
 

 

 

WOODWORKING WAYS IN LATE ANTIQUITY –  

INSIGHTS ON TIMBER USE IN THE RESIDENCE IN EPHESUS 

 

Charcoal remains are a highly valuable, yet often underestimated source of 

information in environmental archaeology outside prehistoric periods. Charcoal’s 

inner anatomical structure, unharmed by the charring process, is of high diagnostic 

value, allowing for identification of trees and shrubs on a genus level, rarely also to 

species level, using fragments often not exceeding a few millimetres in length. Fully 

charred plant material is chemically inert, and charred remains can be preserved in 

soils even under unfavourable conditions. They are therefore nearly ubiquitous in 

archaeological strata. Large-scale evaluation of charcoal assemblages is, however, 

often omitted in favour of anthracological analysis of singular hand-picked artefacts, 

such as charred beams. Sometimes charcoal analysis is hardly more than a “side 

effect” of dendrochronological dating of those beams. 

In the case of the burnt down Late Antique residence in Byzantine Ephesus (7th–9th c. 

AD, excavated since 2012 in prov. İzmir, Turkey), a large-scale and thorough 

interdisciplinary approach was made possible thanks to close cooperation, and 

discussion, between excavators, conservators, and analysts. In addition to single 

chunks of charcoal picked up during excavation, also charcoal from bulk soil samples 

were subjected to analysis. Using a reflected light microscope (magnifications from 

100x up to 500x), a reference collection of physical and digital specimens, and 

various wood identification literature and databases, the still progressing analyses 

have up to now resulted in species data for roughly 6,500 charcoal fragments. 

Identification of charcoal from construction elements charred in situ as well as tiny 

charcoal fragments adhering to construction nails have proven highly useful for 

building materials research: The Residence’s main construction timbers were found 

to be deciduous oak (Quercus sp.), next to a pine from the cluster pine group (either 

Pinus brutia or P. pinea), as well as fir (Abies sp.) or cedar (Cedrus sp.). 

Other conclusions which are already available concern an assemblage of furniture 

remains, which still bear elaborate carving traces. Near-exclusive presence of walnut 

(Juglans regia) and yew (Taxus baccata) shows a deliberate choice of high-quality 

timber for these implements. According to data on both current and past vegetation, 

the slow-growing yew tree did not grow in the region at the time. Its heavy and 
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prestigious wood (which is laden with symbolism as well) must have been imported 

from more remote areas, such as the southern Black Sea coast. 

Other woods occurring in high numbers, but limited to a few areas within the 

residence, among them beech (Fagus sp.) and sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa), 

may have been part of wood panellings, furniture, or implements specific to certain 

rooms. Other woody species may have served as raw materials for turnery, or simply 

represent firewood (a few examples will be given). However, these respective 

hypotheses will become clearer as soon as the charcoal record is complete, and 

when the resulting data will be brought together with the final interpretation of the 

archaeological features. 
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