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1   OBRUK Cave Research Group, Açıkhava Apt. 16/7 Nişantaşı, Istanbul, Turkey - ayamac@gmail.com

Underground structures inventory project of 
Kayseri (Turkey): a short summary
Ali Yamaç1

Abstract

The rock-cut architecture of Kayseri (Caesarea, Mazaca), which served as Cappadocia’s capital throughout the Roman and 
Byzantine eras, has not been thoroughly studied until lately. The OBRUK Cave Research Group started working on the “Kayseri 
Underground Structures Inventory Project” in January 2014 to fill this gap. This project involves researching, surveying, mapping, 
and documenting all the underground and rock-cut structures found in Kayseri province. It is carried out in accordance with a triple 
protocol with the Foundation for the Protection and Promotion of the Environment and Cultural Heritage (ÇEKÜL) and Kayseri 
Metropolitan Municipality. Throughout the previous nine years, a total of 32 researches have been carried out in this province. 
As a result, 47 previously unknown Byzantine rock-cut churches, 40 underground shelters, 3 underground aqueducts, and 10 
Assyrian tin mines have been explored and surveyed. In addition, within the five cliff settlement villages explored, a total of 476 
different rock-cut dwellings were surveyed and inventoried for the first time. Also, within our proposal, the Koramaz Valley, which 
is the region’s most important cultural and historical value, has been added to the tentative list of UNESCO World Heritage Sites. 
Several details on the ongoing project in the area were published in various articles. Our aim in this presentation is to provide a 
summary of the entire project and all the findings without going into excessive detail.

Keywords: Kayseri, Underground city, Cliff settlement, rock-cut church.

Introduction

Despite  being  the  capital  of  Cappadocia  during  an-
cient  times,  no  comprehensive  scientific  research  of 
the rock-cut architecture in Kayseri has been carried 
out until now. To fill this deficiency, we, as OBRUK 
Cave Research Group, started to work for the “Kayseri 
Underground Structures Inventory Project”  in Janu-
ary 2014. Just like in Gaziantep, this project was also 
carried  out  based  on  a  triple  protocol  with  ÇEKÜL 
Foundation  and  Kayseri  Metropolitan Municipality, 
with  the  permission  of  the Ministry  of  Culture  and 
Tourism,  and  includes  the  researching,  surveying, 
mapping, and documentation of all  the underground 
structures in this province. 
This  project, which  covers  the  entire  17.000  sq  km 
area  of  the Kayseri  province  (fig.  1)  and which has 
been  ongoing  for  more  than  nine  years,  has  a  dis-
tinctive  place  as  one  of  Turkey’s,  and  the  world’s 
most  important  underground  structures  research 
projects.  We  have  explored,  researched,  and  sur-
veyed  47  Byzantine  rock-cut  churches,  40  under-
ground  cities,  10  Assyrian  tin  mines,  three  un-
derground  aqueducts,  and  six  different  cliff  settle-
ments. Given the fact that only one of these six cliff 
settlements  -Dimitre  Cave  Settlements,  located  in 
Koramaz  Valley-  has  a  total  of  229  different  rock-
dwelled  structures,  the  magnitude  of  the  work 
should be better understood. 
According to our preliminary research, the number of 

rock-cut  structures  in  Kayseri  province  exceeds  the 
structures listed above. For example, it is known that 
there were  four other cliff  settlement villages  in  the 
unexplored northern part of the province.

Cliff Settlements

A  cliff  or  wall  settlement  is  a  rock-dwelled  village 
with all  its structures such as dwellings, storage ro-
oms, barns, cisterns, churches, dovecotes and defense 
shelters. Throughout history, in various regions of the 
world, people have dug all  these  structures  into  the 

Fig. 1 – Map of Kayseri Province (after Google Maps - elabo-
ration A. Yamaç).
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rocks, and all these dwellings dug side by side merged 
over time to form troglodyte villages (Kempe, 1988).
Cliff settlements can be of different sizes. Along with 
the small settlements consisting of few dwellings dug 
side by side and housing a small population, there are 
huge troglodyte villages. However, the rocks on which 
the relevant rock-dwelled villages are dug differ from 
region to region. In Anatolia alone, there are rock-cut 
villages dug on numerous different rocks from tuff to 
sandstone or limestone.
On the east of Kayseri, there are several valleys ero-
ded by  the  streams  flowing down  to  the valley  from 
the high hills, similar to these valleys on the west of 
Cappadocia. In most of these valleys, which are  just 
a few kilometers apart from each other, there are se-

veral  cliff  settlements.  The  number  of  rock-dwelled 
structures explored in these settlements differs a lot 
from valley to valley. For example, though there are 
35 dwellings  in the cliff settlement of Değirmendere 
Valley, there are in total 436 different rock-cut struc-
tures  in  four  different  cliff  settlements  of  Koramaz 
Valley, which is the longest of all these valleys (fig. 2 
and  fig.  3).  The  distribution  of  the  total  structures 
in the cliff settlements explored and surveyed so  far 
within the scope of this project is as follows:

CLIFF SETTL. NO. OF DWELLINGS

K. Burunguz
Ağırnas
Dimitre
Vekse
Değirmendere
Belağası
Avedik
TOTAL

8
195
229
4
35
28
5
504

Rock-cut Churches

During the studies regarding rock-cut structures that 
have been carried out in Kayseri so far, a total of 47 dif-
ferent rock-cut churches were identified and surveyed 
(Yamaç, 2021). Before we conducted our research, only 

Fig. 2 – The relief base map of Koramaz Valley with the vil-
lages marked with red dots was prepared by E. Tok with QGIS

Fig. 3 – Northwest end of Dimitre Cliff Settlements (photo B. Langford).
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three studies had been conducted regarding rock-cut 
churches in the entire region, and only two churches 
were  surveyed  in  detail.  Nilay  Karakaya,  described 
the church that we named Ispıdın Rock-Cut Church 
No.1 (Karakaya, 2013) and Subaşı Rock-Cut Church 
(Karakaya, 2014) in two different articles.
So, only two of the 47 churches in the Kayseri Province 
have been the subject of a scientific publication, and 
the remaining 45 churches have not been studied and 
published by any scholar until now. Although a great 
many of these churches are single nave, small church-
es without any ornaments, a few others are large and 
some have partial frescoes. That there are no frescoes 
in most of the churches and that they have similar ar-
chitectural plans also makes it difficult to date these 
churches. Neither the rock-cut churches  in Koramaz 
Valley nor the rock-cut churches in the northern part 
of Kayseri Province have never been surveyed scien-
tifically before now, and thus, it is not possible to set 
the  ground  for  comparison.  Even  though  Karakaya 
dates  the  two churches;  Ispıdın Church No.1  (fig. 4) 
and Subaşı Church to  10th  –  11th  and  11th  –  13th 
centuries,  respectively,  these  dates  either  cannot  be 
considered as references for all other churches in the 
region or they are rather argumentative. For instance, 
one  out  of  two  rock-cut  churches,  which  we  photo-
graphed and  surveyed at  another  cliff  settlement  in 
Değirmendere Valley -located nearly 3 km in the south 

of Koramaz Valley- was dated by Catherine Jolivet-
Levy to mid to late 8th century, despite its destroyed 
frescoes (Tok, Yamaç, 2015; Jolivet-Lévy, 2020). 
On  the  other  hand,  among  all  the  churches  we  re-
searched, Vekse Church No.1, which has not been sci-
entifically researched before, is notable for its meticu-
lous architecture as well as its size (fig. 5 and fig. 6). 
In our opinion, examining all these rock-cut churches 
in  and  around Koramaz Valley, which  have  not  yet 
been  extensively  researched by  experts, will  give us 
new information about the region’s Christian past and 
its architectural history.
A list of rock-cut churches according to the villages of 
Kayseri Province is as follows:

VILLAGES NO. OF CHURCHES

Subaşı
Ağırnas
Dimitre
Vekse
Ispıdın
Değirmendere
Develi
Derevenk

TOTAL

1 (monastery)
15
7
5
14
3
1
1 (monastery)

47

Fig. 4  –  Ispıdın Church No.1 (photo R. Straub). 
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Fig. 5 – Plan of Vekse Church No. 1 (drawing A. Yamaç, E. Ianovskaya).

Fig. 6 – Vekse Church No. 1 (photo R. Straub).
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Two monasteries explored during this project; Subaşı 
and Derevank were introduced by us in two different 
articles (Yamaç, 2021, 2022a). Although we explored, 
surveyed, photographed, and inventoried 47 rock-cut 
churches in Kayseri Province, it is possible to discover 
new churches in areas not yet studied.

Underground Cities

People  have  been  using  the  underground  for  thou-
sands  of  years  to  hide  and  protect  themselves. Ent-
rances of these cities dug underground were difficult 
to detect. Numerous rooms connected to one another 
by  intricate  tunnels  filled with  traps and doors  that 
are almost impossible to open from the outside have 
turned these structures into defense centers indispen-
sable against all types of attacks throughout history 
(Triolet, Triolet, 1996; 2013).
Though  they have been used  for hundreds  or  even 
thousands  of  years  in  numerous  different  countri-
es,  the  first  place  that  comes  to mind when  it  co-
mes  to  ‘underground  defense  structures’  is  always 
Cappadocia.  The  two  main  reasons  are  the  exces-
sive  number  of  underground  cities  in  the  region 
and  the  enormous  size  of  some  of  these  cities. De-
rinkuyu  Underground  City  is  an  extreme  examp-
le  of  these  types  of  structures.  This  underground 

Fig. 7 – Büyük Bürüngüz Underground City (photo A. E. Keskin).

Fig. 8 – Plan of Büyük Bürüngüz Underground City (drawing 
A. Yamaç and B. Yazlık).
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city,  which  we  surveyed  in  2013,  is  excavated  on 
five  floors,  with  a  total  length  of  1.880  m  and  a 
depth  of  55  m;  many  connections  are  still  closed 
(Yamaç,Tok, 2015). 
On  the  other  hand,  as  part  of  the  “Kayseri Under-
ground  Structures  Inventory  Project”,  40  under-
ground  cities  were  explored  and  surveyed  in  Kay-
seri  Province  over  the  past  nine  years.  In  these 
structures, none of which has been explored before, 

with a  total  length of  1,273 m and with 27 millsto-
ne  doors,  Büyük  Bürüngüz  Underground  City  was 
the  longest underground  city  ever  found  in Kayseri 
(Yamaç,  2019)  (fig.  7  and  fig.  8).  Within  the  scope 
of the same project, very small shelters with a sing-
le  millstone  door,  one  or  two  small  chambers,  and 
even some underground structures whose purpose of 
construction  cannot  be  understood were  also  explo-
red and surveyed (Yamaç, 2022b).

Conclusion

The main purpose of the “Kayseri Underground Structures Inventory Project” was to explore, survey and docu-
ment all underground/rock-cut structures that are disappearing day by day. For this purpose, we have taken 
care to publish as much as possible. We have published six preliminary reports in the past nine years (OBRUK, 
2017a, b, c, 2018, 2020, 2023). Apart from these reports, 16 articles were published in foreign academic journals, 
and 11 presentations were made at international symposiums. In response to all these efforts, our only wish is 
to transfer these structures to future generations without further destruction.
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