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CHAPTER 27 

#InTransientKaraya 
Approaches for Developing Knowledge, Meaning, 
and Community Identity in Abandoned UBH 

Muge Akkar Ercan, Meryem Bihter Bingul Bulut, Bernard Bugeja,  

Yasemen Kaya, Jorge Magaz-Molina, Sabrina Shurdhi 

 

 

27.1. Introducing Karaya 

Karaya is an underground built settlement located in a canyon in the NW of 

Göreme (38°41'03.5"N 34°47'55.8"E), parallel to road D-300 connecting Nevşehir 

to Avanos. Karaya was abandoned in the 1960s. Along the years, it has become a 

suggestive historical site where recent memories have overlapped with a forgotten 

past related to monastic movements. Karaya offers an unexplored archaeological 

complex, surrounded by a plateau of traditional vineyards and fruit trees comple-

mented by a scenic backdrop (Fig. 27.1).  

 

 
Figure 27.1: Karaya valley.  

Source: Google Street View (above), Ahika Regional Development Agency, 2020 (below) 
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Over the nearest hills, a land-art park was created by the Australian artist An-

drew Rogers between 2007 and 2009. Activities related to agriculture have long 

taken place in the site. Recently trekking tours have been introduced into this valley 

as a touristic activity. 

The Living Lab, held in the context of COST Action CA18110 Under-

ground4value, revealed that Karaya has been suggested by local and regional ad-

ministrations as the place of opportunity to develop alternatives to mass-tourism. In 

Karaya, eco-tourism could be given value and educational facilities unfurled. It 

could also be considered an affordable site for the promotion of domestic tourism.  

In this sense, stakeholders expressed their desire of outlining a cultural approach to 

local heritage like gastronomy, traditions, and local manufactures. 

 
Figure 27.2: Perspectives of Karaya UBH settlement.  

Source: AHILER Regional Development Agency, 2020 

The U4V Training School held in Naples offered the statement of Knowledge, 

Meaning and Identity of Karaya to study a case by first analysing, and second by 

proposing strategies, steps, and measures.  The goal was to propose a set of ideas to 

allow for a smooth implementation of new cultural and touristic activities. The ex-

pected research results from our proposal should support an empathetic cultural 

management plan with the local community and should be sensitive to the conser-

vation, accessibility, and security of this UBH site.  

Our approach was based on the principles of sustainability, diversity and com-

munity participation and technology support. Taking a cultural landscape approach 

offers the opportunity to explore the territory as it is perceived by its inhabitants [1] 

and should overcome the large-scale problems of cultural management. Applying 

the Landscape Character Assessment as a scientific and methodological research 

guideline offers a multidisciplinary progressive investigation to define the baseline 

for a Management Plan.  

The abandonment of Karaya by its inhabitants was considered an opportunity, 

instead of a weakness (Fig. 27.2). Learning the recent past from the elderly people 

could be a strength of the project, which can be implemented by the inhabitants of 

the nearby towns. This idea can also provide the opportunity to reinforce intergen-

erational relations with a diversity approach. Meanings, desires, and expectations 

of younger generations could contribute new ideas to those provided by stakehold-

ers and promotes multi-representative communitary roundtable decisions. 
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27.2. A Search for a Local Identity 

The identity of a place is often assumed to remain consistent over a long period 

of time. Identity does not only consist of the tangible heritage, morphology and 

place dynamics but also consists of the intangible heritage, such as traditions and 

practices which are passed down generations.  

During the Training School, our group explored and debated several key aspects 

which were found to be important to the site (Fig. 27.3). The group first began re-

searching where Karaya is located and the identity (or identities) which the valley 

possesses, and which could have previously had. Although the group did not have 

the opportunity to physically visit Karaya, research concluded that the site has laid 

derelict for many decades, resulting in the loss of memory and the identity. It was 

also noted that since the site is derelict, truly little amounts of information were 

gathered, and few research projects were carried out on the area.  This lack of 

knowledge requires archaeologists, historians, and other researchers to study 

Karaya’s past and identify the values of the site. 

 
Figure 27.3: Word cloud developed during the research process of Group 

We debated whether the values and identities which were present on site should 

be retained or whether they could be altered.  It was also debated whether it would 

be correct to recreate the same identity which was lost along the years or create a 

completely brand-new identity.   

We also carried out a research on the adjacent locations, giving a good indication 

of the identity, vernacular architecture, and values which Karaya once possessed. 

One of the adjacent locations which was chosen to study was Göreme, which is 

associated with similar vernacular dwellings dug in rock formations as those in 

Karaya. Göreme was studied due to its proximity and similar heritage. Research 

about the site uncovered that before the tourism boom, Göreme was  inhabited by 

several farmers who resided in the UBH settlement (i.e. the "fairy chimneys" and 

the houses connected to caves), and worked the nearby agricultural lands. However, 

Göreme is at risk of losing its identity due to the tourism boom which occurred in 

the Cappadocia region during these past decades.  It was noted that this boom has 

led to gentrification as well as the loss of practices and values which the residents 
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held for many years.  It was also identified that touristic activities were being pro-

moted in the destination such as "fairy chimney" hotel experiences, quad-biking, 

balloon-trips, horse-riding, and trekking. 

 
Figure 27.4: Stages of design and identity-building process 

From this analysis and research, it was clear that the path for Karaya should be 

different to that which was taken for Göreme. Our group proposed a more sustain-

able approach towards the regeneration of Karaya. Allowing Karaya to be re-inhab-

ited means that the community could identify with the area, and thus help maintain 

the physical and social dimensions of the space. Our decision was to re-situate 

Karaya as a territory of opportunity, memory, recognition, and future for the local 

community. Continuous co-creation of the identity with the help of both locals, vis-

itors and tourists would also be beneficial as this promotes collaborations (Fig. 

27.4). Another proposal involved the depiction of the past traditions using the latest 

digital tools such as videography and VR tools. In this way, visitors would be able 

to gain a small taste of Karaya’s past identity. 

27.3. A multiscalar and multi-disciplinary approach to analyse 
Karaya 

A successful process of valorisation focusing on a place's identity cannot be 

achieved without determining first ‘what the place wants to be’, a question raised 

initially by Louis Kahn [2]. Answering this question will instigate the course of 

actions required to discover and rediscover collaboratively the identity of Karaya, 

an ‘abandoned place’ located in Cappadocia. Thus, there needs to establish a strong 

connection between the notions of ‘intransience’ or ‘permanence’ and ‘place iden-

tity’. New layers of identity of the place should be incorporated by the local com-

munity and visitors, once the abandoned Karaya would be resettled and reused. In 

this way, new meanings and experiences would continually create new layers of 

identity for Karaya. 

The process of identity transformation of Karaya should consider the perceived 

meanings of both the local community and visitors. This is an essential fact, because 

at present Cappadocia's images predominantly include tourists' imageabilities. In 

the context of meaning and identity, this transformation should highlight the unique-

ness of the site and its heritage and not take place in a ‘copy-paste’ manner. While 

placing a great importance in the uniqueness of the location, one must not forget the 
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integrity of Karaya as a component of a larger system. To address the issue of “In-

transient Karaya”, we should suggest a multiscalar approach in which Karaya will 

be considered at the microscale, Göreme will be seen at the mesoscale, and the re-

gion Cappadocia at the macro scale. 

Understanding how Karaya fits in the above-mentioned system will improve the 

valorisation of tangible and intangible resources. Overlapped on the abandonedness 

of Karaya, a place’s identity is created during a mutual ongoing process of both 

spatial and socio-cultural milieu as elements with their respective independence in 

an integral totality. Identification pertaining to both locals and tourists has a strong 

association with the ‘intransience’ of ‘life-situations’ in a place. Besides a mul-

tiscalar approach, there also needs information and knowledge provided by different 

disciplines and perspectives to discover ‘identities’ and ‘meanings’ for the aban-

doned settlement of Karaya. This is also important especially in managing the local 

multiple resources.  

 
Figure 27.5: Draft of the development process 

A multidisciplinary analysis will aim to consider a variety of perspectives such 

as historical, archaeological, environmental, geological, planning, economical, 

morphological, architectural, social, and cultural. The following objectives should 

be considered: 

 Learning “what the place wants to be” to bring forth the uniqueness of 

Karaya and manage the resources such as: the community, agricultural 

land, artefacts, and memory 

 Interconnecting the scales of the system in a meaningful way and effi-

cient way so that the users, namely the locals and the tourists would 

experience ‘orientation’, and accessibility as a physical connection with 

the place. 

 Centring on the local community and their memory to help establish a 

psychic connection, ‘identification’ with the place. 

Based on this multidimensional and multi-scalar approach, our research proposes 

four steps (Fig. 27.5). First is the initiation of research about Karaya’s history. It 

would be relevant to discover recent memories of the last inhabitants of Karaya and 

their descendants. The second step will be to analyse the current conservation situ-

ation, define the characteristics of the UBH settlement and point out its values and 

risks. Physical and spatial issues should be included in the development of a man-

agement plan: functions provided, prevision of impacts, zonification of preserved 
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areas or caves, tourist capacity, waste management and supplies, accessibility, park-

ing, cyclo-pedestrian routes, adaptability of the caves for new uses, conservation 

needs, spatial limitations, security measures, new material criteria, etc. Finally, this 

research should also include the economic, social, and cultural dimension which 

will support the sustainable development of both local community and local busi-

nesses. 

We suggest adopting a holistic approach about the whole physical, environmen-

tal, and cultural dimension displayed in Karaya, rather than focusing on certain sig-

nificant features. As part of a major work of landscape characterization [3] a re-

search work should describe an accurate approach to this territory considering a 

local community empathetic approach. Historic cartography, old photos, memories, 

and oral heritage could integrate socio-cultural considerations. The spatial frame-

work should be translated to cartographic data developing an infrastructure for spa-

tial information and services with the aim to offer useful and transparent infor-

mation [4]. UBH inventory should be developed. Results of caves-security and 

stability, flows-charge impacts, or tourist affluence research can provide actualized 

monitoring data accessible online. 

27.4. Knowledge as valuable process 

Virtual dimension cannot be forgotten in the strategy of rebuilding the meaning 

and identity of an abandoned place. Digital devices and social networks have a sig-

nificant role in the twenty-first century production of common imaginaries that must 

be considered. Considering social networks, digital devices and virtual contents 

could amplify not only possibilities of participation, including visitors in the build-

ing of meaning and identity of Karaya, but also a way of diffusion of research. 

 
Figure 27.6: Draft of the platform structure 

A centralized platform could combine the research script, scientific results and 

all the contents related to the communitary process of identification and cultural 

management policies displayed (Fig. 27.6). Local community events, organizers’ 
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facilities, educational programmes, and fests calendars displayed in Karaya could 

be considered as new intangible values, but also, they could provide important con-

tents as visitor’s information. A collaborative platform could offer the possibility to 

put in contact potential visitors and stakeholders, offering different tour plans. Also, 

a collaborative tool could offer to the visitors sharing opinions, photos and routes 

of the complex. 

Results of the different researches should be shared online offering an exemplar 

case study to be replicated. Knowledge not only means a valuable growing resource, 

but also it represents a tool for displaying a participatory process of management 

held by the community. To make possible a participatory process of supervision and 

control of the site, transparency contents should explain investments displayed, 

agents and stakeholders involved, monitoring data about security and stability, af-

fluence impact, management measures. 

27.5. Karaya Eco-Museum 

Eco-museum is an idea that integrates nature and culture through the leading 

role of the local community. The components of the eco-museum concept are terri-

tory, heritage, memory, and community [5]. Our research intended to re-situate 

Karaya as a territory of opportunity, memory, recognition, and future for both the 

local community and tourists. Therefore, establishing Karaya Eco-museum will 

help us to co-create the identity of Karaya through interactions between the local 

community and visitors who have deepened their understanding of the value of such 

UBH. Eco-museum ideas are not a fixed structure; thus, each eco-museum has dis-

tinct and unique elements. Karaya Eco-museum has its own characteristics and we 

have listed tangible and intangible heritages of Karaya (Fig. 27.7). 

 
Figure 27.7: Karaya Eco-museum 

The proposed eco-museum will comprise Karaya Valley’s significant locations 

and attach those sites with new actions to preserve the underground heritage as well 

as community legacy. The main goals of the eco-museum are (Fig. 27.8): 
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 The development of sustainable landscape management to protect all-nat-

ural components of the region and wise use of resources  

 The development of sustainable tourism based on the concept of Eco-mu-

seum through a co-operation of local governments, related organisations, 

and local community (Fig. 27.9) 

 Raising awareness about the values of the community and the area, en-

hancing the understanding of local people regarding these values, and con-

tributing to development of the local community. 

 
Figure 27.8: The idea of Karaya Eco-museum 

27.6. Conclusions 

UBH knowledge, meaning and community identity development process re-

quires a multidimensional and multiscalar approach. Research should have two 

main goals: first, to discover its geomorphological, historical, archaeological, eco-

logical and socio-cultural values and secondly, to identify regeneration, accessibil-

ity, conservation, security and safety measures that guarantee visitors’ access in a 

sustainable way. An empathetic approach with the local community must attend not 

only to participation in decision-making and management processes, but also to 

propose previous research steps aimed at learning about recent memories, wishes 

and expectations of the enhancement of their heritage.  

The feedback of tourists and visitors will be also used to the planning and man-

agement policy development of Karaya. Digital devices will support research dif-

fusion and participatory processes and sustain the co-creation of new identities. 

These digital devices will also work as an assessment and feedback tool for the 

improvement of research, planning and management policies. The idea of Karaya 

eco-museum, considering the features of the area, is one of the solutions that must 

be taken into consideration for development of sustainable tourism in Karaya. The 

eco-museum will also maximize the benefits to be gained from the natural, cultural, 
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and historical features of Karaya and, at the same time, minimize the threats and 

impacts. 

 
Figure 27.9: Draft of the platform structure 
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