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Assessment #2 – The Seated “Cat” Lady of Çatalhöyük
The subject of this object analysis is an eight-thousand-year-old broken baked clay figure known as, “The Seated Woman of Çatalhöyük” discovered in 1961 in a grain bin at an archaeological dig at the neolithic proto-town of Çatalhölük, in south central Turkey. She is linked to the Çatalhöyük Research Project, records SC1411 at Stanford University where she is listed as “Clay Figurine: ‘mother goddess’” amongst the inventory (Stanford). She has since been restored and now resides at the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations in Ankara, Turkey.
This particular object just seemed to stand out from all the other objects covered in this module, and, being feline friendly, it cannot be denied that the big cats flanking the seated lady were a large part of the attraction. From a psychological standpoint, perhaps part of the appeal was because there was no (mother) goddess in Evangelical Protestantism, but merely a single male/father god who could be quite harsh at times. In Catholic elementary school, prayers to and songs about the Virgin Mary - or the “Blessed Mother”- were commonplace, and it felt comforting to pray or talk to an all-wise “Mother Mary,” who would intercede to God on your behalf. As the “Hail Mary” prayer says, “Holy Mary, Mother of God, Pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death. Amen.” The attraction to, and allure of, a (mother) goddess – or goddesses in general – has never really left. 
In terms of an overall research portfolio, previously submitted work discussed some of the contentious issues regarding Mellaart’s findings at Çatalhölük. Using a materiality approach, this object analysis is a more in-depth look at one of the more famous artefacts unearthed there, and the debates surrounding it. Although a final decision has yet to be made, the next logical step towards work on a portfolio might be to do a site analysis of Çatalhöyük itself. 
The nine-thousand-year-old neolithic town or proto-city of Çatalhöyük in south-western Turkey was inhabited by approximately eight thousand people in its day. It was discovered in 1958 by the controversial Anglo-Dutch archaeologist James Mellaart. Excavation of the site began in 1961 and lasted until 1965 when Mellaart was forced to leave the country after he was accused by the Turkish government of being involved in smuggling artifacts. The site was abandoned for almost thirty years until one of Mellaart’s students, Ian Hodder, began digging there in 1993. Work continues at the site to the present day.
In his preliminary report on the excavations at the site published in 1962, Mellaart described Çatalhöyük as, “…the largest neolithic site yet known in the Near East, covering 32 acres. It lies in the centre of the most fertile part of the Konya plain… about 980 m. above-sea level” (Mellaart, 1962). His dig was “concentrated on the eastern, neolithic mound” for the majority of the season. (Mellaart, 1962). The western slope of this mound was “closely built up” (Mellaart, 1962), and “Not less than ten successive building-levels were discovered, numbered from top to bottom, and out of these, only two… are not burnt. In all, some forty houses were found with a more of less standard plan. The culture deposits so far discovered show that this culture went through steady development, without any serious breaks or disturbances, extending through a considerable period of time, during which the accumulations of houses and debris reached a thickness of not less than 35 feet” (Mellaart, 1962).
In 1961, a broken clay figure created by an unknown artisan was discovered in a grain bin at the site. The figure was sitting in a chair with its arms resting on the heads of two large felines, possibly leopards, who were flanking them. Based on the figure’s large sagging breasts and the lack of male genitalia, Mellaart claimed the figure was female. He was also convinced she was a goddess sitting on a throne. “A belief in a goddess of fertility and abundance clearly demonstrated by the figurines” (Mellaart, 1962). He [Mellaart] described the figure as follows: “A clay statuette of a goddess supported by leopards giving birth” (Meulenberg, 2021.)
Mellaart was also convinced that he had discovered the goddess’ “shrines” based on the fact that all the mud brick buildings were arranged the same (Balter, 2009). It made sense to him that agricultural societies would call upon fertility gods and goddesses to aid them with their harvests (Balter, 2006). Contending that the goddess cult was led by women, he then argued that Çatalhöyük was a matriarchal society (Balter, 2006), a rather large stretch. The idea of a mother goddess had been on the rise since the 19th century, and at the time of this discovery in the early 1960’s feminism and women’s rights were just starting to take off, so many people jumped on this academic bandwagon.
However, Mellaart was biased. He had just recently come from a dig at Hacilar and discovered similar figures there which he said were goddesses. However, there is/was no evidence of any shrines in Çatalhölük where she was worshipped; veneration was not public, but private. Nor is she “special” and unique; she is one of hundreds of such figures unearthed at the site. Neither was she made with special materials, such as marble; she was formed from baked clay. Furthermore, Mellaart is not a reliable narrator; he was accused of forgery and manufacturing evidence of his finds. Hodder, who followed him, did far more meticulous work. Hodder even found male figurines at the site.
[The figure] is now called 'the seated woman'. Surprisingly, Mellaart’s reconstruction drawing differs from the reconstruction from the Ankara museum. The drawing shows the tails of the two leopards, which are lovingly slung over the shoulders of the seated woman. But these tails are missing in the reconstruction from the Ankara museum. 
That those tails were actually present in the past is shown on the photo that Mellaart made of the figure when it was found…Those leopard tails are important for the interpretation of this figurine. Without these tails, one can assume that the woman sits on a throne with armrests in the shape of leopards (Meulenberg, 2021.)
She weighs one kilogram (2.2 pounds), measures seventeen centimetres (6.7 inches) long, eleven centimetres (4.3 inches) wide, and twelve centimetres (4.7 inches) high. She is made of fire-baked terra cotta clay, a common material for such figurines. Her head was missing at the time of discovery, and so was most of the cat on her left side. Various coloured photographs of the reconstructed figure demonstrate that the colour of clay of the cat on her left matches the colour of the clay of her restored head, unlike the dull coloured clay of right-hand cat. The restored left-hand cat also has more detailing on its face than the right-hand one. It has a defined mouth and its nose even has nostrils. The cat on her left has no indentations for eyes, but resembles a blank slate, and has less definition on the ears, while some details remain on the nose. In fact, this left cat has more facial details than the lady herself. That being said, the rest of the cats’ bodies are not that detailed; there are no defined legs or paws, they just seem to meld into the seat. 
She has heavy – almost bulbous – upper arms, while both of her forearms and hands are missing, and have not been restored. Her hands would likely have been resting on the heads of the cats, a common feature among these types of figures. On the top of her head she is wearing what – from the front view - looks something like a halo, but actually winds around to the back of her head like a snake. Her reconstructed face is rather androgynous looking, and its most prominent feature is her triangular nose. There are hollows for eyes, but no defined mouth. 
Over her broad shoulders hang what Mellaart reported as the tails of the two cats. As noted above, the tails have not been restored on the back of the figure. Her pendulous breasts are large and sagging. Her abdomen has three large indents which almost look like an angry face. The way it sags could indicate that this is not a pregnant young woman, but an older woman, a “crone”. Her bulbous thighs and calves echo her upper arms. There are horseshoe shaped indents on her knees representing kneecaps. Her right foot is intact, but the left is broken off. Between her feet lies something that Mellaart described as the head of her son that she had supposedly just given birth to. That claim does seem to be a bit of a stretch, although it is possible that one can potentially discern something which perhaps may be facial features, but that appears to depend on both the angle of the photo and the lighting. 
Her rather large buttocks (which have a well-defined crack) protrudes out behind the backless seat she is sitting on. The bottom-left side is broken, and just to the right, you can see what appears to be some form of serial number, which may be her museum accession number. Between her shoulder blades and above her buttocks is something that looks like an oval-shaped fan blade.
Unfortunately, it remains unknown what use she may have had, if any. As discussed above, Mellaart immediately declared that she represented the local goddess worshipped at the site. However, there are other theories. Since she was found in a grain bin, she may be an amulet for protecting the grain. One such figure was found on top of a baking oven, leading the author of the article to ponder that if this figure was a goddess representing fertility, did the origin of the phrase “having a bun in the oven” go all the way back to neolithic Turkey (Meskell, 2004). Neither is it known exactly how she was formed. Was she hand-crafted individually, or formed via a mould? Was she custom-made, or “mass produced”?
Similar figurines have been found in garbage pits, but also in oven walls, house walls, floors, and left in abandoned structures. This perhaps indicates that their owners did not consider the figurine in and of itself to be something of valuable, such as a treasured family heirloom handed down through the generations, or something equivalent to a modern-day limited edition collectable Disney doll. It may indicate that the figure may have had a temporary function, and once the figure had served its purpose it was disposed of. “What is clear is that figurines were disposable in a way that some other objects were not This might suggest a more contingent and perhaps bounded lifecycle, perhaps attached to particular events, lives or houses. Such findings challenge or at least reorient the transcendent status generally assumed for figural objects” (Nakamura-Meskell, 2013).
Apparently, people are not writing about her; this may be due to all the controversies surrounding her. There is, of course, a lot of money involved: people have been flocking to Çatalhölük as a as a “pilgrimage site” for decades, fueled by books written by such authors as the late Marija Gimbutas whose writings fueled this controversy. The feminist eco-tourism trade brings in a lot of cash into the local economy and also draws attention (and perhaps donors) to the work being done on the site. 
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