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______________________________________________
Deliberately buried for millennia, these two giant monoliths were excavated during the 1990s, no doubt delivering the same level of awe and mystery as they did when seen by neolithic eyes for the first time, when in use between 9600BC and 8000BC approximately.
Clearly a pair, Pillar 18 and Pillar 31 were erected together and facing one another in the centre of Enclosure D, a circular structure dominating the site of Göbekli Tepe in southeastern Turkey.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Each T-pillar is 5.5 metres high, secured in the ground with a pedestal of just 20cm in height, carved from the bedrock.  Despite their polygonal appearance, they are anthropomorphic – the vertical pillar representing the body, the smaller horizontal stone atop is reminiscent of a head, and at each side arms are carved, hands resting above a loincloth and belt. 
  It is interesting to note the dimensions of the carvings – the ‘head’ of the pillars are one-third the height of the ‘body’ in width, and the width of the body matches the height of the head.  The carvings on both pillars are also standardised – the bend of the arms creates a ninety-degree angle, and the placement of the hands is approximately two-thirds below the top of the main vertical pillar.  Other singular pillars at the site are more free-form and less formulaic in their structure and decoration, and I do wonder whether the standardised shapes, angles and proportions facilitated ease of exact duplication of the two giants.  Kostov claims that the geometrical properties of the carvings reveal evidence of ‘knowledge of periodicy, proportion and counting’ (Kostov, 2021 p.217).  
As can be seen from the image above, Pillar 18 has other notable markings; a loincloth, cloak, belt and gorget, or throat-decoration, surely holding symbolic meaning, as does the small fox appearing inside the elbow.    Additionally, and not visible to the passing viewer at ground level, they also have numerous small dips or cupola carved out of the top surface of the head stone. [image: A pillar with a light shining on

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
These giants were carved from the high-quality limestone found at the site, and this resource is likely to be one of the many reasons that the site was chosen (Schmidt 2010).  Other human figures have also been discovered but these are smaller, more naturalistic, appearing to represent mortal beings, rather than these stylized, anonymous giants.
The quarrying, carving and moving of these slabs of rock would have required significant effort on the part of the societies that created them – estimates by Notroff et al suggest that between twenty-two and forty-four individuals would have been required to quarry, lift and move just one pillar – behind these statistics are the demographics of the time – to be able to dedicate such manpower to the construction points us in the direction of early collaboration – the workforce needed to be fed.  Evidence of drinking and feasting, discussed later, points to reward and compensation of sorts for those that gave up valuable time that would have been spent sourcing nourishment (Notroff et al, 2014).
When considering how these were regarded during the time of their use, it is important to consider what we know of society at that time.  As mentioned, were still hunter-gatherers and, for the most part, nomadic.  Structures of the magnitude of Göbekli Tepe and its megalithic pillars, built by human hands, was a monumental achievement and one that would have reverberated in the form of stories and myths, diffused by nomadic movement and embellished by fireside tales of giants that resided in the mountains.  Seeing them would have been striking and awe-inspiring if you had listened to years of elders describing them and their powers.
Clinton Briar tries to elucidate what the experience of being near one of the T-pillars would have been like; ‘Our hunter-gatherer has never witnessed a sight like the two towering central pillars adorned with powerful symbols. He is shocked when he takes his seat by P43 and actually sees portrayed for the first time the dreadful narrative he has been told since childhood’ (Briar, 2020 p.6).  Although he cites Pillar 43, the two central pillars would have had a similar impact, if not more intimidating.  
Not only would the size and the arcane ideas shared about the pillars inspire wonderment, the way in which they were used would have exacerbated the experience.  Enclosure D, where Pillar 18 is located, is a round structure, with a bench built into the circular walls.  If, and it is highly likely, large gatherings took place here, this would surely have added to the experience.  It is not known whether the enclosure was roofed or not, but if it was covered it would have created a dark and other-worldly atmosphere.  Add to this chanting, shamanic rituals, possibly substance use and you have all of the ingredients required to bring this pillar to life – flickering torchlight, the fervour of the people alongside you, drums and other instruments, dancing and chanting, the smell of fire smoke and other substances – it is easy to see how this combination could incite worship, devotion and the animation of the ancestor or god represented by the pillar.
There is evidence available to us to support this vision of feasting, fire and sound.  Dimitrios Dendrinos, when discussing the cupolas on the top of the pillar, states that ‘undoubtedly, those recesses were made to hold flammable liquid, possibly olive oil, to light them up at night during ceremonies’ (Dendrinos 2016 p.27).  Imagine the sight – not only an imposing 5.5m megalith, one that embodies a deity, but one wearing a crown of flames – simply unforgettable, and a story that would have echoed throughout the local groups, told and retold for generations.
Acoustic studies conducted by Paolo Debertolis and his team, around the pillar, identified that there is a ‘vibration’ or infrared sound existing alongside it that has not been evidenced at any other part of the site.  Banging a hand on the pillar itself creates a frequency ‘as powerful as a drum’ with vibrations that ‘potentially help to make ancient rituals more impressive, sound-wise. (Debertolis et al. 2017 p.112).’  Not only that, he claims that the harmonies created by the stones potentially can affect brain activity, adding further nuance to the possible sensory experience around the pillar. 
Large numbers of animal bones were discovered in the back-fill, another sign that large-scale, communal feasting took place.  Traces of oxalate, a chemical residue left behind after mashing, steeping and fermenting grain to create beer has been found in inadmissible quantities on stone vessels at Göbekli Tepe, as well as large troughs with a capacity of 160 litres showing non-identifiable residue.  More significantly tartaric acid has been found in more concentrated quantities at the nearby site of Kortik Tepe, a contemporary of Göbekli Tepe and likely used in a comparable way (Dietrich et al, 2019).  This points to, but does not prove, that alcoholic beverages were part of the feasting and ritual at Göbekli Tepe, and I think that it is highly likely that either alcohol, other mind-altering substances, or both, formed a key part of rituals taking place in Enclosure D, with the T-pillars being the focus of the activity.
If the site was not roofed, this opens up another suite of possibilities for how the T-pillars might have been used, viewed and located.  Pillar 18, and its partner, Pillar 43, are aligned north-west to south-east, corresponding with the summer solstice sunrise as well as the winter solstice sunset at that time.  Dendrinos suggests that the shadows cast by the enormous monoliths would have been significant, creating a celestial sundial of sorts (Dendrinos, 2016).  I hope that this is the case – ancient societies were much more in tune with the sky in all its variations and subtleties.  With no light pollution, no distractions and a wide open landscape the heavens must have been as much a feature of their lives as the land that they walked on, and for this reason I think it is probable that any group of people undertaking such a huge construction effort, one of the first of its kind, would have considered how their endeavours and legacy would complement and represent what is essentially 50% of their surroundings.   
But who or what was represented by the pillar?  Erika Qasim views them as benevolent and non-threatening, citing the posture of the arms in a neutral position, and the headstone as being neither raised in anger nor bowed in a threatening manner (Qasim, no date).  I agree that they appear benign and non-confrontational, simply standing and watching – they are aligned towards the entrance of the enclosure and seem to simply say ‘Here you are, and here we are’ to those entering the space.  They ‘belong’ to the space, they are part of the sequence of pillars constructed to create the rest of the circle and yet they stand alone and imposing in the centre, dominating the enclosure.
Their featureless faces render them superhuman in the sense that they are elevated beyond mortal design, their size separates them from us and of course, there would have been the question of ‘how did they get there?’  The site was in use for approximately two thousand years and naturally this would mean that these pillars would have already been archaic and enigmatic, even to those who we consider ancient ourselves.  To reiterate a point from earlier – the myths that would have been told about the pillars and the seeming impossibility of their creation by man would add to their provenance.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The allure and mystery of the pillars would have travelled far and wide – in fact a tiny piece of bone which seems to show two T-pillars is on display at the Sanliurfa museum.  This may have been used as some kind of amulet or charm, and there have even been suggestions that it also represents a star-map; three holes near the top-centre of the plaque align with the stars of Orion’s belt in 9000BC.  (Collins, 2015)
This tiny image is the earliest known depiction of a T-pillar.  In so many ways it perfectly illustrates the importance of the site and the pillars.  Either the owner considered it imbued with the power of the pillars themselves, or they wanted a charm or keepsake to represent their time there, and possibly to share with their kin on their return from the site.
Taking a closer look at Pillar 18 itself, we can see that care has been taken to engrave it to display clothing and other accoutrements.  These must have had significant meaning, and what that meaning is has been discussed at length  One theory that I find both intriguing and conceivable is that of Dr. Aaron Judkins, who sees beyond the simple expression of anthropomorphism of the pillars and argues that the shapes and carvings represent a distant precursor to later writing, finding analogies with symbols from the Luwian script, an early hieroglyphic language ascribed to the Hittite empire.  He states that the H symbol found on the pillar is similar to the Luwian icon for ‘portal’ or ‘gate’ and that the crescent Moon symbol seen alongside the H alludes to the ‘Moon god.’  In simple terms this would translate as the pillar itself being the ‘portal to the Moon god,’ which, when taken into consideration with possible celestial alignment, I feel is a reasonable view to take (Judkins, 2025 p.13).  This could also answer the question of who the pillar represents – an ancient deity, the first one (along with its partner) fashioned by human hands that we have discovered to date.  If Judkins is right, and the symbols can be read as pictographic language, then there is also a bigger question about the origins of writing.  Again, as with the astronomical alignment, I lean towards thoughtful consideration being given to every aspect of the pillar – the carvings are not random decoration, and the balance of probability means that each icon would have had meaning to ancient viewers.
My research leads me to the conclusion that Pillar 18 represented a god – ambivalent, possibly benevolent, not quite like the humans that worshipped it but more esoteric, strange and supernatural.  Every part of the sculpture would have conveyed a message – perhaps it was a Moon god, aligned with the skies and revered at auspicious times of the year.  Ancient to us and ancient to neolithic peoples, who had heard many stories about the powerful colossus high in the mountains, the gods who moved with the stars and the Sun and the Moon.  A focus of community, feasting and drinking, elevation to altered states of mind, drumming – maybe even striking the pillar itself. music, chanting, dancing and intricate ritual.  It becomes easy to picture the scene - flickering shadows from fires and torches, making the pillar appear to dance beneath its fiery crest, animated once again for the worshippers inside the enclosure.
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