, and the graffiti in Kerkenes, 
dated to the 6th century BC, was found in an area next to the entrance door with 
aniconic steles18. Another group that we can evaluate within the scope of early 
examples comes from Sardis, which is geographically closer to Tisna. Here, there 
are many drawings on stemmed dishes in the studies carried out in the Archaic 
sectors, some of which are stated to be figurative examples19. Late examples of a 
similar tradition are encountered in some important cities like Aphrodisias20, 
Laodikeia21, Tripolis22, Smyrna23, Priene24, and the graffiti found in these areas are 
generally dated to Late Antiquity. 

Could the drawing that Guichon saw in Uzunhasanlar and compared to the Karabel 
Monument could be the Tisna Sarıkale Tepe graffito that we evaluated in our study? 
Today, we are not able to answer this question clearly. On the other hand, though 
we are cautious for now, our opinion is that Guichon, who travelled around 
Uzunhasanlar and its surroundings in the 1860s, knew the Karabel Monument 
only from the Kiepert’s drawings. It is likely that Guichon, who is not an 
archaeologist or historian, has likened the Tisna graffito to the Karabel relief, which 
was mistakenly identified as Sesostris by Kiepert at that time25. In other words, it is 
possible that the monument mentioned by Guichon is not a real monument, but a 
graffito, and this rock-cut drawing may have been mistakenly compared to the 
Karabel Monument by the lack of knowledge of the period. As a matter of fact, the 
only publication and drawing created about Karabel (Fig. 12). Until the years 
Guichon travelled in the region belong to Kiepert and Kiepert published his related 
work in the 1843 issue of Archäologische Zeitung. 

Another thought about the subject is that the graffito may be a sketch of a possible 
wooden cult sculpture located in the Tisna Sarıkale Acropolis Sanctuary. In his 
narratives about the region, Pausanias (V.13.7) also mentions about Temnos, 
another important centre of Aeolis, where he told that he saw an Aphrodite statue 
made by wood of the myrtle tree. Whether It can be thought that a similar 
application is also in Tisna, that graffito may be a failed copy drawing of a wooden 
sculpture, and graffito can be dated to the Archaic Period considering the density of 
finds just as an assumption. It is worth noting that this interpretation, which can 
be considered as a highly speculative evaluation for today, may need to be re-
evaluated in the light of the studies we plan to continue in the region in the coming 
years. 

  

                                                           
16 Roller 2009, 1.  
17 Herda 2013, 459. 
18 Summers 2006, 648. 
19 Greenewalt 1991, 15, Fig. 21: P87.48/9445.  
20 Chaniotis 2015. 
21 Şimşek 2013, 20.  
22 Duman 2017, 136, Fig. 28. 
23 Bagnall et al. 2016.  
24 Burkhardt – Wilson 2013, 168.   
25 Kiepert 1843.  
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