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Assessment #1 – Critical Source Review 
This critical source review will discuss the article entitled “Mellaart, Gimbutas, Goddesses, and Çatalhöyük: Early Assumptions and Recent Perspectives on the Çatalhöyük Finds,” published by Istanbul-based archaeologist Nurcan Yalman, PhD, in Lietuvos Archeologija 47 (Lithuanian Archaeology [Vol.] 47) in 2021. Lietuvos Archeologija is an academic journal published in Lithuanian and English, and is “an international, peer-reviewed scientific journal that publishes original scientific articles on various archaeological topics covering the Lithuanian and Baltic regions and the wider area in Europe connected to them” (Lithuanian Institute of History, 2022). In recognition of the one hundredth anniversary of her birth, this particular volume is dedicated to academic articles regarding the reception of the controversial mother goddess theory espoused by the late Lithuanian anthropologist and archaeologist, Maria Gimbutas. The Foreword states, “The aim in compiling this volume was to show different opinions about her (Gimbutas’) hypotheses and to present new possibilities for their interpretations” (Čivilyte, 2021).
In her article, Yalman outlines a history of prior archaeological excavations done at the Neolithic city of Çatalhöyük in south central Turkey beginning with James Mellaart who discovered the site in the late 1950’s up to contemporary excavations. The work done at Çatalhöyük in the intervening years since Mellaart has provided new archaeological finds and interpretations of Mellaart’s discoveries and conclusions. She focuses on Mellaart’s interpretations of female “goddess” figurines he discovered at the site as they relate to Gimbutas’ mother goddess theory, particularly in her 1974 book, The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe (originally entitled The Gods and Goddesses of Old Europe). Her thesis can be described as an explanation of how “…archaeological finds at Çatalhöyük accompanied these [mother goddess] theories in the time of Gimbutas and Mellaart and how new studies and new perspectives have altered those assumptions” (Yalman, 125).
Yalman has a BA, an MA, and a Ph.D. in Prehistory from the University of Istanbul. She spent seventeen years working on digs at Çatalhöyük, going back to 1994 when she was a university student working on a team led by Ian Hodder (Yalman, 2018) (Yalman undated). Her writing style is approachable, readable, and relatively easy to follow; in fact, its readability was one the main reasons for its selection as the topic for this assessment. Yes, it was necessary to look up the occasional word, but it didn’t distract from the reading experience. This particular article may be a translation, although she also publishes in English. 
The sources Yalman uses are primarily articles published by other archaeologists who have also worked on digs at Çatalhöyük, including the above-mentioned Mellaart and Hodder, Lynn Meskell, Kathryn Rountree, Carolyn Nakamura, inter alia. Due to her lengthy association with the Çatalhöyük site, it’s not a stretch of the imagination to suppose that, in addition to Hodder, Yalman has potentially worked with - or at least is aware of - the other contributors professionally. She also sources two of Gimbutas’ books, and uses professional photographs of some of the various items discussed in her article.
She utilizes her sources in several ways. First, she challenges Mellaart’s and Gimbutas’ interpretations directly. Secondly, she uses the other authors to contest those interpretations. Lastly, she challenges her sources when she believes they are wrong. She disputes Rountree’s perceived inconsistency in Hodder’s statements regarding the role of the goddess at Çatalhöyük (Yalman, 129). In 2006, Hodder said that there was no evidence of “priestly elites” at the site; yet, he conceded in a 2007 interview with Rountree that “archeologists could say there was a powerful female deity of some sort” there. Yalman reconciles those apparently disparate viewpoints by averring that there is a “difference between searching for any trace that can show a worship or ritual practice to a Goddess on an archaeological site and searching for any evidence that a goddess ever existed or still exists” (Yalman, 129).
In the 1960’s there was a major paradigm shift in the world of Archaeology. Processual archaeology (also known as “New Archaeology”) “introduced anthropological perspectives to archaeology in order to explain, focusing on processes rather than on facts;” (Yalman, 126). Proponents of this approach argued that applying the scientific method to archaeological research enabled archaeologists to discover information about the lives and lifestyles of those who fashioned and/or used the relics. (Processual Archaeology, 2025).
The post-processual approach arose in the United Kingdom in the 1970’s and 1980’s partly as a critique of processualism. One of its advocates was Hodder. This new approach “questioned processualism’s appeal to science and impartiality by claiming that every archaeologist is in fact biased by their personal experience and background, and thus truly scientific archaeological work is difficult or impossible.” (Post-processual Archaeology, 2025). Yalman uses this approach to discuss Mellaart’s work. 
Prior to discovering and excavating Çatalhöyük in 1958, Mellaart had excavated another site in south eastern Turkey called Hacilar. There he discovered twenty unbroken clay female figurines that he claimed were “evidence of a religion where a goddess was predominant” (Yalman, 127). Since the clay female figurines Mellaart unearthed at Çatalhöyük resembled those he’d previously discovered at Hacilar, his viewpoint was tainted by his preconceived ideas of what the newly-discovered figurines were; he was not objective. He expanded on the goddess idea, and interpreted the figurines as “evidence of the earliest beliefs and cults by many colleagues, and they also perfectly matched Gimbutas’ theory of a mother goddess” (Yalman, 127).
Mellaart claimed that these “goddess” figurines were associated with shrines, but no shrines have been discovered at the site. In 1967, Meskell contradicted Mellaart’s claim that these figurines were special; in fact, they were formed from basic clay, and appeared to be fairly commonplace. They have been found in between walls, in middens and trash heaps, and most have been found outside (Yalman 133-134). One wouldn’t expect a revered object to be treated like that. The most famous of these clay female figurines discovered at the site was found in a grain bin. It’s described as:
a female figure which was depicted in a sovereign pose between two big felines which are interpreted as leopards. The tails of these big and probably wild cats are coiling up her shoulders. And their existence creates the effect that the stool on which this woman is sitting looks like a throne…Mellaart was probably so excited by the sign that he went further by interpreting the clay lump between the woman’s feet as the woman giving birth to a male child. (Yalman, 130). 
Based on some of the available photographs of the figurine, that interpretation seems to be a stretch, as it literally appears to be nothing but a lump lying between her feet. The figure may not even be female: the face is rather androgynous; it could easily be a morbidly obese man, as it has the build of a modern-day sumo wrestler. That being said, a “Mistress of Animals” motif depicting a seated woman resting her hands on the heads of animals (often large cats) on either side of her was well-known in the Mediterranean and the Ancient Near East, and this one is just the oldest known example in existence. (Potni Theron, 2025).
Yalman gives credit to both Mellaart and Gimbutas for the work they did, as it’s invaluable and a product of their time. As she says, “I think it is unfair to say that their compelling interpretations have made no contribution at all to the current perspectives in our profession or have not helped to diversify the research questions, even for those specialists who are sceptical of their theories” (Yalman, 138).
The only bad thing about the article that stood out were some typos and the embarrassing copyediting job. On pages 132-133, an awkwardly written paragraph was partially edited and repeated. Yes, mistakes happen, but an error like that should have been caught before publication; it reflects poorly on both the author and the journal. To my disappointment, the thing that I was expecting to read - based on the title of the article and the introductory paragraph - was a direct link between Gimbutas’ work and Mellaart’s interpretations; however no evidence of that was provided. There was no mention of Mellaart having cited Gimbutas’ work as a source for his interpretations; in fact, Gimbutas’ book(s) Yalman mentions were published several years after Mellaart left the site. If Mellaart was influenced by Gimbutas in any of his work subsequent to Çatalhöyük, Yalman omitted saying it. However, that issue may be addressed in other articles in this volume. 
I find the debate over the mother goddess theory fascinating topic, and I admit that a part of me would like to believe that once upon a time, societies revered a benevolent mother goddess. I am familiar with Gimbutas’ mother goddess theory, but have not yet read any of her books. I look forward to doing more exploration on the subject as part of my research on the goddess/cat lady of Çatalhöyük figurine noted above.
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