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Figure 1: Artist's vision of Çatalhöyük during the late Neolithic, credit: Dan Lewandowski. (from https://www.sci.news/archaeology/science-catalhoyuk-map-mural-volcanic-eruption-01681.html)





Çatalhöyük


Introduction
My site analysis will focus on Çatalhöyük, which, while not the oldest late Neolithic settlement, is probably the largest. On the timeline, it marks a key moment when humans became sedentary while still partially relying on the wild resources (plants and animals) to supplement their diet and their economy (Roberts & Rosen, 2009:393). The period of Çatalhöyük occupation should be considered a pivotal time and place for the emergence of a new economic, social, and religious order (Mellaart, 1964a:94). 
This analysis will be integrated into my portfolio, which focuses on how, during the late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age, religion in the form of funerary cults interacted with the social structure in the Near East. In this specific context, symbolism, as well as mortuary rituals and practices, acted as tools to shape, support, and strengthen the collective framework. Çatalhöyük, as a precursor to the new social order, finally led to the emergence of religion-supported, socially segmented, hierarchical societies. 
Scholarly context
The Çatalhöyük site was first excavated by James Mellaart in May 1961 (Hodder, 2004:81; Mellaart, 1964a:94) and proved to be one of the key discoveries of the Levant Neolithic archaeology. Mellaart did an essential work, putting Çatalhöyük on the Neolithic map and drawing attention to this place of changes, which connected prehistory and the emergence of the first cities. However, some of Mellaart’s views have been seriously challenged or proven incorrect: for example, he saw the evidence of sacred areas, and he thought that there were different quarters for separate crafts and activities, which provided proof for a definitive specialisation in function and social function. He argued that the different sizes of houses and what he saw as obvious differences in the quality of grave goods were proof that: “... this settlement was not a village of farmers, however rich” (Mellaart, 1964a:94). 
Then, there was the problem of his beliefs in the existence of a “Great Goddess” cult and of a matriarchal social organisation, during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A and B societies (Mellaart, 1964a:102). This theory became so popular that it tainted the public’s view of Çatalhöyük and generated a controversy for decades (Hodder, 2004:77-78). Hodder highlights that cultural ethnography has been unable to offer evidence of “true” matriarchies. Then, referring to studies using diverse scientific examinations of skeletal remains – such as stable isotope analysis –, he was able to conclude that men and women had the same alimentation – access to a better diet is a foremost sign of privileges. Furthermore, they were engaged in similar activities, and they spent a similar amount of time indoors and outdoors (Hodder, 2004:78-81). There are also no indications that men and women “had specialised tasks or that the daily life was highly gendered” (Hodder, 2004:81), as there is no sign that sex would have been translated into differences in status or power. 
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Figure 2. Small female figurine (2.8 cm in height) with a hole made in her back to put a seed (Hodder, 2004:82).
There seems, however, to have been a direct connection between womanwood and the wide concept of fertility, as demonstrated by the figurine of a woman with a hole in the back to hold a seed or by the discovery of the “Seated Woman” figurine in a container of grain.
Furthermore, examination of some 2000 figurines excavated at Çatalhöyük shows that not only the majority are zoomorphic representations but also that among the anthropomorphic sculptures, non-gendered ones are much more numerous than gendered ones (Hodder & Meskell, 2012:128).
Another scholarly dissent concerns the surroundings of Çatalhöyük; of It was originally thought that the Çarşamba floodplain was uniformly flat and formed a wetland inappropriate for cultivation (Roberts & Rosen, 2009:393). This was putting the nearest fields cultivable quite far away – 13km (~3h) – this premise implied a split social life, with a part of the group leaving for a prolonged period the settlement, to work the fields. Furthermore, this left open the question of how the detached workers would have been dealing with group identity, memory, ritual, social, and domestic activity and relationships. This would have had a massive impact on the town’s community identity, life and structure. However, recent archaeogeological and palaeoclimatological studies brought back the fields in the vicinity of Çatalhöyük (Ayla et al, 2017:31; Hodder, 2018:08’:00’’-10’:00’’).
Presentation of the site of Çatalhöyük
The settlement has been occupied from 7400 to 6000 BCE by 3500 to 8000 people in some 2000 houses (Hodder, 2004:77) and stretches over some 26 acres (13ha). The Neolithic economy was partly established on the cultivation of domesticated plants, and on harvesting wild ones, and partly on the progressive domestication of sheep and goats and hunting of mainly wild bovines (Hodder, 2007:106). Following the first excavations by Mellaart, Çatalhöyük gained in popularity thanks to its large size, its early symbolic decoration and artefacts, and by showing that Neolithic settled villages were present well outside the “Fertile Crescent” (Hodder, 2007:106). However, the perspective on the Neolithic in Anatolia evolved with the discovery of other sites in Anatolia exhibiting a similar level of symbolism and art (Hodder, 2012:303). One of the particularities of Çatalhöyük is that, until now, no large, non-domestic building which could have been used for collective rituals and ceremony has been found. Furthermore, at Çatalhöyük (Hodder, 2012:306), it seems that symbolism and rituals are not present in the public space but in the domestic one (Hodder, 2012:306).
Despite its particularities, Çatalhöyük shows numerous similarities with other earlier settlements from the Epipaleolithic period, when the nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle gave precedence to a new sedentary way of life (Watkins, 2010:624-625). Changes in lifestyle during the Epipaleolithic and Neolithic periods, such as the clustering of households and the new social complexity, were generally accompanied by symbols and practices, such as communal feasting often taking place outdoors and new funerary rituals (Kuijt, 2000:94-97). 
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Figure 3. The main Neolithic and Epipalaeolithic sites located in Anatolia and in the Fertile Crescent: 8) Göbekli Tepe; 28) Çatalhöyük; 21-25) Cappadocia, which is the source of the Obsidian in the area. (from Asouti, 1995:78)
The harsh climate in central Anatolia did not encourage the creation of either permanent, seasonal, or temporary settlements during the Epipaleolithic (Asouti, 1995:77-78). However, with the inception of a more favourable climate around 9’500 BCE, the early Holocene, roving hunting groups may have taken advantage of the presence, on the Konya plain, of massive seasonal gatherings of game such as waterfowl, and bovine or equine herds. Additionally, there was the possibility of procuring grass seeds, tubers and other foodstuffs in the area (Asouti, 1995:77). The contacts and the established routes throughout the western Konya plain could have also facilitated the establishment of farming communities and the birth of Çatalhöyük toward the end of the Anatolian aceramic period (Asouti, 1995:80).
Geography, environment, Timeline, Material Culture, and Landscape
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Figure 4. Location of Çatalhöyük in the eastern Mediterranean, some 500 km east of the Fertile Crescent, where plants and animals started to be domesticated during the Neolithic --  (adapted from Breasted, 1933:414, who coined the term “Fertile Crescent”)
Çatalhöyük was a Neolithic settlement in the southwest of the Konya alluvial plain in central Anatolia, modern-day Turkey. The Konya plain has an elevation of some 1000m above mean sea level and is flat with minimal relief (Inoue et al, 1998:229). Maps show that the area is surrounded by mountain ranges culminating in the 2500m, with the sea coast located 150km away on the other side of the Taurus mountains.
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Figure 5. Simplified geological map of the western Konya plain, Turkey. The map shows the extent of the fertile area around Çatalhöyük. In light blue, the ancient alluvial plain and in dark blue, the Çarşamba floodplain during the Neolithic occupation of Çatalhöyük.    -- (adapted from Roberts, N. & Roden, A., 2009)
At this altitude, with the predominant wind coming from the north of the basin (Ayala et al., 2017:31) after crossing a high mountain range, the temperature during the winter months would have been quite low, and the environment harsh and difficult with a climate much colder than it is today (Fontugne et al., 1999:586). I could imagine that the frigid winters and brutal temperature swings between seasons and times of day could explain the late domestication of plants at Çatalhöyük, in comparison with the Fertile Crescent, only some 400km to the east, but at a much lower altitude.
During the Neolithic, Çatalhöyük sat on the bank of the river Çarşamba, which flowed from the Toros (Taurus) mountains, fed by the limited seasonal rainfall in the watershed, and by the melting mountain snow in Spring. Recent geoarchaeological investigations (Ayala et al., 2017:42) show that the area around the settlement was a large floodplain but with a characteristic dendritic pattern (Hodder, 2018:08’:00’’-10’:00’’).
The anabranch network of the Çarşamba River would have allowed the water to flow without transforming the floodplain into a wetland saturated with water (Ayala et al, 2017:39-42). Wetlands and their low-oxygen, water-saturated soils are notoriously unsuitable for agriculture. Furthermore, as it is generally the case with alluvial plains, the alluvium deposited in the area and the soil’s humidity ensure high fertility and optimal conditions for growing cultivars and harvesting wild plants such as tubers and grass seeds. Originally, the area was probably some grasslands with forest near the riverbank (Inoue et al, 1998:241). Obviously, the forest trees would have provided wood for heating, cooking and building.
In addition, the grassland would have been ideal as pasture for the domesticated or partially domesticated sheep and goats, and it would also have attracted wild cattle and river fowl. Fish would also have been available in small quantities (Pawlowska, 2020:148), so, considering the alimentary requirements, Çatalhöyük’s landscape could probably be considered optimal. The simple fact that Çatalhöyük could sustain an important population for 1400 years demonstrates that the site was not only able to feed a large settlement but also to provide enough raw materials to support the almost permanent construction and artistic work on site. It seems that the population growth after settlement has been quite staggering, with a high birth rate and a 50% juvenile population (Larsen et al, 2015:36). However, this was not forever; ice coring in Greenland shows indications of a period of drought, which would have impacted Çatalhöyük for 160 years around 6300-6140BCE (Roberts & Rosen, 2009:399). Similarly, palynological records from the Çivril Marsh, in modern Turkey, 270km west of Çatalhöyük, show that the area was experiencing a dry climate and a low water level between 6500 and 5000 BCE (Inoue et al, 1998:242). Furthermore, there is evidence of a clear decrease in the amount of wild game consumed in the upper level (the most recent) of the site (Hodder, 2012:307). It is unclear if this was the result of the diminution of the wild herd in the area or if it was the consequence of a change in the way of cooking meat (Pawlowska, 2020:149), or the result of the substitution of wild game with domesticated ovines and caprines, which was observed in the Late and Final phases of the site occupation 
From the above, it is possible to venture that the period of drought experienced from 6500 on played a decisive role in the rarefaction of wild cattle, in the change in the way of cooking the meat, in the symbolic and social aspects of feasting as domesticated animals became part of the communal feast (Pawlowska, 2020:146 & 150). The drought affected the resource availability dramatically, and ultimately may have led to the site abandonment around 6000 BCE. All this shows the alimentary dependency of the people of Çathalöyük towards the surrounding landscape.
However, there is another side to the physical landscape of Çatalhöyük; the Çarşamba alluvial plain provided the raw materials necessary for the building construction and development of Çatalhöyük, as well as for the artistic activities: clay and calcareous sand. The alluvium deposited in the flats around the settlement is composed largely of silt, smectitic clay and marl with around 46% of CaCO3 or calcium carbonate (Ayala et al., 2017:34). Clay, in the form of sun-backed clay brick, was Çatalhöyük’s primary building material and calcium carbonate after burning made the lime base for the plaster used for in the houses flooring and in the walls plastering of the habitations as well as some of the figurines.
However, while readily available, smectitic clay, aka bentonite, is a type of clay which absorbs an important amount of water but dries with a high shrinkage coefficient and lacks cohesion, and is consequently not the highest quality material for sun-dried clay bricks. This explains the fragility of the construction at Çatalhöyük (Hodder, 2012:306) despite the high proportion of sand added to the mix. Clay and lime have also been used to plaster the walls and the floors, and in numerous artworks excavated in Çatalhöyük, such as figurines and sculptures or plastered Buchrania.
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Figure 6. Çatalhöyük’s location on the Konya alluvial plains and its direct impact on life, activities, and on the resources available.
The larger landscape around Çatalhöyük has been witness to human activities for almost a millennium and a half, becoming part of everyday memories of the hunters, the gatherers, as they slowly became farmers. The Neolithic population was mutating and taking ownership of the landscape through their daily activities, turning it into their taskspace. It then became inseparable from Çatalhöyük’s community, and it helps us to understand the world of these people. 
Hoe should Çatalhöyük be define?
Some have argued that describing Çatalhöyük as a town or a city is incorrect, as the settlement does not correspond to the definition of either one (Düring, 2007:161). While the different population estimates show that we are not referring to a simple village (see table 1), the relatively horizontal social structure, the absence of monumental and communal buildings, does not allow us to describe Çatalhöyük as a true city as it is generally understood (Gordon Childe, V. 1950:16) (Smith, M. E., 2009:17-20).
	Author
	Year
	Population estimate

	Mellaart
	1965
	8’000 to 10’000

	Mellaart
	1975
	5’000 to 6’000

	Cohen
	1970
	5’000+

	Angel
	1971
	5’000 to 6’000

	Matthews
	1996
	5’060 to 6’748

	Cessford
	2005
	3'500 to 8’000

	Düring
	2006
	5'362 to 8’044

	Table 1: Çatalhöyük population estimates by some of the scholars who specialised in the study of the settlement; while these estimates were calculated using different approaches, the results are relatively consistent. (adapted from Düring, 2007:158)


Çatalhöyük is maybe better described as an agglomeration made of multiple domestic aggregations, but while it is socially complex, it does not demonstrate a hierarchical structure or a social segmentation resulting commonly from division of tasks and specialisation (Düring, 2007:175).
Architecture, social, ritual and spiritual organisation
There is one dominant particularity in the design and building of Çatalhöyük that stands out: there are no streets, no passage between the houses, no doors and the roof formed a collective area. The houses are built in clusters, wall against wall, without any space between each other. The domestic areas can only be entered through a hole in the roof of the house (see fig.1), which can only be accessed via the roofs of the adjacent buildings. Even the access to the courtyards implied walking on the roofs of the other houses. 
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Figure 7. Plan of some of the buildings in Çatalhöyük. The house cluster is well visible, as is the absence of streets and doors. In green, the courtyard used for roasting and feasting (also without access other than by the roofs. Adapted from Mellaart (Mellaart, 1964b).
Originally, I imagined that this particular layout was a response to the threat posed by wild predators roaming the area. Bears, leopards, wolves, and lynxes were part of the Anatolian fauna, and the possibility of isolating the rooftops at night by lifting the ladders and further removing the access ladders in the houses could have ensured a certain level of safety. But then we should ask ourselves what was done to protect the herd of goats and the flock of sheep at night? The need and the sense of safety may also have been more perceived than real. Furthermore, Hodder argues that the unusual dwelling layout was more the result of the wish and almost necessity of the people to live and be buried near their ancestors (Hodder, 2004:80).
Furthermore, in Çatalhöyük, building the houses packed on each other had a practical reason; Hodder mentions the fact that the base construction material, the smectitic clay bricks, were not very robust, and that the walls made with them had a tendency to lean, erode, and ultimately collapse. One possible solution would have been to double the walls, which were already some 30 cm thick (Düring, 2001:4), by building the houses adjacent to each other, without any space between (Hodder, 2012:306). 
Woodburn (1980, cited in Hodder, 2012:306) argues that the “Immediate Return” hunter-gatherer societies live in the now and maintain only limited connections with the past. However, by the late Neolithic, with the spreading of the “Delayed Return” state of mind, humans lived in a material universe deeply anchored in the past, tethered by the proximity of the dead kin and of the house’s memory (Woodburn, 1980, cited in Hodder, 2012:306). In Çatalhöyük, a house was not only four walls and a roof harbouring the present household, but it contained, and was the history of the kinfolk, of the clan, and of the community (Hodder, 2012:306-307).
While allowing for variations, the layout of the houses seems to have been following a certain well established model: the ladder and trapdoor entrance acting as a chimney was located above the earth, kiln or oven on the south side of the house (Düring, 2001:4). This side of the houses was also the less clean part of the dweling, dedicated to kitchen work and obsidian choping. Opposite to the entrance, and to the cooking area, generally along the East and North walls were situated the platforms, and often it is where the reliefs, mouldings, paintings and the well-known Buchranias were found. This was also the cleaner part of the house, dedicated to eating, sleeping, and probably also the place for social interactions. But it was also where the kin memory was stored, and where the dead kin were buried under the platforms’ floors.
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Figure 8. Examples of symbolism excavated in Çatlhöyük. 1) Animal figures; 2) Figure of a seated woman; 3) Painting of an Auroch attacked by hunters; 4) Stone figurine of a woman; 5) On-site reconstruction/restoration of a house interior; 6) Animal figures; 7) Corner installation in Building 77 using Bucranias.

It is also the place where the family’s and the clan’s memories were stored. Social memory can be defined as the sum of the group’s meaningful experiences transmitted via material culture and ceremonial experience. Social memory is a sustained event, spanning at least several generations (Pilloud et al., 2020:150). Repetitive rituals anchored in the domestic and collective memory would have ensured a greater social cohesion in response to the precarity and uncertainty of sedentarisation (Pilloud et al, 2020:150).
Should I be bold enough to argue that the platforms formed a liminal space between life and death, and between the past and the present? The common houses were a mixed space where secular and domestic activities cohabitated with the spiritual, if not yet religious, rituals. Maybe we could see the houses as some symbiotic entities, with their deadkin remains and their liminal potential. These houses became one with their inhabitants: people were part of their houses, and their houses were part of them (Hodder, 2012:309). 
Some houses are more symbolically sophisticated and contain more decoration, more artistic display, and more burials than the other houses. After having been misinterpreted as “Shrine” or ritual houses and as proof of a segmented social structure with a religious elite (Mellaart, 1964:100-103), these houses were finally dubbed “History Houses” (Hodder & Pels, 2010:163). It seems that memory and history have been accumulated in these “history houses” (Hodder, 2012:307). However, it has been demonstrated that all the buildings in Çatalhöyük, regardless of the amount of symbolism or burials present, were used as domestic housing (Hodder & Pels, 2010:163). It is also to be noted that all houses had a similar amount of storage room, no matter how many burials were in the house. This demonstrates that while some individuals may have enjoyed a special spiritual status, they were unable to convert this position into power or wealth (Hodder, 2018:26’:30’’-28’:00’’). Furthermore, there is no real evidence of specific, distinctive economic, political or social functions, and it is expected that the social rules were learned at home, and not outside, confronted by some kind of social authority. The town’s fabric was permanently created, recreated, and consolidated through the repetition of a specific social behaviour linked to the presence of memory and of a tangible history (Hodder, 2012:309). This sedentary attachment to Memory was formed by the repetition of the houses’ layout during every new iteration and reconstruction and by the systematic reproduction of symbolic decorations and behaviours (Hodder, 2007:109). This was consolidated by the circulation of skeletal remains – skulls, arms, legs – within the community before a final reburial or deposition either in a new house foundation or as part of some house abandonment deposit (Hodder, 2007:109). Here again, it is possible to argue that the memory connected to action repetition built the sense of permanence and of spirituality which supports sedentarism. Similarly, Hodder claims that “…initial sedentism was closely tied to ritual” (2007:107).
Regular houses, when their use cycle ended, were rebuilt, often 4 to 6 times. Despite the construction of a new house, there was a real sense of continuity: the same layout, the same disposition of the hearth, of the trap door of the cooking area, and more importantly, of the platforms with similar decoration and under them the new burial locations.
One of the paradoxes of Çatalhöyük is that, despite the packed layout of the settlement, with houses abutting on each other, which could suggest a tendency towards collective life, every house has its own cooking and food storage installations (Twiss, 2015:64-65). This indicates that a specific balance has been reached between the collective memory demonstrated by,  the circulation of skeletal remains between households, and the domestic burials and the food-related practices that mark the individual identity of the household. One eats with the important ones in their life: loved ones, friends, and family (Twiss, 2015:65).
While there is some evidence, though limited, of large-scale feasting at Çatalhöyük, the deposits of discarded bones near the roasting pits are small in size, especially when compared with other Anatolian Neolithic sites (Hodder & Meskell, 2012:128-129). On the other hand, the display of Buchrania in houses tends to contradict the argument declaring feasting as only a side activity at Çatalhöyük. It has been demonstrated that feasting is a ritualised exercise, in both a secular and a spiritual sense (Twiss, 2015:73-74), able to reinforce the participant’s appartenance to the collective and to exalt the spiritual memory identification. With the Buchrania displayed in the domestic environment, we witness the possibility to symbolically re-enact the feast during each meal, subliming the original ritual.
Conclusion
If we consider the absence of a communal ceremonial building or space (Twiss, 2015:75), we could interpret Çatalhöyük as a predominantly horizontal society, structured around the history houses and the cross-cutting relations and activity societies such as medicine, hunting, farming, etc. (Hodder & Meskell, 2012:129). At the centre of these cross-cutting relations, there is the houses’ and the people’s identity supported by the circulation of skeletal remains and by the proximity of the deadkin. This was obviously supported by the domestic environment and by the memory-imbued landscape. Life gravitated around rituals, integrating the landscape, wild animals, and the dead buried under the platforms in the houses (Hodder, 2012:309). But the most important part was the house with its capacity to generate and fix identity through memory.
Furthermore, this investigation of the Çatalhöyük site and landscape allowed us to replace the “Great Goddess” idea with the “Seated Female Figurine” symbol of life, fertility, and plentifullness itself anchored into the collective memory. Çatalhöyük grew and thrived at the edge of the Neolithic. During these millennia, humans seem to have formed an almost physical attachment to their dwelling, an attachment that connected memory, culture and identity with the place of abode. This was a real divergence from nomadism; in Çatalhöyük, we can observe the birth, not only of the idea but also of the physicality of the concept of fatherland/motherland. And this homeland originates in the concept of transitional spirituality grounded in the spiritual memory of the deadkins, in the physical proximity of their remains and in the liminal space connecting the kiving household with the dead. Furthermore, the domestic realm, while at the living centre, is also in synchronicity with the collective and with the larger landscape. 
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