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Introduction

The archaeologist is digging up, not things, but people.

—MORTIMER WHEELER , Archaeology from the Earth

ONE HOT DAY in August 1999, archaeologists excavating at Çatalhöyük (pronounced “Chah-tahl-hew-yook”), a 9,500-year-old prehistoric village in south central Turkey, found two detached human skulls lying on the floor of what had once been a mud-brick house. The skulls had taken on a faint reddish color from the dense soil that had kept them hidden down through the ages. They were slightly crushed but still remarkably intact. The physical anthropologists working at Çatalhöyük took a close look at the skulls and concluded that one was that of a boy perhaps twelve years old, while the other was that of a young woman in her twenties. The skulls were lying together face to face, their foreheads lightly touching. With just a little imagination, one could picture a moment of tenderness between a mother and child or a brother and sister. Indeed, the anthropologists found that both crania shared an unusual pattern of bone sutures, a hint that they may well have been related.

When I visited the Çatalhöyük excavations about a week later, the team was still buzzing about the “finds.” This is the dispassionate term archaeologists often use to refer to even the most exciting discoveries. Everyone was aware that this kind of find was rare. How often, after all, does an archaeologist dig up tangible evidence of an emotional tie between two specific human beings who lived so long ago? Almost never. One scientific specialist on the team suggested to me privately that the skulls could have rolled together by chance and just happened to touch foreheads. When I tried this explanation out on some of the excavators, they just laughed. The supervisor of that particular prehistoric house, they pointed out, was Mirjana Stevanovic, an archaeologist at the University of California at Berkeley with nearly thirty years of digging experience. Mirjana herself did not really want to speculate about the skulls, but she had no doubts about what she had found. “All I know,” she told me, “is that they were put that way deliberately.”

I made my first trip to Çatalhöyük in 1998, as a reporter for the American journal Science, to write an article called “The Mystery of Communities.” We were tackling the question of why, around 10,000 years ago, human beings began giving up their former hunting and gathering existence, invented agriculture, and crammed themselves into close-knit villages made of stone or mud brick. Archaeologists often refer to this crucial step in human development—which took place first in the ancient Near East, then independently in several other parts of the world—as the “Neolithic Revolution.” The phrase was coined by the Australian prehistorian V. Gordon Childe in the early part of the twentieth century, although the term Neolithic (meaning “New Stone Age”) was first used by the British antiquarian Sir John Lubbock in his 1865 book Prehistoric Times, one of the first works to bring archaeology to the general public. Lubbock distinguished the Neolithic period from what he called the Paleolithic, or “Old Stone Age,” which preceded it.

Today archaeologists usually date the beginning of the Paleolithic to about 2.5 million years ago, when humans first began using stone tools. This date also roughly corresponds to the first appearance of the genus Homo in the fossil record. Just why our ancestors did not get around to inventing agriculture any earlier is one of the big questions archaeologists specializing in the Neolithic period, including the archaeologists working at Çatalhöyük, are trying to answer. After all, 10,000 years is not much more than a statistical blip in our long evolutionary history. The question can also be put another way: why did humans bother to invent agriculture and settle down in such close quarters, instead of continuing to romp across the landscape, hunting and gathering?

The Neolithic Revolution was a crucial turning point in human cultural and technological development. For better or worse, the first roots of civilization were planted along with the first crops of wheat and barley, and the mightiest of today’s skyscrapers can trace its heritage to the Neolithic architects who built the first houses from stone, mud, and timber. Nearly everything that came afterwards, such as art and architecture, organized religion, writing, cities, social inequality, warfare, population explosions, global warming, traffic jams, mobile phones, the Internet—in short, all the blessings and curses of modern civilization—can be traced to that seminal moment in human prehistory when people decided that they wanted to live together in communities.

Biologist Jared Diamond, in his Pulitzer Prize-winning book Guns, Germs, and Steel, has even argued that today’s division of the world into haves and have-nots can be traced back to the Neolithic Revolution. Those living in the right place at the right time—such as in the Near East, where the wild ancestors of wheat, barley, sheep, goats, and cattle made their home, or in Europe, where the agricultural revolution later spread like wildfire—reaped the major benefits of these momentous changes, as did their descendants, while those whom the revolution passed by, including the peoples of Africa, are still suffering the consequences today, in terms of poverty and lagging technological development. While not everyone agrees with Diamond’s thesis, there is little argument that the Neolithic period marked a point of departure for the entire human race.

Çatalhöyük is one of the largest and most populated Neolithic settlements ever unearthed. This enormous village on Turkey’s Konya Plain, discovered in 1958 by the flamboyant British archaeologist James Mellaart, was home to as many as 8,000 people at the height of its thousand-year lifetime. Mellaart dug here for four seasons during the early 1960s before Turkish authorities ejected him from the country under somewhat murky circumstances. Mellaart’s findings, which included remarkably well preserved mud-brick houses and spectacular artworks depicting leopards, vultures, bulls, and what he interpreted as “Mother Goddesses,” made the site internationally famous. Today Çatalhöyük merits a mention in many textbooks of archaeology and histories of architecture as the prototypical Neolithic village.

The current excavations are directed by Ian Hodder, who spent much of his career at Cambridge University and is now based at Stanford University in California. In the early 1980s Hodder launched a controversial rebellion against traditional approaches to archaeology, which culminated in his reopening of Çatalhöyük in 1993. An international team, made up of more than one hundred archaeologists and other experts, has flocked to join him. It includes archaeologists, physical anthropologists, cultural anthropologists, paleoenvironmentalists, climatologists, botanists, architects, geologists, geophysicists, chemists, computer experts, and even a psychoanalyst. This collective expertise probably represents the greatest concentration of scientific firepower ever focused on an archaeological dig. The team wants to know what brought thousands of people together on the Konya Plain, how they went about their daily lives, what they ate, why they buried their dead under the floors of their houses, what they believed, and what they were trying to express through the dramatic paintings and sculptures that adorned the walls of their homes.

In 1999, the year after my first visit, I returned to Çatalhöyük. Ian Hodder spotted me walking across the gravel courtyard of the “dig house” and came over to greet me. “Is this a business trip or a social call?” he asked with a smile. That was a good question: why had I come? Science’s news editor had expressed little enthusiasm for a follow-up article so soon after “The Mystery of Communities.” No doubt I had been drawn back in part by Çatalhöyük’s near-mythical celebrity and the fascination of witnessing one of the world’s most important digs. Yet there was something else. The team of archaeologists at Çatalhöyük was one of the most interesting and diverse collections of individuals I had ever encountered. They were working at a site that dated from the dawn of civilization, probing some of the most fundamental questions about human existence. In the process they had formed their own community, with its own unique blend of friendships, rivalries, traditions, and rituals.

Science did end up publishing my article about the 1999 season, and several others since. And the day after Ian posed his perceptive question about why I had come, I decided to write this book. I have now been back to the site every season since that first visit. The team members have become used to my poking around and asking them personal questions about their childhoods and why they became archaeologists in the first place. One day, while consulting the dig’s Web site (www.catalhoyuk.com), I was surprised to see that without my knowledge I had been designated as the excavation’s official “biographer.” At first I was a little concerned. I even thought about asking them to take my name off. Wouldn’t being a member of the team jeopardize my reputation as an objective journalist? Indeed, I had often secretly wondered whether I kept going back to Çatalhöyük so that I could write this book, or whether I wrote this book so that I could keep going back to Çatalhöyük. But in the end, it really doesn’t matter; either way, the story comes out the same.

That story begins on a cold day in 1958, when the history of archaeology, and of our understanding of our own origins, was changed forever.




CHAPTER 1
“It’s Neolithic!” 
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LATE IN THE AFTERNOON of November 10, 1958, a green Land Rover lurched down a narrow dirt road in south central Turkey, about thirty miles southeast of the city of Konya. Three British archaeologists were packed inside. A frigid wind gusted from the south, blowing swirls of cold dust over the surrounding wheatfields. The Land Rover pulled up to the edge of a massive hill that stood out prominently from the flat plain. The archaeologists already suspected that this was no ordinary hill. The crunch of the tires went silent, and the three men climbed out to have a closer look.

The leader of the group was James Mellaart, thirty-three years old, pudgy, round-faced, his eyes darting to and fro excitedly behind dark-rimmed glasses. Mellaart lit a cigarette and stared out at the mound. The motor of a tractor droned in the distance. A flock of gray-throated great bustards circled overhead, their large wings swishing in the air. At Mellaart’s side, buttoning his coat against the cold, stood David French. Mellaart and French were visiting scholars at the British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara, the BIAA. Both men specialized in the prehistory of Anatolia, the vast plateau that makes up most of modern Turkey. (Prehistory is, in short, everything that had happened to humanity before the invention of writing some 5,000 years ago, during the Near Eastern Bronze Age.)

The third archaeologist was Alan Hall, a student at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland. Hall was studying the Classical period in Anatolia, from about the eighth century B.C. to the fourth century A.D., when Greek and Roman cultures spread from Europe into Asia. Mellaart had never learned how to drive, and Hall, whose Land Rover it was, had been kind enough to lend it for the mission. For more than a week the threesome had crisscrossed the Konya Plain, looking for signs of early human settlements. In theory this archaeological survey was meant to record any and all signs of ancient occupation, from all epochs, with an eye to possible future excavations. But Mellaart had come to Turkey with a mission: he was out to prove that Anatolia had played a pivotal role in prehistory. He had little interest in anything later than the Bronze Age. Despite the considerable remains of Classical civilization he and his colleagues came upon, Mellaart would dismiss even the most interesting of these ruins as “F.R.M.,” short for “filthy Roman muck.”

French shared Mellaart’s passion for ancient Anatolia. Earlier that same year, he had dug with Mellaart at Hacilar, a 7,500-year-old village in western Turkey. Those excavations were already pushing back the earliest evidence for civilization in the region by several thousand years. Turkey was still relatively untouched by archaeological trowels. The unexplored horizons of its austere landscape beckoned to young archaeologists like French and Mellaart eager to make important discoveries and names for themselves. Yet as late as 1958, Anatolia was a passion in which few other archaeologists partook. Most experts believed that the Anatolian plateau was little more than a backwater during prehistoric times. The real action, they were convinced, had been farther east, at Neolithic sites like Jericho in Palestine and Jarmo in Iraq. There, some of the earliest known farming villages, 10,000 years old and more, had been unearthed in the early 1950s.

That dismissive attitude, however, had left a dilemma. Archaeologists were confident that the earliest farming settlements had sprouted in the Near East. A few thousand years later, Neolithic villages began cropping up in Greece, then the rest of Europe. It was logical to assume that farming had spread overland, from Asia to Europe, by the most direct route: via Anatolia. But there was little evidence to support this idea. Anatolia, the supposed land bridge for the westward spread of farming and settled life, had nothing to show for itself. As late as 1956, Mellaart’s boss, Seton Lloyd—the BIAA’s director in Ankara and a veteran of three decades of archaeological campaigns in the Near East—had written that “the greater part of modern Turkey, and especially the region more correctly described as Anatolia, shows no sign whatever of habitation during the Neolithic period.” Some experts proposed instead that farmers had traveled from Asia to Greece by sea. This notion grew in popularity after excavations on Cyprus during the 1930s and 1940s revealed a sophisticated Neolithic community on that Mediterranean island, which later radiocarbon dating showed to be nearly 8,000 years old.

As Mellaart fidgeted and French shivered, they could hardly dare to believe that they were about to prove the experts wrong. Nor did they imagine that they would do far more than simply score points in what, to nonexperts, might have seemed like a fairly esoteric debate. In just a few years, discoveries at the impressive mound they now stood before would make headlines around the world, electrify the archaeological community, and revolutionize our picture of Neolithic technology, art, culture, and religion. And they would make Mellaart’s reputation as one of the most brilliant, as well as most controversial, figures in archaeological history.

At the moment, however, all that lay in the future. During the previous week or so, the three archaeologists had already accomplished enough to make their meandering journey worthwhile. Their survey had charted more than a dozen new settlements dated to the Chalcolithic, or Copper Age, the epoch sandwiched between the earlier Neolithic and the later Bronze Age. Most archaeologists were willing to accept that Anatolia had been occupied during the Chalcolithic. Yet before Mellaart had begun trekking the plateau some years before, few of these sites had been recorded. Not that they were so difficult to find. To the great convenience of archaeologists searching for ancient villages, early Near Eastern settlers had two enduring habits. First, they often constructed their houses in mud brick, a building material with a lifetime of less than one hundred years. Second, when they rebuilt their homes, they usually did so on the same spot, using the ruins of the earlier structures as new foundations. Over hundreds of years, as these successive building levels lifted the villages higher and higher above the surrounding landscape, they eventually formed considerable mounds—or, in archaeological parlance, tells, after the Arabic word for “tall.”

Long before Mellaart began working in Turkey, archaeologists had been mapping mounds across the Near East. One pioneer was the British archaeologist Max Mallowan. Accompanied by his wife, mystery writer Agatha Christie, Mallowan recorded hundreds of tells in Iraq during the 1930s while working for the British School of Archaeology in Baghdad. Seton Lloyd, who later took over this project, expanded the list to more than 5,000 mounds by the time he left Iraq for Turkey in 1948. But while Near Eastern mounds are relatively easy to find, some of them are layered with so many thousands of years of occupation that earlier levels tend to be compressed and distorted by later ones. As a result, archaeologists trying to understand their stratigraphy—that is, which occupation level belongs to which time period—often face a daunting challenge. A good example was Jericho, a complex site tackled by the British archaeologists John Garstang in the 1930s and Kathleen Kenyon in the 1950s. Garstang and Kenyon had to make sense of more than 10,000 years of archaeological deposits, which were first laid down when Jericho was a seasonal camp for hunter-gatherers and then continued to build up during the Neolithic period, the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age.

The tell that now loomed before Mellaart and his colleagues looked equally daunting. The oval-shaped mound was huge, a third of a mile long and some sixty feet high at its highest point. It was blanketed with wild grass and ruin weed, a bushy plant often found growing on Near Eastern tells. French and Hall trudged up the hill to have a look at the top, while Mellaart stayed below. As he prowled around the perimeter, eyes glued to the ground, Mellaart began spotting shards of a burnished, chocolate-brown pottery. He also spied hundreds of small pieces of glassy black volcanic obsidian, some fashioned into blades shaped like long prisms. Mellaart’s heart began to race. He knew this pottery. He knew this obsidian. During the late 1930s, after Garstang had finished his work at Jericho, the pioneering archaeologist went on to excavate a large Neolithic settlement near the Turkish city of Mersin, on the Mediterranean coast. Mellaart had long thought that Garstang’s discoveries should have opened archaeologists’ eyes to the importance of Anatolia. But Mersin was so close to northern Syria that the experts didn’t associate it with Anatolia at all. They preferred to lump it in with better-known Neolithic cultures in Syria and Mesopotamia.

The pottery and obsidian under Mellaart’s feet were nearly identical to the Neolithic artifacts that Garstang had found at Mersin. The shards were practically oozing out of the mound. But what was at the top? At Mersin, Garstang’s Neolithic village had been overbuilt with Chalcolithic, Bronze Age, Hittite, Greek, Byzantine, and finally Arab settlements. Mellaart looked up to see French and Hall racing down the tell towards him. “It’s Neolithic! It’s Neolithic at the top!” they shrieked. Mellaart shouted back, hardly believing his ears, “It’s bloody Neolithic at the bottom!”

On this bitterly cold November day, Mellaart, French, and Hall had proved once and for all that Anatolia had been occupied during the Neolithic period. But they had done much more. They had discovered the biggest and best-preserved prehistoric settlement found to date. It sheltered a thousand years of pure Neolithic occupation, from bottom to top, with nothing—certainly no filthy Roman muck—to disturb its delicate mud-brick stratigraphy.

THAT EVENING the three checked into a hotel in the nearby town of Çumra, where they toasted their discovery long into the night with glasses of raki, the potent, aniseed-flavored Turkish liqueur. The next morning they returned briefly to collect samples of pottery and obsidian, and, as Mellaart later said, “to make sure it was still there.” Mellaart’s maps told him that this hill was called Çatal Hüyük, which meant “mound at the forked road” in Turkish. (Many years later Turkish authorities modernized the spelling to the present-day Çatalhöyük.) Local villagers confirmed that he had the right mound.

In Mellaart’s later report on the discovery, published in Anatolian Studies, the BIAA’s journal, his excitement had not abated. After briefly mentioning the fourteen new Chalcolithic sites the survey had found, Mellaart wrote, “Even more important is the discovery of one huge Neolithic town-site…this mound is nearly three times the size of Jericho… were excavations undertaken here, some extremely important conclusions might be reached about the earliest settlement on the Anatolian plateau.” As the senior member of the survey team, Mellaart, according to archaeological tradition, had first dibs on the right to excavate the site. Certainly no one would question whether he was the right man for the job.

TO HIS FRIENDS, he has always been Jimmy. His enemies call him Jimmy too. Both friend and foe agree that Mellaart was an archaeological genius, with an unequaled nose for sniffing out ancient settlements. If the legend was born on the Anatolian plateau, the man himself came into the world in London, on November 14, 1925. According to Mellaart’s account of his family’s history, his father’s ancestors were Highland Scots who eventually settled in Holland. Mellaart’s father was a Dutch national who had emigrated to England shortly before Mellaart was born; his mother came from Northern Ireland. His father was an art expert who had studied with the Dutch Rembrandt scholar Abraham Bredius, who is perhaps best known for being taken in by the notorious Vermeer forgery Supper at Emmaus.

Mellaart spent his early childhood in a fine house in the West London borough of Chelsea, surrounded by art and talk of art. His father made a good living advising connoisseurs on their purchases, especially of Old Master drawings. But when Mellaart was seven years old, everything changed. The 1929 Wall Street crash, and the worldwide depression that followed, had dried up the art market. By 1932 his father gave up and moved the family, which now also included Mellaart’s younger sister, to Amsterdam. Soon after, his mother died. Mellaart was never told how or why. His father refused to talk about it. But his mother’s death marked him indelibly, especially after his father remarried.

Mellaart’s father moved the family several times, from Amsterdam to Rotterdam to The Hague, where the boy started high school. Then, in May 1940, the Germans invaded and occupied the Netherlands. When Hitler began building his Atlantic Wall right through the coastal suburb where they lived, Mellaart’s father picked the family up again and settled in an eighteenth-century castle near Maastricht. But right after Mellaart took his final exams at the local high school, he received a letter from German authorities ordering him to report to the Maastricht railroad station. He was to be sent to Germany to join the Nazis’ slave labor force. Instead he went underground. Mellaart’s father had many friends in Dutch museums; one of them found a job for him at the National Museum of Antiquities in Leiden, where he was put to work mending broken pottery and making plaster casts of archaeological finds.

In high school Mellaart had developed a keen interest in ancient Egypt. In Leiden he was befriended by a professor of Egyptology at Leiden University, Adriaan de Buck, who was best known for his extensive translations of texts found on ancient Egyptian coffins. Since the Nazis had closed the university, the elderly de Buck had no one to teach. He encouraged Mellaart to study Egyptian languages. Each week the young man would come around for tea and tutoring sessions. But Mellaart, surrounded by the fabulous riches in the museum, had already decided he wanted to be an archaeologist rather than a linguist. In those days the best places in Europe to study archaeology were London and Oxford.

In 1947 Mellaart landed a place in the undergraduate archaeology program at University College London. He continued to pursue his fascination with ancient Egypt and, in particular, with the origins of the so-called Sea Peoples, raiders and plunderers who plagued the eastern Mediterranean beginning around the thirteenth century B.C. They made a number of attempts to conquer Egypt, an ambition that was ultimately defeated by Pharoah Ramses III around 1170 B.C. The Sea Peoples were more successful in the Levant, the region along the eastern Mediterranean coast. One group of Sea Peoples, the Philistines, became the biblical enemies of the Israelites. Just where the Sea Peoples came from is still a matter of debate. Much of their pottery, which has been unearthed at sites they apparently destroyed—the pottery lies in stratigraphic layers just above the destroyed settlements—is similar to that made by the Mycenaeans from Bronze Age Greece.

Some archaeologists have put the finger farther west, on the Sardinians, Sicilians, or the Etruscans. Mellaart, while a student in London, became an enthusiast of yet another minority viewpoint: the Sea Peoples who harassed Egypt and the Levant, he decided, must have come from the north—that is, from Anatolia. Before long, the pursuit of this iconoclastic hypothesis would take Mellaart to Turkey. But first he had to learn to dig.

AT THE TIME MELLAART was coming of age as an archaeologist, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, British field archaeology had long been dominated by two giants: Kathleen Kenyon and her mentor, Mortimer Wheeler. In North America the so-called Wheeler-Kenyon school of excavation had its parallels in what is more simply called the Stratigraphic Revolution, exemplified by Alfred Kidder’s meticulous work on the Pueblo cultures of the American Southwest. This generation of archaeologists had borrowed the concept of stratigraphy, meaning “stratification,” from geologists who used the term to describe the strata that made up the earth’s crust. Just as volcanoes, rivers, and lakes had deposited successive layers of rocks and sediments on the earth’s surface, so did successive waves of ancient peoples leave behind the stratified deposits of their civilizations. The archaeologist’s job, Wheeler and his like-minded colleagues insisted, was to carefully record the position of each find—whether it be a pottery shard, a grinding stone, or a human burial—so that it could be correctly assigned to the culture that had produced it.

Today it may seem obvious that the most recent occupation layers at an archaeological site will usually be found at the top and the oldest at the bottom, but a full appreciation of this basic premise was slow in coming. For one thing, it meant treating the biblical account of creation, which put the age of humankind at no more than 6,000 years, with considerable skepticism. It was also necessary to acknowledge that our own species is the fruit of millions of years of biological and cultural evolution. Before the middle of the nineteenth century, when scholars finally began to accept these once-radical notions, it was difficult for archaeology to take off as a scientific discipline in its own right. An early and notable exception was the work of Thomas Jefferson, whom Wheeler himself credited with conducting “the first scientific excavation in the history of archaeology”—a carefully recorded 1784 trench through a burial mound on Jefferson’s property in Virginia. Unfortunately, as Wheeler lamented, Jefferson was too far ahead of his time: “This seed of a new scientific skill fell upon infertile soil.”

Two major events finally gave archaeology the lift it needed. One was the publication in 1859 of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, which put the theory of evolution on a firm scientific basis. The other, also in 1859, was the visit of a delegation of eminent British scientists to France’s Somme River. Since 1837 amateur archaeologist Jacques Boucher de Crèvecoeur de Perthes had been claiming to have found human-made stone axes buried in the river’s banks, in intimate association with the bones of extinct animals. Until the British confirmed his conclusions, Boucher de Perthes, the director of a local customs house, was hard put to convince anyone that the Ice Age humans who made the tools had lived long before the great flood described in the Bible.

Many more years would pass before archaeologists would adopt the rigorous scientific methods Wheeler and others had begun advocating by the 1920s. “There is no right way of digging, but there are many wrong ways,” Wheeler, ever the scold, declared. He was particularly disdainful about the celebrated excavations at Troy and Mycenae carried out in the 1870s by the German banker and adventurer Heinrich Schliemann—the Indiana Jones of his day—which had done so much to stoke the public’s appetite for the romance of archaeology. “We may be grateful to Schliemann” for uncovering these fabulous sites, Wheeler wrote, “because he showed us what a splendid book had in fact been buried there; but he tore it to pieces in snatching it from the earth, and it took us upwards of three-quarters of a century to stick it more or less together again and to read it aright.” A more worthy hero, Wheeler believed, was General Augustus Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers, who brought military discipline and precision to his excavations in southern England in the 1880s and 1890s.

Wheeler, a former military man himself, would conduct a number of archaeological campaigns across England and India during his long career. The young Kathleen Kenyon—daughter of the biblical scholar Frederick Kenyon, a leading advocate of the literal truth of the Bible—caught up with Wheeler in 1930 at Verulamium, near Saint Albans in Hertfordshire. Verulamium is still heralded as one of the best excavations of a Roman British town. Wheeler put his twenty-four-year-old protégée in charge of excavating a Roman theater. By the end of the decade Kenyon had become his leading disciple.

When James Mellaart caught up with Kenyon in 1948, she was making a name for herself at Sutton Walls, an Iron Age hill fort in southwest England. Mellaart spent three Easter vacations digging with Kenyon at Sutton Walls, learning how to decipher stratigraphic layers by the differences in the color and texture of their soils, a technique Wheeler and Kenyon had championed. He also learned how to excavate human burials. A battle had apparently taken place at or near the hill fort, as evidenced by a large grave filled with the skeletons of men and boys who had met a violent death.

Kenyon told Mellaart that she was planning to dig at Jericho beginning in 1952 and invited him to join her when the time came. But Mellaart was graduating from University College London in June 1951. He needed something to do in the meantime. In that case, Kenyon said, the new British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara was offering scholarships to young archaeologists. It would give him some experience in the Near East. Why not apply?

BY THE LATE 1940s, the sun was beginning to set on the British Empire. But archaeologically speaking, the end of World War II sparked a resurgence of foreign research in the Near East, as the British, Americans, French, and even Germans rushed back in to grab the best sites. The British, with schools and institutes of archaeology in Baghdad, Jerusalem, Cairo, Amman, Athens, and Rome, among other spots, were well positioned to get their fair share, but they had no institutional presence in Turkey. In 1946 Garstang—who had been forced to suspend his dig at Mersin during the war—returned for a final season. While there, he hatched a plan to found a new institute. The French and German archaeological institutes were based in romantic Istanbul; Garstang insisted that the British should set up shop in Ankara, the capital. Turkish authorities quickly gave their blessing to the project. In January 1948 the BIAA was officially inaugurated. Garstang asked Seton Lloyd, who had worked with him at Mersin in the late 1930s, to serve as the BIAA’s director. Lloyd, having spent most of the war in Baghdad and Jerusalem, was happy to have a change of scene.

Mellaart’s application to the BIAA for a two-year scholarship, submitted in February 1951, was nothing if not ambitious. In his search for the origins of the Sea Peoples, he proposed to “explore those areas from Mersin to the Aegean”—that is, almost the entire Mediterranean coast of Turkey—“for sites of ancient habitation.” Mellaart also suggested, although he conceded that “there may not be enough time,” a similar investigation of Turkey’s western seaboard. Just how realistic the BIAA considered these plans is not recorded, but in May his application was accepted. He was awarded the grand sum of £150 to last the entire two years. A few months later he was on his way to Turkey.

From the moment Mellaart set foot within its borders, Turkey’s archaeological landscape was transformed. His first sweeping surveys across the southern part of the country, in 1951 and 1952, put some four hundred new pre-Classical sites on the map, where before there had been mostly blank spaces. Since Mellaart didn’t drive—and even if he had, there was no vehicle available—he crossed most of this territory on foot, occasionally using trains and buses to get him to the next study region. He collected thousands of pottery shards. Most of the sites were tells dating from the Copper Age (beginning around 5500 B.C.) or later, although even then he thought that some of the pottery might date from the Neolithic, some 2,000 years earlier. Mellaart would later say that one day in 1952, while surveying in the Konya region, he had spotted the imposing mound of Çatalhöyük six miles in the distance. But a lingering bout of dysentery, and the heavy bags of potshards slung over his shoulder, made him postpone the visit for another time.

In 1952 and 1953, on breaks from his Anatolian surveys, Mellaart served as one of Kenyon’s many field supervisors at Jericho. The first season, he discovered a Bronze Age tomb and excavated it with the help of a crew of Palestinian workmen. Mellaart’s confidence in himself, which was already considerable, only grew. The following year, when Kenyon thought she might have reached bedrock in one part of the tell, Mellaart was convinced that there might still be archaeological remains farther down. “Go ahead, Jimmy, you always know best,” Mellaart recalled Kenyon saying. Another five meters of digging revealed three stone walls, one on top of the other. Behind those walls, after Mellaart had left, Kenyon later found the remains of a massive stone tower some thirty feet in diameter—one of the most amazing feats of Neolithic architecture ever discovered.

Meanwhile, back in Turkey, Mellaart’s energy and enthusiasm were a godsend for BIAA director Seton Lloyd, who was trying to put his new institute on the map. His young protégé was finding ancient sites faster than anyone could excavate them. During his 1952 survey, a local history teacher had led Mellaart to the mound of Beycesultan, on the upper stretches of the Meander River in western Turkey, where Lloyd and Mellaart would later excavate a spectacular Bronze Age palace dated to about 1800 B.C. In 1956 another local teacher from a village near the southwest city of Burdur showed Mellaart a mound littered with shards of brilliantly painted pottery. This was Copper Age Hacilar, site of the first excavation Mellaart would direct by himself, from 1957 to 1960. During the last season at Hacilar—the year before he began digging at Çatalhöyük—the excavations would also lay bare an earlier Neolithic village that dated from around the time Çatalhöyük was abandoned.

As Mellaart’s digs took him ever deeper into the past—Bronze Age Beycesultan, Copper Age Hacilar, and soon to come, Neolithic Çatalhöyük—his star at the BIAA rose higher and higher. His findings were appearing in nearly every issue of Anatolian Studies. Mellaart was fast becoming a major figure in Near Eastern archaeology. In 1958 the institute’s governing council appointed Mellaart as assistant director to Seton Lloyd. His discovery of Çatalhöyük that same year mooted Lloyd’s declaration, just two years earlier, that Anatolia had not been occupied during the Neolithic. Lloyd seemed happy to be proved wrong: “J. Mellaart’s West Anatolian survey made nonsense of all these theories,” he wrote later.

Everyone soon forgot that Mellaart had originally come to Turkey to search for traces of the Sea Peoples. Mellaart never did find any evidence for these mysterious invaders, although he still counts himself among a minority of archaeologists who think that Anatolia is a good bet for their origins. But perhaps more important, he found a partner to accompany him on the ups, and then the downs, of his archaeological career. Her name was Arlette.

•   •   •

ARLETTE CENANI came from an upper-class Istanbul family. Her stepfather, Kadri Cenani, was descended from a long line of Ottoman Empire viziers and diplomats. In 1939, when Arlette was fifteen years old, the family moved to a sprawling yali, as a waterside wooden house is called in Turkish. Arlette’s yali was on the Asian side of the Bosphorus, not far from Istanbul. There her mother kept three grand pianos and entertained such celebrated visitors as Agatha Christie and Somerset Maugham. Archaeology had long been a family passion. Kadri’s great-grandfather had been the Ottoman governor of Syria. His collection of Syrian artifacts was later housed in Istanbul’s Museum of the Ancient Orient. In the early 1950s Arlette began sitting in on the German archaeologist Kurt Bittel’s classes at Istanbul University. Bittel was an expert on the Hittites, who had ruled Anatolia for some eight hundred years beginning about 2000 B.C. He was also the former director of the German Archaeological Institute in Istanbul, one of the BIAA’s rival institutions.

In late 1952 Arlette was digging with Bittel at Fikirtepe, near Istanbul, one of the first excavations in Turkey to show evidence of Chalcolithic settlement. One day Bittel brought over an earnest young man who was visiting the dig for a week. It was James Mellaart. Bittel asked Arlette, who spoke English fluently, to take Mellaart in hand. Arlette, for whom all archaeologists were dashing figures, was happy to oblige. Mellaart, for his part, took a quick look at the handsome young woman who stood before him—at her long, straight nose and serious brown eyes—and made no objection either. Before long the two were down on their hands and knees digging together. They soon uncovered a rare find: a beautiful, completely intact, red burnished pot. Mellaart thought it might be Neolithic, but Bittel dismissed the suggestion with a wave of his hand.

In April 1954 James and Arlette were married at the yali, with the entire Cenani family in attendance. The following year their son Alan was born in Istanbul. From that time on, Arlette would accompany Mellaart on all his digs, as translator, photographer, and housekeeper. She also served as secretary in the BIAA’s Ankara headquarters for several years. The couple spent the summers in Ankara or in the field. The rest of the year they lived in the yali, where Mellaart set up a study in a room overlooking the Bosphorus. Turkey was now his home.

Many years later, after radiocarbon dating had become a well-established technique, archaeologists concluded that the earliest stratigraphic levels at Fikirtepe were indeed Neolithic. Mellaart had been right about that pot. You can see it today in Istanbul’s Archaeological Museum.


CHAPTER 2
A Prehistoric Art Gallery 

[image: Image]

FROM THE MOMENT James Mellaart discovered Çatalhöyük in November 1958, he began hatching plans to excavate the mound. But first he had to complete his dig at Hacilar. For James and Arlette, Hacilar was a team effort. While Mellaart supervised the excavations, Arlette handled the housekeeping and accounting, and took the photographs of her husband’s stunning finds. David French catalogued the abundant pottery: beautiful cream-colored dishes, bowls, and jugs decorated with brilliant red stripes, still rated as some of the most spectacular ceramics from the Near East. Most of the hard work, however, was performed by a team of several dozen Turkish workmen Mellaart and Seton Lloyd had trained at Beycesultan. These local men had honed their skills on Beycesultan’s huge Bronze Age palace, a sprawling complex of chambers covering more than an acre. They knew when to keep digging—to “move earth,” as archaeologists say—and when to put down their shovels and call Mellaart over to look at what they had found. At Hacilar the crew quickly became expert at negotiating the intricacies of fragile mud-brick architecture.

During the last few days of the final season at Hacilar, in 1960, Mellaart and his crew found nearly twenty intact female figurines on the plastered floors of some of the mud-brick houses. Some of these statuettes, which ranged from about three to five inches tall, were made of baked clay; others were still unbaked, as if they were waiting to be put in the oven. They depicted tall, voluptuous women, some standing and some sitting, some with their hands at their sides and others holding their heavy, pendulous breasts. The figurines sparked a media sensation when Mellaart published Arlette’s photographs of them in Anatolian Studies early the next year. “Mellaart has discovered the remains of a culture so sophisticated as to shatter all previous notions about Late Neolithic man,” declared Time magazine, which also published one of Arlette’s photos of a sitting figurine. The British press was equally ebullient: the “statuettes of the ‘Mother Goddess,’” the Daily Telegraph reported, “are the first of their sort in the history of art.”

Suddenly Mellaart was a media star. He cranked up the media hype even more when he published a three-page color spread on the figurines in the Illustrated London News, a popular magazine that often reported on archaeological finds. And he spelled out his views on their religious and artistic significance in his Anatolian Studies report. The statues, he wrote, most likely represented “the Anatolian ‘Fertility Goddess,’ the prototype of Hepat, Kupapa, Cybele, and the Magna Mater”: that is, the Hacilar figurines presaged a long line of later goddesses worshipped across Asia and Europe. As for the ancestral origins of these sacred images, Mellaart continued, “it can only be hoped that the continuation of excavations of still older sites will reveal the earlier stages, if not the beginning, of this truly remarkable art.” Even as he wrote these words, he knew exactly where to look.

ON MAY 17, 1961, Mellaart arrived at Çatalhöyük. He was armed with an excavation permit from the Turkish antiquities department and a $2,400 grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research in New York, plus a number of other donations toward the dig’s expenses. Arlette was there, camera at the ready, as was their son, Alan, now nearly six years old. The crew also included an American expert in stone tools, an architect from London to draw the plans of the buildings, an artist to sketch the finds, an archaeology student from Istanbul University, and thirty-five workmen from Beycesultan. Arlette had arranged housing for all of them in school buildings at Küçükköy, a village just up the dirt road from the mound.

David French, however, was absent. French, with Mellaart’s encouragement, had decided to launch his own excavations at Can Hasan, a small mound about thirty-five miles southeast of Çatalhöyük that Mellaart had first seen during a survey in 1954. French and Mellaart, along with Alan Hall, had visited the site again during their 1958 survey.

Mellaart decided to break Çatalhöyük’s ground in the southwest section of the tell, where in 1958 he had seen traces of burnt mud-brick walls exposed by the erosion of the southern wind. Under his attentive direction, the Turkish workmen began digging into the fill—a complex combination of plaster, mud-brick, ash, and rubbish—with which the Neolithic settlers had packed their abandoned houses. Before long they were exposing the surfaces of the walls, which were covered with multiple layers of cream-colored plaster. On the second day of the dig, a swatch of plaster on the wall of one building fell off, revealing what at first seemed like a blotch of thick red paint on the plaster layer underneath. Mellaart stared at the blotch, waiting for his eyes to focus. Suddenly a red stag with bristling antlers was leaping out at him from the wall.

With the entire crew crowded around, Mellaart used a small knife to carefully pare away the plaster. After several hours the scene, spread across more than four feet of plaster surface, was laid bare. Five or six red men, some dressed in animal skins, appeared to be chasing a herd of seven red deer. The men brandished bows and arrows. One of them was holding what appeared to be a lasso. The deer were fleeing toward the right-hand side of the picture. Some had their heads turned sharply backward toward the hunters, as if in terror. One stag, already fallen to its knees, was flanked by two men who seemed about to kill it.

Mellaart gazed at the tableau in amazement. None of the Neolithic digs over the previous decades had uncovered wall paintings, even if other forms of art—especially figurines—were already well known from Jericho and other sites. At that time the earliest known wall murals in the Near East were from Teleilat Ghassul, a Chalcolithic site in Palestine several thousand years younger than Çatalhöyük. But wall painting was rare even during the Chalcolithic. Archaeologists had long been puzzled by the wide time gap between the last of the magnificent Upper Paleolithic paintings at caves like Lascaux in France and Altamira in Spain—estimated at 13,000 to 15,000 years old—and the much later resurgence of pictorial art exemplified by the vivid palace frescoes of Late Bronze Age Greece and Crete, beginning about 1600 B.C. Whether this discontinuity was due to poor archaeological preservation of prehistoric paintings that once did exist, or whether Neolithic and Chalcolithic peoples preferred to express themselves in other ways, was not clear. Now the gap seemed to be filled. At the very least, Mellaart had found the earliest known paintings on human-made surfaces.

Over the four seasons that he dug at Çatalhöyük, Mellaart found dozens of wall paintings, as well as painted plaster wall sculptures, depicting hunting scenes, giant bulls, leopards, vultures, female breasts, and “goddesses.” One painting, he thought, seemed to represent a “town plan” of the Neolithic village, with an erupting volcano looming overhead. Mellaart became obsessed with the search for more and more of these works of art. While some experts on prehistoric art have cautioned against reading too much into these images, suggesting that ancient peoples might have engaged in “art for art’s sake,” most archaeologists have assumed that they are symbolic expressions of the psyche of ancient peoples. Çatalhöyük’s plethora of artworks seemed to provide an unprecedented opportunity to get into the minds of Neolithic settlers.

Such an understanding would complement what archaeologists had already discovered about early farmers. During the previous decade, two other key digs had thrown open new windows onto the Neolithic way of life. At Jericho, the earliest known permanent settlement, Kathleen Kenyon had documented the transition between hunter-gatherer and sedentary modes of human existence and laid bare important details of Neolithic architecture and burial practices. At Jarmo in Iraq, the American Robert Braidwood had found evidence for the earliest known domestication of wheat and barley, thus pinpointing the dawn of the agricultural revolution in the so-called Fertile Crescent of the Near East. Now, at Çatalhöyük, the canvas of Neolithic symbolic and religious life was being unveiled—if, that is, the meaning of the art could be deciphered.

Thrilling as the unexpected discovery of that first painting was for Mellaart and his team, it also presented a major emergency. For some 9,000 years, the pigments, the plaster, and the mud brick had been protected from the ravages of the Anatolian sun by a high level of moisture within the tell, thanks to the relatively high water table on the semiarid Konya Plain. As soon as the artworks were exposed to sunlight and the dry air, they began to dessicate and crack. Some of the brilliant red pigment began turning gray, and green fungus began spreading across the surface of some paintings. Mellaart was not sure what to do. Then he learned that Ernest Hawkins, an expert on fresco conservation with the Byzantine Institute of America, was working in Istanbul. Hawkins answered the call and arrived at Çatalhöyük a few days later. He immediately realized that the paintings could not be left in place if there was to be any hope of saving them. Hawkins’ advice, based on his experience with Byzantine frescoes, was to coat their surfaces with the resin polyvinyl acetate. Once dry, the surfaces were covered with muslin or tissue, and then the paintings—or segments of them in the case of the larger works—were cut out of the wall, mud-brick backing and all.

A number of paintings were removed that way and placed onto wooden boards for the jarring, 150-mile Land Rover journey to the archaeological museum in Ankara. Conservators at the museum then laid the mud-brick backings onto wet plaster of paris, which, when dry, provided some additional stability. Miraculously, many of the paintings survived this treatment, and some were eventually put on display at the museum. But despite the great care taken by the Beycesultan men, who prepared the works for the journey, others did not survive. In at least one case, the plaster adhered to the covering cloth and fell away with it. Other paintings, particularly those that were already in poor condition, simply fell apart and could not be saved. Fortunately, thanks to the dig’s artists and Arlette’s camera, their images were captured on paper and film for the archaeological record.

AN ARCHAEOLOGIST can dig in only two directions: horizontally and vertically. Prior to the Stratigraphic Revolution, horizontal excavation—that is, the laying bare of broad swaths of an ancient city, town, or settlement—was the general rule. Vertical excavation, in which the archaeologist peels away sequential stratigraphic layers to reveal their chronological sequence, was an antidote to the sometimes superficial horizontal approach. But Mortimer Wheeler, the British champion of stratigraphic excavation, argued that these two ways of attacking an archaeological site were complementary, even if the archaeologist—depending on what he or she was trying to find out—often had to give priority to one or the other. Vertical excavation alone, Wheeler commented with his customary metaphoric flourish, “is the railway timetable without a train” which “leaves us in the dark as to those very factors which fit a past culture or civilization into the story of human endeavor and so make its recovery worthwhile.” Horizontal excavations alone, on the other hand, “were trains without a time-table. The trains sometimes ran vigorously enough, but we knew not when they were running or where they started, or their intermediate stopping-places, or their destination.”

At Çatalhöyük, Mellaart managed to do both, and on an amazingly speedy schedule. During that first season, which lasted thirty-nine working days, the Beycesultan men railroaded through forty mud-brick buildings, a rate of one per day. Early each morning, to avoid the heat, Mellaart’s crew climbed to the top of the mound with its picks and shovels. As the Anatolian sun rose higher in the sky, Mellaart paced up and down the mud-brick walls, supervising the work and smoking furiously. By the end of the dig in 1965, he had exposed nearly two hundred buildings, covering about an acre of the tell. Although this represented only about 3 percent of the thirty-two-acre mound, it was enough to provide an unprecedented picture of the layout of a Neolithic settlement. Çatalhöyük was so huge that Mellaart soon took to calling it a city, leapfrogging over the more modest designations of “village” or “town” used to classify other Neolithic sites. The notion that Çatalhöyük was a city received a major boost a few years later when Jane Jacobs, the respected Canadian expert on urban life, repeated the claim in her book The Economy of Cities.

Mellaart complemented his extensive horizontal exposure of Çatalhöyük with vertical plunges into the depths of the settlement. This necessarily meant destroying the houses as he went down. Since the Neolithic villagers had built their houses one atop the other over a period of at least a thousand years, the only way to reveal the building underneath was to dismantle the one above. Working downward in selected parts of the mound, Mellaart eventually identified at least thirteen occupation levels, although he never reached virgin soil. Following the Wheeler-Kenyon guidelines, he numbered the layers with Roman numerals: the top, or most recent, level was designated 0, followed by I, II, III, and so forth, down to XII, the earliest level he reached, with a “deep sounding” during the last days of the 1963 season. One particularly well preserved layer identified during the first season, Level VI, apparently corresponded to the period of the settlement’s maximum population. Mellaart also found considerable evidence that Level VI had been ravaged by a series of ferocious fires.

By the end of Mellaart’s first excavation season, it had become clear that each house was built according to the same basic scheme. The walls were made of long, rectangular mud bricks fashioned from clay quarried from the alluvial soils of the surrounding landscape. The bricks were strengthened with added straw and sometimes small pieces of reed, and dried in the sun. They were then placed one atop the other, with a layer of thick black mortar—composed largely of ash and ground animal bones—sandwiched in between. The walls and floors were covered with coats of plaster. Some of the coats were quite thin, like whitewash, but other layers were much thicker and seemed to correspond to annual replasterings. By counting the number of these thicker coats, Mellaart was able to get an idea of the lifespan of a house. The average was about eighty years, although some houses in Level VII had as many as 120 plaster layers.

The Neolithic residents dismantled the roofs and knocked down much of the walls when rebuilding their houses, leaving little trace of the roofs and the upper halves of the buildings. But Mellaart surmised that the roofs were made of wood beams covered by bundles of reeds and mud and held up by timbers placed against the walls. This conclusion was supported by the wide scars these timbers had left in the wall plaster, as well as deep postholes in the floors where the beams had once stood. Mellaart’s crew also found a great number of charcoal lumps on house floors and in the fill, the apparent remains of timbers that had been burned in accidental or deliberate fires.

The houses were arranged in a honeycomb pattern, with their outer walls jammed one against the other. Every so often a cluster of houses was interrupted by a large space that Mellaart called a “courtyard.” This claustrophobic arrangement of the Neolithic neighborhood raised a question: how did the residents get in and out of their homes? While many houses had what appeared to be small storerooms demarcated by interior walls, and tight passageways that allowed the inhabitants to enter these cubicles, there were no exterior doorways. Nor did Mellaart find any evidence for streets or alleys in the part of the tell that he excavated. There seemed to be only one possible answer: the villagers had entered through holes in the roofs.

Indeed, the plaster on the south wall of nearly every house was scarred with a diagonal mark, which Mellaart concluded was the trace of a wooden ladder that had once rested there. At the bottom of these “ladder scars,” with equal regularity, he found ovens or hearths set partly into the walls. The ovens, many of which were still remarkably well preserved, were made of large, dome-shaped shells of hardened clay or plaster. The hole in the roof apparently served not only as an entryway to let people in, but as a chimney to let the smoke from the fire out.

The south wall seemed to be devoted to public or domestic activities such as cooking and entry and exit. The layout of the rest of the house was apparently designed to provide more private spaces. In the standard arrangement, there was a series of raised platforms or benches built up from plaster: a small, square platform in the northeast corner, a longer platform against the east wall, and a narrow bench not far from the ladder. Often there would be a platform against the north wall as well, although this seemed to vary from house to house. Mellaart surmised that the platforms, which were probably covered with mats made of reeds or other material, were sat on during the daytime and slept on at night. If this assumption is correct, then the living were literally sleeping with the dead.

No sooner had the Beycesultan men begun breaking through the plaster platforms and floors of the first tier of houses than the bodies began turning up. Over the four seasons of Mellaart’s dig, the team unearthed about 480 skeletons. Almost all of them were found beneath the platforms along the walls, although in Level VI, which corresponds to the most densely populated phase of the settlement, there were so many skeletons that some were buried in oval pits in the middle of the floor. Mellaart calculated that the average number of burials in each building was about eight, but this varied greatly: one house had forty-two skeletons and a few had none at all. (This accounting is, however, incomplete, because the floors of many houses had not yet been excavated when the dig had to end.) Most of the bodies had been flexed tightly, knees to chest, and placed on their left sides with their heads facing the center of the room and their feet to the wall. But there were numerous exceptions to this general rule. Some skeletons were fully extended on their backs, and a few were even buried sitting up.

The apparent reverence with which the living regarded the dead had its limitations. In many cases the bones were quite jumbled up. This somewhat disorganized arrangement of the skeletons, along with evidence that the plaster platforms had been cut into repeatedly, made it clear that skeletons that had been buried earlier were sometimes pushed aside to make room for later burials. Mellaart also concluded that most of the interments were “secondary” rather than “primary” burials. In archaeological parlance, a primary burial is one in which a body is laid to rest shortly after death and then allowed to remain in more or less eternal repose without further disturbance. Secondary burial follows from the widespread tendency of ancient peoples—or people nowadays, for that matter—to mess about with the bones of their loved ones. In today’s western world, for example, putting a body straight into a coffin and burying it in a cemetery would be an example of primary burial; having the remains cremated and keeping them in an urn on the living room mantel would count as secondary burial.

At Çatalhöyük a small number of skeletons were buried after their skulls had been removed, although the majority had kept their heads. Mellaart became convinced that the dead bodies were first put outdoors to decompose before their final burial. “Upon death the corpse of the deceased was probably removed to a mortuary outside the settlement where vultures cleaned the corpses down to the bones and dry ligaments,” Mellaart wrote in his 1967 book about the excavations, Çatal Hüyük: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia. “Presumably the dead were exposed on platforms, accessible to the birds and insects, but not to dogs or other scavengers which carry off bones.” The idea that vultures might be lending a helping beak to the mortuary ritual was suggested by wall paintings depicting these carrion-eating birds swooping down on headless people. Another painting, found in a Level VI building, showed what Mellaart thought was a gabled “charnel house” filled with numerous stylized skulls. But some other members of Mellaart’s team questioned whether the bodies were really allowed to decompose to such a great extent before being buried. If not, the vulture paintings might have greater symbolic than literal significance.

Mellaart also concluded, based on preliminary determinations of the sexes of the skeletons later carried out by physical anthropologists, that there were important differences in the way men and women had been buried. The adult male skeletons seemed concentrated under the small, northeast platforms of the houses, while females were usually found under the longer platform along the east wall. And while none of the burials was particularly rich in so-called grave goods—that is, objects buried together with the deceased—there were clues that men and women might have played different gender roles even in those ancient days. Thus males were often found with weapons such as stone mace heads or flint daggers with bone handles, as well as bone belt hooks and the occasional bead and pendant; females were adorned with jewelry such as necklaces made from beads and shells, or copper and bone finger rings. One astonishing item, however, was found only in female burials: shiny mirrors made from large lumps of black obsidian, a glassy rock formed when molten lava cools. The obsidian had been ground into the shape of a hemisphere and the flat side finely and skillfully polished until it produced an optically accurate reflection.

Mellaart found at least eight obsidian mirrors during these excavations. Like so many other things unearthed at Çatalhöyük, the mirrors are the earliest known. But perhaps more important, they provide tantalizing hints about how aware prehistoric peoples might have been of themselves and the world around them. What did the people of Çatalhöyük see, or hope to see, in the reflected faces staring back at them? Mellaart would soon formulate some definite ideas about how these Neolithic settlers saw their place in the material and spiritual universes in which they lived. But first he wanted to assign Çatalhöyük to its proper place within the sweep of ancient Near Eastern civilizations. To do that, he needed to know how old the settlement really was.

•   •   •

WHEN MELLAART FIRST started working as an archaeologist in the early 1950s, dating a site was still largely a matter of guesswork, often based on sequences of pottery types and other highly inexact approaches. In a few cases, especially when archaeologists had access to written records, they could do better. For example, the many texts left behind by the ancient Egyptians have allowed scholars to accurately date each of their dynasties—New Kingdom, Middle Kingdom, Old Kingdom, and so on—going as far back as about 3000 B.C. Fortunately for Mellaart, however, the radiocarbon revolution in archaeology was just about to erupt.

The radiocarbon method was invented in the late 1940s by the American chemist Willard Libby, who won the 1960 Nobel Prize for his accomplishment. It was based on the discovery that a very small portion of carbon atoms are radioactive. These take a form known as carbon 14, as compared to the normal state of carbon, which is carbon 12. Over time, the carbon 14 atoms give off their radioactivity and “decay” to become normal nitrogen atoms, which are designated nitrogen 14. Carbon atoms, of course, are key constituents of most molecules necessary for life, including proteins and DNA. While animals and plants are alive, they maintain a small but steady intake of carbon 14, for example from the food that animals eat or the carbon dioxide that plants take in from the atmosphere. But once the organisms die, the radioactive stores in plant or animal tissues are no longer replenished. Those radioactive carbon atoms that remain continue to decay at a predictable and measurable rate, allowing dating experts to extrapolate backward and estimate how much time has passed since the organism’s death.

Archaeologists began taking the potential of radiocarbon dating seriously when Libby and his coworkers published their analysis of a number of samples whose ages were already known, including acacia wood from the 2750 B.C. coffin of the Old Kingdom Egyptian pharaoh Zoser and a 2,900-year-old chunk of California redwood the longevity of which had been determined from counting its tree rings. Although there was room for improvement—and improvement there would be over the coming years—the new method proved to be fairly accurate even in those early days. Soon a number of radiocarbon dating laboratories sprang up, especially in the United States and France. Excavators from all over the world began flooding them with samples of organic materials such as charcoal, seeds, and bones.

A basic check of the technique was whether an occupation layer known to be older from its stratigraphic location gave an earlier radiocarbon date than one known to be later, and vice versa. Mellaart had given the method a try at Hacilar and found that the resulting dates passed this test of internal consistency very well. The lower stratigraphic levels at Hacilar came out at about 5600 B.C., middle layers at roughly 5400 B.C., and the higher levels at about 5200 B.C. Mellaart had assumed based on a comparison of its pottery and other artifacts that Çatalhöyük was somewhat older than Hacilar. The radiocarbon dates from Çatalhöyük proved that this assumption was correct. They also showed that this huge settlement could take its rightful place in the pantheon of Near Eastern Neolithic sites.

As the Beycesultan men dug ever deeper into Çatalhöyük, Mellaart collected samples for radiocarbon dating from each stratigraphic level. Some samples were chunks of charcoal from timbers that had held up the mud-brick buildings or from fires in the ovens. Others came from grain found in storage bins, ovens, or on the floors. One even came from a bit of human brain that had been miraculously preserved inside a skull. In all, twenty-seven samples were analyzed by technicians at radiocarbon laboratories at the University of Pennsylvania and at a French facility near Paris.

The earliest date obtained, for Level X, came out at 6385 B.C., with a statistical margin of error of about a hundred years older or younger. But since Mellaart never reached the very bottom of the settlement, he considered it likely that the site had been founded one or two hundred years earlier. The latest date, for Level II, came out at 5797 B.C., plus or minus seventy-nine years; Mellaart assumed that Levels 0 and I, which were on the mound’s highly eroded surface and did not provide suitable samples for radiocarbon dating, represented an additional century of occupation. His conclusion, based on the best technology of the time: Çatalhöyük was founded around 8,500 years ago and was continuously inhabited for at least eight hundred years. This meant that the settlement, and Anatolia as a whole, could not be considered a Johnny-come-lately to the Neolithic Revolution. Although the Neolithic settlement at Jericho, the earliest known, was founded perhaps 2,000 years earlier, Çatalhöyük had thrived at the same time as Jarmo and many other Neolithic sites to the east of Anatolia.

While Çatalhöyük was not the earliest farming community, it was a major participant in the cultural and economic changes that had swept across the Near East. And its strategic location in Anatolia made it a bridgehead for the spread of the Neolithic way of life to Europe and beyond.

Mortimer Wheeler, in his introduction to Mellaart’s 1967 book, Çatal Hüyük: A Neolithic Town in Anatolia, expressed the reverence with which archaeologists have long regarded Çatalhöyük: “After its primary precursor, the eighth-millennium walled oasis-town of Jericho in Jordan, it occupies a sort of midway position in the emergence of Civilized Man. As such, it may fairly be regarded as something more than just another archaeological excavation; it represents an outstanding human accomplishment in the upward grade of social development, and may be expected therefore to be of general interest even to a modern age which may have lost something of the easy Victorian certainty of Progress.”

WHEN MELLAART UNEARTHED the voluptuous “goddess” figurines at Hacilar in 1960, the discovery quickly captured the imagination of the news media. He now wasted little time getting word out about his new discoveries at Çatalhöyük. A week before the first season ended, the Daily Telegraph ran an enthusiastic account headlined “Stone Age ‘Painted Hall’ Found in Turkey.” Mellaart himself published the first comprehensive article on the 1961 findings in the American journal Archaeology, an eleven-page spread adorned with many of Arlette’s color photographs. As he dug Çatalhöyük ever wider and deeper over the following years, the international media continued to report his progress. And once again, the Illustrated London News opened its lavish color pages to him. In February 1963 James and Arlette published a stunning two-part photo-essay on the dig’s spectacular finds. The dramatic photographs depicted the latest wall paintings and also the plastered skulls of bulls—with menacing, protruding horns—that Mellaart and his team had found mounted on the walls of some of the mud-brick buildings.

All of this media exposure came at a propitious time for the young archaeologist. Despite the acclaim his discoveries had brought him, his future career in archaeology was not at all certain. Nowadays nearly every major university harbors either an archaeology department (especially in the United Kingdom) or a department of anthropology in which archaeologists form an important subgroup (as is the case more often in the United States). Nevertheless, university jobs in archaeology, as in most academic fields, are scarce. Most excavators today work as contract archaeologists on so-called rescue digs undertaken at construction sites where developers are usually obliged by law to pay the bill.Back in Mellaart’s day, the job situation was even bleaker. By the time he began digging at Çatalhöyük, Mellaart had already applied for—and failed to land—a number of positions in England.

The excavations at Çatalhöyük also coincided with unsettling changes taking place at the British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara. For the previous decade the BIAA had supported Mellaart financially—although not always generously, in Mellaart’s view. As the Çatalhöyük dig began in 1961, Seton Lloyd, who had been the institute’s director since its founding in 1948, decided to step down and return to England. Lloyd took over Max Mallowan’s professorship in western Asiatic archaeology at the prestigious Institute of Archaeology in London, which Mortimer Wheeler and Kathleen Kenyon had founded during the 1930s.

Lloyd’s departure meant that Mellaart was losing his mentor and chief protector. While some members of the BIAA’s London-based governing council had found Mellaart troublesome—for example, when he complained incessantly about bank transfers that went astray, or when he went around the council and publicly lobbied for the continuation of the Hacilar excavations—Lloyd tended to indulge his star protégé. After all, Mellaart had discovered and excavated Beycesultan, Hacilar, and now Çatalhöyük. He had done more than anyone else to put the BIAA on the map.

But now Lloyd was leaving Turkey. The council, which had twice extended Mellaart’s tenure as the BIAA’s assistant director, made it clear that his job would also end. Fortunately, Mellaart was able to negotiate a lectureship in prehistoric archaeology at the University of Istanbul, although this was not the kind of permanent position he was seeking. Lloyd’s replacement, effective July 1961, was Michael Gough, an expert on the early Christian period in Turkey. Gough, a former major in the British Army, had been a student fellow at the BIAA just before Mellaart arrived but had left to take a position at the University of Edinburgh. From the beginning, there was little love lost between Gough and Mellaart. Gough specialized in just the kind of “filthy Roman muck” that Mellaart abhorred. Mellaart felt that the new director had no real interest in the Neolithic period in Turkey. Gough, whose military background had given him a strong sense of decorum, quickly concluded that the unpredictable Mellaart was a source of trouble.

Over the next few years Mellaart continued to dig Çatalhöyük fiendishly, knowing that each season might be his last. As the Beycesultan men sent the dirt flying, the maze of mud-brick buildings stretched out ever wider before him, and the inventory of artworks and other artifacts piled up ever higher. From this archaeological raw material, Mellaart began constructing his imaginative vision of what life at Çatalhöyük might have been like.


3
The Dorak Affair 

[image: Image]

JAMES MELLAART never had a big staff at Çatalhöyük. Except for the Beycesultan men, the team of archaeologists and other specialists seldom included more than about a dozen people. While Konya, the original home of the Whirling Dervishes, is on some tourist stops today, during the early 1960s the hinterlands of Turkey were considered fairly remote even by archaeologists. Nevertheless, a handful of intrepid souls did make their way to the dig. One of them was an archaeology student at the University of Birmingham named Ian Todd.

Todd, a tall young man who wore glasses and a beard, had written to Mellaart in 1961 asking if he could come work with him. Mellaart had never answered. Some months later Todd attended a lecture in London that Mellaart was giving about Hacilar. He went up to Mellaart afterward and reminded him about the letter. “I never answer letters like that,” Mellaart said. Yet after a few minutes’ conversation, he asked, “So when are you coming to Çatalhöyük?” Todd was floored but immediately agreed to come out for the 1962 season. “And be sure to shave off that beard before you get there,” Mellaart said.

For the next three seasons Ian Todd served as Mellaart’s assistant director at Çatalhöyük. Most of his time was spent on his knees in the mud-brick houses exposing the artworks. All day long, with the Anatolian sun burning overhead, he pared away the plaster walls with X-Acto knives and dental tools. It was not an easy task. The outer layer of plaster—that is, the last coat the Neolithic villagers laid down before abandoning their houses—was never painted. And yet this last layer was often almost an inch thick. The Turkish workmen would empty the houses of their fill and clean the tops of the mud-brick walls so that the upper edge of the plaster layers was exposed. If Todd was lucky, bits of red or black paint would give clues as to which layers had been painted. The idea was to press gently against the plaster so that it flaked off without damaging the painting underneath. Some of the smaller paintings could be cleaned in a day or two. But others—like one mural of a huge bull that covered an entire wall—took several weeks of painstaking work.

The process was so slow and tiring that nearly everyone on the team had to take a turn at it. During the 1963 season Todd got a lot of help from a young woman named Viola Pemberton-Pigott. Viola, the daughter of a British diplomat and a distant cousin of Seton Lloyd, had met the Mellaarts at a dinner party in London the previous year. Mellaart had gladly accepted her offer to come out and help. While Ian and Viola worked away at the artworks, Mellaart would pass by every so often to see what was developing. Sometimes the subject of a painting would not reveal itself until they were nearly done. A series of parallel black lines would suddenly coalesce as a vulture’s wing; a patch of red would come into focus as an abstract geometric pattern. The plaster relief sculptures, mounted on the walls, were sometimes more obvious. A marvelous pair of spotted leopards, facing each other, adorned the wall of one building; when the building immediately below it was later excavated, a nearly identical pair popped up on the corresponding wall. Ian and Viola discovered that the leopards changed their spots. As they flaked away at the animals’ flanks, it became clear that they had been painted and repainted a number of times. Each time the spots were of a different design.

Then there were the female breasts. At least, Mellaart thought that these rounded plaster wall sculptures, which occurred singly, in pairs, or in rows, were breasts. Many of them certainly had what looked like nipples in their centers. But within these clay hemispheres, danger lurked. Out of the nipples jutted the beaks of vultures or the lower jaws and tusks of wild boars, and the skulls of these animals were sometimes found hidden within the plaster. Other “breasts” harbored the skulls of foxes and weasels. Mellaart interpreted these sculptures as symbolizing the juxtaposition of life and death—mother’s milk versus the carrion-eating vulture—and linked them to the Mother Goddess he now felt sure was worshipped at Çatalhöyük.

Mellaart also saw the Mother Goddess in wall reliefs of humanlike figures with outstretched arms and legs. This motif was repeated at least a dozen times in different buildings and stratigraphic levels. One of these figures seemed to have long tresses flowing out to one side, as if the wind were blowing through its hair. He was certain that these sculptures represented deities of some sort. Before abandoning their houses, the Neolithic settlers had made most of the figures “ritually harmless”: that is, they had taken away their powers by obliterating their faces and sometimes their hands and feet as well. But what clinched the Mother Goddess theory for Mellaart was the discovery of dozens of female figurines during the four seasons of excavation. There were “goddesses” galore: goddesses sitting, standing, and squatting; goddesses giving birth; goddesses holding children in their arms; naked goddesses, goddesses wearing robes, goddesses wearing leopard skins; single goddesses, twin goddesses, and a goddess and a “god” locked in embrace.

The most spectacular of the statuettes, found in a grain bin, depicts a fat woman with pendulous breasts sitting on a throne, her hands on the heads of two leopards that stand on each side of her. Mellaart believed that she was captured in the process of giving birth, as evidenced by a round protrusion—the head of her child?—peeking out from between her legs. The original is displayed today in the archaeological museum in Ankara, and replicas are on sale in tourist shops across Turkey. For Mellaart there was no doubt what it represented: “A belief in a goddess of fertility and abundance is clearly demonstrated by the figurines,” he wrote in one of his early reports in Anatolian Studies, adding that the Çatalhöyük figurines were the “ancestors of the remarkable series found in Late Neolithic Hacilar in 1960.”

Moreover, Mellaart thought that his excavations had unearthed the goddess cult’s special houses of worship. All of the mud-brick buildings had the same basic arrangement: ovens and ladders on the south wall, platforms and benches along the north and east walls, and so on. But roughly a third of the buildings seemed much richer in paintings and sculptures than others. In addition, many of the more elaborate buildings featured enormous bull heads, complete with giant horns, either mounted on the walls or on special pedestals or benches on the floors. In some cases real bull skulls were used; in others, the horn cores were embedded in stylized plaster sculptures of the massive heads. One alarming arrangement, found in a building in Level VI, consisted of a row of seven sharply pointed horn cores protruding menacingly from a long plaster bench.

Mellaart concluded that these special buildings were “shrines” devoted to the worship of the Mother Goddess and her son, a deity who sometimes took the form of a bull and who was both her child and her lover. Mellaart was inspired in this imaginative reconstruction of Neolithic religion by the parallels he saw with the later gods and goddesses of Crete, Greece, and Rome. This often bewildering array of deities included a number of mother-son pairings, some of which were incestuous. Among them were Demeter, goddess of agriculture, and her son Plutus, god of abundance; and Rhea, goddess of fruitfulness, whose son Zeus was the chief protector of gods and men. Closer to home, Mellaart saw a resemblance between the Çatalhöyük Mother Goddess and Agdistis, who was first worshipped in the land of Phrygia, in what is today west central Turkey. Agdistis, whom the Greeks called Cybele, was the Great Mother of the gods. She fell in love with her son Attis, a god of vegetation and fertility. But things did not end happily. Phrygian myth relates that Agdistis, upon learning that Attis was about to marry, suffered a fit of jealousy and struck her son with a spell of madness, whereupon the crazed Attis castrated himself under a pine tree.

To Mellaart the notion that Neolithic farmers would call upon gods and goddesses of agriculture and fertility to give them spiritual guidance and bless their harvests seemed obvious. Archaeologists working at other Near Eastern Neolithic sites both before and since Mellaart’s day have often interpreted their own figurines in similar ways. Mellaart, however, put a particular Anatolian spin on Çatalhöyük’s religious practices, a twist which would do much to draw attention to the site. None of Çatalhöyük’s figurines, relief sculptures, or wall murals, he noted, showed the sexual organs of the figures they represented. The absence of phalluses and vulvae was remarkable, Mellaart thought, because they were often portrayed in the art of Upper Paleolithic and Neolithic cultures outside Anatolia. In Mellaart’s view, the meaning of this was simple: since “emphasis on sex in art is invariably connected with male impulse and desire,” he concluded, the goddess cult at Çatalhöyük was led by women, not by men.

It took only one more logical leap for Mellaart to decide that Çatalhöyük, which he believed was the spiritual, cultural, and trade center of this region of ancient Anatolia, had been a matriarchical society. “As the only source of life,” he wrote in his 1967 book, women “became associated with processes of agriculture, with the taming and nourishing of domesticated animals, with the ideas of increase, abundance, and fertility. Hence a religion which aimed at exactly that same conservation of life in all its forms, its propagation and the mysteries of its rites connected with life and death, birth and resurrection, [was] evidently part of her sphere rather than that of man.”

Mellaart’s contention that women were dominant at Çatalhöyük is probably the most controversial claim he ever made about the site. Because he was writing during the 1960s, when feminist movements around the world were just taking off, the notion was electrifying. In particular, it was seized upon by the Lithuanian-born archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, for whom the religious imagery at Çatalhöyük and other ancient sites across Asia and Europe was proof that today’s male-dominated societies had superseded earlier communities where warfare was unknown and men and women lived in harmony. This nostalgia for a lost egalitarian paradise, where women were empowered rather than trodden underfoot, is central to the beliefs of today’s goddess cults. Every year goddess worshippers from around the world make the pilgrimage to Çatalhöyük, the mother of all matriarchies.

IF, AS MELLAART BELIEVED, Çatalhöyük in its day was the spiritual and economic center of central Anatolia, what made it so? That this community was unequaled in size and population seems clear from Mellaart’s archaeological surveys of the surrounding region. An estimated 5,000 to 8,000 people may have lived here, based on calculations from the number of burials under the mud-brick houses. No other Neolithic site in the area came close to it in size. To help him figure out the basis for the settlement’s apparent prosperity, Mellaart put out the call to some of the world’s leading specialists.

One of the first to show up was paleobotanist Hans Helbaek, an expert in fossil plant remains from the Danish National Museum in Copenhagen. Helbaek had earlier worked with Robert Braidwood at Jarmo, where he found the burnt remains of the earliest known domesticated wheat and barley. Helbaek was bowled over by the abundance of domesticated plants he found at Çatalhöyük. “The deposits of carbonized grains and seeds excavated at Çatal Hüyük are the largest and best preserved finds of their kind ever recovered from so early periods in the Old World,” he enthused in his preliminary report in Anatolian Studies. Helbaek identified at least fifteen edible plant species, including large quantities of domesticated wheat, barley, and peas. Some of the grains were still in their storage bins. One grain bin, in a Level VI house, contained a gallon of carbonized plant remains. The inhabitants also gathered nuts—such as pistachios, almonds, and acorns—and hack-berries. One pile of almonds was found in an oven, as if they had just been roasted.

If Çatalhöyük’s fields were bountiful, so too, a leading expert concluded, were its animal herds. Mellaart asked the American archaeological zoologist Dexter Perkins Jr. to analyze the animal bones unearthed during the excavations to see which species were domesticated and which were wild. Perkins found the remains of sheep, goats, red deer, boar, ass, dogs, and cattle. When he compared the sizes and shapes of these bones to those found at other archaeological sites, he came to a startling conclusion: other than the dogs, only the cattle seemed to be domesticated. Moreover, the domestication process seemed to have taken place during the millennium-long occupation of the site. If correct, this fact would make Çatalhöyük, as Perkins later reported in the journal Science, the earliest known center of cattle domestication. Perkins’s findings that cattle made up more than 90 percent of the population’s meat diet also implied that these animals were central to Çatalhöyük’s apparently booming economy, a development for which, he remarked, “there is no known parallel in the Near East.”

Perkins’ pronouncement was surprising, because many faunal experts had assumed that sheep and goats were domesticated before cattle throughout the Near East. If he was right, it would mean that the process of animal domestication followed a different course in Anatolia. Perkins speculated that this difference might have been due to a more plentiful supply of cattle on the Anatolian plains. Whatever the case, knowing the status of the cattle—tame or wild—is critical not only for understanding the basis of Çatalhöyük’s economy but also for deciphering the symbolic meaning of the vivid bull imagery created by the community’s artists.

Although Çatalhöyük was clearly a highly productive agricultural community, it did not live in splendid isolation. Neolithic villages apparently traded with each other. This trade may also have been a key to Çatalhöyük’s wealth. Mellaart received a visit from British archaeologist Colin Renfrew, who together with other colleagues at Cambridge University was tracing the exchange of obsidian in the Near East. This black volcanic glass was evidently highly prized, especially because very sharp tools could be fashioned from it. Renfrew’s group had found that obsidian from different volcanic sources differed in the amounts of trace elements found in the glass when it was analyzed using a technique known as spectrography. The relative amounts of barium and zirconium, in particular, were reliable indicators of where the obsidian had come from. Renfrew’s research had identified two primary sources in the Near East: a pair of extinct volcanoes in central Anatolia and two other volcanoes near Lake Van in Turkey’s far eastern corner.

Ian Todd drove Renfrew around the area in his Land Rover. As might be expected, the obsidian that Renfrew collected from the region around Çatalhöyük, as well as from the site itself, came from the central Anatolian sources. But so also did the obsidian unearthed at contemporaneous Neolithic sites much farther away in the Levant, including Jericho, Byblos in present-day Lebanon, and Khirokitia on Cyprus. On the other hand, the obsidian at Jarmo in Iraq, Ali Kosh in Iran, and other large Neolithic settlements farther east came from the Lake Van area. Renfrew concluded that settlements closer to the volanoes—like Çatalhöyük, where some 80 percent of the stone tools were made from obsidian—were getting their supplies directly from the source. Villages farther away, on the other hand, had a smaller proportion of obsidian tools and were more likely to have acquired them through trade. This evidence alone did not prove that Çatalhöyük was controlling the obsidian trade in the Levant, but as the largest community in Anatolia, it certainly could have had a large piece of the action.

By 1963, Mellaart’s third excavation season at Çatalhöyük, these and other scientific studies were already providing important new information about life during the Neolithic. But there was so much left to do. Although he had exposed some thirteen occupation levels, Mellaart had yet to reach the very earliest phases of the community. He still knew little about its origins and why its first inhabitants had decided to settle here. Nor did he understand why, after nearly a millennium of apparent prosperity, this huge village had been abandoned. Had famine, overpopulation, or warfare put an end to it? Did the people resettle elsewhere? Just across a dry riverbed from the main mound, Mellaart had discovered a second, smaller tell that appeared to date from the early Chalcolithic period. Perhaps the people of Çatalhöyük had simply moved across the river. Excavations at this second mound might prove or refute this hypothesis. Mellaart figured he needed at least another ten years’ work to solve Çatalhöyük’s remaining mysteries.
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