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Mountains: Is sacred space a human construct or a natural phenomenon?

Introduction
This research aims to discuss whether sacred spaces are human constructs or natural phenomenon through the case study of the ‘mountain sanctuary’ of Gobekli Tepe in south-east Turkey.[footnoteRef:1] The research to date has tended to focus on revealing the cultural and spiritual importance of sacred mountains and using this knowledge to manage or sustain the environments and their inhabitants rather than questioning why mountains are internationally and historically recognised as sacred, even in the secularised modern world.[footnoteRef:2] To date, there has been limited agreement on what sacred is, or what it encompasses; is this concept constructed by humanity or simply revealed to humanity? How can it be studied to an adequate scientific standard? This research seeks to understand whether mountains are naturally sacred or are perceived to be that way by applying a phenomenological perspective. The study has been organised into three parts. The first outlines the academic rationale, methodology and any reflexive considerations. Here, concepts from scholars such as Mircea Eliade, Rudolf Otto and Beldan Lane are used to formulate a notion of the sacred and the phenomenological theories from Tilley, Ingold are introduced. The second section reviews selected literature regarding sacred mountains before focusing on Göbekli Tepe. The last section organises the data into two discussion themes; landscapes and taskscapes, which use the topography and history; architectural orientations; mytho-ritual practices and contemporary tourism respectively to question whether the sacredness of these mountains is socially constructed, or if they reveal their natural sacrality to humanity.  [1:  Oliver Dietrich and others, 'The Role of Cult and Feasting in the Emergence of Neolithic Communities. New Evidence from Göbekli Tepe, South-Eastern Turkey', Antiquity, 86 (2012), p. 675, [hereafter Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’]; Tatiana V. Kornienko, 'Notes on the Cult Buildings of Northern Mesopotamia in the Aceramic Neolithic Period', Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 68 (2009), p. 89, [hereafter Kornienko, ‘Cult Buildings’]; Klaus Schmidt, 'Göbekli Tepe, Southeastern Turkey: A Preliminary Report on the 1995-1999 Excavations', Paléorient, (2000), p. 46, [hereafter Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’]; Klaus Schmidt, 'Göbekli Tepe: A Neolithic Site in Southeastern Anatolia', in The Oxford Handbook of Ancient Anatolia (2011), p. 919, [hereafter Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’].]  [2:  Edwin Bernbaum, 'Sacred Mountains: Themes and Teachings', Mountain Research and Development, 26 (2006), [hereafter Bernbaum, ‘Themes and Teachings’]; Edwin Bernbaum, The Cultural and Spiritual Significance of Nature in the Management and Governance of Protected Areas, The George Wright Forum, 34 vols (2017), [hereafter Bernbaum, ‘Cultural and Spiritual Significance’]; Siv Ellen Kraft, 'The Making of a Sacred Mountain. Meanings of Nature and Sacredness in Sápmi and Northern Norway', Null, 40 (2010), [hereafter Kraft, ‘Sacred Mountain’].] 

Academic Rational 
This study is located within the anthropological sub-discipline of ‘sacred geography’, a line of enquiry made possible due to aviation innovation and viewing sites from the air. Early work tended to draw on landscape or architectural geometry such as Frenchman Rene Guenon’s solar hypothesis for Stonehenge, Glastonbury., and the German town-planner Josef Heinisch’s theories for solar alignments in ancient and prehistoric settlements.[footnoteRef:3] Despite attention to solar influences on sites, the scholars disagree on the definition of sacred geography. For Guenon, sacred geography is the manifestation of a landscape that has been enhanced by human hands, indicating sacrality is formed through the alteration of the religious environment. In contrast, Heinisch’s model for sacred geography involved integration of the environment due to belief that a structure ‘draws in’ sacredness and aligns itself to celestial phenomenon, ensuring that sacrality is magnified or enhanced by human activity, but not created by it. Neither definition has remained. Now, sacred geography is defined as "the study of qualities of the sacred and related cultural activities found in certain places and expressed in spatial context."[footnoteRef:4] Due to the nature of the research, Carmichael, Hubert and Reeves suggest that the modern scientific method is an 'inappropriate' and reductionist framework to study sacred sites.[footnoteRef:5] Additionally, Thorley highlights that the study of sacred geography is part of the post-enlightenment academic reawakening of animism and sacrality within the western sphere, enhanced by increased eco-spirituality as discussed by Berry.[footnoteRef:6] Concurrently, Belden Lane notes that modernity has disconnected the western world from landscapes but the post-modernist movement frantically seeks to reinstate what has been lost.[footnoteRef:7] It is recommended that studying the interconnected web of sacred sites is approached from a holistic or phenomenological perspective.[footnoteRef:8] This has been attempted within this research. Prior to identifying whether sacred mountains are natural or cultural phenomenon, it is essential to determine what is meant by ‘sacred’ and sacred landscapes.   [3:  Rene Guenon, The Land of the Sun’, Studies in Comparative Religion, 14. 3-4 (1980); Josef Heinsch, 'Principles of Prehistoric Sacred Geography', Zodiac House, (1975). ]  [4:  Anthony Thorley, 'Sacred Geography: A Conceptual Work in Progress ', SPICA: Postgraduate Journal for Cosmology in Culture, 4 (2016), p. 8. [hereafter Thorley, ‘Sacred Geography’]. ]  [5:  David L. Carmichael and others, Sacred Sites, Sacred Places (London; New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 6. [hereafter Carmichael and others, Sacred Sites (2013)]. ]  [6:  Thorley, Sacred Geography, p. 8; Berry Thomas, The Dream of the Earth, (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1988).]  [7:  Belden C. Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred: Geography and Narrative in American Spirituality (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 2002), p. 7 [hereafter Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred].]  [8:  Carmichael and others, Sacred Sites, p. 6; Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 9.] 

The Sacred
A considerable amount of literature has been produced regarding the sacred, yet scholarly agreement in the area is minimal. This aim of this paper is not to enter the debate nor to seek to provide a historical discussion of the discourse. Rather, scholars with particularly applicable theories for studying sacred geography are selected. For sociologist Emile Durkheim, the immaterial characteristic of sacrality cannot be known, or born from, an individual mind; it is formed through a collective understanding to a point where the religious aspects of life influence the logical.[footnoteRef:9] This is based on an Aristotelian perspective and understanding that sacredness is immaterial, so thusly cannot be have been created from the material world.[footnoteRef:10] Being immaterial, the reality of the sacred is bound to the individual and the collective and must be recharged through active engagement.[footnoteRef:11] For Durkheim, the sacred was internal and constructed by humanity and put out into the world. The scholars Carmichael, Hubert and Reeves concurring the Durkheim perspective, whereas Belden Lane critiques academics who insist on the cultural construction of sacred place due to ignoring the interconnected web of nature.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, trans. Karen E. Fields into English (New York: The Free Press, 1995[1912]), pp. xliv, xxv, [hereafter Durkheim, Forms].]  [10:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 226.]  [11:  Durkheim, Forms, p. xliv.]  [12:  Carmichael and others, Sacred Sites, p. 7; Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 5.] 


Another influential scholar regarding the sacred is the Romanian; Mircea Eliade. An innovative thinker confined to the accepted academic boundaries of his time, Eliade was attempting interdisciplinary research into understanding the religious behaviour of humanity and sought to remove himself from the 'errors' of scholars before him and their notions of universalism.[footnoteRef:13] According to Eliade, religiosity is the only universal, even innate, character of humanity.[footnoteRef:14] Therefore, he refers to humanity taxonomically as Homo Religiosus and is supportive of cultural relativism, understanding that "man's reactions to nature are often conditioned by his culture and… history."[footnoteRef:15] Furthermore, Eliade seemingly has a Platonic paradigm; for something to come into 'our world' (from the chaos outside the consecrated reality) it must be 'created', and every creation has a paradigmatic model, a prototype designed by the gods. This is extended to a macrocosmic scale due to his belief that the universe is ultimately a replica of a celestial creation paradigm that is re-established, or re-awakened, with human inhabitation and ritualised reactivation.[footnoteRef:16] For Eliade, the sacred is external and reveals itself to humanity. While Lane is mostly in agreement with this view, he refutes the sacred: profane dichotomy and critiques scholars who over-emphasise autonomous qualities as it is common to forget the socio-political and economic factors that influence the sacred.[footnoteRef:17] Within the Sacred and the Profane, Eliade also introduces the concept of an ‘hierophany’.[footnoteRef:18] This is a numinous experience in which the divine reveals itself and indicates it is dichotomously separate from the profane. This concept was influenced by the work of German historian of religion, Rudolf Otto. Otto acknowledged three components of numinous experiences; Mysterium tremendum et fascinans or the experience of the 'wholly other', something entirely different from ordinary reality, which often instils a reaction of silence; experiencing Mysterium tremendum inflicts an overwhelming power that inspires deep terror; Mysterium fascinans is a graceful, merciful, and pleasant encounter with the numinous.[footnoteRef:19] When these numinous experience impact individuals or collectives to inflict an hierophany, a sacred reality is realised, and the homogeneity of space is broken and becomes a centre point.[footnoteRef:20] Eliade acknowledges this as the axis mundi, or the universal pillar that symbolises the centre of the cosmos and links heaven, earth and the underworld.[footnoteRef:21] A sacred place, therefore, is a locale that has been detached from the surrounding cosmic milieu due to a numinous provocation.[footnoteRef:22] One of the dominating symbols of the axis mundi is the sacred mountain.[footnoteRef:23]  [13:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, trans. By Willard. G. Trask (Boulder; New York: East European Monographs, in cooperation with Editura Minerva, Bucharest; Distributed by Columbia University Press, 1992[1957]), pp. 15-16, [hereafter Eliade, Sacred and Profane].]  [14:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 15-16.]  [15:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 15-16.]  [16:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 31, 34.]  [17:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred p. 5, 20.]  [18:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 11.]  [19:  Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy, (London: Oxford University Press, 1923 [1917]), pp. 14-17.]  [20:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 21.]  [21:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, pp. 35-37.]  [22:  Eliade, Sacred and Profane, p. 26.]  [23:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 96.] 

Methodology
Perhaps the most restrictive obstacle for this research project is the travel lockdowns in place to halt the spread of COVID19.  Although necessary, this removed the possibility of conducting primary research on the chosen location, thusly introducing other complications in the process. For example, the literature regarding Göbekli Tepe is abundant and requires intense filtering to access to the relevant archaeological reports and their accompanying interpretations. Nonetheless, primary sources such as archaeological reports will be used to provide a quantitative foundation. The accompanying news reports and professional photography provide sources for a phenomenological, qualitative perspective. A notable drawback is the lack of structured survey to glean contemporary opinions of the site or specifically taken photographs. Previous studies of Göbekli Tepe fail to combine notions of landscapes and taskscapes in their interpretation of the site. This research employs a triangulated, phenomenological method of studying ‘-scapes’ at Göbekli Tepe via interdisciplinary secondary literary evidence in order to understand whether the sacrality of the site is natural phenomenon or social construct.
Landscapes 
The framework for understanding the landscape within this study is a phenomenological perspective provided by Belden Lane and Christopher Tilley. In a study which set out to formulate a framework for empirically studying human relationships with landscapes, emphasising the role of symbolic perception and social memory, the archaeologist Tilley presents sacred landscapes predominantly from a phenomenological perspective.[footnoteRef:24] He opposes the presupposed dichotomy between symbolic logic and economic rationality systems, the sacred and the profane, arguing that they constitute each other.[footnoteRef:25] Tilley critiques previous definitions of space, which designated it as static, objective and as a container in which events took place.[footnoteRef:26] Rather, Tilley proposes space is temporal and emits agency; that it is a medium and outcome of social constructs determined by place and people.[footnoteRef:27] Place determines space via the meanings and values attached to spaces during human experience and any associated thoughts and feelings, binding cultural and personal identifies, memories and contextual knowledge to the locale in a holistic manner.[footnoteRef:28] In order to formulate a framework, Tilley outlined five forms of spaces: somatic spaces rely on the sensory experience; perceptual is egocentric, focused on individual praxis and intentionality; existential is intimately linked with perceptual spaces but transcend the individual to extend to the social group and are in constant states of creation and recreation dependant on a groups’ activities; architectural spaces attempt to confine pragmatic locales or to create and make the space tangible; cognitive spaces are environments of introspection and compassion.[footnoteRef:29] The type of place defines the social behaviours and interactions that occur there and how it is remembered.[footnoteRef:30] Furthermore, the naming of a space or topographical feature is vital for the formation and preservation of its’ identity, ensuring it has collective significance.[footnoteRef:31] These memories, associations and names are part of the enculturation process of spaces that forms a ‘biography of sorts’ for the locale which enables it to become an interactive landscape.[footnoteRef:32]  [24:  Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of Landscape: Places, Paths and Monuments (Oxford; Providence: Berg, 1994), p. 2, [hereafter Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape]. ]  [25:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 2.]  [26:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 9.]  [27:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 11.]  [28:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 15.]  [29:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. pp. 16-17.]  [30:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. p.19.]  [31:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 18.]  [32:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 24.] 


The interdisciplinary work of Belden Lane aims to employ richness to studying spirituality and to incorporate critical reflections on the political and ecological factors that influence the sacred.[footnoteRef:33] He encourages scholars within the area to use a ‘poetic third eye’ for the language of objective analysis is too abstract and therefore, limiting and disenchanting.[footnoteRef:34] Furthermore, he refutes the dichotomy between religion and culture, noting the improbability of identifying religious praxis unaffected by cultural milieu.[footnoteRef:35] In regards to sacred landscapes, Lane has identified four phenomenological principles of place that describe the perception of sacred places during the process of mytho-genesis: 1) sacred places are not chosen, rather the imagination affirms the numinous presence and the place has the choice; 2) sacred places can be ordinary but have the sacredness invoked through ritual; 3) entering a sacred place is intimately related to state of consciousness; 4) sacred places are both centripetal and centrifugal, engulfing and exerting sacrality.[footnoteRef:36]  [33:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 11.]  [34:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 9, 11.]  [35:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 5.]  [36:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 19.  ] 

Taskscapes
The framework for understanding landscapes provides a medium for the emergence of a taskscape. It has been noted that landscapes emit agency, experience temporality, and have an intimate relationship to humans.[footnoteRef:37] To expand on the theories of Tilley and space, Tim Ingold suggests that "with space, meanings are attached to the world, [whereas] with the landscape they are gathered from it."[footnoteRef:38] He adds that place usually has a place has centre while a landscape is innately boundaryless and that boundaries are implemented through human activities to create places, which are situated within the landscape.[footnoteRef:39] Ingold employs a 'dwelling' perspective where the land is recognised as a record, or a biography, of the actions of the inhabitants.[footnoteRef:40] The landscape tells a story of the inhabitants and this story of dwelling within a landscape formulates a taskscape which must be actively engaged with to exist.[footnoteRef:41] The structure of this story is moulded by the cultures' cosmovision and the associated cosmographic concepts such as their cosmology, cosmogony and relationship with the ecosystem.[footnoteRef:42] The cosmographic concepts translate landscapes into a symbolic language that allows people to embed meaning into inhabited places; "[t]his caused places of dwelling to transform into designed landscapes, cultic caves, tents, campsites, houses, cities, or temples."[footnoteRef:43] People attempted to synchronise human habitats with the natural rhythms and structures amplified their connection to the cosmos.[footnoteRef:44] The landscape influenced their taskscape, which in turn influenced the landscape. Furthermore, cosmovision's often involved celestial observations and formed the cosmological perspective recognised as 'living astronomy'.[footnoteRef:45] [37:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, p. 11; Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 19.]  [38:  Tim Ingold, 'Temporality of Landscape', in Contemporary Archaeology in Theory: The New Pragmatism, ed. by Robert W. Preucel and Stephan A. Mrozowski, 2nd edn (Chichester, UK; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), p. 62, [hereafter Ingold, Temporality].]  [39:  Ingold, Temporality, p. 62.]  [40:  Ingold, Temporality, p. 59. ]  [41:  Ingold, Temporality, pp. 60, 63, 66-7.]  [42:  Rappenglück, Michael A., 'The Housing of the World: The Significance of Cosmographic Concepts for Habitation', Nexus Network Journal, 15 (2013), p. 388 [hereafter; Rappenglück, ‘Cosmographic Concepts’]. ]  [43:  Rappenglück, ‘Cosmographic Concepts’, p. 387-8.]  [44:  Rappenglück, ‘Cosmographic Concepts’, pp. 388, 412.]  [45:  Rappenglück, ‘Cosmographic Concepts’, p. 388.] 


In contemporary contexts, the site is not an active temple. Rather, it is a tourist attraction and cultural heritage site. The taskscape of the landscape has reached a new chapter. It is a locale that bequests conservation alongside curiosity. This does not need to negate the sacrality of the mountain. Siv Kraft revealed in a study of Norwegian sacred mountains that 'sacredness' can be constructed using 'non-religious sources and discourses' such as "environmentalism, nature romanticism, indigenous and judicial discourse, and media culture"[footnoteRef:46] These actions formulate a taskscape for the mountain that is held by but lies outside the landscape.  As Ingold states, archaeology is a form of dwelling and creates a taskscape.[footnoteRef:47] The degree of sacredness that is imbued within a taskscape is culturally relative, and its' effectiveness in the contemporary world depends on media and judicial discourse, rather than a focus on ritualisation and mythic cosmovision.[footnoteRef:48]  [46:  Kraft, ‘Sacred Mountain’, p. 60. ]  [47:  Ingold, Temporality, p. 59.]  [48:  Kraft, ‘Sacred Mountain’, p. 60.] 

Reflexive Considerations
I was born and raised in a council estate on the south coast of England but started university in rural Wales before spending time in rural north-west Bulgaria. I am white, working class and classified as disabled and neurodiverse. I was raised an atheist and a myriad of traumatic events throughout life seemed to affirm the lack of divine caregiving or justice. However, the effect of studying the ancient world and spirituality has caused me to develop into an agnostic, albeit leaning towards a more ‘pagan’ form of spirituality. This personal history has potentially inspired a positive, inclusive view of the past and other cultures that acknowledges the capabilities and complexities of others. Undeniably, sometimes an enthusiastic curiosity about another culture can be inadvertently offensive due to the history connected to my nation of birth. It is vital to be aware of this and attempt to rectify any ethical concerns or be conscious of the voice and wording used. As a millennial, I have witnessed the exponential growth of technology, survived several economic recessions, and mourn for the escalating destruction of the planet. This ecological and socio-political awareness could be one of the causes for a hermeneutic, phenomenological approach to study. This somewhat balances the socially ingrained but increasingly refuted notion of the supposedly objective epistemological method, which has been strictly employed since the Enlightenment and claims to be the only way truth can be obtained. At the moment, research is restricted to literature. It is vital to remain aware of the limitations literature-focused work can entail; any weaknesses, whether personal or professional, must be improved upon to ensure they are transformed into strengths. 
Literature Review: Sacred Mountains
Despite the widespread recognition of sacred mountains, the literature does not mirror their impressive size. Most studies in this subject area focus on a specific case study and analysis its' cultural significance. To date, a phenomenological approach regarding the sacrality of the mountain has not be conducted on the archaeological mound of Göbekli Tepe. Nonetheless, it is imperative to comment on previous literature regarding sacred mountains.
 
Within his work Sacred Mountains: Themes and Teachings, mountain specialist Edwin Bernbaum outlines three ways in which a sacred mountain can manifest. First, cultures identify a peak as sacred and imbue it with traditions, myth and rituals; second, sacred sites and objects are often situated atop mountains or they are associated with the actions of a holy person; thirdly, a sacred mountain provokes a sense of awe that sets them apart, whether through appreciation of the aesthetic, or awareness of sacrality.[footnoteRef:49] These manifestations are culturally relative and are dependent on the worldview of the perceiver; a mountain recognised as an axis mundi would be viewed differently to a mountain that provides water and therefore, life. However, these manifestations form the foundation of the framework used to understand sacred mountains and in turn, determines the routes towards conservation.[footnoteRef:50] Other studies published by Bernbaum focus on preserving sacred mountains; within the paper The Cultural and Spiritual Significance of Nature in the Management and Governance of Protected areas (2017) he proposes that inspiring the public on spiritual, cultural, and aesthetic values would ensure enduring support for the conservation of landscape, noting that spiritual experiences do not need to be based in religious belief.[footnoteRef:51] Returning to Sacred Mountains: Themes and Teachings, Bernbaum proposes ten themes that are frequently identified in sacred mountains; 1) height, 2) the centre or perimeter of place, 3) emit supernatural and natural power with displays of extreme weather phenomenon, 4) the abode of a deity, or the deity itself, 5) temple or shrine, 6) paradise or garden, a 'heaven on earth', 7) link to the ancestors, 8) symbols of cultural or personal identity, 9) sources of water, fertility, life and healing, 10) inspiration, renewal and transformation.[footnoteRef:52] A mountain may not have all of these themes attributed to it, but the more it holds, the deeper significance it tends to have.[footnoteRef:53] In the same year, Bernbaum presented 'Sacred Mountains of the world: an overview' at the International Symposium in Tokyo for Conserving Cultural and Biological Diversity: The Role of Sacred Natural Sites and Cultural Landscapes. The presentation was a simplified, non-academic version of the above article with a focus on case studies.[footnoteRef:54]  This is not the first publication that was for a non-academic audience. The introduction from the international best-selling Sacred Mountains of the World (1990) is written in a journalistic language, accentuating the emotive pull of mountains: [49:  Bernbaum, ‘Themes and Teachings’, pp. 304-305.]  [50:  Bernbaum, ‘Themes and Teachings’, pp. 304-305.]  [51:  Bernbaum, ‘Cultural and Spiritual Significance’, p. 171.]  [52:  Bernbaum, ‘Themes and Teachings’, pp. 305-306.]  [53:  Bernbaum, ‘Themes and Teachings’, p. 307.]  [54:  Edwin Bernbaum, ‘Sacred Mountains of the World: an overview’, in Lee, Cathy., Schaaf, Thomas.,Programme sur l'homme et la biosphère., Conserving Cultural and Biological Diversity : The Role of Sacred Natural Sites and Cultural Landscapes : International Symposium Held at the United Nations University, Tokyo (Japan), 30 may-2 June 2005, (Paris: UNESCO, 2006), p. 28-33.] 


 	"Sovereigns of the valleys, plains, and lesser hills beneath them; they are commonly described as majestic and mighty. Unlike the reign of human kings, theirs seems eternal and incorruptible, like that of the highest gods, who sit enthroned upon their lofty summits."[footnoteRef:55]   [55:  Edwin Bernbaum, Sacred Mountains of the World (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1990), p. 4.] 

 
The poetic language used to describe sacred mountains is not limited to the works of Bernbaum. For example, Belden Lane has a chapter devoted to sacred mountains in Landscapes of the Sacred, noting that mountains feature frequently within myth with descriptions of mountainous terrain as the spine of the Earth’s body, the flowing rivers of water are identified as the blood, the vegetation as the hair and peak-hugging clouds are seen as the brisk breath.[footnoteRef:56]   [56:  Lane, Landscapes of the Sacred, p. 96.] 

 
Göbekli Tepe: An Overview
The ‘mountain sanctuary’ of Göbekli Tepe, south-east Turkey, was initially excavated in 1994 by the late Klaus Schmidt. [footnoteRef:57] The fifteen-metre-high archaeological mound dates to 9990-8880 BC and is situated on a mountain plateau, overlooking the Harran plains and Karadag volcano.[footnoteRef:58] According to current archaeologists, geo-surveys of the site indicate there are nine hectares of oval structures that have been intentionally buried.[footnoteRef:59] It has been proposed that there are twenty structures in total although only five have been excavated so far.[footnoteRef:60] Previous studies have reported minimal evidence of settlement due to no water access and no domesticated species of flora or fauna.[footnoteRef:61] The limited amount of evidence that has been unearthed has been identified as remnants of a semi-permanent settlement, possibly for the builders and miners.[footnoteRef:62] Additional evidence reveals that the limestone pillars were not only mined locally, as indicated the unearthing of an unfinished in situ 7m pillar but also re-chiselled, re-positioned and recycled inter-structurally.[footnoteRef:63]  [57:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 675; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 46; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 917-9; Jens Notroff and others, 'What Modern Lifestyles Owe to Neolithic Feasts: The Early Mountain Sanctuary at Göbekli Tepe and the Onset of Food-Production', Actual Archeology, 15 (2015), p. 34, [hereafter Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’]; Marta Tobolczyk, 'The World's Oldest Temples in Göbekli Tepe and Nevali Çori, Turkey in the Light of Studies in Ontogenesis of Architecture', Procedia Engineering, 161 (2016), p. 1399, [hereafter Tobolczyk, ‘Ontogenesis of Architecture’].]  [58:  Kornienko, ‘Cult Buildings’, p. 89; Tobolczyk, ‘Ontogenesis of Architecture’, p. 1399.]  [59:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, pp. 34, 40.]  [60:  Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 49.]  [61:  Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 49; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p.917; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 48; Lee Clare and others, 'Establishing Identities in the Proto-Neolithic:" History Making" at Göbekli Tepe from the Late Tenth Millenium Cal BCE', Religion, History and Place in the Origin of Settled Life, (2018), p. 119, [hereafter Clare and others, ‘History Making’].]  [62:  Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 119 and 122.]  [63:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 44; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 922, 927; Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 122.] 


Cultural Centre 
Schmidt estimated that six hundred people were required for the transportation of stone pillars from quarry to the site, which is significantly larger than the population sizes at the time and thusly hypothesises that the construction of Göbekli Tepe was undertaken by several regional communities.[footnoteRef:64] The Pre-Pottery Neolithic date, hypothesised through the carbon dating of the backfill, uprooted the notion that hunter-gatherer communities lacked the ability or desire to organise their labour force to construct megalithic architecture.[footnoteRef:65] Further research indicates that the communities of Göbekli Tepe experienced reduced community competition and an upsurge of resource surplus due to their habitation of the aptly named Fertile Crescent, a location particularly abundant after the Younger Dryas ice-age.[footnoteRef:66] The requirement of resource storage and distribution, technical and socio-political innovations to suit unprecedented lifestyles and a corresponding population boom has been theorised to have instigated Neolithization, or the emergence of agriculture, hierarchy, writing and taxes.[footnoteRef:67] Therefore, the currently accepted theory of function for Göbekli Tepe is explained by Notroff and others.[footnoteRef:68] They propose that the site was a cultural centre; a location for the redistribution of resources and conglomeration of communities during late summer/autumn gatherings. Additional evidence for a highly organised regional community is gleaned from analysis of the backfill. The knapping style of lithic artefacts suggests that some originate from Byblos, Nemrick and Helwan and while obsidian is rare at Göbekli Tepe, its presence reveals the distance people were travelling to the site.[footnoteRef:69] The finds, whether lithic, flint or animal bone were all high quality. [footnoteRef:70]  [64:  Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 121-2.]  [65:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 675, Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 34; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 930.]  [66:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 44.]  [67:  V. Gordon Childe, 'The Urban Revolution', The Town Planning Review, 21 (1950), pp. 3-17, [hereafter Childe, ‘Urban Revolution’]; Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 692, Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 48; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, pp. 49; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 930; Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 115.]  [68:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, pp. 40-44.]  [69:  Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 51, Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 919; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 44.]  [70:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 919.] 


Notably, there is limited evidence of human remains at the site. Despite current discussions on the spirituality of the Neolithic Near East being dominated by the supposed ‘death cult’, it has been suggested that the inclusion of human remains is accidental.[footnoteRef:71] The faunal taxonomy is impressive, with analysis revealing bones from ungulates such as pigs, cattle, ass, gazelles and red deer; avian species included doves, ducks and partridges; and predatory mammals such as leopards, wolves and foxes.[footnoteRef:72] Additionally, cattle have been identified as the favoured food source and evidence indicates frequent harvesting of bone marrow.[footnoteRef:73] On the other hand, evidence of mytho-ritual burials are implied through the recovering of black-feathered birds, which provide minimal nutritional value, and charred botanical remains just outside the oldest, largest enclosure.[footnoteRef:74]  [71:  Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 120; Oliver Dietrich, Jens Notroff and Laura Dietrich, 'Masks and Masquerade in the Early Neolithic: A View from Upper Mesopotamia', Time and Mind, 11 (2018), 3-21.]  [72:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 690; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 42; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 47, ]  [73:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 690; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 42.  ]  [74:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 42.] 


Domestic artefacts were also unearthed such as a basalt mortar and pestle; containers; denticulated tools; hooks; jewellery; vessels, needles; pendants spatula; and in the later layers, sickles.[footnoteRef:75] Further excavations revealed a mysterious ‘game board’ that has indents reminiscent of cup holders and ‘Göbekli Tepe type’ buttons that are stylistically similar to the mytho-economic Hittite cylinder seals.[footnoteRef:76] Furthermore, the architectural characteristics at the site, which were previously unknown during initial excavations, are now recognised at contemporary settlement sites in the region such as Nevali Cori and Kortik Tepe.[footnoteRef:77] Despite the socio-economic innovations occurring within these culturally-connected communities and the domestic activities present here, Göbekli Tepe remained a sanctuary until its intentional burial, rather than taking settlement status.  [75:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 690; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 42; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 51, Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 919.]  [76:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 919, 929.]  [77:  Marion Benz and Joachim Bauer, 'On Scorpions, Birds and Snakes—evidence for Shamanism in Northern Mesopotamia during the Early Holocene', Journal of Ritual Studies, (2015), pp. 1-23, [hereafter Benz and Bauer, ‘Shamanism’]; Oliver Dietrich, Jens Notroff and Laura Dietrich, Masks and Masquerade in the early Neolithic: A view from Upper Mesopotamia, Time and Mind, 11.1, (2018), pp. 3-21, [hereafter Dietrich and others, ‘Masks and Masquerade’]; Tatiana V. Kornienko, 'Notes on the Cult Buildings of Northern Mesopotamia in the Aceramic Neolithic Period', Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 68 (2009), pp. 81-102; Vecihi Özkaya and Aytaç Coşkun, 'Körtik Tepe, a New Pre-Pottery Neolithic A Site in South-Eastern Anatolia', Antiquity, 83 (2009); Tobolczyk, ‘Ontogenesis of Architecture’, pp. 1398-1404.] 


Art and Architecture
Göbekli Tepe is recognised as a megalithic site of ovular structures featuring distinctive T-shaped central pillars. The original excavator, Klaus Schmidt stated the structures were open-aired, but this claim has been refuted by the current archaeologists with the proposition that the buildings were subterranean.[footnoteRef:78] The central pillars were a consistent architectural feature throughout the sites’ history, yet other developments were incorporated with each new construction; the introduction of terrazzo flooring, wall-lined benches, and the emergence of reduced, rectangular structures.[footnoteRef:79] Depictions can differ between bas/low and high reliefs and while the dominating medium of representation is on the pillars, plaquettes and statuettes have also been uncovered. [footnoteRef:80] Schmidt proposed that the bas-reliefs were representative of a mythic narrative and note that there is an undecipherable symbolic system identifiable at Göbekli Tepe.[footnoteRef:81] The people in the region were bound by complex mythology, evident through clear anthropomorphic representation on the central pillars and the rich collection of zoomorphic motifs found at the site and locally.[footnoteRef:82] Unfortunately, a complete catalogue of motifs has not been formed due to incomplete excavations. However, the art that has been unearthed so far is diverse and unquestionably refutes Maria Gimbutas hypothesis of matriarchal prehistory, for there is no evidence of the Magna Mater.[footnoteRef:83] The singular feminine form identified at Göbekli Tepe is a crude graffiti.[footnoteRef:84] Rather, the anthropomorphic representations are androgenous and the zoomorphic figures dominantly adorn an enlarged, erect phallus.[footnoteRef:85] Several human head statues have been removed from the backfill but their function is unknown.[footnoteRef:86] The dominating feature of the structures is the anthropomorphised centre pillars. They are abstract, identifiable as humanoid due to hands and the adornment of loincloths and necklaces.[footnoteRef:87] The two modes of anthropomorphic representation (statues and abstract pillars) have influenced archaeologists to suggest the modes reflect different ideas that were happening here, with the pillar depictions representing beings from a different ‘sphere of reality’.[footnoteRef:88]  [78:  Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 51; Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 117.]  [79:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 38.]  [80:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 929.]  [81:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 925-6, 930.]  [82:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, pp. 40-44.]  [83:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 919, 930; Marija Gimbutas, The Living Goddesses (Univ of California Press, 2001).]  [84:  Ian Hodder and others, 'A “Curious and Sometimes a Trifle Macabre Artistry” some Aspects of Symbolism in Neolithic Turkey', Current Anthropology, 52 (2011), p. 241.]  [85:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 925, 930, Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 51.]  [86:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, pp. 36; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 929.]  [87:  Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, pp. 36, Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 921.]  [88:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 921.] 


There are several mediums in which zoomorphic motifs are depicted. Predominantly, animals feature on the monolithic pillars yet, a vulture figurine and lion head stature were uncovered in the backfill.[footnoteRef:89] Despite a plethora of species being represented, there is an indication of a preference towards foxes. Vulpine figures are often depicted on the central pillars and were proposedly the fauna used to construct the loincloths evident on the humanoid representations.[footnoteRef:90] Furthermore, the structures suggest that an animal may fall out of or gain favour due to each structure having a specific creature feature extensively within the architectural motifs. For example, Enclosure A favoured snakes, Enclosure B showed a preference for foxes, Enclosure C was dominated by boars and lastly, Enclosure D had a predilection for birds.[footnoteRef:91] Due to the proclivity towards depicting the beasts with engorged phalli, an apotropaic function has been proposed.[footnoteRef:92] Complex ecological knowledge is acknowledged through the differentiation of snake species in the depictions; some are shown with flat heads whereas some are wound together.[footnoteRef:93] Snakes often feature on the ‘stomach’ of the central pillars alongside the humanoid clothing and adornments, although this could be a consequence of recycling pillars rather than being symbolically significant. [footnoteRef:94]  [89:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 929.]  [90:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 928.]  [91:  Jens Notroff and others, 'More than a Vulture: A Response to Sweatman and Tsikritsis', Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry, 17 (2017), 57-74. ]  [92:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 926.]  [93:  Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 49; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 927.]  [94:  Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 927] 








[image: ]Figure 1 - Gobekli Tepe overlooks rolling green hills. Image: Google Arts and Culture

Discussion: Landscape
The contemporary landscape reveals rolling green hills dotted with rocks and panoramic views of the surrounding area (Figures 1 and 2). Before the discovery of the temple, the mound was known to locals as 'Navel Hill' due to its' resemblance to a swollen stomach.[footnoteRef:95] This name suited the site upon discovery as it was the birth new archaeological understandings. The ancient landscape cannot be observed but it can be hypothesised. Göbekli Tepe is an artificial mound on a star-shaped plateau overlooking the Harran plains and Karadag volcano.[footnoteRef:96] There is no local water source and only wild faunal remains are found. Due to its' location within the Fertile Crescent, it can be assumed that resources were abundant and therefore, the landscape blooming with flora. Evidence for this is found within the vast diversity of animal remains and the usage of birds for ceremonial, rather than nutritional, significance.[footnoteRef:97] The majority of studies so far have failed to include data regarding the ancient geography, or climate, of the site. However, a recently published study has instigated the conversation due to analysing ancient sediments in the area.[footnoteRef:98] Nonetheless, the landscape was likely one that evoked an emotional or meaningful attachment due to the construction of the temple here. When considering Lane's axioms of a sacred place, Göbekli Tepe was likely a place of rituals and altered states of consciousness. Furthermore, the site conforms to the characteristics of 'non-Western and pre-capitalist space.[footnoteRef:99] However, for the ancients who used it, the site may have had Western, capitalist characteristics, such as economic functions. This relates to Lane's axioms, for there need not be rigid dichotomy for the function of Göbekli Tepe, as a sacred space must be activated. Furthermore, Göbekli Tepe can be considered a somatic, perceptual, existential, architectural, and cognitive space. This is due to the sensory experiences provided by the view and exposure to the elements and the tangible structure where the ritualistic ceremonies likely occurred. Despite some agricultural damage, the location has mostly been left alone after its' intentional burial.[footnoteRef:100]  [95:  Andrew Curry, 'Seeking the Roots of Ritual', Science, 319 (2008), 278-280. ]  [96:  Kornienko, ‘Cult Buildings’, p. 89; Tobolczyk, ‘Ontogenesis of Architecture’, p. 1399; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 49; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, p. 917, Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 48, Clare and others, ‘History Making’, p. 119]  [97:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 690; Notroff and others, ‘Neolithic Feasts’, p. 42; Schmidt, ‘Preliminary Report’, p. 47.]  [98:  Moritz Nykamp, Daniel Knitter and Brigitta Schütt, 'Late Holocene Geomorphodynamics in the Vicinity of Göbekli Tepe, SE Turkey', Catena, 195 (2020). ]  [99:  Tilley, Phenomenology of Landscape, pp. 20-21.]  [100:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 679; Schmidt, ‘A Neolithic Site’, pp. 922-3.] 


[image: ]Figure 2 - A panoramic view from the newly paved carpark at Gobekli Tepe. Image: Google Maps, Streetview captured 2020.


Discussion: Taskscapes 
Before the intentional burial of Göbekli Tepe, it was proposedly the locale for shaman practices and cultural ceremonies.[footnoteRef:101] The taskscape of prehistoric Göbekli was semi-permanent, likely active during solstices and/or equinoxes. The contemporary archaeological mound at Göbekli Tepe represents a contemporary quantitative taskscape according to Ingold’s theory: “the practice of archaeology is itself a form of dwelling.”[footnoteRef:102] The rediscovered landscape is renewed through new human interactions based on current archaeological methods, updating the taskscape. The discovery of Göbekli Tepe demanded that archaeologists reconsider the accepted historical timeline and granted the site international prestige as the ‘world’s oldest temple’.[footnoteRef:103] This revelation was the catalyst for several phenomena: 1) the re-evaluation of archaeological paradigms, 2) the inflammation of pseudoscientific theories regarding prehistoric civilisations, 3) the flourishing of historical-based tourism in Turkey. [101:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’; Benz and Bauer, ‘Shamanism’.]  [102:  Ingold, Tim, Temporality of Landscape, 2009, p. 59.]  [103:  Gobeklitepe Archaeological Site, https://www.goturkeytourism.com/things-to-do/gobeklitepe-archaeological-site-sanliurfa.html edn, (2020); Tobolczyk, ‘Ontogenesis of Architecture’,] 


The re-evaluation of accepted archaeological paradigms was instigated by the discovery of Göbekli Tepe; scholars disbelieving that hunter-gatherers had the desire to construct monumental architecture. Previously, it was thought that monumental architecture and organised religion were the product of Neolithization.[footnoteRef:104] Theories now propose that spirituality and community instigated civilisation emergence; one hypothesises suggests that ceremonial beer was the root of wheat domestication.[footnoteRef:105] The modern world is in an age of information, facilitated by the effective but frequently misleading research tool, the internet. Pseudo-scientific literature regarding Göbekli Tepe is ever-expanding, in both volume and recognition. It features as a citation within peer-reviewed journals, albeit within journals that are outside of the archaeological discipline.[footnoteRef:106]  [104:  Childe, ‘Urban Revolution’]  [105:  Dietrich and others, ‘Cult and Feasting’, p. 689; Jacques Cauvin, The Birth of the Gods and the Origins of Agriculture (Cambridge University Press, 2000).]  [106:  Jens Notroff and others, 'More than a Vulture: A Response to Sweatman and Tsikritsis', Mediterranean Archaeology and Archaeometry, 17 (2017), 57-74.] 


As the bridge between the east and west of the Eurasian continent, Turkey has been a cultural melting pot for millennia. Now, it is the locale of 18 UNESCO sites and 83 on the ‘tentative’ list.[footnoteRef:107] In prehistory, it was proposedly a cultural centre, a locale for ceremonies and trading resources and innovations whereas in contemporary times, the site has transformed into a destination of historical pilgrimage, archaeological inspiration, and national pride. Additionally, the site employs its’ staff from the immediate surrounding region, ensuring that the local community are active agents in the preservation of their heritage, whilst improving the economy of the area.[footnoteRef:108] Despite the ongoing COVID19 pandemic, it has been estimated that a thousand people visited the site within the last two months.[footnoteRef:109] The Turkish government installed a visitor centre and a shuttle bus system in 2013 while the site management team constructed permanent canopies to protect Göbekli Tepe from the elements.[footnoteRef:110] The region has experienced an increase in tourism, resulting in the construction of hotels and cultural monuments.[footnoteRef:111] The Turkish government has several strategies in place for 2023 that will see improvements to infrastructure in Şanlıurfa, including improved train routes, as well as stricter conservation efforts.[footnoteRef:112] Studies involving AR have been conducted at Göbekli Tepe in attempts to enhance the impact of archaeological sites on visitors.[footnoteRef:113]  [107:  Turkey, http://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/tr edn, (2020) ]  [108:  Göbekli  Tepe,  https://www.heritagedaily.com/2014/03/gobekli-tepe/102391 edn, (2014), [hereafter Heritage Daily, Göbekli Tepe]]  [109:  Göbeklitepe Hopeful for 2021 Tourism Season, https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/photo-gobeklitepe-hopeful-for-2021-tourism-season-159171#photo-4 edn, (2021) ]  [110:  Heritage Daily, Göbekli Tepe]  [111:  Heritage Daily, Göbekli Tepe]  [112:  Göbekli Tepe Nomination for Inclusion on the World Heritage List, (2017) [hereafter ‘UNESCO Nomination’] ]  [113:  UNESCO Nomination] 


Final Thoughts
Do animals make pilgrimages to high altitude locations - not for food?
Do cultures who do not worship the sky, have sacred mountains?
This research could not be conducted to a satisfactory extent due to the limitations of accessible literature and personal downfalls. Future research on this topic would need ethnographic data and preferably, primary data drawn from the site. The research would also need to be organised sufficiently. 

Conclusion
Sacrality is both identified and constructed by humans. In the case of Göbekli Tepe, the hierophany that sparked the construction of the site during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic remains mysterious to us despite various theories such as astronomical orientation or beer-fuelled ceremonies. Its sacrality during Neolithic occupation is unquestioned. However, when Schmidt uncovered the mound in 1994, he experienced another hierophany of the place, as if Göbekli Tepe demanded to be seen. Rather than considered a religious sanctuary, this site is now an archaeological marvel and a precious place of cultural heritage. Pilgrims from across the globe gather at Göbekli Tepe, despite its’ proximity to a war zone, to gape at the pillars regardless of their belief system. The sacrality is recharged through a renewed contemporary taskscape founded in the scientific method rather than reflecting a cosmology. 
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Final Thoughts

Do animals make pilgrimages to high altitude locations - not for food?

Do cultures who do not worship the sky, have sacred mountains?

This research could not be finalised to an adequate extent due to the limitations on accessible
literature. Future research on this topic would need ethnographic data and preferably, primary data
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