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ABSTRACT - Recent fieldwork at Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) Gobeklitepe has revealed a life-size lime-
stone statue of a wild boar in Special Building D, which, alongside discoveries from nearby contempo-
raneous sites, broadens our understanding of late hunter-forager communities, including the presence
of (archaeologically speaking) invisible decision-makers. Evidence points to three groups from which
these charismatic leaders could have emerged: storytellers, hunters and ritual experts. An important
Sfunction of these leaders was to uphold traditional values in the face of changing lifeways in the Early
Holocene, a period referred to here as the ‘hunter-gatherer crisis’. This paper also includes a summary
of recent excavation results from Gobeklitepe.
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gatherer crisis

Navdahnjeni posamezniki in karizmaticni voditelji:
kriza lovcev in nabiralcev ter vzpon in padec nevidnih odlo¢evalcev v Gobeklitepeju

IZVLECEK - Nedavno terensko delo je na najdiscu predkeramicnega neolitika (PPN) Gobeklitepe v po-
sebni stavbi D razkrilo apnencast kip divjega prasica v naravni velikosti. Skupaj z odkritji z bliznjih so-
casnih najdisc Siri nase razumevange poznih skupnosti lovcev in nabiralcev, vkljucno s prisotnostjo (ar-
heolosko gledano) nevidnih odlocevalcev. Dokazi kazejo na tri skupine, iz katerih bi lahko izsli kariz-
maticni voditelji: pripovedovalci zgodb, lovci in vodje obredov. Pomembna naloga vodij je bila podpora
tradicionalnim vrednotam ob soocanju s spreminjajocimi se nacini Zivljenja v zgodnjem holocenu,
obdobju, ki ga tukaj imenujemo kriza lovcev in nabiralcev' Clanek vkljucuje tudi povzetek nedavnih
rezultatov izkopavanj v Gobeklitepeju.

KLJUCNE BESEDE - Gobeklitepe; predkeramicni neolitik (PPN); druzbeno razslojevanje; prilagoditveni
cikli; kriza lovcev in nabiralcev

Introduction

Gobeklitepe is located in one of the primary zones of  an increase in research in this region, with new results
Neolithisation in Southwest Asia that covered the up-  from Turkish sites such as Gusir Hoyik (Karul 2020),
per Euphrates and Tigris basins in southeastern Tiir- ~ Gemka Hoyiik (Kodas et al. 2020), Gre Filla (Okse
kiye and northern parts of Syria and Iraq (most recent- ~ 2022), and Boncuklu Tarla (Kodas 2023) along the Tig-
ly, Ozdogan 2022; 2024). Recent years have witnessed s River in the east, and in the frame of the Sanlrfa
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Neolithic Research Project (7as Tepeler) in the hills
around the modern city of Sanlurfa, to the east of the
Euphrates (Karul 2022a; Karul 2023a). Meanwhile,
the Tas Tepeler project encompasses continued work at
Gobeklitepe (this paper), Karahantepe (Karul 2021;
2022b; 2023b), Harbetsuvan Tepesi (Matsui et al.
2022) and Giirciitepe (Erdalkiran 2023), as well as ini-
tial excavations at the sites of Saybur¢ (Ozdogan E.
2022; Ozdogan, Uludag 2022; Ozdogan 2023), Sefer-
tepe (Grildogan 2021; 2023; Giildogan, Uludag 2022)
and Gakmaktepe (Sahin 2023; Sahin, Uludag 2023)
(Fig. 1).

Settled hunter-foragers

Sites with a clear continuity of occupation from the
Younger Dryas to the Early Holocene have so far been
discovered along the Tigris (Kortiktepe, Boncuklu Tar-
la, Cemka Hoyiik), though with emerging evidence
now appearing in Sanlrfa, where several find-spots
featuring mixed Epipalaeolithic and Pre-Pottery Neo-
lithic (PPN) assemblages are known from recent field
surveys around the southwestern outskirts of the mo-
dern city (Sahin et al. 2023). Additionally, renewed
field investigations at Sogit Tarlast and Biris Mezarligt
in the Bozova basin could reveal further evidence from
this period (Ozdogan 2020.424-425; Ekinci, Ilci
2023).

An increase in settled hunter-forager communities in
the Early Holocene (from around the mid-tenth millen-
nium cal BC) in the upper Tigris and Euphrates basins
also witnessed earliest (PPNA) occupations at Gobekli-
tepe. Despite the increase in sedentary lifeways at this
time, subsistence practices remained faithful to the Pa-
laeolithic roots of these communities, and at the cen-
tral site of Gobeklitepe there is still no evidence of
morphologically domesticated plant or animal species
in the subsequent EPPNB (Neef 2003; Peters et al.
2019.6). Only at the EPPNB site of Nevali Gori is there
evidence for human control over small numbers of
sheep, goats and possibly pigs (Pefers et al. 2017). As
for the other Tas Tepeler settlements now under exca-
vation, the results from archaeobotanical and archaeo-
zoological investigations are still pending.

Based on these observations, the emergence of food-
producing strategies, at least in the Sanlwrfa region,
appears to have occurred asymmetrically in space and
time, suggesting that conscious choices were made at
the community, group and even household levels, lead-
ing to a mosaic of different subsistence forms. Equally,
it could be argued that such decisions were made by
more privileged parts of society. Discussions around
social hierarchisation during the transition to food-
producing economies in Southwest Asia have been un-

Fig. 1. Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene sites in southeastern Tiirkiye and northern parts of Syria and Iraq
(upper Euphrates and Tigris basins) mentioned in the text (image L. Clare).
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derway for decades, with some of the most notable
contributions being the transegalitarian feasting mo-
del after Brian Hayden (2014), the chief-led lineage
model after Christian Jeunesse (2020) and the molar-
molecular model after Ian Hodder (2022). These dif-
ferent approaches will be discussed in more detail to-
wards the end of this paper. Notably, perhaps the earli-
est reference to social hierarchisation in the PPN of
Southwest Asia was made by Diana Kirkbride in the
context of the Jordanian Early Neolithic site of Beidha,
where differences in building sizes led her to propose
an “emerging village life with a hint at the presence of
a privileged and not-so-privileged class” (Kirkbride
1967.8; cf. Ozdogan, Ozdogan 1998.587).

Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene decision-
makers: Who built Gébeklitepe?

Insights from first extensive excavations at a Neolithic
site in the upper Tigris and Euphrates basins led Meh-
met Ozdogan (1997) to propose the dominance of elite
groups already in the PPNA at Cayonil. In support of his
hypothesis, he noted the rigid order of the settlement,
the intentional burial of houses, the construction of
plaster floors and the organisation of extensive labour.
He considered this societal system the forerunner of
the temple-controlled economy of the later Syro-
Mesopotamian historical cultures (O.c.10-11). Harald
Hauptmann presented similar lines of interpretation
in relation to the spatial organisation of Nevali Cori
and Gobeklitepe, where, according to him, different
areas of the sites were dedicated to tool production,
sculpture and sanctuaries (Fig. 2); for Hauptmann, this
was indicative of “steps developmental to a central
organisation in which the trade or barter of an elite
class was restricted to sites with cult facilities”
(Hauptmann 1999.82). Meanwhile, Ozdogan (e.g.,
Ozdogan 2001.316; 2018.36; 2024.39) has continued
to develop his line of interpretation, now placing the
earliest femple-controlled economies (with priests
who dictated the mode of living and economy) not in
the historical cultures but, based on his interpretations
of Gobeklitepe and Karahantepe, already in the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic.

In line with the conclusions reached by Ozdogan and
Hauptmann, Klaus Schmidt (2000a.6) wrote: “It seems
probable that the shamans of Gobekli Tepe had been
‘at the edge’. The edge to cross the border from the
animistic shaman to the established priest. Some
motifs of the reliefs and of the sculptures are still the
old ones, but they seem mixed with the dawn of re-
presentations of a new world, a world of temples

with powerful rulers, a world of a classified society’.

This statement expanded on a brief reference of
Schmidt’s from three years earlier in which he men-

tioned “powerful people using religious imperatives

to motivate” (Schmidt 1997.9). Indeed, considering

Schmidt's focus on the special buildings, this is not sur-

prising. He was intrigued as to how the cultic commu-

nities (for this term, see Schmidt 2005.16; 2006a.252-

255; 2011.52-54; Dietrich et al. 2012.684; Notroff et

al. 2015.72-73) were motivated to build these monu-

mental structures. In his 2006 monograph, ‘Sie bauten

die ersten Tempel’ (Schmidt 2006a), he still sought ex-

planations for the amassed human resources in what

he termed spiritual driving forces. He wrote: “Quite

obviously, the societal power - probably we will ne-

ver know if it was a chief, a group of shamans or |[...]

priests, a council, or a collective - [...] was able to de-

mand the workforce [...] fetched from the well of
religious motivation [ ...]” (German original, Schmidt
2006a.247, English translation, Schmidt 2012.233).

This scenario defined his later writings and was also

pivotal in contributions by members of his research

team in the years following his death.

In an approach centred more on economic factors and
reminiscent of the proposal by Hauptmann, Ofer Bar-
Yosef stressed the role of prestige objects in attaining
wealth, rank and position at Gobeklitepe (Bar-Yosef
2014). He described the site as “a relatively short-lived
social experiment in creating a chiefdom” that incor-
porated “kin-based lineages and alliances entailing
ritual feasting through which prestige items were
exchanged and accumulated resulting in the rise
of individual entrepreneurs and creating a social
ranking” (0.c.73-74). So far, however, there is no
evidence that prestige items were used to attain or
mark wealth at Gobeklitepe, and recent years have
also seen a clear overemphasis on the role of feasting
in archaeological explanation (cf. Bangsgaard et al.
2019.443), including its part in the construction of
the special buildings at Gobeklitepe (e.g., Dietrich
et al. 2012; 2017; Dietrich, Dietrich 2019). Notably,
one of the earliest formulations of the feasting hypo-
thesis stemmed from Schmidt, who suggested that vast
quantities of meat could have been consumed within
the frame of large feasts as an incentive to the work-
force, thus explaining the large amounts of animal
bone recovered from the excavations of these structu-
res, stemming from the time of their intentional burial
(e.g., Schmidt 2010a.18; 2011.53). Not only does the
feasting hypothesis at Gobeklitepe paint a dangerously
over-simplistic picture, including a workforce control-
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cieties always find in their midst some
inspired individuals | ...] whose func-
tion simply results from a spontaneous re-
cognition among their fellows of a ‘natu-
ral’ superiority that applies in certain de-
fined circumstances, in the same way a
war leader in certain paleo-Indian tribes
only remained chief as long as the war
continued. No more than for the sanctu-
aries in Palaeolithic caves does the spe-
cialisation of place imply some irregular
and institutionalised specialisation of

Fig. 2. Nevali Cori. The first ever discovered T-pillar structure
(‘Kultgebdude’). View from the southeast looking northwest, also
giving an impression of the landscape around the site: excava-
tions were undertaken by Hauptmann between 1983 and 1991.
The site now lies submerged in the Atatiirk Reservoir (photo M.
Akman; German Archaeological Institute, Euphrates Archive).

led by its insatiable lust for meat, but it has lost much
of its credibility in recent years following revelations
that the animal bones from the special buildings came
from midden accumulations displaced by erosion
events from higher-lying parts of the mound (¢f. Clare
2020.86; Kinzel, Clare 2020.33; Breuers, Kinzel
2022.479, and below).

Despite the occurrence of objects interpreted as pres-
tige items and subtle differences in grave goods in
some burials in the Upper Tigris Basin, e.g., Kortiktepe
(Ozkaya et al. 2013; Erdal 2015), Hasankeyf Hoyiik
(Ulucam 2021) and Boncuklu Tarla (Kodas et al.
2022a), archaeological evidence for vertical social dif-
ferentiation in the PPNA and EPPNB remains tentative.
In the case of two EPPNB burials found at Gobeklitepe,
these have also failed to provide any signs of the social
status of the interred individuals (Gresky et al. forth-
coming). There is also no clear indication of hierar-
chies in the architecture, unless we follow suggestions
that the special buildings were the homes of clan lea-
ders (Banning 2011). As for the ‘dominant governan-
ce’ by ‘spiritual leaders’ and the ‘elite competition’
proposed by Ozdogan (2024.39) and the ‘kin-based li-
neages’ of ‘individual entrepreneurs’ suggested by
Bar-Yosef (2014. 73- 74), these hypotheses are difficult
to corroborate. Indeed, the available evidence for so-
cial elites, or rather the lack thereof, is more in line
with a less rigid form of social differentiation, much
like the one proposed by Jacques Cauvin in his seminal
work Naissance des divinities - Naissance d’agricul-
ture. In the context of the PPNB sanctuaries in the
Southern Levant, he writes: “The most primitive so-

one element within the society, nor any
‘power’ other than that which results from
the occasional exploitation of personal
competencies, which must always have
existed. We should not therefore attribute
to the PPNB sanctuaries more than they
speak for, nor because of them push back
the date of the process of urbanisation. The concept
of an egalitarian structure for Neolithic societies
does not seem to us, therefore, to be threatened in the
least” (French original, Cauvin 1997.163-164; English
translation, Cauvin 2007.120, emphasis added).

Cauvin’s conclusion is as valid today as when it was
written nearly three decades ago, especially if we con-
sider the recent proposal by Ian Hodder (2022.634),
who suggests that societal mechanisms at Gobeklitepe
were in place to subconsciously preserve egalitarian
social systems. Based on current insights, exemplified
by the newly discovered wild boar statue in Special
Building D at Gobeklitepe (this paper), the narrative
scenes found in a special building at Sayburg (Ozdogan
E. 2022; Ozdogan, Uludag 2022), and some of the sig-
nificant recent discoveries from Karahantepe (Karul
2021; 2022a), this paper seeks to identify some of Cau-
vin's ‘inspired individuals’ who as a result of their
skills, experience and charisma advanced to become
influential in their respective communities, although
these individuals never became an institutionalised
ruling class, being held back by prevailing societal con-
straints, likely harking back to egalitarian Palaeolithic
roots (¢f. Boehm 1993). We return to this discussion
following a short overview of recent excavation results
from Gobeklitepe.

Gobeklitepe: Recent excavation results
Gobeklitepe is among the most significant archaeolo-

gical discoveries of the 20th century (Fig. 3). Inscribed
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2018, the Early Ho-
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locene hilltop settlement lies 15km northeast of San-
lurfa in the Germus mountains (approx. 770m above
sea level). It features commanding views over the Har-
ran plain to the south, and the Eastern Taurus moun-
tains and the Karacadag are visible on the horizon to
the north and east-northeast, respectively. Several mo-
numental (special) buildings (labelled A to H) feature
large, monolithic T-shaped pillars quarried from the
local limestone, some adorned with depictions of wild
animals, occasional humans, geometric patterns and
symbols. Constructed by hunter-forager groups at the
onset of the Early Holocene, these multiphase and
long-lived structures are among the earliest megalithic
buildings ever discovered (Clare et al. 2019a). The to-
pography of the artificial hill comprises three large
low-lying basins (or hollows) in the southeast, north-
east and northwest, separated by higher-lying knolls
and their slopes, a topography dictated by the under-
lying bedrock formation (Kinzel et al. 2020). The spe-
cial buildings are generally located in the lower-lying
basins, with the oldest phases of some structures (e.g.,
special buildings A, B, C and D) constructed in the
PPNA, with later phases attributed to the PPNB (Kin-
zel, Clare 2020.Fig. 3.2) (Fig. 4).

Available radiocarbon dates, combined with the results
from lithic and building archaeological studies, show
that the archaeological deposits accumulated upon the
stepped limestone plateau over some 1600 years in the
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA; 9600-8700 cal BC) and
Early/Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (EPPNB/MPPNB;

Fig. 3. Gobeklitepe. Aerial view from the west (looking east) showing
the two permanent protective shelters. In the background, the white
shelter covers the southeastern hollow (‘'main excavation area'); the
second shelter (left foreground) stands over the northwestern hol-

8700-8000 cal BC), though a more prolonged dura-
tion could be indicated by the presence of chipped
stones with gloss which could be obliquely inserted
sickles from curved shafts that only appear in the M/
LPPNB (Breuers, Kinzel 2022.478). Excavations at Go-
beklitepe commenced in 1995 and have focused on
the southeastern hollow of the site (1main excavation
area), which is meanwhile covered by a large perma-
nent shelter (Fig. 3). Fieldwork has also been under-
taken in the northwestern hollow, now covered by the
second permanent shelter, and on the northwestern
and western mounds (¢f. Clare 2020.Fig. I).

The discovery of dwellings and a domestic activity
zone in the earliest (PPNA) occupation levels in the
northwestern part of the site in 2015, combined with
a re-evaluation of earlier excavation records, led to
a reinterpretation of Gobeklitepe as a settlement ra-
ther than a purely ritual site, as initially suggested by
Schmidt (Clare 2020). 1t is still inconclusive whether
the earliest PPNA occupation was permanent; however,
ongoing excavations of EPPNB domestic spaces from
the mid-ninth millennium cal BC suggest that by this
time Gobeklitepe had become a large and flourishing
settlement, as testified by dense aggregations of recti-
linear residential spaces in the main excavation area
(Fig. 5). Unfortunately, as it is still unknown whether
the entire mound was occupied simultaneously or
whether occupation shifted to different parts of the
mound at different times, even tentative estimations
of population size can still not be made. As such, this
question can only be approached when
reliable radiocarbon dates on short-
lived samples from residential buildings
become available, but these are still not
forthcoming. Indeed, even with a large
and reliable number of radiocarbon
dates any detailed reconstruction of the
building history will not be quickly re-
solved, as highlighted, for example, by
evidence of active rebuilding and con-
version of round-oval PPNA-type struc-
tures into more trapezoid and rectangu-
lar EPPNB-type buildings (e.g., Space 16,
Breuers, Kinzel 2022.472-474). Be this
as it may, it is still essential to emphasize
the temporal overlap of the EPPNB do-
mestic spaces on the slopes with the la-
ter phases of the long-lived special buil-
dings in the lower-lying basins (Kinzel,
Clare 2020; Breuers, Kinzel 2022. 471~

low (photo German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project 2019). 472).
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Fig. 4. Gobeklitepe. Plan of the southeast hollow (main excavation area) showing the (preliminary) building
phases based on building archaeological research combined with available radiocarbon ages. N.b. the special
buildings (A, B, C and D) are multi-phase structures that decrease in size over time, their latter phases being
contemporaneous with the rectangular/trapezoid (residentual) structures located on the adjacent slopes to
the north, west and east (image M. Kinzel, German Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe Project 2024).
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Special Building D

In 2001, excavations in trenches L09-77 and
L09-78 led to the discovery of Special Buil-
ding D and the partial exposure of the eastern
side of this structure (Schmidt 2002a; 2002b)
(Fig. 6). Special Building D is among the most
impressive of the discovered structures at the
site, featuring two well-preserved quasi cen-
trally placed T-shaped limestone pillars mea-
suring some 5.50m in height and featuring
low reliefs of arms, hands, and items of clo-
thing (belts, loincloths) and bodily adorn-
ment (necklaces), thus highlighting their
human identities (¢cf. Becker et al. 2012). In
addition to these two monoliths, smaller up-
right T-pillars occur at regular intervals incor-
porated into the innermost wall of the buil-
ding. All these pillars were revealed between
2001 and 2005 (Schmidt 2003; 2007). Spe-
cial Building D is one of three special buil-
dings (C, D and E) erected directly upon the
artificially smoothed natural limestone pla-
teau; all feature low pedestals painstakingly
carved from the natural plateau and into

Fig. 5. Gobeklitepe. Overview of EPPNB residential structures
on the slope to the north of Special Building D (trenches L09-
60, L09-70; cf. Figure 4). In the middle ground are (from left to
right) spaces 45, 43, 50 and 49, each characterised by plaster
JSloors and grinding stones resting at floor-level; these are either
in situ or fell from the roof or an upper storey when the building
collapsed. In Space 50, a large limestone storage vessel is visible
in the southwestern corner. Narrow corridor-like spaces sepa-
rate the spaces. In the foreground, the remains of further resi-
dential buildings excavated in 2021 and 2022 are visible. View
JSrom the southeast looking northwest (image H. Yildiz, German
Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project 2021).

which the two quasi-central T-shaped pillars
were slotted.

Special Building D has still not been fully exposed.
Indeed, this is the case with all the special buildings,
except for Building E, which was discovered under a
very thin layer of sediment and vegetation in 1995 on
the plateau at the southwestern foot of the tell. The re-
mains of this building comprised just its carved foun-
dations in the natural bedrock (Beile-Bohn et al. 1998.
47-50; Schmidt 2006a.109; 2008a.66-67; Kurapkat
2015).

The aims of fieldwork at Gobeklitepe in 2023 were
twofold: firstly, through the continued excavation
of Special Building D to increase knowledge of this
structure (and special buildings in general) while at
the same time rendering it more visually accessible to
the growing number of visitors to the UNESCO World
Heritage Site (Souvatzi 2023.563-565). In addition to
exposing benches and walls in its northern and east-
ern interior, a focus of the excavations included a more
careful analysis of the sediment deposits and the re-
lated fill processes that culminated in the excellent pre-
servation of the architecture (Fig. 7).

In the southeast hollow (main excavation area), there
is growing evidence of the unintentional inundation

12

Fig. 6. Gobelklitepe. Special Building D. Trench L09-
78 (foreground) with the partially exposed eastern
side of the structure. Architecture (now interpreted
as predominantly residential) is visible on the slope
in the northerly adjoining trenches (L09-79, L09-80;
¢f. Figure 4) (image German Archaeological Insti-
tute, Gébeklitepe Project 2001).
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of the special buildings by slope slides issuing from
adjacent and higher-lying slopes, where continuous
building activities had led to tell formation (Clare
2020.86; Kinzel, Clare 2020.33; Breuers, Kinzel
2022.479). This model contradicts earlier proposed
scenarios that envisaged an intentional (ritual) back-
filling of the buildings in the frame of large-scale cele-
brations and feasts (e.g., Schmidt 2000b.37; 2000c.46,
St 12; 2002b.8-9; see also Ozdogan, Ozdogan 1998
for Gayonii Tepesi). The destructive slope slide(s), per-
haps triggered by periods of heavy rainfall, possibly
combined with seismic activity, inundated the lower-
lying special buildings with rubble from the super-
structures of buildings located on the slopes, and mix-
ed PPNA and EPPNB deposits, including middens and
sub-floor burials. Therefore, earlier claims that parti-
cular objects were deposited on the floors of the buil-
dings before or during an intentional filling process
now appear untenable (e.g., Schmidi 2010b.249; Diet-
rich et al. 2019.156). If anything, these items were
either already in sifu at the time

of inundation or they stem from

buildings or deposits that became

displaced and redeposited during

the slope slide event(s).

Observations made in Special Buil-
ding D in 2023 support the slope
slide hypothesis; these include da-
mage to its architectural structure,
air pockets in the rubble, the dis-
covery of negatives of wooden
beams from its collapsed roof, and
preserved areas of roof plaster in
the rubble matrix (Fig. 7.1,7.2, 7.3,
and Fig. 8). Furthermore, evidence
for rebuilding and modification
in special buildings B and D could
testify to attempts made to resolve
structural inadequacies in the face
of increasing slope pressure (for
Building B, see Kinzel, Clare 2020,

The newly discovered wild boar statue

The fieldwork in the northern area of Special Building
D that led to the discovery of the wild boar statue saw
the removal of a sediment block measuring 5.0 metres
in length (west-east), 2.0 metres in width (north-south)
and with a depth of 1.2 metres from against the north-
ern internal wall between two T-shaped monoliths,
pillar 43 (P43) in the west and pillar 78 (P78) in the
east (Fig. 7). A further pillar (P67) located behind the
sediment block differs from others in that it stands
with its broadside facing the interior, missing its T-
shaped head, and with a round niche carved into its
shaft (Fig. 9). Around the niche, a diffuse incised deco-
ration is discernible, which, on closer inspection, could
be the depiction of two seated individuals (missing
their heads) facing one another and holding whatever
object was placed in the niche in their hands (pers.
comm. 0. Torun). Removing the sediment block reveal-
ed not only the statue of the wild boar but also the low-
er part of P67 and the northern bench of the building.

and for Building D, Breuers, Kin-
zel 2022). The discovery of harden-
ed horizontal (walking) surfaces
in the fill of Building D also sug-
gests that more than one slope
slide event led to the complete in-
undation of this building, with wal-
king horizons becoming estab-
lished within the half-buried struc-
tures in the interim phases.

Fig. 7. Gobeklitepe. Aerial view of Special Building D after the completion
of fieldwork in 2023. The numbers mark the positions of features and
J[inds excavated in recent years and discussed in the text: 1 slope slide
deposits (cf. Fig. 8.1); 2 air pockets in the rubble (cf. Fig. 8.2); 3 negatives
of wooden roof beams in the rubble matrix (cf. Fig. 8.3); 4 the newly dis-
covered wild boar statue (cf. Figs. 9 and 10); 5 the bench beneath the sta-
tue (Figs. 9, 10 and 11); 6 the western extension of northern-central bench
(cf. Fig. 12); 7 a decorated wall stone with H-shaped symbol (cf. Fig. 23.
bottom right); 8 a pit-feature with adjacent incised H-shaped-symbol (cf.
Fig. 25) (orthophoto B. Waszk, German Archaeological Institute, Gébe-
klitepe Project 2023/2024).
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The wild boar statue is a near-life-
size representation (1.35m long;
maximum height 0.70m) (Fig. 7.4
and Fig. 10). Its forelegs are well-
defined in low relief, bent at the
elbow and with a strong shoul-
der. The eyes of the animal are
small and close-set, and there is
no indication that these had been
inlaid with obsidian, as was the
case with the roughly contempo-
raneous life-size human statue
(the so-called Urfa Man) disco-
vered in Sanlrfa-Yeni Mahalle
in 1993 (Celik 2014) (Fig. 22).
While the snout is elaborately
carved, the nostrils are asymme-
trical, one slightly higher than
the other. Multiple horizontal in-
cised lines represent skin folds
running along the top of the
snout towards the top of the
head. Two small round ears are
depicted. The jaw is open, and
the tongue extends forward and
upward, with a high level of de-
tail given to the teeth and the

Fig. 8. Gobeklitepe. Evidence for slope slides discovered in 2023 in Special

tusks. The characteristic dorsal Building D includes: 1 damage to the architectural structure (cf. Fig. 7.1); 2

bristles are visible, running from
just behind the head along the
length of the spine. The rear ex-
tremities of the boar, including
its hind legs (and phallus), are not depicted; instead,
the hindquarters of the statue are rounded and remini-
scent of a protome, a shape that decreases the height
of the figure to the rear, raising the head and giving the
impression that the animal is seated. The underbelly is
slightly convex and rises slightly above the bench in a
shallow arch. The boar holds what appears to be a
sphere, perhaps a human head, between its front trot-
ters. Numerous examples of this type of human-animal
composition, with the head of a human clasped be-
tween the paws of a wild animal or the talons of a bird,
are known not only from Gébeklitepe but also from
other sites, such as Nevali Gori (Hauptmann 2011.99,
Fig. 14a-b; Dietrich et al. 2019.157) and more recently
Karahantepe.

2023).

The occurrence of small drill holes and perforations in
the shafts of some T-shaped pillars already suggested
that materials and objects were attached to them, per-
haps as decorative elements applied in the frame of ri-
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air pockets in the rubble (cf. Fig. 7.2); and 3 the negatives of wooden beams
JSrom the collapsed roof in the rubble matrix (cf. Fig. 7.3) (photos L. Clare
(1, 3), M. Kinzel (2), German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project

tual performances (Schmidt 1998.42-43; 2006a.164;
Becker et al. 2012.25, Fig. 12). Remnants of colouring
on the newly discovered wild boar statue now confirm
that pigments were also used for this purpose. While
the colour red is evident around the mouth of the ani-
mal, small patches of black are visible on the torso.
Analyses of the pigments are still in progress, but small
fragments of red ochre (from so far unknown sources)
occur frequently in the excavated deposits at Gobekli-
tepe, and studies of grinding stones at the site have
already pointed to the use of these tools for processing
minerals (Pefers et al. 2019.5).

The bench upon which the wild boar stands appears to
be a re-used monolith with a maximum visible length
of 2.80m and a maximum thickness of 0.31m; it ex-
tends 1.38m away from the wall of the building,
though it is certainly wider, it continuing beneath the
headless pillar (P67) for which it served as a base. The
bench is adorned with numerous depictions in low re-
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Fig. 9. Gobeklitepe. Special Building D. Northern interior wall of Special Building D following the completion
of excavations in 2023. This section of the innermost enclosing wall features six vertical monoliths (from
left to right): Pillar 42 (P42), Pillar 43 (P43), Pillar 67 (P67), Pillar 78 (P78) and Pillar 30 (P30). A fur-
ther T-shaped monolith with an oval-shaped niche in its head lies horizontally between P78 and P30,
constituting part of the wall of the building (photogrammetry B. Waszk, German Archaeological Institute,

Gébeklitepe Project 2023/2024).

lief on its visible inward-facing narrow side. The motifs ~ The opposite easterly adjacent section of the bench
include an H-shaped symbol, a crescent, three snakes  incurred visible damage from the slope slide; it re-
and four human faces or masks (Figs. 7.5 and 11). The ~ mains unexcavated and still covered by rubble. The
upper surface of the bench features a cup mark anda  wall of the building in this area was wholly destroyed,

circular-shaped incision. The front
legs of the statue stood in a shal-
low round-oval depression and the
statue was supported by the addi-
tion of stone wedges, one under its
front left leg and two under its bel-
ly. Although it is unclear whether
this was the original location of
the statue, it was likely placed here
in a late phase of the special buil-
ding, in the second half of the nin-
th millennium cal BC (¢f Kinzel,
Clare 2020.Fig. 3.2).

The westward extension of the de-
corated bench is formed by a smal-
ler stone slab (Figs. 7.6 and 12).
This slab features a sturdy diago-
nal perforation at its front upper
edge, the function of which is un-
known. Additionally, there is a
stick-like depiction of a predator,
most probably a leopard, incised
into its upper surface, just several
centimetres west of the perfora-
tion. The head of the leopard
(length: 10.0cm; max. width: 6.0
cm) is formed by a round, shallow
indentation (diameter: 2.0cm).

Fig. 10. Gobeklitepe. Special Building D. The newly discovered wild boar
statue in Special Building D (cf. Figs. 7.4 and 9). The statue stood on a de-
corated bench (likely a re-used T-shaped pillar, Fig. 11) and in front of
Pillar 67 (P67), which stands out from other monoliths in the building due
to its orientation (broad side facing inwards) and the round niche in its
shaft. The wild boar statue and P67 are a clear focal point of the buil-
ding (photogrammetry B. Waszk, German Archaeological Institute, Gé-
beklitepe Project 2023/2024).
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Fig. 11. Gobeklitepe. Detail of the bench beneath the wild boar statue in Special Building D (cf. Figs. 7.5, 9, and
10). This re-used limestone T-shaped pillar carries several images in low relief, including (from left to right)
an H-symbol, a crescent, three snakes and four human faces or masks (photogrammetry B. Waszk, German
Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe Project 2024).

and the adjacent T-shaped pillar (P78) was
inwards by the force of the inundation (Figs.
and 9).

Other wild boar imagery at Gobeklitepe

pushed  structure (Figs. 13.2 and 14.2). Unearthed adjacent to
71,8.1, pillar 12 (P12), the statue is completely preserved
(max. length: 48.0cm) and was found in fill deposits
close to the monolith and above the internal bench of
the building. A fracture at its base suggests that it was

A total of six further (complete and fragmented) lime-  originally part of a larger composition (Schmidt
stone wild boar statues were previously known from  71999b.13- 14, Fig. 18; 2000b.25-26; 2008b.64; Peters,
Gobeklitepe. However, these are smaller and less skil- ~ Schmidt 2004.184, Fig. 115). A second complete but

fully crafted than the (seventh) newly disco-
vered statue from Special Building D. Be-
sides the statues, other depictions of wild
boars are known from ten low reliefs, one
incised depiction and one protome. Most of
these images were discovered in special buil-
dings, the majority in Special Building C,
where four statues, eight low reliefs, and the
protome were revealed; the comparatively
high frequency of wild boar depictions in
this structure led Klaus Schmidt (2006a.146)
to refer to it as the ‘Kreis der Keller’ (‘Circle
of the Wild Boars’ in English). Further ima-
ges of wild boars have undoubtedly been
discovered over the years, though poor
preservation may have led to their classifi-
cation as ‘unidentified quadrupeds’ .

Statues and statue fragments

The first of the six previously discovered wild
boar statues was a large fragment (max.
length: 68.0cm, max. height: 55.0cm, max.
thickness: 23.0cm) found leaning against a
wall on the eastern side of Special Building
Ain 1997 (Figs. 13.1 and 14.1). Its identifica-
tion as a wild boar was based on the shape of
the head and the poorly preserved but still
visible tusks (Schmidt 1999a.11; Peters,
Schmidt 2004.184).

An extension of fieldwork to the north in
1998/1999 led to the discovery of Special
Building C in 1998/1999 and the first of four
wild boar statues so far discovered in this

16

Fig. 12. Gobeklitepe. The continuation of the bench to the west of
the newly discovered wild boar statue in Special Building D (cf.
Fig. 7.6). The limestone slab used for this purpose features a
large double-conical perforation and an incised leopard depic-
tion on its top surface (bottom) (photos L. Clare, German Archa-
eological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project 2024).
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less well preserved statue (max. length: 95.0cm, max.
height 60.0cm high, max. thickness 25.0cm) was re-
vealed in 2001, standing upright in a conglomeration
of stones above (or upon) an outer enclosing wall
(Figs. 13.3 and 14.3). In the following year, the well-
preserved head of a third boar was discovered in the
fill of the building, approximately 50cm southeast of
pillar 24 (P24) (Peters, Schmidt 2004.184, Fig. 116);
with a length of 53.0cm, this fragment is comparable in
size to the head of the newly discovered statue in Buil-
ding D (Figs. 13.4 and 14.4). Finally, a complete fourth

statue (max. length: 48.0cm, max. height: 28.0cm) ex-
cavated in 2008 was one item in a group of objects
(including two stone plates and a crude vessel) found
arranged on the platform of Pillar 35 (Figs. 13.5 and
14.5); a fracture at its base suggests that it, too, was
originally part of a larger composition (Schmidt
2008¢.28-29).

A final wild boar statue was recovered from trench
DR1 in 2018 (Figs. 13.6 and 14.6). This trench was exca-
vated to install a rainwater drainage pipe from the

Fig. 13. Gébeklitepe. Spatial occurrence of wild boar depictions in special buildings A, B, C and D and adjacent
areas. Numbered wild boar silhouettes refer to the statues, low reliefs, protome and incised depiction de-
scribed in the text. The largest wild boar silhouette marks the position of the newly discovered statue in Spe-
cial Building D (image M. Kinzel; changes and additions by L. Clare, 2024, German Archaeological Institute,

Gobeklitepe Project).
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then newly constructed protective canopy over the
main excavation area. Although missing its head, the
statue is otherwise complete, the shape of its body and
legs mirroring other wild boar depictions. The statue
fragment, which is 42.0cm long, with a maximum
height of 27.0cm and a2 maximum width of 16.0cm,
was discovered incorporated into a wall enclosing a
rectangular space attributed to the EPPNB (Kinzel
2023.2206, Fig. 220).

Low reliefs

Ten low reliefs of wild boars have been uncovered in
special buildings at Gobeklitepe. Eight low reliefs of
wild boars have been discovered in Special Building
C, where seven adorn the surfaces of T-shaped pillars
in the walls of the structure, and one a portal stone (a
window-like frame carved from a limestone slab and
associated with the construction of niches and entran-

Fig. 14. Gébeklitepe. Limestone wild boar statues: 1 a head fragment

Jrom Special Building A (A15); 2 a complete statue from Special Building
C (A25); 3 a complete but poorly preserved statue from Special Building
C (A29); 4 a head fragment from Special Building C (434); 5 a complete
statue from Special Building C (A62); 6 a headless statue from the wall of a
rectangular structure in DR1. For details of find contexts and dimensions,
see text. The numbers in the silhouettes refer to the find spots in Fig. 13 (all
photos German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project) .
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ces/exits of buildings). Two further low reliefs, both on
T-shaped pillars, are known from Special Building D.

In Special Building C, the first relief of a wild boar was
found on the southeast-facing broad side of pillar 12
(P12) (Figs. 13.7 and 15.7). While the second was dis-
covered on the portal stone (Figs. 13.8 and 16), further
depictions were found on pillars 23, 25, 26, 27, 28 and
36 (P23, P25, P26, P27, P28, P36) (Fig. 13.9-14).

In addition to the newly discovered statue in Special
Building D, other wild boar depictions in this structure
are limited to two low reliefs on pillars 20 and 38 (P20
and P38) (Fig. 13.15-16). Combined with the newly
discovered statue, the wild boar images in this building
form a triangular arrangement.

While some wild boar low reliefs are comparatively
small and simple in their imple-
mentation, others are more ela-
borate, and in these cases particu-
lar attention is given to depicting
the mouth and tusks. All low re-
liefs show the wild boar in pro-
file, facing either to the left or the
right and, in one case, facing down-
wards (P25). Examples of simpler
representations are found on P25,
P26 (Figs. 13.11 and 15.11), P27
(Figs. 13.12 and 15.12), P28 (Figs.
13.13 and 15.13),and P36 in Spe-
cial Building C, and on P20 in Spe-
cial Building D. Among these de-
pictions, the wild boar on P27
stands out, positioned below the
high relief of a leopard on the
front narrow side of the pillar, in
what appears to be a hunting sce-
ne. The body posture of the pre-
dator suggests that it is about to
pounce on its prey.

The more elaborate wild boar low
reliefs on P12 (Figs. 13.7 and Fig.
15.7) (Schmidt 1999b.13- 14, Fig.
17; Peters, Schmidt 2004.1584,
Fig. 113), P23 (Figs. 13.9 and 15.9)
(Schmidt 2006a.146) and P38
(Fig. 13.16) (cf Schmidt 2006b.
344, Fig. 347) are comparable in
their implementation. The excep-
tionally well-crafted wild boar on
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Fig. 15. Gobeklitepe. A selection of wild boar low reliefs in Special Building C: 7 an elaborate depiction on P12;
9 a partially visible representation of high quality on the broad side of P23; 11 a simple wild boar depiction on
the front narrow side of P26; 12 a simple low relief of a wild boar on P27, possibly as part of a hunting nar-
rative in combination with the high relief of a leopard; 13 a simple low relief on P28. The numbers in the sil-
houettes also refer to the find spots in Figure 13 (all photos German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe

Project).

P12 takes its place on the pillar shaft, below depictions
of four vultures and above a fox. Finally, the low relief
on the portal stone in Special Building C (Figs. 13.8
and 16) is unusual because the animal was positioned
upside down, its trotters pointing upwards, perhaps
symbolising death (Peters, Schmidt 2004.184, Fig.
117; Schmidi 2006a.155, Fig. 67; 2010b.253, Fig. 220).

A hunting scene in Special Building B

The only wild boar depiction in Special Building B is
perhaps one of the most animated. It is a small and
comparatively coarsely produced image incised into
the broad eastern side of pillar 10 (P10), the westerly
of the two quasi-centrally placed monoliths (Figs.
13.17 and 17). Revealed during excavations in 1999

below the more dominant low relief of an ithyphallic
fox, the wild boar is part of a larger narrative scene
that includes a small pack of dogs, identified by their
tails bent forwards above the body. The dogs appear
to be pursuing the boar (max. length: 20.0cm; height:
12.5cm) in what could be interpreted as a hunting
scene with trained domesticated animals (Schmidt
2000b.23, Fig. 10; Yeomans et al. 2019).

A protome from Special Building C

A protome featuring the front half of a wild boar is
among the most impressive testimonies to the abilities
of the prehistoric artisans at Gobeklitepe (Figs. 13.18
and 18). Produced by a highly skilled stonemason, the
protome (length: 97.0cm, max. width: 28.0cm) was
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found in situ between P28 and P39,
protruding inwards from the bench in
Special Building C (Schmidt 2008¢.29,
Fig. 26). Resembling Gothic-style gar-
goyles, complete and partially preserved
examples of protomes of different ani-
mals have been discovered at Gobekli-
tepe. The cone-shaped rear part of the
objects served the horizontal and ver-
tical fixture of the carvings into the walls
and benches of the special buildings.

In summary, many of the depictions of
wild boar (Sus scrofa) from Gobeklitepe
emphasise the behaviours displayed by
fighting animals, including, for example,
an open mouth with tusks bared and
the vertically erected dorsal crest of hair
(Barrette 1986) which are also evident
on the newly discovered statue in Spe-
cial Building D. Another characteristic

is the rearing up on the hind legs, a behaviour portray-
ed in some of the low reliefs (e.g., Fig. 15.11-12). How-
ever, due to the lack of genital (phallus) depictions, it is

Fig. 16. Gobeklitepe. The low relief of an upside down wild boar on
the portal stone of the dromos in Special Building C. The number in
the silhouette also refers to the find spot in Fig. 13 (photo D. Johanes,
German Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe Project).

impossible to ascertain whether all images show male
individuals, especially as females can be equally ag-
gressive, though the tusks in females usually do not

protrude. Finally, in light of in-
sights from archaeozoological stu-
dies, which have shown that goi-
tered gazelle (Gazella subgutturo-
sa) and Asiatic wild ass (Equus he-
mionus) were the most important
quarry of the Gobeklitepe hunters,
the abundance of wild boar de-
pictions in the context of the spe-
cial buidings might suggest that
this animal, whilst also eaten, was
of greater symbolic importance
(Peters, Schmidt 2004.209). In-
deed, the comparative absence of
gazelle and wild ass depictions in
the repertoire of images adorn-
ing T-shaped pillars underlines
that the importance of animals
as quarry was not a guarantee for
their inclusion in the symbolic/
ritual contexts. On the other hand,
the prominent position of the wild
boar in the Gobeklitepe symbo-
lism could reflect the suitability

Fig. 17. Gobeklitepe. An incised depiction of a wild boar on P10 in Special of the species to be loosely control-
Building B. The animal is being pursued by a small pack of dogs in a possi- 1¢d, ultimately leading to its dome-
ble hunting scene. The number in the silhouette refers to the find spot in Fig. stication elsewhere (Price, Evin
13 (photos L. Clare, German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project). 2019).
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An invisible social elite

We now return to the discussion of social hierarchies
at Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene sites in the up-
per Tigris and Euphrates basins. Based on insights
from the available archaeological sources, it is propos-
ed here that potential leaders (‘inspired individuals’
in the sense of Cauvin, see above) could have emerged
from three groups in the settled hunter-gatherer com-
munities: the storytellers, hunters and ritual adepts.
We will approach each of these groups individually
and consider the crucial parts they played in society.
Finally, the rise and fall of late hunter-forager ‘charis-
matic leaders’ will be addressed in the context of an
adaptive cycle spanning the tenth and ninth millennia
cal BC.

The storytellers
Ethnographical studies in traditional societies in dif-
ferent parts of the world have provided a wide range
of insights into the multiple functions of oral narra-
tives, ranging from the transmission of traditions that
dictate social behaviour, i.e. the promotion of shared
identities and values (e.g., Georges 1969.314-315; So-
bel, Bettles 2000) to ‘sensemaking’,i.e. giving mean-
ing to unusual and unexpected experiences (Tonkin
1992.66-70; Nowell 2023.16-17). Especially in socie-
ties lacking ‘moralising high gods’, (oral) narratives
(and therefore storytellers) are known to contribute
to the long-term evolution and promotion of coopera-
tive behaviour (Smith et al. 2017; Nowell 2023.14-15).
No less significant are other observations that high-
light how storytelling can be used as a conditioning
mechanism and as an instrument
of social control, often implement-
ed to serve the personal gains of
the narrators. This is expressed in
some indigenous societies by the
status of storytellers as preferred
social partners, sometimes result-
ing in their greater reproductive
success (Smith et al. 2017.3-4).

The Gobeklitepe narratives

The imagery adorning the Gobekli-
tepe small finds and T-shaped pil-
lars goes far beyond the random
and coincidental. The depictions
of wild animals, humans and sym-
bols represent ‘petrified’ oral nar-
ratives, thus providing a unique re-
cord of the myths, beliefs and
worldviews of hunter-forager so-
ciety, the roots of which most like-
ly pre-date Gobeklitepe itself. Pre-
vious studies have suggested that
these narratives could have cen-
tred around the existence of a
death cult (e.g., Schmidt 2006a.
125-127; Notroff et al. 2015.73-
78) or be indicative of totemic sy-
stems (e.g., Schmidt 2006a.124;
Becker et al. 2012.37). Alternati-
vevely, they might show human
actors attempting to harness the

Fig. 18. Gobeklitepe. Limestone protome of a wild boar in situ in Special Vital forces and power of nonhu-

Building C (top) and following its removal (bottom). The number in the sil
houette refers to the find spot in Fig. 13 (photos German Archaeological

Institute, Gobeklitepe Project).

man (animal) actors (Boric 2013),
or just express the multifaceted na-
ture of human-nonhuman relati-
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ons (Busacca 2017), possibly in the form of predator-
victim dichotomies (Clare et al. 2019b). Whatever the
case, a common characteristic of all these interpreta-
tions is that they are rooted in animistic belief systems.
Indeed, there is an overwhelming consensus that ani-
mism was the prevailing ontology in the upper Eu-
phrates and Tigris basins in the Late Pleistocene and
Early Holocene (e.g., Yakar 2012; Benz, Bauer 2015;
Fagan 2017; Benz, Bauer 2022).

Animism is the belief that all natural things, such as
plants, animals and even such phenomena as thunder,
have intentionality (or a vital force) and can have in-
fluence on human lives. Animism is considered fun-
damental to human religion and was very likely pre-
sent in the last common ancestor of present-day hun-
ter-gatherers (Peoples et al. 2016.266,270). Following
the definition by Marshall Sahlins (2014), grounded on
the work of Philippe Descola (2013), animism can be
subdivided into three different types: communal ani-
mism (‘animism’), segmentary animism (‘fotemism’)
and hierarchical animism (‘analogism’). At the same
time, these three types include elements of the others,
and all types are versions of anthropomorphism, cha-
racterised by decreasing levels of personhood among
nonhuman beings (Sahlins 2014. Fig. 1).1tis beyond
the scope of this paper to delve further into the Gobek-
litepe imagery to debate the presence and absence of
the different types of animism attested therein. How-
ever, earlier and recent discoveries from Gobeklitepe
and other Tag Tepeler sites suggest the existence of
communal and segmentary animism in these commu-
nities.

While communal animism sees all human individuals
share essentially the same relationships to all nonhu-
man persons, segmentary animism (‘fofemism’) iden-
tifies nonhuman persons with different human col-
lectives, such as lineages or clans (Sahlins 2014.282).
In the case of the Sayburg relief, communal animism
is perhaps inferred by what appears to be the shared
(revered) behavioural attributes (strength, speed,
bravery) of the human and nonhuman actors (aurochs
and leopards; see below and Figure 21). In the case
of the wild boar statue from Gobeklitepe, a totemistic
interpretation could be implied by its size, quality
and central placement within Special Building D (¢f’
Becker et al. 2012.37).

Evidence for hierarchical animism (analogism) ap-

pears absent or, at best, difficult to identify in the pre-
historic imagery. Hierarchical animism refers to the
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“plenitude of what there is [beings and things] en-
compassed in the being of cosmocratic god-per-
sons” (Sahlins 2014.282), who can also take on an
anthropomorphic form. Human depictions from Go-
beklitepe, and also the newly discovered human sta-
tue from Karahantepe (Karul 2023a. Fig. 7), do not
appear to exude the profound powers of cosmocratic
god-persons (¢f. Sahlins 2014.287-288; 2017). Never-
theless, some of the features of the new find from
Karahantepe might infer that elements of analogism
existed, reflected, for example, in the visible ribcage
combined with an erect penis, characteristics also ob-
served on some animal statues (Fig. 19; ¢f. Schmidt
2013). Admittedly this evidence is highly tentative, but
if true it could mark a significant break with earlier
(Epipalaeolithic/PPNA) belief systems.

A focus of Gobeklitepe narratives was the role of the
ancestors, as expressed in previous references to the
existence of a death cult (e.g., Schmidt 2006a.125-
127: Notroff et al. 2015.73-78). Notably, the commu-
nication between the dead and the living (sometimes
referred to as ancestor worship or veneration) is con-
sidered a quasi-universal aspect of religion among in-
digenous societies, especially in kinship-based systems
(e.g., Steadman et al. 1996; Peoples et al. 2016.266-
267). Communication with the dead can take on en-
tirely different forms, but generally culminates in
claims that the dead can aid or punish the living or
that the living can invoke the dead to assist in earthly
affairs. This shows that the universality of ancestor
worship goes beyond the simple hypothesis that
the belief in an afterlife fulfills the human need to
reduce anxiety when confronted with death. Instead,
ethnographic studies show that the role of the dead as
asource of social traditions lies at the heart of ancestor
veneration. It serves to strengthen not only kinship
ties but also the traditions upon which they depend:
“no one questions the wisdom and authority of an
ancestor” (Steadman et al. 1996.73). Notably, ances-
tor worship is congruent with animistic beliefs, which,
as in some examples from modern hunter-gatherer
societies, see the dead take on the forms of nonhuman
persons (animals) (e.g., Steadman et al. 1996). Indeed,
statue fragments from EPPNB Nevali Cori depicting
human-bird combinations, have been previously inter-
preted as the metamorphosis of the human dead into
nonhuman persons (Morsch 2002.159).

Material expressions for the practice of ancestor vene-
ration at Gobeklitepe are manifold. One notable exam-
ple is the existence of a skull cult, in the frame of which
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the heads of some individuals were exhumed from
burials, cleaned and displayed (Gresky et al. 2017).
Additionally, the T-shaped pillars in the special buil-
dings have been interpreted as the embodiments of
forebears (e.g., Schmidt 2000c.49; 2005.14). Naturally,
we cannot rule out that the human depictions from
other Tag Tepeler sites, including the newly discovered
human statue from Karahantepe, the human figure
depicted in the Sayburc relief, as well as the so-called
Urfa Man recovered from Sanlwrfa-Yeni Mahalle (Celik
2000), are also in the image of ancestors or even re-
presentations of the same (mythological) ancestor in-
dividual (¢f’ Fig. 22).

Special buildings as ‘narrative arenas’

The ground plan and internal arrangement of the
special buildings underline the narrative act and the
interpretation of these structures as narrative arenas
(Fig. 20). Previous estimations have put the number of
people who could comfortably fit into these buildings
at around 25-30 individuals, with the entrance and
exit regulated via one or more small openings (portal
stones) in their roofs (Kinzel, Clare 2020.44). Based
on the documentation of unique narratives in each
of the special buildings, albeit with evident general
underlying themes, these communal structures like-
ly belonged to defined groups in the community. The
oval-circular shape and the interior benches, upon

Fig. 19. Limestone human statue (height: 2.30m) discovered at Kara-
hantepe in 2023 (left) and the statue of a predator (length: 68.0cm) found
on a wall in Special Building A at Gébeklitepe in 1996 (Schmidt 2012.Fig.
42). The visible rib cage and the erect penis are common to both the human
and animal depiction (images L. Clare, courtesy of N. Karul (left); German
Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe Project (right)).

which the radially arranged anthropomorphic T-shap-
ed pillars appear to be seated, suggest performance
and group participation. Furthermore, as the carved
images are not visible from a single location, par-
ticipants would have needed to move around the struc-
ture to view them all, perhaps indicating the incorpo-
ration of dance (and music) into the narratives or
suggesting that individual pillars acted as different
stations on a journey to be guided by the storyteller
(McBride 2013.54, Fig. 55).

The impact of the narrated words and the carved de-
pictions were likely enhanced by artificial lighting
(lamps, torches, hearths). The archaeological evidence
for roofs covering the special buildings at Gobeklitepe
has increased in recent years (see above), suggesting
that their interiors were places of (artificial) darkness
even during daylight hours, and therefore comparable
to situations encountered in natural cave environ-
ments. The emotional resonance of darkness is well
known from studies investigating Palaeolithic cave
art sites (Nowell 2018). Furthermore, ethnographic
studies have highlighted the difference between ‘day
talk’ and ‘night talk’ among hunter-forager societies,
where the former generally involves gossip and eco-
nomic issues, but where the onset of darkness sees
people engage in qualitatively different forms of social
communication with conversations that evoke the
imagination, help people remem-
ber and understand others in
their external networks and con-
vey information about cultural
institutions that generate regula-
rity of behaviour and correspon-
ding trust (Wiessner 2014; No-
well 2018.32).

The hunters

Although nothing is known about
the ratio of plant to animal-based
calorie input at Gobeklitepe, hun-
ters would have played a crucial
role in securing at least one part
of the subsistence in this pre-far-
ming community. Indeed, the
success of Early Holocene socie-
ties in the upper Tigris and Eu-
phrates basins was dependent on
the expertise and knowledge of
hunters, i.e. their abilities to
provide sufficient meat and other
animal products (bone, skin,
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horn) to the populations of the ever-expanding set-
tlements. The discovery of large-scale hunting traps,
also called ‘desert kites’, for which an Epipalaeolithic/
PPN age is generally assumed, testify to this knowledge
and expertise (for a critical review of desert kites, see
Shakhmuradyan 2020). Numerous such structures
are now known from locations close to many of the
Tas Tepeler settlements, particularly in the mountains
to the east (Tektek Daglari) and west (Fatik/Cudi Dag-
lar1) of the Harran plain (Celik, Tolon 2018; Celik,
Ayaz 2022.150-151; Sahin et al. 2023; Sahin 2024).
Additionally, it is perhaps no coincidence that the first
appearance of domesticated dogs in Southwest Asia
coincides with the Late Epipalaeolithic (Yeomans et
al. 2019); indeed, these animals would have been an
effective means of driving herds of gazelle into the
‘kites’. Evidence for the use of dogs in the hunt was
already proposed in the context of the wild boar hunt-
ing narrative incised on the eastern broad side of P10
in Special Building B at Gobeklitepe (Schmidt 2000b.
23, Fig. 10) (Fig. 17).

In contrast to the crucial role of hunters in securing
subsistence, their social roles (as with the storytellers)
are less frequently discussed, particularly in the con-
text of leadership. However, there are numerous
indigenous societies around the
globe in which hunters, signifi-
cantly the better hunters, assume
leadership functions under some cir-
cumstances, albeit the group would
employ power-curbing mechanisms
(sanctions) to subdue overly asser-
tive individuals and those with lea-
dership aspirations (Boehm 1993).
The prehistoric hunters of the Late
Pleistocene and Early Holocene in
the upper Tigris and Euphrates ba-
sins likely constituted a distinct and
tight-knit social group within their
communities, underlined by shared
experiences and instilled values,
thus heightening their eligibility to
slip into the role of a leader should
the need arise. In this context, the re-
cently discovered relief in Special
Building AA at Sayburcg is of special
note, it perhaps being the first ‘petri-
Sfied’ narrative of hunter initiation
rites (Ozdogan E. 2022; Ozdogan,
Uludag 2022; see also Ayaz 2023a.
374, 2023b).
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Hunter initiation at Sayburg

The Sayburg relief is comprised of two frames (Fig.
21). The first frame shows a human interacting with
an aurochs, while the second shows a male, probably
the same individual, flanked by two leopards. In the
first, the human figure faces the aurochs with both
arms raised above his head, brandishing an object in
his right hand, his legs bent at the knees. The aurochs
faces the human figure and is depicted with its head
turned to one side, its horns evident to the observer,
and its body in profile. This twisted form is typical of
depictions of aurochs adorning some T-pillars at Go-
beklitepe and could indicate that it is charging (¢f.
Benz, Bauer 2013.14). The human figure appears to
be taunting the aurochs through dance or gesture,
although his raised arms are also suggestive of suppli-
cation, reminiscent of scenes from Saharan Neolithic
rock art (¢f. Cauvin 2007 Fig. 22). The item in his right
hand has been interpreted as a rattle (Ozdogan E.
2022.1601), a snake (Ozdogan E. 2022.1601; Ozdogan,
Uludag 2022: 21), a sling (Ozdogan, Uludag 2022: 21)
or the tail of another animal (4yaz 2023b.197). Alter-
natively, it could be the severed penis and testicles of
this (or another) aurochs, an interpretation that would
be in agreement with the sexual symbolism evident in
the second frame, where the (same) human individual

Fig. 20. Gobeklitepe. Special Building D before the onset of excavations
in 2023. The anthropomorphic T-shaped pillars in the encompassing
wall are positioned as if seated on the bench, looking inwards, towards
the two central monoliths; in combination with the manifold low reliefs
and carvings adorning these pillars, this indicates that this (and other)
special buildings served as narrative arenas. View from the southwest
looking northeast (photo L. Clare, German Archaeological Institute,
Gobeklitepe Project, August 2023).
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appears to have attained higher status, most certainly
through the actions depicted in the first. Subsequently,
his successful initiation is implied by the two flanking
leopards and his own erect penis, which he holds in
his right hand as if masturbating.

In some indigenous societies, the first ejaculation
(thorarche) is often taken to mark the passage of
boys into adulthood (Chad 2020). In others, there is
astrong association between hunting and sex, usually
arising from the mimesis involved in seducing the
prey (cf. Lahelma 2019.5-9). Initiation rites have
already been discussed in the context of the ‘phallus
pit’ at Karahantepe (Karul 2021), and masturbation
has been proposed concerning the Kilisik statue from
Adwyaman (¢f. Hodder, Meskell 2011.238). The ubi-
quity of penis depictions at Gobeklitepe and culturally
related sites has also led to speculation that society
considered masculinity as a source of power or was ob-
sessed with fertility (e.g., Uludag et al. 2018.23), with
some authors even suggesting ritual acts of sexual
intercourse (Verit et al. 2005). However, the phallocen-
trism (observable in humans and animals alike) was
more likely an expression of complex animal-human
relations (c¢f. Hodder, Meskell 2011). Humans were not
the dominant actors in this deep-rooted animistic be-
lief system; indeed, they considered themselves part
of and undetached from the animal world (communal
animism; see above). In the case of Gobeklitepe, Haupt-
mann and Schmidt (2000.265-266) already stressed
the close connection between hunters and animals
which they saw expressed in the pictorial repertoire at
the site. In this context, one of the recent interpreta-
tions of the Sayburg relief by Eylem Ozdogan and Celal
Uludag (2022.22) as representing the human struggle
against nature (man with aurochs) and emerging hu-
man domination over animals (man flanked by leo-
pards), as a metaphor for Neolithisation, appears un-
likely.

Ancestral huntsman or supernatural gamekeeper
The similarities between the high relief from Saybur
and human statuary from other Sanlwrfa sites are
striking (Figs. 19 and 22). This observation begs the
question as to whether these ithyphallic individuals
are depictions of the same person, i.e. a revered an-
cestral huntsman or even a so-called supernatural ga-
mekeeper. The latter is known among numerous indi-
genous societies on many continents and grants hunt-
ing success to those who perform specific rituals and
adhere to various restrictions. Conversely, hunters
who violate established restrictions may experience a
loss of hunting luck, sickness, and, in some cases, even
death (Chacon 2023). Notably, the belief in superna-
tural gamekeepers was likely a nearly universal step in
the prehistoric past at the transition from animism to
deism (Smith 2023) and has already been approached
in a recent contribution by Diana L. Stein (2023).

The ritual adepts
Similar to the concept of ‘feasts’ and ‘feasting’, in re-
cent years, ‘shamanism’ has become a buzzword in
prehistoric studies, including in the context of the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic. Numerous contributions have al-
ready focussed on the archaeological evidence for
shamans from Early Neolithic sites in Southwest Asia
(Benz, Bauer 2015; Mithen 2022; Dietrich 2023). As
such, yet another presentation of the same materials is
superfluous, especially as even the best archaeological
sources for these individuals are often ambiguous.
This is best exemplified by the case of prehistoric hu-
man burials attributed to shamans (e.g., Grosman et
al. 2008), where the wearing of shamanic attire and
the presence of sacra do not necessarily mean that an
individual was a shaman (cf. Stépanoff 2015.171). In-
deed, “[...] shamanism is not always the domain of a
Jew special individuals, but can be communal. An-
thropologically the best-known case of communal
shamanism is probably the San shamanism of south-

Fig. 21. Sayburg¢. The reliefin Special Building AA is comprised of two related scenes. While the first features a
human figure and an aurochs, the second shows the (same) human flanked by two leopards. It is proposed
that this relief recounts either a hunter’s initiation or the heroic deeds of an ancestor or a supernatural game-

keeper (photo B. Kosker, courtesy of E. Ozdogan).
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ern Africa ...}, but it occurs also in Northern Eurasia,
such as among the Siberian Itelmen, who have no
specialised shamans with elaborate paraphernalia;
instead, almost anyone with the skill of falling into
trance can be a shaman” (Lahelma 2019.10).

Despite the uncertainties connected with the archaeo-
logical evidence of shamans, the collation of potential
material expressions for their existence remains a
worthwhile exercise. This process is undoubtedly aid-
ed by a broader understanding of shamanism itself,
making it possible, for example, to better identify the
activities undertaken by ritual adepts in prehistoric
societies. Shamanism might be defined as a family of
traditions whose practitioners focus on voluntarily en-
tering altered states of consciousness in which they
experience themselves or their spirit(s), travelling to
other realms at will and interacting with other entities
to serve their community (Walsh 1989.5). 1t follows
that the essential function of these individuals is to
provide information about uncertain outcomes, and
in this context, they typically undertake tasks such as
divination, healing, and weather control (Singh 2018.
Fig. 3).Based on insights from the Late Pleistocene
and Early Holocene in the upper Tigris and Euphrates
basins, additional functions could have included over-
seeing rituals, including rites of passage (initiations),
acting as mediators between the living and the dead,
or as human counterparts of the aforementioned su-
pernatural gamekeeper.

Newly available archaeological evidence for activities
undertaken by ritual adepts at Gobeklitepe stems from
the excavations in 2023, specifically in the context of

the bench on the northern side of Special Building
D, upon which the wild boar statue was discovered.
In addition to the cup mark and a circular-shaped in-
cision on the upper-facing surface of the slab, and the
drilled diagonal incision with accompanying leopard
depiction on its westward extension, there was the
unexpected find of the jawbone of a young wild boar
(pers. comm. Stephanie Emra) in the rubble matrix
just 1.5 metres to the east of the statue and just above
the level of the bench. It cannot be ruled out that the
jawbone was originally lying on the surface of the
bench and became displaced by the slope slide that
led to the (partial) inundation of the special building
(see above). This being the case, questions must arise
as to the original context of this object: Was it a food
offering, or could it be evidence of animal sacrifice?
Notably, according to anthropologists and historians of
religion, sacrifice only begins with the domestication
of plants and animals, and so animal sacrifice does not
exist in hunter-forager societies (cf. Hénaff2012.332;
Beriain 2020). In pre-farming communities sacrifice
occurs in the frame of the hunt (Valeri 1994). However,
if some form of sacrifice in the special buildings at Go-
beklitepe had been required for the appeasement of
the ancestors (¢f. Steadman et al. 1996; Peoples et al.
2016.260), this would suggest that crucial changes
were occurring in religious and ritual spheres, perhaps
marking the gradual transition from communal and
segmentary animism (totemism) to hierarchical ani-
mism (analogism), as already tentatively suggested in
the context of the human statue from Karahantepe
(see above). The ritual adepts would have been key
players in this process.

Fig. 22. A selection of Pre-Pottery Neolithic human depictions; from left to right: The so-called Urfa Man
(Sanlhwrfa-Yeni Mahalle, height: 1.93m); a seated figurine with phallus and animal on the left shoulder
(Gébeklitepe, height: 5.1cm); a statue with phallus but without limbs (Géobeklitepe, height: 38.0cm); and a hu-
man protome (Gobeklitepe, height 60.0cm) (photos I. Wagner, D. Johannes, and N. Becker, German Archaeo-

logical Institute, Gobeklitepe Project).
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Finally, in contrast to the storytellers and hunters, ri-
tual adepts are more commonly thought of as natural
leaders of indigenous societies. However, this assump-
tion is not supported by comparative ethnographic evi-
dence. Based on data from 21 indigenous societies
compiled by Michael Winkelman and Douglas White
(1987), shamans only irregularly contributed to cer-
tain aspects of social life, outside of providing infor-
mation about uncertain outcomes (Singh 2018Fig. 3).
Therefore, although they sometimes assist in various
life cycle activities, including births, funerals and initi-
ations, and enjoy leadership roles, shamans serve
these roles much less frequently. According to Manvir
Singh, in only 14% of the indigenous societies did sha-
mans take on the role of a charismatic leader (see be-
low). Other decision-making domains fulfilled by sha-
mans included judiciary power (52%), economic po-
wer (29%), military power (38%) and political power
(29%).

Inspired individuals as charismatic leaders

Supposing then that individuals, be they storytellers,
skilled hunters, or ritual adepts (including healers and
medicine-persons), were part of an archaeologically
invisible group of decision-makers at Gobeklitepe in
the late tenth and ninth millennia cal BC, what can
anthropological discourse tell us about the roles play-
ed by these individuals or groups of individuals in
their communities? Were they larger-than-life leaders,
perhaps comparable to the famous ‘medicine men’ of
the American Plains Indians (e.g., Sitting Bull of the
Lakota Sioux; ¢f. Dunbar 2022)? Did they wield au-
thority over their devotees, having them construct
monumental buildings with limestone monoliths
and statues in the likeness of the ancestors? And if so,
how did they achieve this? Indeed, some storytellers,
hunters and ritual adepts could have possessed a high
level of what is termed ‘charisma’ in the sociological
and anthropological literature, and referred to by
Charles Lindholm (2013.1) as “the most important
driver of religious transformation and certainly one
of the most powerful emotional relationships pos-
sible in human life”. Lindholm continues, “It can in-
spire true believers to renounce family and friends
and embrace suffering, degradation, and ostracism
Jor the sake of their beloved redeemer. In extreme
cases, devotees may even be willing fo die - or kill -
at their leader’s command”. As such, charisma allows
us to go beyond the paradigm of our modern (capita-
list) understanding of leader-follower relationships,
which sees these as comparable to an economic tran-
saction, whereby the follower attains a goal (e.g., finan-

cial advantage or status) by supporting the leader,
and the leader deploys his followers to gain more
influence in society. The concept of ‘charisma’ allows
us to consider such aspects as the emotional appeal of
spiritual authority.

Charisma has been a focus of studies by sociologists
and later by anthropologists ever since the pioneering
work of Max Weber, with other models also formu-
lated, for example, by Emile Durkheim and Sigmund
Freud. However, it is the Weberian theory of charisma
that has been the most influential among modern an-
thropologists (for a comprehensive review, see Lind-
holm 2013). Weber divided political power into three
types of action orientations: traditional’ (an unthink-
ing adherence to custom), ‘Jegitimate’ (rational-legal)
and ‘charismatic’ (commitment to a specific person),
each of which corresponds to three primal motivations
for action: ‘habit’, ‘cognition’ and ‘emotion’. Notably,
Weber describes charisma as the most potent and dan-
gerous of the three action orientations, whereby the
‘emotional’ attraction of followers to ‘charismatic’
individuals, such as shamans, prophets and revolutio-
nary leaders, stems from religious experience and the
affective commitment of devotees to the leader’s su-
pernatural powers. Weber also refers to this category
of charisma as ‘genuine’ or ‘pure’, in contrast to a se-
cond sense used in the context of ‘transformed’ and
‘routinized’ charisma: The flame ignited by a charis-
matic figure is likely to burn out following death, and
the few cults that endure do so only if surviving de-
votees can turn the pure charisma of their leader into
the secondary charisma of the ‘institution’.

The most common modes for transitioning from pri-
mary to secondary charisma are genealogy (blood of-
fspring), appointment (designation of a disciple as suc-
cessor) and magical signs; such charismas are found in
all societies, irrespective of their levels of complexity
(Greenfield 1985; Lindholm 2013). However, in the
Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) it is proposed that any at-
tempts made to institutionalise charismatic leaders
may have been curbed by social mechanisms designed
to uphold egalitarian social systems (e.g., Hodder
2022); in other words, genuine and pure charisma
never became transformed and routinised charisma
(¢f. Flannery, Marcus 2012; Gilingiroglu 2023).

The H-symbol

Despite the general absence of archaeological evi-
dence associated with PPN decision-makers, one sym-
bol does exist which should be discussed in this con-
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text: H-shaped low reliefs found adorning architectural
elements, including T-shaped pillars, at Gobeklitepe. In
Special Building D there is an especially rich repertoire
of this particular symbol, for example as low relief de-
pictions on numerous T-shaped pillars and as elements
incorporated into the accessories (necklace, belts)
of the two quasi-centrally placed anthropomorphic
T-shaped monoliths in Special Building D (Fig. 23) (¢/-
Becker et al. 2012). In recent years, this assemblage
has increased in number, with further examples found
on a wall stone on the eastern side of this building
(Figs. 7.7 and 23.bottom right), incised into its artifi-
cially smoothed limestone floor (Figs. 7.8 and 24) and
adorning the bench below the wild boar statue (Figs.
7.5and 11).

A unique and very notable object in this context is a
syenite sceptre found at Gobeklitepe in 1997 with two
H-shaped motifs incised into its narrow proximal end
(Find-Nr.: GT97-27; Fig. 24). The object, from an undo-
cumented context, is 25.5cm long, with 2 maximum
diameter of 3.0cm and an oval cross-section. Polished
stone sceptres, some with carved animal heads, have
been found at numerous PPN settlement sites in South-
west Asia, including Gobeklitepe. These objects are
among very few items commonly thought of as sym-
bols of power brandished by social elites (Koksal-
Schmidt, Schmidt 2007.99). As such, this particular
example, with its two incised H-shapes, is of unprece-
dented significance for the interpretation of this motif
as a symbol that was potentially associated with in-
spired individuals and charismatic leaders.

Following the removal of sediment from Special Buil-
ding D in 2021, one of two H-symbols incised into the
floor of Special Building D was revealed easterly
adjacent to a round pit-like feature (94.0x98.0cm) that
was covered by a trapeze-shaped limestone slab, held
in place by several stone wedges (one of basalt, one of
flint and the rest of limestone). The northern edge of
the feature showed the last remnants of red colouring,
attesting to its significance, as already indicated by its
central position in the special building (Figs. 7.8 and
25). The excavation of the feature in 2022 revealed an
extremely shallow pit (max. length: 40.0cm, max.
width: 21.0cm), not much deeper than the covering
slab (5.0cm), though with a deeper, apparently natural
cavity in its northern part into which fist-sized frag-
ments of limestone rubble had been inserted. The se-
diment directly beneath the slab was an extremely lo-
ose silt void of finds (except for one small flint blade).
Following the removal of this sediment, the cavity ap-
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peared as an area with a hardened and crumbly white
deposit resembling plaster, and it is unclear whether
this sealing had resulted from natural processes or was
intentional. From a pragmatic standpoint, this feature
appears to have been the repair of a natural fault en-
countered in the otherwise flawless limestone bed-
rock; however, the remnants of red pigment and the
adjacent incised H-symbol could equally attest to a
quite different (ritual) function.

Inspired individuals in the context of PPN social
organisation models

Any discussion of the social fabric of PPN society at
Gobeklitepe, and the place of inspired individuals and
charismatic leaders therein, must first come to terms
with what was originally considered to be the great pa-
radox of the archaeology at the site, namely megalithic
structures constructed by a hunter-forager community.

At the time of the initial discovery of the special buil-
dings in the mid-1990s, it was this ambiguity which
sparked so much wonder, ultimately culminating in
Schmidt’s hypothesis that the ritual activities at Go-
beklitepe were the smoking gun of Neolithisation (do-
mestication of plants and animals) in Southeast Ana-
tolia: “A magjor driving force behind the process of
plant and animal domestication may have been

provided by the spiritual concept of these PPN peo-
Dle, in particular the investment of effort by genera-
tions of PPNA groups in the materialization of their
complex immaterial world.” [...] “For the construc-
tion of one of the megalithic enclosures several
hundreds of people must have gathered for many
weeks. Without doubt one can expect that these me-
etings were arranged as extended feastings. It seems
inescapable that for non-food producing commu-
nities such meetings meant a big logistical problem.

Could the need to feed many people for weeks be the
reason for the invention of farming, especially of ce-
reals, in order to provide a huge amount of food just
in time?” (Schmidt 2011.53).

Meanwhile, several models have been proposed with
which we can approach the social fabric of PPN socie-
ties (some have already been mentioned above). These
models are also consistent with the realisation of con-
struction projects (special buildings) by a hunter-ga-
therer community. The first of these is the fransegali-
tarian feasting model after Hayden (2014), which, de-
spite the absence of sound archaeological evidence for
large-scale feasting at Gobeklitepe and the oversimp-
lified picture it paints of the processes involved (see
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Fig. 23. Gobeklitepe. Selection of H-symbols adorning architectural ele-
ments in Special Building D. Top left: on the shaft (inward-facing narrow
side) of Pillar 33 (P33); top right: incorporated into the belt of the eastern
centralpillar 18 (P18); bottom left: on the head (inward-facing narrow side)
of Pillar 30 (P30); and bottom right: on a wall stone revealed in the
southeastern part of the inward-facing enclosing wall in 2021 (Fig. 7.7).
For pillar positions in Special Building D, see Fig 7 (photos L. Clare, Ger-

man Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project).

my criticism above), still provides some tantalizing in-
sights. Complex (transegalitarian) hunter-gatherers
are described as non-egalitarian as they allow, under
some circumstances, expressions of aggrandising be-
haviour by individuals. Aggrandisers use surplus re-
sources to try to benefit themselves and create social
hierarchies. Of all the schemes devised and widely
used by aggrandisers, feasting is perhaps the most
widespread and is a powerful means of attracting peo-
ple and converting surpluses into other desired goods
or relationships (Hayden 2014.49). However, the pre-
sence of aggrandizers ultimately leads to the emer-
gence of competing factions (kin-based corporate
groups) within communities, bringing with them new
ideological concepts, such as private property, debt
obligations and the importance of ancestors, leaving
weaker parts of the community (i.e. less-wealthy and
with weaker networks) open to abuse and violence,

especially at the hands of despots
(0.¢.50-52). Indeed, the construc-
tion of the special buildings at Gobe-
klitepe would fit well with Hayden’s
model, especially if each special buil-
ding were built by a competing fac-
tion within the community (¢f. Pe-
ters, Schmidt 2004.210; Flannery,
Marcus 2012.130). What speaks
against this scenario is the apparent
absence of archaeological evidence
for warfare in the PPN (Clare et al.
2019b) and, to a certain extent, the
missing material evidence associat-
ed with more affluent parts of socie-
ty, especially storage facilities.

Similar to Hayden, Jeunesse (2020)
bases his chief-led lineage model
on ethnographical observations
of traditional societies. Focussing
specifically on Gobeklitepe, he sees
the construction of the special buil-
dings occurring in a stratified com-
munity with hereditary chiefs from
different descent groups whose pre-
stige is probably linked to divine an-
cestry or proximity to the superna-
tural. Material expressions of this
social fabric are architectural and in-
tra-village variability, true megali-
thic architecture and sophisticated
art, differences in the wealth of
grave goods (memorialising), the
production of precious (prestige) objects, and genealo-
gical anchoring (ancestor house model) (cf. Clare,
Kinzel 2020.Fig. 7.1). This model is reminiscent of the
scenario proposed by Bar-Yosef (2014; see above) and
again proves difficult to substantiate owing to the lack
of corroborative archaeological evidence for chiefs.

Assigning the inspired individuals and charismatic
leaders discussed in this contribution to any of the mo-
dels presented here is problematic. Indeed, the pre-
sence of chiefdoms (Jeunesse 2020) at Gobeklitepe
is far less convincing than the transegalitarian feast-
ing model of Hayden (2014). However, for the reasons
already stated, there remains some doubt as to whe-
ther Gobeklitepe was the settlement of a truly transega-
litarian community comprised of contesting kin-based
corporate groups. Certainly, some aspects of trans-
egalitarian (complex) hunter-gatherers ring true for
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the archaeological record, e.g., the com-
munity lived in an area with presumably
high resource abundance, exhibited seaso-
nal or full sedentism and group sizes were
typically larger than those of simple hun-
ter-gatherers (cf. Hayden 2014). On the
other hand, there is no evidence of the pri-
vate ownership of food resources, long-
term storage facilities or private wealth
items. Therefore, we could also expect be-
haviours that align with those of simple
hunter-gatherers, i.e. where there is an
egalitarian ethic concerning food resour-
ces. Indeed, Gobeklitepe might even mark
the tipping point between the two constel-
lations, i.e. from simple hunter-gatherers
to transegalitarian (complex) hunter-ga-
therers.

Of particular interest at this point is the
molar-molecular hypothesis, recently for-
mulated by Hodder (2022), where he uses
these two terms to describe the ways by
which egalitarian and hierarchical impul-
ses were brought into play to combat ine-
qualities in Neolithic society (0.c.633). Mo-
lar and moelcular refer to modalities of
community participation, either with a highly complex
and burdensome overlay of demands on the constitu-
ent individual units (molar) or as a mode of articula-
tion allowing greater independence and autonomy of
parts (molecular). In the frame of his molar-molecu-
lar hypothesis, Hodder suggests that Gobeklitepe is a
candidate for an early molar mode gradually shifting
into a more molecular version, as testified by “the ten-
sion between the social differentiation that pre-
sumably lay behind the organizational feat to con-
struct the circles [special buildings] and the evidence
Jfor multiple circles and their ‘internal’ layout (radi-
ally segmented benches)” (0.c.634). Potentially, this
shift could reflect the transition from simple hunter-
gatherers to transegalitarian (complex) hunter-gathe-
rers, with the inspired individuals and charismatic lea-
ders as a further testimony to the molar and molecular
impulses used to combat inequalities in this PPN com-
munity.

Inspired individuals and the hunter-gatherer
crisis (HGC)

The emergence of archaeologically invisible decision-
makers from the ranks of inspired and charismatic
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Fig. 24. Gobeklitepe. Sceptre (length: 25.5cm) with two incised
H- shaped symbols at its proximal end (drawing and photos O.
Torun, G. Kaynak, German Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe
Project. Courtesy of 0. Torun).

individuals, their changing role in society over time,
and their fall from grace in the late ninth millennium
cal BC can only be understood when considered in
the context of broader socio-environmental processes
spanning the Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene.

The first sedentary hunter-gatherer settlements in
the upper Tigris and Euphrates basins appear in the
Late Pleistocene (Younger Dryas) at sites on these
two major rivers (Fig. 26). Especially in the course
of salvage excavations in the frame of the Ilisu dam
construction project, the number of excavations at
earliest residential sites along the Tigris has increased.
Additionally, archaeological surveys have led to the
discovery of further localities with Epipalaeolithic
assemblages in Sanlwurfa (Sahin et al. 2023) and Mar-
din (Kodas et al. 2022b). 1t is posited that the roots of
the non-institutionalised charismatic leaders might be
sought in this period, perhaps as a reaction (conscious
or unconscious) to increasingly settled lifeways and
changing demographics. Ever-decreasing levels of di-
rect contact between demographically expanding com-
munities may have been exacerbated by pressures on
locally available natural resources, leading to increas-
ed competition between groups, culminating in higher
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Fig. 25. Gobeklitepe. The pit-like feature in Special
Building D (Fig. 7.8) before and during excavation.
The H-shaped symbol engraved into the floor of the
building is visible to the southeast of the feature (pho-
tos L. Clare, German Archaeological Institute, Gébek-
litepe Project).

levels of territoriality and conflict potential. On the
other hand, the comparative absence of inter-group
conflict in the archaeological record testifies to the exi-
stence of some mitigating instances.

The continued increase in the number of sites in the
PPNA testifies to the success of the late hunter-forager
communities in dealing with the initial challenges of
sedentary life and changing environmental conditions
associated with Holocene climate amelioration (Emra
et al. 2022) (Fig. 27). However, in the centuries on
either side of 9000 cal BC, the upper Euphrates and
Tigris basins appear to have experienced a period of
upheaval, a development that is reflected in the de-
crease of radiocarbon data from Late Pleistocene and
Early Holocene sites (Clare, Kinzel 2020.Fig. 7.1). Al
ready in the late PPNA, several long-lived permanent
settlements had become abandoned (Kortik Tepe

and Hallan Cemi on the Tigris; Abu Hureyra on the
Euphrates), with the settlement focus shifting to a few
central places (Cayonii Tepesi, Gusir Hoyiik, Boncuklu
Tarla and Gemka Hoyiik on the Tigris; Sheikh Hasan,
Jerf el Ahmar and Tell Qaramel on the Euphrates),
some of which were already in state of decline (¢f O.c.
62-63). At the same time, the Sanliurfa region witnes-
ses a relative explosion of settlements, albeit that the
majority of these sites are unexcavated and their as-
signment to the EPPNB is based on analogies with ex-
cavated sites such as Sayburc, Harbetsuvan Tepesi and
Sefertepe (Fig. 28). Previously, I have referred to this
period as the ‘hunter-gatherer crisis’' (HGC) (O.c.).

Although the processes leading to the abandonment of
sites along the Tigris and Euphrates in the late PPNA
plausibly lie in the continued adaptation of communi-
ties to the challenges connected with increasing seden-
tism and changing demographics, a further causal fac-
tor could be rapid climate change (RCC). While the
Holocene amelioration ushered in more favourable
environmental conditions, with the gradual return of
oak woodland to southeastern Anatolia following a
stark reduction during the Younger Dryas and an ex-
pansion of local waterways (Rdssner et al. 2018. Fig.
0), this amelioration was by no means constant. The
Holocene has been punctuated by a whole series of so-
called Rapid Climate Change (RCC) intervals, some
lasting several centuries (Weninger et al. 2014; Clare
2016.34-47; Weninger 2017; Budja 2023). RCC inter-
vals are associated with extreme winter conditions,
linked to phases with prolonged and intense Siberian
High pressure, as documented by higher concentra-
tions of non-sea-salt potassium in Greenland ice (stor-
miness over the North Atlantic, GISP2, Mayewski et
al. 1997), and a cooling in the Aegean Sea (infiltration
of cold air masses into the Eastern Mediterranean), as
inferred by changing ratios of deposited foraminifera
species in marine sediments (LC21, Rohling et al.
2002). Notably, a short RCC signal is visible in these
proxies around 8800/8700 cal BC and also in a more
recent speleothem record (LoONAP514) from a cave
located in a tributary of the Tigris River in the Kurdi-
stan Region of Iraq, where cooler and drier conditions
appear to have prevailed at around this time (Regat-
tieri et al. 2023).

Notwithstanding the tentative evidence for a short-
lived period of climate instability (RCC) at the PPNA-
EPPNB transition, climate, environment and socio-cul-
tural mechanisms are deeply intertwined and can ne-
ver be thoroughly disentangled. Climate change can be
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Fig. 26. Map showing Epipalaeolithic settlements in the upper Tigris and Euphrates basins. A small number of
sites show continued occupation from the Younger Dryas into the Early Holocene (cf. Fig. 27) (image L. Clare,

German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Project).

long and gradual or short and abrupt, and it can affect
the environmental conditions of local geographies
quite differently. The impacts of climate change on so-
cioeconomic systems also varies according to the bio-
physical and social vulnerability of an affected society
(Clare, Weninger 2010). In other words, the individu-
als and groups at higher risk are usually those already
living risky lives in dangerous locations (Clare 2016.
52-53). In any case, any continued discussion of RCC
impact during the HGC must be adjourned until addi-
tional (local) palaeoclimate data becomes available.

The mechanisms behind the apparent explosion in the
number of settlements in the Sanlwrfa (Tas Tepeler)
region in the first half of the ninth millennium cal BC
(EPPNB) remain elusive. It is unclear whether the hu-
man influx resulted from migration from the nearby
Tigris and Euphrates valleys (or elsewhere) or local po-
pulation growth, or even a combination of these fac-
tors. A lack of well-preserved burials and human re-
mains from the new Tas Tepeler sites also means it is
too early to seek answers from genetic and stable iso-
tope studies. Whatever the causes were, the increase in

Fig. 27. Map showing Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA) settlements in the upper Tigris and Euphrates basins
(image L. Clare, German Archaeological Institute, Gébeklitepe Project).
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settlements around modern-day Sanlurfa went hand
in hand with the construction of the later phases of the
special buildings at Gobeklitepe, when many of the
monolithic T-shaped pillars and examples of large sta-
tuary were incorporated into these structures. How-
ever, it would be an oversight to interpret this explo-
sion of creativity as an expression of Neolithic innova-
tion. As already noted, morphologically domesticated
plant and animal species are still unknown at the Tas
Tepeler sites, except for Nevali Gori, suggesting that the
late hunter-gatherer population at Gobeklitepe, and
perhaps at other sites too, placed more value on deep-
rooted Palaeolithic traditions instead. This hypothesis
is in line with results from earlier studies, which have
interpreted Gobeklitepe as the pinnacle of Palaeolithic

culture rather than connected with the emergence of
new ideas (Goring-Morris, Belfer-Cohen 2002.73;
Schmidt 2005.18; Clare, Kinzel 2020; Zimmermann
2020).

Against this background, it is helpful to consider the
different phases of the socio-cultural development of
settled hunter-forager communities in the upper Tigris
and Euphrates basins in the context of adaptive cycles
(Holling, Gunderson 2002; Redman, Kinzig 2003)
and boom-bust dynamics (Tainter 1988). In the ab-
sence of big data from this region, and as a simple al-
ternative, the more readily available archaeological
demographic proxies (radiocarbon data and settlement
counts) can illustrate some basic trends. Certainly,

Fig. 28. Maps showing Early Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (EPPNB) settlements in the upper Tigris and Euphrates
basins (top) and the Tas Tepeler region around Sanhurfa (bottom) (images L. Clare, German Archaeological

Institute, Gobeklitepe Project).
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the realisation that regional population boom and
busts have been detected elsewhere, especially in the
context of Neolithisation, and that these have been pro
ven to be influenced by underlying socio-environmen-
tal forcing factors, is encouraging (Shennan et al.
2013; Kondor et al. 2023). Therefore, it is proposed
that the Epipalaeolithic (Younger Dryas) be equated
with the reorganisation (a) phase of the adaptive cycle,
the PPNA with the growth/interaction (r) phase, and
the EPPNB with the rigidity (K) phase. Accordingly, the
post-EPPNB period coincides with the cycle’s release
() phase (cf Redman, Kinzig 2003. Fig. 1).

Whereas the reorganisation (a) phase (Epipalaeolithic/
Younger Dryas) is characterised by spatial dispersal,
the establishment of new residential rules and the con-
struction of new traditions, the growth/interaction
(r) phase (PPNA) witnesses demographic expansion,
emerging cultural homogeneity, and the distribution of
surplus through new hierarchical systems and kinship
groups. The subsequent rigidity (K) phase (EPPNB) is
the period preceding the decline and is characterised
by stagnation and specialisation, expressed in low
vertical social mobility, culminating in social tensions
(due to reduced access to resources) and with rigid
references to traditions (conservative values). More-
over, compared to the previous (r) phase it is associ-
ated with increasing regionalisation due to the gradual
disbandment of cultural homogeneity.

Following this model, the inspired individuals and cha-
rismatic leaders could have emerged in the Younger
Dryas (a-phase), gaining traction in the course of the
PPNA (r-phase), and finally being entrusted with up-
holding conservative values in the EPPNB (K-phase).
Their influence on society in the latter phase could
be reflected in the petrification of orally transmitted
myths and legends in the context of the monumental
narrative arenas (special buildings). The rigid refe-
rence to tradition, characteristic of this phase, might
even explain the absence of domesticated plants and
animals at Gobeklitepe, at a time when first morpholo-
gically domesticated species might even be expected
(Nevali Cori). In this context, special buildings and ri-
tuals were used to reinforce hunter-gatherer identities,
whereby the differences observed in the motifs of
some sites (e.g., more animal depictions at Gobeklitepe
and more human depictions at Karahantepe) could be
linked to an increasing regionalisation characteristic of
apre-decline system. Remarkably, recent bioarchaeolo-
gical analyses on human and animal bone from nearby
Nevali Gori have suggested a decline in mobility at this
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site around this time, likely associated with a growing
reliance on domesticates, a development that coincid-
ed with the site’s increasing social detachment from
Gobeklitepe and its underlying system of living and as-
sociated worldviews (Wang et al. 2023).

Ultimately, the settled hunter-forager communities of
the Early Holocene collapsed (Q-phase). Although re-
latively little is known about the final settlement phase
at Gobeklitepe, a few small circular structures superim-
posing EPPNB buildings have been found and docu-
mented (Fig. 29). These have so far failed to produce
organic remains for absolute dating, meaning that, for
the time being, only a post-EPPNB age can be propos-
ed. The inundation of the special buildings (A-D) in the
southeastern part of the site by slope slides was per-
haps not the end of the occupation sequence; neverthe-
less, it marked a crucial turning point, ultimately lead-
ing to the abandonment of the settlement and the dis-
appearance of its invisible elite.

Fig. 29. Gobeklitepe. The remains (northeastern
quarter) of a small circular-oval structure (diame-
ter: ~1.80m) excavated on the western slope of the
southeastern hollow (main excavation area; trench
L09-58) in 2022. This structure superimposes (i.e.
post-dates) the EPPNB architecture at this location;
as such, it is among the last known prehistoric struc-
tures ever constructed at the site (image L. Clare,
German Archaeological Institute, Gobeklitepe Pro-
Ject, June 2022).
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Summary

This contribution has discussed the evidence for archa-
eologically invisible decision-makers in the late Pleis-
tocene and Early Holocene communities in the upper
Tigris and Euphrates basins. Despite many decades of
excavations at an ever-growing number of sites, evi-
dence of social elites is not forthcoming. Of course, an
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, and
one potential explanation for the lack of archaeology
associated with such individuals over some two millen-
nia of settlement history could lie in the nature of the
leadership system itself. Following a proposal by Cau-
vin (2007.120), leadership could have been realised
by inspired individuals who, through their skills, ex-
perience and charisma, advanced to become influen-
tial in their respective communities. It is proposed
that these individuals emerged from particular social
groups, including storytellers, hunters and ritual
adepts (shamans). However, their leadership roles ne-
ver became institutionalised, most likely due to power-
curbing mechanisms inherent to the deep-rooted ega-
litarian hunter-forager social systems founded on ani-
mism and ancestor veneration.

The discussions around inspired individuals and cha-

rismatic leaders have also touched on some broader to-
pics relating to late hunter-gatherer communities and
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highlighted the roles of archaeologically invisible lea-
ders in historical processes during a proposed adap-
tive cycle spanning the late Pleistocene and Early Ho-
locene. It is proposed that the inspired individuals and
charismatic leaders considered above were a product
of the unprecedented demographic changes linked
to increasingly settled lifeways in the tenth and ninth
millennia cal BC. This leadership system, the roots of
which were securely anchored in the Palaeolithic past,
needed to adapt to the challenges faced by growing set-
tled hunter-forager communities in a core zone of Neo-
lithic genesis while at the same time preserving older
traditions (at least in appearance). They were part of
a mechanism which sought to combat inequalities in
Neolithic society, as expressed by concerted attempts
to reinforce simple hunter-gatherer beliefs and world-
views. This period, roughly at the transition from the
late PPNA to EPPNB (c. first half of the ninth millen-
nium cal BC), has been termed the hunter-gatherer
crisis. The subsequent disappearance (in the late ninth
millennium cal BC) from the prehistoric stage of the
motifs, symbolism, monumental structures and narra-
tives which defined the identities of the leaders and
their respective communities coincided with the wide-
spread acceptance of domesticated plants and animals.
It is hoped that the hunter-gatherer crisis will be a fo-
cus of future research in the frame of the expanding
Tas Tepeler project.
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