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1  Centro Studi Sotterranei - Genoa (Italy)
2

Rock-cut dovecotes in Cappadocia (Turkey): 

elements in comparison

Andrea Bixio, Roberto Bixio1,*, Andrea De Pascale1, Ali Yamaç2

Abstract

Cappadocia, in Central Turkey, is a region particularly rich in structures excavated by man, especially in Byzantine times, but also 

earlier, then reworked in Seljuk and Ottoman times. One of most evident elements consists of thousands of rock-cut dovecotes, 

widely distributed in the peculiar tabular rocky outcrops and in the pinnacles formed by soft tuff. According to the sources found 

until now, they were mainly used for collecting the dung useful for fertilizing the plots cultivated in the valleys. Since the early 20th 

century, with the advent of chemical fertilizers, the dovecotes have been almost completely abandoned. Some are still intact, 

identified by small entrances and flight windows of various shapes, overlooking from high rock faces, on purpose smoothed, often 

whitewashed and decorated. Others were cut by the collapse of the external walls and show overlapping rows of niches for nesting 

carved in the internal rooms; most of them have arched or quadrangular mouths, rarely triangular, with perches of various type. 

They were reachable by means of portable ladders and/or footholds carved into the vertical rock faces, not easy to access: for 

this reason the collection of dung was carried out only once or twice a year, sometimes every two years. A number of dovecotes 

comes from the modification of pre-existing rock-cut structures, often churches, abandoned with the arrival of the Seljuks in the 

11th century, and then of the Ottomans, but also in relatively recent times, at the beginning of the 20th century. In this case, the 

entrances at ground level, walled with stones, and partially removed and reset only once a year, were much less risky for opera-

tors. A peculiar type of dovecote, consisting of underground chambers surmounted by masonry towers, from the top of which 

the birds entered, has been documented in a single valley near Kayseri, the ancient Caesarea, capital of the Roman province of 

Cappadocia, around the 1st century AD. 

Keywords: Cappadocia, artificial cavities, dovecotes, pigeonholes.

long period of time and with a wide variety of types: 

-

-

lar elevations (mesas and buttes), strongly shaped 

-

-

 (figs. 2, 3). These 

-

-

(3268 m) to the west.

-

-

holes, and more. We point out that only a part of the 

-

-

-

ries AD (Ousterhout, 2017: 5/13).

-

-

tive natural morphologies mentioned above, are the 
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r 

 or 

kaya), visible everywhere. 

-

-

-

-

-

horizontal overlapping rows (figs. 4, 5).

Fig. 1 – Map of the artificial (anthropogenic) cavities of Turkey. In the centre, in correspondence of the historical territory of Cap-

padocia (Kapadokya -

mum concentration of underground settlements (map updated 2022 after Bixio, Yamaç, Galeazzi, Parise, 2021).

Fig. 2 – Surroundings of Göreme. Dovecotes carved in an el-

evated position, inside two contiguous tuff pinnacles, combined 

with two apiaries dug at the base (photo G. Bologna).
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(figs. 7, 8) and, more rarely, the triangular (figs. 6, 8), 

-

-

-

-

et al. -

-

-

Fig. 3 – Uçhisar. In correspondence to the cultivated areas, near rural or monastic settlements, there are hundreds of rock-cut 

structures used for the breeding of pigeons (photo R. Bixio).
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-

-

height of about three metres from the ground, with a 

-

on horizontal levels and on overlapping planes (fig. 9). 

-

-

-

hagiography, in a passage of St. Athanasius life (Ger-

Fig. 4 – Meskendir (Göreme). Cluster of dovecotes cut off by 

the collapse of the rock face that erased the original entrances, 

now reachable from above only by rope (photo R. Bixio).

with arched niches and with the linear perch carved at the top, 

at the level of the ceiling (photo R. Bixio).

-

lapse of the external rocky wall that has put in sight the triangu-

lar niches for the nesting (photo A. Bixio).
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witnessed in person by Jerphanion (1925: 16, note 2), 

(if not, even, every two years - infra

unmarried young people.

The footholds, as a rule, do not start from the base 

-

to prevent unwanted intrusions. In figure 10 two 

types of ladders are rendered, still present in 2012 

-

Swords ( “L’unique 

porte, soigneusement cadenassée, donnait dans une 

paroi verticale, à une dizaine de mètres de hauteur. 

L’escalade en fut des plus malaisées. Quand le pro-

priétaire eut dressé contre la muraille son échelle de 

perroquet, il lui restait encore environ quatre mètres 

pour atteindre la porte. Il les gravit avec une agi-

lité surprenant, s’aidant de quelques trous pratiqués 

dans le tuf (EdN, the footholds). Des cordes nous his-

sèrent jusqu’à lui. Alors, par l’intérieur de la roche, 

ce fut une longue ascension dans l’obscurité, dans la 

poussière et dans le guano. Par une cheminée vertical 

et par une suite de salles basses, de couloirs et d’esca-

liers tortueux, nous atteignîmes une ancienne église 

creusée presque au sommet du rocher. [...] Transfor-

mée en pigeonnier, l’église a été encombrée de poutres 

qu’il ne nous fut pas loisible d’enlever (EdN, the pole 

” (Jerphanion, 1925: 243-244). 

Qouchlouq 

de Qeledjlar -

Meryem 

about 30 m from the valley floor, although later he 

Fig. 7 – Kozanaga Mevkii (Göreme). Quadrangular niches in-

tegrated by pole perches (photo M. Traverso).

Fig. 8 – Comparative table of niches for the nesting of pigeons, documented in various countries (drawing R. Bixio).
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-

-

ry, and then of the Ottomans, have been transformed 

-

Fig. 9 – Göreme. Comparison of the types of entrances for the people involved in the collection of excrement, and of the small 

flight windows for the access of the birds of some rock-cut dovecotes (photos A. Bixio and A, De Pascale).

-

trances placed high on the vertical walls: ladders (white renderings), footholds (white squares), rock rings (white circles) (photo

A. Bixio).



355

-

At some sites, where there are no footholds, you 

Fig. 12 – Schematic rendering of the three main types of rock-cut and underground dovecotes until now documented in the Cap-

padocia territory (drawing R. Bixio).
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fig. 10). Their position suggests the intention to get 

the aforementioned échelle de perroquet. In addi-

-

the small flight windows, and implement the out-

-

-

-

et al. -

as -

-

narpuz (mint), brown with kabalak (tussilago farfara) 

-

-

-

-

-

the region”.

each corresponding to an underground dovecote, as drawn in figure 12 (photo A.E. Keskin).
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-

-

hazne -

-

-

floor of the nest (EdN, i.e., the room with nests) and 

et al., 2010). The 

-

(burç)

m wide, 3-4 m tall from the slope soil and, inside, 

7-8 m from the floor of the pigeon hall. The towers 

the pigeons to enter inside, and then in the hall bel-

-

neath this opening, on the floor level of the nest (pi-

-

-

-

Conclusions

Qou-

chlouq de Qeledjlar Nous dûmes nous hâter car le propriétaire exigeait que l’on sortît avant 

le retour des oiseaux, à la chaleur Le propriétaire n’y entre qu’une fois ou deux 

l’année pour recueillir le guano. Le reste du temps, on trouble le moins possible les habitants du pigeonnier, 

de crainte qu’ils ne l’abandonnent. Ces appréhensions nous ont causé parfois des difficultés. Nous ne pouvions 

travailler dans les  que le matin, quand les oiseaux étaient dehors. Car ils sortent au lever du soleil 

pur aller pâturer et rentrent à la chaleur, vers midi. Jusqu’au soir ils restent au pigeonnier dont l’entrée devient 

impossible
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