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Assessment #3 –Çatalhöyük
This site analysis of the 9,500-year-old neolithic proto-city of Çatalhöyük will briefly examine the overall site but will mainly focus on the buildings that have come to be known as the “History Houses” that were discovered there. A materiality approach to the analysis will be taken in order to discuss how the people who lived at Çatalhöyük created, manipulated, and experienced the site within the religious, cultic, or ceremonial practices enacted there as well as how the history houses affected them in return. Such an approach will hopefully provide some insight into what religious life might have been like there.
The reason for the selection of Çatalhöyük as the topic of this site analysis was partially because it was a “known” factor having written on some of its findings earlier. The fact that the site has been the source of quite a lot of controversary over the decades also piqued the interest to learn more about it. In terms any relevance and/or relationship to any potential forthcoming research topic (which has not been determined as yet), reading and writing about Çatalhöyük has been an excellent exercise in researching world-building for future writing projects, as the community and society are extremely fascinating.
Since the concepts of “creating,” “manipulating,” and “experiencing” (sacred) space are all inextricably interconnected in the present situation, an attempt will be made to trace these three individual yet interwoven threads and join them into what is hoped to be a single coherent narrative. When an object is created, it is often necessary to manipulate another object in order to do that. For example, if a potter was creating a bowl, the clay would have to be manipulated by molding it into the desired shape, by potentially painting or glazing it, and firing it in a kiln. The bowl is experienced when it is put to use, such as when someone eats from it. 
(Sacred) space is created when it is manipulated. If someone builds or purchases an altar and designates a particular place for it in their home, they have both created and manipulated that (sacred) space. The altar is experienced when it is used in ritual ceremonies, such as for prayers or the burning of candles or incense. This would be in contrast to a hypothetical natural sacred place – such as a sacred grove – which has not been “tampered” with or manipulated by human interference: No cutting down of trees, no benches, no statutes or cultic objects left behind, etc.
Continuing with this line of logic – and in an attempt to simplify and streamline the dialogue – this site analysis will define the following terms as follows: The creation of space will be considered as the physical history houses at Çatalhöyük that were created by humans out of mud clay. This will entail a discussion regarding the construction, building, and the physical characteristics of the history homes themselves.
Next will follow an examination of a selection of three of the many ways in which the residents of Çatalhöyük manipulated space within the interiors of these buildings in order to create sacred space. The first way is the burial of dead bodies beneath the floors of the residences. The next – and linked to the above - is the designating of “clean” and “unclean” areas of the home where certain tasks were relegated to. Lastly, the homes were decorated with elaborate art work such as sculptures, wall paintings, and frescos. These paintings were not just art for art’s sake: they were intended to send a message. 
Finally, the people experienced these spaces that had been created and manipulated in the history homes not only by living there on a daily basis and being a part of the community, they also experienced them by participating in the special rituals and rites that were carried out there, such as burials and the abandonment rituals that were performed when a house was demolished to make way for a new home to be built on top of it.
The neolithic site of Çatalhöyük (meaning “forked mound”) is approximately 12.5 – 13.5 hectares in size, and is located on two mounds (an eastern and western one) on opposite sides of an old river bed on the Konya Plain in the Central-Anatolian region of Turkey. Çatalhöyük is famous and special for many reasons, some of which are: (1) the amazing state of preservation of the site; (2) it is the oldest city in the world yet to have been discovered; and, (3) it also demonstrates the transition from a wandering nomadic hunting society to a sedentary agricultural-based society. 
The settlement at Çatalhöyük was densely packed, with an estimated population ranging from 3,500 to 8,000 (or possibly as much as 20,000) at the peak of its occupation (Hodder, 2015). Both the eastern and western mounds were occupied for at least a millennium, although not at the same time. The eastern mound (the larger and more famous one of the two) was inhabited from approximately 7,400 – 6,200 B.C. and was then abandoned in favour of the western mound which was inhabited from 6,200 – 5,200 B.C.E. There is no consensus as to why the site was finally abandoned. 
The economy at Çatalhöyük was grain based; they grew crops such as wheat, barley, and millet. They raised and domesticated animals such as sheep, goats, and cattle. They also hunted big game animals such as bulls, arachises, and stags whose skulls and horns were used to decorate the walls (Hodder, 1999). There were dogs living at the site, but they were not kept as pets, they served a function. In addition to being guardians, they were also eaters of waste, which helped kept diseases at bay. 
As discussed in earlier work, Çatalhöyük was initially discovered by British archaeologist James Mellaart in 1961, who worked on the site until 1965 when he was forced to leave the country after the Turkish government accused him of trafficking in antiquities. Work on the site was abandoned for almost 30 years until 1993 when British professor Ian Hodder recommenced excavations (apparently with the blessing of Mellaart) and led dig teams there for 25 years, until 2018.
There were no public buildings or ceremonial centres in the oldest layers of building at the site. These do not appear until Level V after a destructive fire (which may or may not have been deliberately set). “This was also when ritually elaborate buildings became easy to access. It seems individual buildings had lost their historical importance; identities were no longer linked to specific buildings and specific localities” (During, 2001).
These residences at the site have been described as “honeycombs” of homes built on top of each other. At first Mellaart thought that these buildings were static “shrines” and that he had stumbled across the priestly area of town (Hodder 2007). However, Mellaart was wrong on both counts. Later digs proved that these buildings were not shrines, but were actually residential homes where people lived. Neither were they static; in reality, they were actually a procession of creation, and they are known today as “history houses” due to their longevity (Hodder, 1999). This continuity of construction over long periods of time has been linked to the “creation and maintenance of social memory. Not only was it used for everyday living activities such as eating and sleeping, “but also for cyclical ritual activities such as wall paintings, animal installations and burials” (Haddow, 2024) In other words, experiences. 
Again, for the sake of clarity, the term “History House” will need to be defined. Hodder defined a history house as “having at least three phases of rebuilding, and in at least one phase there are large numbers of burials (over 10). They are often more elaborate than other buildings but elaborate buildings and multiple burial buildings exist for which we do not have any evidence that they were repeatedly rebuilt. The measure of elaboration is based on the numbers of floor segments, basins, benches, installations (including bucrania and other animal fixtures), pillars and paintings in the main room of a building” (Hodder, 2015). 
History houses were literally built right on top of a prior home. The old home was meticulously cleaned, special objects such as burial remains were retrieved, and then it was filled in. The roof was leveled off to ground level, plastered over, and then a new home was built, often using the stumps of the prior building/s and the exact same floor plan. (These are known as abandonment rituals, to be discussed in further detail below). These clay homes could last for decades and some contained as much as forty-two layers of plaster on the walls. 
In 2006, Ian Hodder “suggested that the densely backed buildings were actually grouped in small neighborhoods or zones separated by alleyways. Thus to travel from one zone to another a walker would be required to go down from the roof to ground level. Movement from house to house within the neighborhood may very well have been across the rooftops…” (Tringham, 2013). 
The materials used in constructing the homes consisted of frames made from timbers, clay bricks that had dried in the sun, and reeds and plaster. (The latter two ingredients provided both sealant and insulation). The homes were predominantly rectangular shaped, and ranged in size from approximately 11 to 48 square meters. They had neither windows nor doors; the only way to enter them was through a hole in the roof that was accessed via a ladder made of squared wood that rested against the south wall. This rooftop hole also functioned as a chimney to allow the smoke from the hearth and oven to escape. During the winter when it got very cold, the air quality must have been extremely smoky. Defence does not seem to be a overly serious concern, although this was the reason that there were no ground-floor entrances to the buildings. No evidence has been discovered of any massacres at the site during its long occupation (Hodder, 2004). Waste was disposed of in middens (garbage piles) or in abandoned homes.
Two of the ways that the space inside these residences was manipulated was by the burial of dead bodies beneath the floors of these homes. In doing so, the residents made a distinction between the “sacred” and “profane,” by designating one area as “clean,” and the other as “dirty. In other words, the physical space inside the home was manipulated to create a (sacred) space solely reserved for the burial of human remains. These corpses were “embedded in the fabric of the houses, often appearing to mark important architectural milestones. In this way, the life course of houses – their construction/birth, occupation/life and abandonment/death – are entangled with the lives of the individuals buried with them, thus forming shared biographies” (Haddow, 2024). 
Once again, experience.
These burial grounds were predominantly found in the same end of the home: the north, also known as the “male” or the “clean” area. This “clean” area is contrasted with the hearth and the food preparation areas in the south end of the home – known as the “female” area – which was considered the “dirty” area and was not kept anywhere near as scrupulously clean as the northern end where the bodies were buried (a rather backwards notion to our modern-day concept of clean versus dirty based on our knowledge of hygiene and sanitation). However, “pre-term fetuses, neonates and infants were also interred within side rooms or near ovens and hearths in the central room” (Haddow, 2024) perhaps making a link to the “woman’s area”. 
To be fair, not being overly concerned with the cleanliness of that area may have been partially pragmatic or utilitarian: the hearth and eating areas were near the access point to the roof where the ladder was, so there would have been a lot of foot traffic in that area. Since it was the busier section of the home, it would be more difficult to keep clean than an area that was dedicated to the dead. On the other hand, perhaps labelling the “women’s area” as dirty due to the nature of the work that went on there may possibly have been a way of denigrating the work of women (more on this below).
“The interior walls of the house seemed to divide it into north and south sections, which were markedly different. Even within individual rooms, all the ‘domestic’ activities, such as cooking and grinding of grain and cereals, took place in the south, while the sculpture, paintings and other decorations were restricted to the north” (Balter, 2006). 
The north area was also where the residents slept on platforms that had been built in the wall directly above the corpses buried in the floor below. The fact that the northern area of the home was kept fastidiously clean and that the residents also slept almost literally on top of the dead bodies, may be a sign of respect for their dearly departed and may also indicate that they were trying to “connect” somehow with them. The two groups were all sleeping together like a “family bed”, although only one group would physically wake up.
The attention to detail in these burials rites is interesting. Hodder notes in one building that, “the north-west platform has not only the highest concentration of burials, but also the highest proportion of young individuals. So the paining in Building 1 is associated with burial, especially of young people” (Hodder, 1999). The art here is serving a functional purpose as it is describing what the area contains.
Initially, Mellaart thought that these burials were family burying plots; however, modern scientific evidence shows that these bodies did not always belong to the same blood family. Naturally, some people likely could have married into families that already resided in the home. However, the residents may also have “included adoptive, foster or fictive kin held together by memory and history making.” They may not even have lived within that building, but there is evidence for “some degree of distinct diets associated with those buried in buildings” (Hodder, 2015). 
Hodder believed that “The history house hypothesis can be clarified to state that the burial of people below the floors of repeatedly built houses played a part in creating social networks at Çatalhöyük” He based this on the fact that the houses were “repeatedly rebuilt on the same footprint,” and that there were, “too many burials in some buildings and too few in others for the burials in a building to be directly correlated with the inhabitants of that building.” He felt that “the houses with many burials acted as preferential burial locations for the inhabitants of other buildings” (Hodder, 2015).
These dead bodies were later dug up and the heads circulated before being buried in either foundation or abandonment deposits (Hodder, 2007). Hodder is convinced that the passing around of the skulls was a form of history making. He claims that “there is much evidence at the site for the circulation of human body parts, including skulls and mandibles of men and women that were removed, circulated and deposited…” (Hodder, 2015). Again, this is another example of experience. 
A third way that the people of Çatalhöyük manipulated space inside these buildings was by the amazing artwork that they created and displayed. The homes were elaborately decorated with paintings, and bucrania (cows’ skulls) were mounted on the walls. Mellaart describes a wall paintings discovered in a building on Level III that depicts hunters attacking deer in one room, and an aurochs bull in another. These paintings were not art simply for the sake of art. No, they were intended to convey a message of power. Paintings commemorating the hunting of wild bulls might actually be a way to commemorate (some of) the feasts held in the home. They may have been paintings of mighty ancestors out of the misty past - whether literal or mythological – in an attempt to make a statement that, “This is who we are. Their blood runs in our veins.” They may also be a way to simply memorialize the memory of their ancestors in art, like we still do today with photographs and paintings, etc. Or, it also may have intended to be a nostalgic yearning for – and looking back at – what was perceived to be the “glory days” of what it meant to be a man: a mighty hunter rather than a mere farmer.
“The powers to give feasts, to provide, and to protect would be enhanced by the images of violence, sex, and death. At Çatalhöyük there is an association between feasting deposits and wild male cattle. The art shows large numbers of people engaged in the killing of dangerous animals such as bulls that then appear in the feasting residues and in the installations in houses…” (Hodder, 2007).
It is impossible to deny that the Neolithic community of Çatalhöyük engaged some kind of concern with a world or force beyond that of the living human population. The plastering, circulation and installation of human and animal skulls, and the depiction of humans and animals in wall painting and modeled media, suggest that certain animals and the dead were likely imbued with some kind of power in the socioreligious sphere. Moreover, the specific and sustained attention given to some houses, which sometimes persisted over several generations, indicates that the house itself played a central role in spiritual life at Çatalhöyük” (Nakaruma, 2009).
Hodder muses, “It is possible that much of the art and symbolism at Çatalhöyük has little to do with representation and symbolism at all. It may be more like a tool, used to control or communicate with animals, spirits, and ancestors. The common use of the hand motif at Çatalhöyük may suggest the idea of touching or reaching through the walls” (Hodder, 1999).
Overall, it appears that societal power at Çatalhöyük was fairly balanced between men and women. There is no evidence of either patriarchy or matriarchy. However, that is quite a different story when it comes to the art that has been discovered there. Most of the art is masculine, where depictions of males (such as bulls and stags with erect phalluses) and men dominate; there are very few women represented. In fact, there was a lot of sex, violence, and death portrayed. The majority of the animal skulls mounted on the walls inside the residences tended to be bulls and rams. This focus on the male was part of a long tradition in the Anatolian region. 
Despite the fact that Mellaart asserted that a mother goddess cult was predominant at Çatalhöyük, time has shown that the inverse is, in fact, the truth. More male figurines have been found at the site than female ones. Hodder describes paintings depicting people, teasing, baiting, and playing with wild animals, such as bulls, bear, wild boar, and stages. In these cases the humans are dominating the animals and interfering with them” (Hodder, 2007).
Hodder notes that, “the art and the symbolism on the whole downplay or even deny the significance of agriculture. The houses are filled with symbolic representations in many dwellings one seems hardly able to move without facing some bull’s head or painting. Yet in all this, the grain stores are never elaborated with any form of symbolism. The domestic pots are not painted or decorated; neither are the baskets used to store grain. The entire area of plants and agriculture is marginal in the art and symbolism…” (Hodder, 2015). It makes one wonder if this was a deliberate message they were sending. Since there is a strong link between women and grains (think of the famous broken clay figurine of a naked seated lady surrounded by two large felines who was discovered in a grain bin at the site) is it possible that the paintings are trying to say that ‘real men’ and ‘real heroes’ are the hunters of the dangerous animals who supply the meat for the tables? This attitude appears to be at odds with a society like Çatalhöyük that seemed to have achieved a decent balance of power between the sexes.
In a wall-painting on VII.8, a group of vultures with outspread wings is portrayed as dining on half a dozen decapitated people. Mellaart believed that this was a pictographic way of saying that one was looking at dead bodies since vultures do not remove crania. Was this gruesome painting made to strike fear into a potential enemy? That this is what will happen to you? It is interesting to note that Mellaart reported that the bodies that were buried below the vulture painting were in tact: their skulls had not been removed, thereby there was no direct link between the painting and the burial.
In conclusion, the residents of Çatalhöyük created space when they constructed the history homes. They then manipulated the space they had created by burying dead bodies beneath the floor and segregating that area as “clean” as opposed to the other end of the home which was considered “dirty.” They also decorated the homes with elaborate artwork such as wall paintings and mounted animal skulls. Finally, a person would experience the space by participating in the rites performed there such as burials and the abandonment rituals wherein the old house was demolished and a new one built on top of it, or by dining at a feast in the rooms with walls painted in colourful geometric shapes or that depict scenes of hunts, death, and violence. Fascinating as the subject is, sadly time and space do not allow for a deeper analysis of the site. A vast number of papers, articles, and books have been written on the subject of Çatalhöyük and the astounding discoveries that have been unearthed there, and it was a difficult task to sift through them in an attempt to narrow the focus of the research in order to fit the criteria and parameters of the assignment. A lot more could have been said about Çatalhöyük and its amazing wonders; there was just way too much information to include.
But it sure made for some very interesting reading as well as being, in the words of the immortal Anne Shirley, “Scope for the imagination.” 
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