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			The Ground Before Memory

		

	
		
			
Before Gods Had Names

			The hands that carved the first pillar did not pray.

			They worked. They pressed stone against stone in the grey light before dawn, on a limestone ridge above a plateau that stretched south toward plains no one had yet named. The carver sat low to the ground, legs folded beneath a body wrapped in hide, and drew a blade of flint along a groove already cut into the face of a block taller than any person standing. The groove would become the outline of a fox. Its body was coiled, its jaw open, its teeth precise. The carver had seen this fox before, perhaps many times, perhaps in a place between waking and sleep where animals moved with a meaning that did not need to be spoken.

			No one told the carver what to believe. No scripture existed. No priest stood behind to dictate the shape of the fox or the angle of its teeth. There were no temples in the way that word would later be understood, no altars bearing inscriptions, no hymns transcribed onto clay. The carver worked within a tradition carried not by text but by gesture, by repetition, by watching older hands do the same work on the same stone, year after year, generation after generation. The knowledge lived in the body. It passed through demonstration, through memory held in muscle and bone. What the fox meant, what power it carried, what role it played in the world the carver inhabited, all of this existed in a space that language had not yet claimed.

			Around the carver, the settlement stirred. Smoke rose from low fires set between structures of rough stone. The smell of roasting meat drifted across the plateau. Somewhere nearby, a child dragged a piece of limestone across flat bedrock, imitating the work of adults. The community was not large by later standards, perhaps a few hundred people, but it was organized enough to quarry stone blocks weighing several tons, to transport them across uneven ground, to raise them upright in prepared foundations, and to carve their surfaces with an imagery that was consistent across dozens of pillars and multiple generations. Whatever held this community together, it was older than any word we have for it.

			This is where the story begins. Not with gods, but before them. Not with religion, but with something that came first.

			The limestone plateau of southeastern Anatolia, in the region now called Şanlıurfa, holds the remains of communities that lived roughly eleven and a half thousand years ago. They belonged to what archaeologists call the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, a period defined less by what it contained than by what it lacked. There was no pottery. There was no metal. There was no writing. There were no domesticated crops in the earliest phases, no herded animals, no cities, no kings.

			And yet these communities built.

			They raised massive pillars of carved limestone, some weighing more than ten tons, into circular enclosures cut from bedrock. They arranged these pillars in patterns that were repeated across multiple sites spread over a region spanning dozens of kilometres. They carved animals onto the surfaces of the stone with a skill and consistency that implies training, tradition, and shared understanding. They built floors of polished mineral aggregate. They shaped benches along the inner walls of their enclosures, creating spaces where people could sit and face the tall central pillars that stood like silent figures at the heart of each structure.

			The pillars themselves are shaped like the letter T. A horizontal slab sits atop a vertical shaft. On some, arms are carved along the sides, hands resting on the front of the body, fingers meeting just below a belt. No face appears on the horizontal slab, only the suggestion of a head, a presence without features. These are not statues in the way later cultures would understand the word. They are not portraits. They carry no inscription identifying who or what they represent. They may depict ancestors. They may depict beings from a world understood as parallel to the visible one. They may represent something for which we have no adequate term.

			What can be said with confidence is that these forms were deliberate. The T-shaped pillar was not an accident of quarrying. It was a choice, repeated across sites and across centuries, with sufficient consistency to indicate a shared symbolic language. The fox, the snake, the scorpion, the vulture, the wild boar, the bull, all of these appear on the pillars in configurations that were not random. Some animals face each other. Some are grouped in sequences that may follow a logic we cannot reconstruct. Some interact with the anthropomorphic pillars themselves, as though the animals and the human-shaped forms inhabited the same symbolic space.

			

			This was a system. It was not decorative. It was not casual. It operated according to rules that the communities understood and that outsiders, arriving thousands of years later, could only partially recover from what the stone preserved.

			But it was not religion. Not in the way that word would come to function in Sumer, in Egypt, in the Levant, in any of the traditions that eventually produced named gods, written liturgies, temple economies, and priestly hierarchies. The communities of the Şanlıurfa plateau left no evidence of a permanent priesthood. They left no evidence of named deities. They left no doctrinal texts, because they left no texts at all. The structures they built have been called temples by some, and the word is not entirely wrong, but it carries freight that the evidence cannot support. A temple implies an institution. It implies a theology. It implies a distinction between the sacred and the ordinary, between the space where the divine is encountered and the space where daily life unfolds.

			In the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, that distinction may not have existed.

			The enclosures at these sites were likely places where many things happened at once. Animal bones found in large quantities suggest feasting, communal meals that brought people together for consumption on a scale too large for any single household. The labour required to quarry, transport, and erect the pillars implies coordination, leadership, planning, and a social structure capable of mobilizing dozens or perhaps hundreds of people toward a shared architectural goal. The carved imagery suggests a shared symbolic vocabulary, a set of meanings that could be read by members of the community even if those meanings were never written down.

			Ritual, social cohesion, political negotiation, collective memory, and perhaps something that could be called belief all occupied the same architectural space. There was no church separate from the village hall, no sanctuary distinct from the meeting ground. The stone circles were places where the community came together, and what happened there was simultaneously practical and symbolic, simultaneously about food and about meaning, simultaneously about the living and about whatever relationship the living maintained with the dead, the animal world, and the forces that shaped existence.

			This is difficult for modern thinking. We are trained to separate categories. Religion goes in one box. Politics in another. Economics in a third. Art in a fourth. The Neolithic communities of this region did not sort their world that way. The pillar was structural support and symbolic figure at the same time. The feast was nutrition and ritual simultaneously. The carved fox was an animal observed in the landscape and a figure carrying meaning that transcended observation. Everything was layered. Nothing was only itself.

			What is remarkable is not that these people had beliefs. Every human community that has ever existed has maintained some relationship with forces beyond the immediately visible. What is remarkable is that these beliefs were sustained, elaborated, and materially expressed with such consistency and such effort, without any of the institutional machinery that later civilisations would consider essential. No written code preserved the tradition. No centralised authority enforced it. No professional class devoted its full labour to maintaining the symbolic order. And yet the order held. It held for centuries. It held across multiple sites separated by tens of kilometres. It held with enough coherence that a pillar carved at one settlement shared its formal vocabulary with a pillar carved at another, by different hands, perhaps in a different generation.

			This suggests something that deserves careful attention. The symbolic system was robust. It was transmitted reliably. It was understood widely enough to function as a shared language across a regional network of communities. And it accomplished all of this through means that left no trace except the stone itself.

			To stand before a T-shaped pillar that was raised more than eleven thousand years ago is to confront a silence that is not empty. The pillar says something. Its posture, its proportions, its carved surface, its position within the enclosure, all of these carry information. But the language in which that information was encoded has no surviving key. We can describe the imagery. We can map its distribution. We can note which animals appear together, which face inward, which face outward, which appear in motion and which in stillness. But we cannot narrate the story these images told to the people who carved them.

			This is not a failure of archaeology. It is the condition of studying a world that existed before writing. The absence of text does not mean the absence of thought. It means that thought was stored differently. It was stored in stone, in the arrangement of bodies within enclosures, in the gestures of carving, in the repetition of forms across generations. It was stored in the act of gathering, in the shared meal, in the process of raising a pillar together. Memory was physical. Meaning was material. Belief, if that word applies at all, was enacted rather than recited.

			Later cultures would give names to their gods. They would carve those names into tablets, build institutions around them, wage wars in their service, and organise economies to feed their temples. But before all of that, there was this. A fox on a pillar. A snake curling around a shaft. Two tall forms standing at the centre of a circle, their arms folded, their heads featureless, facing each other in a conversation that no one alive can hear.

			Whatever these people understood about the world, it did not come packaged in doctrine. It came through practice. It came through the rhythm of gathering, carving, feasting, and burying. It came through the slow accumulation of acts repeated over centuries until the acts themselves became the meaning. Religion, when it eventually emerged as a distinct category of human life with its own specialists, its own buildings, its own texts, its own authority, would inherit fragments of this older practice without knowing where they came from. The named gods of Mesopotamia stood on platforms that echoed the raised floors of Neolithic enclosures. The temple economies of Sumer redistributed surplus in patterns that may have roots in the communal feasts of the Şanlıurfa plateau. The sacred animals of later mythologies carried echoes of the foxes and vultures carved onto limestone ten millennia earlier.

			But the connection was never remembered. It was absorbed, transformed, and overwritten so completely that by the time anyone could write about origins, the origins had already disappeared beneath layers of new meaning. The Neolithic world did not fail. It did not collapse into darkness. It was slowly, quietly, replaced by something that understood itself as new.

			The stone remains.

			It sits where it was raised, or where it fell, or where it was deliberately buried by the same communities that built it. The fox still curls along the pillar face. The hands still rest on the belly of a figure whose name, if it ever had one, was never recorded. The enclosures still hold the outline of their original circles, filled now with earth and debris that the builders placed there intentionally, as though the buildings themselves needed to be put to rest.

			Before gods had names, there was this. A practice without a label. A gathering without a congregation. A symbolic world without a scripture. The carver finished the outline of the fox and set down the flint blade. The stone held the image. Somewhere on the plateau, a fire burned low, and the smell of cooked grain and roasted bone drifted across ground that would hold this memory for longer than any empire would last.

			The land did not forget. 

			It simply waited.

		

	
		
			
The Land That Remembered First

			A gazelle crossed the ridge at dawn, picking its way between loose stones on ground still wet from overnight rain. Below the ridge, the plateau opened southward into a wide basin covered in dry grass and low scrub, dotted with stands of wild pistachio and almond. The air smelled of damp earth and something sharper beneath it, the mineral scent of limestone dissolving slowly under centuries of seasonal water. The gazelle paused at the edge of an outcrop where the bedrock had been exposed by wind and runoff, a pale shelf of calcium carbonate laid down by ancient seas that had covered this land long before any creature with hands would walk across it.

			The animal stood still, ears forward, testing the air. A hundred metres below, thin columns of smoke rose from a cluster of low stone structures built into the slope where the plateau met the valley floor. The sound of stone striking stone carried faintly upward. The gazelle had learned this sound. It meant people. It meant fire, and the smell of cooked grain, and dogs that ranged the settlement edges at dusk. But the sound also meant that the people were occupied, and the ridge was safe for now. The animal lowered its head and fed on the tough stalks of wild barley that grew between the rocks.

			

			The barley grew here because the rain fell here. Not abundantly, not reliably, but enough. In the centuries following the end of the last great cold period, this plateau received enough moisture to support dense stands of wild cereals, legumes, and nut-bearing trees. The rain came in winter and early spring. The summers were dry and long. But the land held water in its limestone bones, in underground channels and seasonal streams that fed shallow pools in the low points of the terrain. The plateau was not lush. It was not a river valley. It was something more delicate than that: a landscape balanced on the edge of sufficiency, where life was possible but not guaranteed, where abundance came in pulses and scarcity was never far behind.

			This is the land that made settlement possible. Not because it was easy, but because it was enough.

			The plateau of southeastern Anatolia sits at an elevation of roughly six hundred to eight hundred metres above sea level. It is limestone country. The bedrock was formed from marine sediments compressed over millions of years, then lifted by the same tectonic forces that built the Taurus Mountains to the north and pushed the Arabian plate beneath the Anatolian block. The result is a rolling, semi-arid tableland cut by shallow valleys and seasonal watercourses, underlain by stone that is both structurally sound and easy to work with simple tools. Limestone fractures cleanly. It can be shaped with flint chisels and stone hammers. It holds carved detail well. It weathers slowly in a dry climate. It is, in practical terms, an ideal building material for communities that had not yet discovered metal.

			The geology of this region is not incidental to what happened here. The pillars that would be raised across this plateau were carved from the same bedrock on which the communities lived. The quarries were local. The stone did not need to be transported over great distances. The material was literally beneath the builders’ feet, waiting to be extracted, shaped, and erected. Geography did not cause the monumental building tradition of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, but it made it materially possible.

			Above the stone, the ecology of the early Holocene was richer than what the modern landscape suggests. Today, the Şanlıurfa plateau is dry steppe, sparsely vegetated, hot in summer, cold in winter. But roughly twelve thousand years ago, the climate was shifting. The Younger Dryas, a sudden return to near-glacial conditions that lasted from approximately 10,900 to 9,700 BCE, had imposed centuries of cold and aridity on a world that had been slowly warming since the peak of the last ice age. When the Younger Dryas ended, the change was relatively rapid. Temperatures rose. Rainfall increased. The steppe became mixed woodland and open grassland. Oak forests expanded across the foothills. Wild grasses, including the ancestors of modern wheat and barley, colonised the open ground between the trees.

			The plant communities of this transitional landscape were remarkable in their density and diversity. Wild einkorn wheat grew on the hillsides. Wild barley spread across the flatter ground. Lentils and other legumes grew in patches where moisture collected. Pistachio trees clustered in the valleys. Almond trees grew on the slopes. These were not cultivated plants. No one had yet selected seeds for larger grain or thinner husks. But the plants were abundant enough, and productive enough, that human communities could harvest them in quantities sufficient to sustain year-round or near-year-round occupation of a single location.

			

			The animals were equally varied. Gazelle were the dominant prey species across the plateau, comprising the majority of animal bones recovered from Neolithic sites in the region. Wild cattle roamed the grasslands. Wild donkeys moved in herds across the open steppe. Foxes were common. Leopards hunted in the transitional zones between forest and grassland. Snakes, birds of prey, scorpions, and wild boar all inhabited the landscape. The faunal record preserved in the archaeological deposits of this region is not the record of a marginal environment. It is the record of a productive one, a landscape capable of supporting a large and diverse animal community, and the human communities that depended on it.

			The diversity of this environment is worth pausing over, because it contradicts a common assumption about the origins of settlement. The assumption is that people settled because they had to, because conditions forced them into fixed locations where they could control food production. But the landscape of the early Holocene Şanlıurfa plateau tells a different story. This was not a place of scarcity. It was a place of seasonal abundance, where a knowledgeable community could find food, fuel, water, and building material within a relatively compact territory. Settlement here may have been chosen not out of desperation but out of sufficiency. The land offered enough to stay.

			There is a line that ecologists and archaeologists use to mark a critical threshold. It is the two-hundred-millimetre annual rainfall line. Below this line, dry farming without irrigation is extremely difficult. Above it, rain-fed agriculture becomes feasible. The Şanlıurfa plateau sits near this boundary. In the early Holocene, with increased moisture, the plateau was above it. This meant that the wild cereals growing here could be harvested without irrigation, and that the ground retained enough moisture through the growing season to support dense stands of edible plants. The people who lived here did not need to invent agriculture to eat well. The land provided.

			But the land provided conditionally. The rainfall was seasonal. The summers were dry. Water had to be found, stored, or managed. The limestone bedrock, while excellent for building, did not hold surface water well. Seasonal streams filled and emptied. Pools formed in natural depressions and evaporated within weeks. The communities that settled here would eventually learn to cut channels into the rock, to direct water into carved basins, to manage a resource that was present but not permanent. Water shaped daily life on this plateau long before grain did.

			It is tempting to tell this story as a story of cause and effect. The climate warmed. The plants grew. The animals multiplied. The people settled. The settlements grew complex. The complexity produced monuments. Each step follows logically from the one before, and the whole sequence has the satisfying shape of a theory confirmed.

			But the evidence does not support a story this clean.

			Climate change created conditions. It did not create outcomes. The warming of the early Holocene occurred across a vast area, from the Levant to the Zagros, from the Taurus foothills to the plains of northern Mesopotamia. Wild cereals grew in many of these regions. Gazelle and wild cattle ranged widely. Limestone was available in multiple zones. And yet the specific constellation of monumental architecture, shared symbolic vocabulary, organised communal labour, and deliberate building closure that defines the Şanlıurfa plateau did not appear everywhere that conditions were favourable. It appeared here.
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