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THE
CYGNUS KEY

“The Cygnus Key is the new astronomical paradigm that shines light on the primal awakening of human consciousness, sparked by the discovery of precession cycles, sound acoustics, and number cosmology. Andrew Collins had already decoded the alignments to the Cygnus star system at Göbekli Tepe and the Giza pyramid complex in his book Göbekli Tepe: Genesis of the Gods. Now, going back even further to 45,000 years ago, he explores how our ancestors first discovered the Cygnus connection, the pathway of souls through the constellation of the swan. This brilliant book is the sign I’ve been waiting for! We are recovering from our species trauma from the great cataclysms 12,000 years ago. The Cygnus Key is a must-read for all students of ancient timelines, star alignments, and cosmology.”

BARBARA HAND CLOW, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING THE PLANETARY MIND 
AND REVELATIONS OF THE AQUARIAN AGE

“The Cygnus Key is a monumental work bringing numerous ancient mysteries into focus. It provides a lucid and well-reasoned understanding for readers who make the effort to digest it all. Starting with the amazing site of Göbekli Tepe, Collins leads the reader to Egypt and various other ancient civilizations. He shows how both Orion and Cygnus were key astronomical elements in the ancient world’s understanding of the soul’s journey to the stars and the probable source of these beliefs.”

GREGORY L. LITTLE, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE ILLUSTRATED 
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF NATIVE AMERICAN INDIAN MOUNDS & EARTHWORKS

“A dynamic quest to discover the cosmology of our earliest ancestors and its relevance today. Collins takes us on a convincing journey following the lore of the constellation of Cygnus. From Göbekli Tepe to the pyramids of Egypt and the archaic myths of Greece, we are led to humanity’s ultimate psycho-spiritual roots in the Paleolithic world of Russian Siberia and the realm of the Denisovans. A triumph.”

CAROLINE WISE, EDITOR OF FINDING ELEN: THE QUEST FOR ELEN OF 
THE WAYS AND COEDITOR OF THE SECRET LORE OF LONDON
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PREFACE

LAST OF THE DENISOVANS

The date is approximately 45,000 years ago; the location, a mountain pass somewhere in the Altai-Sayan region of southern Siberia. From a rocky vantage point, four tall, darkened forms emerge into view from behind a patch of cold early-morning mist. They stand a few meters apart, gazing toward the only path permitting access to the mountain’s central plateau.

Each figure is of extraordinary size, being as much as 7 feet (2.15 meters) in height. Their stature is that of giant wrestlers, their enormous frames accentuated by broad shoulders and streams of furs that immerse their bodies from head to feet. Their heads also are of incredible size, being both long and broad, with large, powerful jaws. What little can be seen of their exposed skin suggests it is brown; their long, matted hair either dark or the color of straw. Adding to the almost alien appearance of these strange individuals are their extremely large noses and unusual eyes, which have striking black pupils and irises so pale they seem almost white. Completing the picture are the long, dark feathers attached to their furs, which blow about in the gentle breeze that has followed the first light of day.

They are Denisovans, members of an archaic human population whose very existence had gone unrecognized until the first decade of the twenty-first century, when oversized fossil remains were discovered in a large cave in the Altai Mountains of southern Siberia.

The purpose of these four figures at the head of this rocky pass is to await the arrival of others—a new people from a distant land located in the direction of the setting sun. In small groups these people have been approaching ever nearer to the Denisovans’ mountain retreats, and now, finally, they were within sight, moving slowly toward the Denisovans’s elevated position. These intruders were shorter and more slightly built, their heads smaller and more elongated. Furthermore, their approach to life seemed quite different. They enter new territories, assume control of them, and exploit their natural resources before dispatching some of their growing number in pursuit of even more suit-able places of occupation. They have been advancing in this manner for several thousand years, encountering and even interbreeding with the Old People of the West, who will one day become known as Neanderthals. For countless millennia the Old People have occupied vast swaths of the western Eurasian continent, while the Denisovans have been content to remain in the eastern part of the continent.

Now, finally, the New People had arrived in the Altai-Sayan region and were about to encounter a small group of Denisovans for the very first time. Their advance party was perhaps ten to twelve in number. They too wore furs to combat the colder climate found at these higher altitudes, and in the hands of some of them were long wooden spears. One, the leader of the group, was brandishing his weapon in a provocative manner, as if ready to attack at the first sign of aggression from the tall strangers.

Yet the Denisovans say and do nothing. They simply stand their ground, gazing down at the intruders, who are now shuffling to a halt no more than 15 meters away.

The leader of the New People seems unsure what to do. Should they advance farther and strike out at these people who look like tree trunks? Why did they not attack? More pressingly, why did they not carry weapons? What strange magic was this? Were they powerful shamans who did not need weapons? Could they kill simply by making eye contact? Could they send out spirits to torment the families of intruders?

The Denisovans were indeed powerful shamans. They knew that any confusion or uncertainty in the minds of the New People would cause them to question their actions. What is more, the plan was working. They approached no farther. A few final thrusts into the air of the leader’s spear did nothing to prompt a response from the Denisovans, who simply stood their ground, unfazed by what was unfolding in front of them.

Unnerved and fearful of their enemy’s powerful magic, the New People all at once turn around and retreat back down the mountain pass and out of sight. The Denisovans have won the day. Yet they know full well that eventually the New People will return, this time in much greater numbers. Eventually the intruders will overrun the Denisovans’ world, spelling an end to their population. It might take a few decades, a few centuries, or even a few millennia, but it will happen.

In the future the preservation of the Denisovans’ profound ancient wisdom, accumulated across hundreds of generations, will become the property of the New People. It will be through them that the Denisovans will continue to exist. Yet this will not happen through conquest or submission, but through interbreeding. The last of the Denisovans will give way to hybrid descendants, who with an entirely revitalized mind-set will continue to thrive, not just in the Old World, but also in the far-off American continent. Sadly, however, the Denisovans were aware also that for many millennia knowledge of their very existence will be suppressed, belittled, and finally forgotten. Yet one day, as the prophecies determine, they will rise again, their contribution to the genesis of civilization laid bare for all to see. Then, finally, everyone will know the legacy of the Denisovans.

This is an imagined first meeting between anatomically modern humans (Homo sapiens) and the last of the Denisovans (tentatively Homo sapiens altaiensis). It is based on what meager evidence we have regarding their physiognomy, behavior, genetics, and technological achievements, along with local folklore, which perhaps preserves a memory of their former existence in the region.

Whatever the accuracy behind this all-important encounter between our own ancestors and the Denisovans, the chances are it occurred around 45,000 years ago, either in the Altai Mountains, where their fossil remains have been found in the Denisova Cave, the type site of the Denisovans, or a little further north in the western Sayan Mountains. (A type site is a site that is considered to be the model of a particular archaeological culture.) These straddle the republics of Khakassia and Tuva, between which is a narrow strip of land constituting the most southerly part of the Russian province of Krasnoyarsk Krai. Here age-old folk stories speak of the former presence of a giant population that inhabited the nearby Yenisei and Abakan River basins. They recall how these giants—referred to in Khakassia as the ‘Akh Kharakh, the “white-eyed people”—created the first stone fortresses (kurgans), the first irrigation channels, the first dams and bridges, and even the first divine melodies played on musical instruments.

The description of these legendary giants best fits what we know about the Denisovans who occupied southern Siberia for hundreds of thousands of years before their disappearance around 40,000 years ago. DNA analysis of many modern populations in East Asia, South Asia, Indonesia, Australia, and even Melanesia and Micronesia, tells us that Denisovans interbred with the earliest modern humans who passed through their territories. More significantly, there is every reason to link the Denisovans with the sudden acceleration in human behavior known to have occurred in southern Siberia between 20,000 and 45,000 years ago. This included the making of some of the first bird-bone flutes anywhere in the world, along with the creation of settled habitation sites, the employment of advanced hunting techniques, the formalizing of tool kits, including the use of microblade technology, and the first sustained appearance of a specialized form of stone-tool production known as pressure flaking.

In addition to this, there is compelling evidence that the earliest human societies to occupy the Altai-Sayan region possessed an extraordinary knowledge of long-term eclipse cycles. Evidence suggests they used a knowledge of these cycles to develop complex, numerically based calendrical systems that would go on to permeate religious cosmologies in many parts of the ancient world. All the indications are that this grand calendrical system, as we shall call it, had its inception in southern Siberia and might well have been inherited from the lost world of the Denisovans. There are also tantalizing clues that the principal creative influence seen as responsible for long-term time cycles and the inaudible sounds once thought to be emitted by the sun, moon, and stars was identified with a cosmic bird symbolized in the night sky by the stars of Cygnus, the celestial swan. Through this association the constellation went on to become guardian of the entrance to the sky world, through which human souls had to pass either to achieve incarnation or enter the afterlife.

In time many of the technological, cultural, and cosmological achievements that appear first in southern Siberia circa 20,000–45,000 years ago, reach the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world of southeast Anatolia and begin to flourish at key cult centers such as Göbekli Tepe. From here they are carried southward through the Levant to northern Egypt. On the banks of the Nile River, as early as 8500–8000 BCE, they find a new home at a site named Helwan, which is today a thriving industrial city immediately south of Cairo. Yet it was here, almost certainly, that the predynastic world of ancient Egypt would begin in earnest, and it would be just across the river, on the plateau at Giza, that the fruits of the Denisovan 
legacy would finally find manifestation in the greatest and most enigmatic architectural accomplishment of the ancient world—the Great Pyramid, built for the pharaoh Khufu circa 2550 BCE. As we shall see, its underlying geometry, which underpins the entire pyramid field at Giza, displays a profound knowledge of long-term time cycles, numeric systems, and sound acoustics, as well as a polarcentric cosmology featuring the stars of Cygnus. All of this might well have had its origins in southern Siberia as much as 45,000 years ago. Piecing this story together will require some patience. Yet those who persevere will discover not only tantalizing evidence of a lost civilization, but also the true founders of our own.



PART ONE

GÖBEKLI TEPE
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AN ARTIST’S WORK

It was found during routine excavations at the site of Göbekli Tepe, the most extraordinary megalithic temple complex in the world. Yet no one could have quite realized just how important the tiny bone plaque would be to our knowledge of the beliefs, practices, and sophistication of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world of southeast Anatolia some 11,000 years ago.

Archaeologists and other specialized teams of scientists have been investigating Göbekli Tepe since 1995 (see plate 1). What they have found has changed the way we view the emergence of high culture and even of civilization itself. So far several major enclosures containing rings of T-shaped standing stones, set up like spokes of a wheel around a pair of much larger monoliths, have been uncovered at the site. Each one is magnificent in its style and design, with exquisite carved decorations on many of the stones that speak volumes about the level of sophistication and technological advancement of their builders, who emerged on the scene as if out of nowhere.


END OF THE ICE AGE

The oldest enclosures at Göbekli Tepe are around 11,500 years old. Indeed, construction at the site probably began within a generation or so of the end of the last ice age, which had given way to a sudden increase in temperature about 15,000 years ago. This had lasted for around 2000 years until approximately 10,800 BCE, when there was a rapid resurgence of the ice sheets, which had been withdrawing gradually before this time. This had brought back severe Arctic conditions across large areas of the Northern Hemisphere, creating a mini–ice age that lasted around 1200 years and then abruptly halted circa 9600 BCE. This is known to palaeoclimatologists as the Younger Dryas event. It was shortly after this time that the first colossal stone structures were built on this remote mountaintop in southeast Anatolia.

The earliest monuments at Göbekli Tepe were constructed by an advanced prehistoric society officially classified as hunter-gatherers, since there was no animal husbandry or wide-scale cultivation of cereal crops at this time. Both came only after Göbekli Tepe 
had been up and running for at least half a millennium. During this time further stone enclosures were being built either alongside or on top of their predecessors, until finally, around 8000 BCE, Göbekli Tepe was abandoned. All remaining enclosures were buried beneath thousands of tons of earth, rubble, stone chippings, and human refuse. Thereafter the communities brought together to take part in this mammoth building project, which had lasted approximately 1500 years, dispersed into other parts of the ancient world, carrying with them new ideas in domesticated agriculture, stone technologies, engineering, and arguably even the brewing of beer and making of wine.

The achievements of the Göbekli builders remained hidden beneath the occupational mound or tepe (Turkish for “hill,” usually a former occupational mound) until 1994, when the late Professor Klaus Schmidt (1962–2014), a German archaeologist with the University of Heidelberg and the German Archaeological Institute, arrived at the site. He saw the tops of stones peaking out of the fertile earth, as well as fragments of carved stone scattered about the surface of the mound, used today for cultivation purposes. Their great age was made clear by the presence of countless stone tools and projectile points across a wide area. These could accurately be dated to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic age, meaning that many of them were as much as 10,000–11,000 years old.

The following year, 1995, excavations began at the site. These have continued 
through till the present day, with new discoveries being made every year. In 
addition to the stone enclosures, archaeologists have uncovered a number of 
portable objects, including carved statues of animals and human figures, as well 
as a whole series of smaller items fashioned from hard stone. They include perforated beads and buttons, along with various holed pendants bearing abstract images of snakes, birds, and other creatures of the natural world.




DISCOVERY OF THE BONE PLAQUE

Among the portable items found at Göbekli Tepe in 2011 was the aforementioned bone plaque, which is just 6 centimeters in length, 2.5 centimeters in width, and 3–4 millimeters in thickness (see plate 2). Its smooth surface, which appears highly polished, bears etched carvings, although only on one side; the other side is blank. After discovery, the object was cleaned, recorded, and placed in storage. With the opening of a new archaeological museum in Şanlıurfa, Turkey, in May 2015, the tiny bone plaque was displayed for the first time. Although experts had obviously noticed that it bears some minute etchings, no consensus opinion had been reached on what they might represent.1
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Figure 1.1. Left, the bone plaque found at Göbekli Tepe and currently
yon display at the Şanlıurfa archaeological museum, and,
right, the plaque’s unique imagery highlighted.

This task was left to Matthew Smith, a British expat telephone engineer then living in Turkey. During a tour of the museum organized by my colleague Hugh Newman and myself, Matthew—who had recently undergone lazer eye surgery in Istanbul—noticed three tiny bone pieces in a display cabinet. All had been found at Göbekli Tepe, and so were likely to be as much as 11,000 years old. Yet it was the one on the left that drew his attention. His keen eyes picked out the fact that its minuscule etching, done with an extremely sharp instrument, a flint or obsidian graver or awl most likely, showed a pair of T-pillars (see fig. 1.1). The fact that they were more or less identical to each other probably meant they represented the twin monoliths that had once stood at the center of all the main enclosures at Göbekli Tepe. Some of these twin monoliths, such as those in the installations known as Enclosures C and D (see plate 3), originally stood around 5.5 meters in height and weighed as much as 15–20 metric tons apiece.

Although the twin central pillars seen at Göbekli Tepe are usually positioned parallel to each other, in this plaque their narrow front edges are turned toward the entrant. Thus the artist would appear to have twisted the pillars 90 degrees so that they could be viewed sideways on, most likely to ensure that the viewer knew exactly what was being shown.




THE RANGE OF GÖBEKLI TEPE

Precisely which enclosure is depicted on the bone plaque will probably never be known. Nine major installations have so far been investigated at Göbekli Tepe. 
They are Enclosures A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, and the Lion Pillars Building. Yet a 
ground-sensing radar survey carried out at the site in 2004 indicated that as 
much as twenty more structures of a similar size and complexity probably await discovery. Any one of these might be illustrated on the bone plaque, which was found in an excavation area in the northwest part of the mound.

Another important question posed by the existence of the bone plaque was how did it come to be made and what exactly was its purpose? Even though it bears no holes indicating use as a pendant and is officially classified as the end of a prehistoric spatula, it probably functioned as an amulet or talisman.2 The likeness of the twin central monoliths in one of the enclosures at Göbekli Tepe was perhaps thought to connect the plaque with the creative potency of the site, imbuing it with some kind of magical quality.




MULTI-LAYERED IMAGERY

Yet the plaque’s importance as the first recorded pictorial representation of Göbekli Tepe’s famous T-shaped pillars was just the beginning. A more detailed examination of its carved imagery reveals various other remarkable features, including its artist’s use of three-dimensional perspective. This is apparent about halfway down the right-hand edge of the left-hand T-pillar. Here a line rises at an angle from the stone toward the center of the image. It appears to portray a retaining wall linking the pillar with an inner area of the enclosure. At Göbekli Tepe the pillars making up the stone circles that surround the twin central monoliths are set within what are known as ringwalls, original retaining walls made of layers of rock held together by a hardened clay mortar. Centrally placed, below the plaque’s twin pillars, is what appears to be a pedestal, from which rise two lines that converge at its center. Visually, these convey the impression of a walkway leading into the enclosure. The converging lines utilize the concept of parallax, whereby parallel lines appear to get closer the farther they are away from the viewer.

Just as intriguing is the fact that the converging lines between the T-pillars give the impression of a long-legged, abstract stick person standing either between or in front of the stones. This trick of the eye does not appear to be coincidence.




DEEP PECK MARK

Something additionally noted when the plaque was first inspected in the Şanlıurfa museum in September 2015 was the manner that its converging lines focus the eye on a deep peck mark positioned centrally beneath the heads of the twin pillars. On either side of it is a vertical line, creating the likeness of a porthole stone similar to the example seen at the rear of Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D (see fig. 1.2). This stone is unique because it is the only example in the installation that has one of its wide faces turned toward the twin central monoliths; the rest have one of their narrow edges turned in this direction. Indeed, a person standing between the two pillars would originally have been able to peer through the porthole stone’s circular opening—around 25–30 centimeters in diameter—toward the local skyline.

A similar porthole stone is to be seen in the outer ringwall of Enclosure C at exactly the same position as the one in Enclosure D. Yet this example (officially designated Pillar 59) has toppled onto its side and is fractured across its circular aperture, perhaps because of the weight of the infill and rubble bearing down on it prior to excavation (see fig. 1.2). An inner ring of stones, set within another retaining wall, was added to Enclosure C after its original construction.3 This would have effectively blocked the line of sight between the twin central pillars and the holed stone. Yet before this time a person would, as in the case of Enclosure D, have been able to stand between its twin central monoliths and gaze out through the stone toward the local horizon.
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Figure 1.2. The porthole stones to be seen in two key enclosures
sat Göbekli Tepe. Top, the example in Enclosure D, and, bottom, the one
in Enclosure C, which is today broken and on its side.

Both holed stones, in Enclosures C and D, were originally positioned to reflect the mean azimuth bearings of their corresponding twin central pil-lars, suggesting that they played a key role in the religious beliefs and practices of the Göbekli builders. Indeed, their very specific placement indicates that they acted in the same capacity as the stone niches built into the walls of later Pre-Pottery Neolithic cult buildings in southeast Anatolia. One such example was found during the early 1980s within the rear wall of a 10,500-year-old, rectangular cult building at a site named Nevalı Çori in the extreme north of Şanlıurfa province. Such areas of special sanctity were unquestionably the fore-runners of the sacred altars that would eventually become an integral feature in religious buildings all over the world.




SOUL HOLES

Professor Klaus Schmidt, who headed excavations at Göbekli Tepe between 1995 and his untimely death in 2014, never passed comment on the site’s porthole stones, which appear in the two most accomplished enclosures discovered to date. He did, however, have something to say about the fragments of stone rings his team found scattered about the site—one of which has been pieced together and is on display at Şanlıurfa’s archaeological museum (see plate 4). These are around half a meter in diameter and were positioned originally either in the ringwalls of now-lost enclosures or in overhead ceilings. As to their function, Schmidt proposed they were Seelenlöcher, a word in his native German language meaning “soul holes.”4 So what exactly are soul holes?

A large number of megalithic (that is, large stone) chambered tombs, or dolmens, from Ireland in the west to India in the east, have circular apertures cut into their entrance facades. Like the porthole stones at Göbekli Tepe, these bored holes are usually between 25 and 40 centimeters in diameter, too small for a grown person to pass through. The porthole stones seen in Neolithic and later Bronze Age dolmens, which generally date to circa 3000–2000 BCE, could have functioned as a means of offering food and gifts to the spirits of human remains interred within the structures. Alternately, the apertures might have enabled further burials to be added, or original interments to be removed.

Such ideas, however, are inadequate to fully explain the widespread use of circular apertures in a funerary context. For example, in India circular apertures appear in stone slabs used as entrances to cist burials, which were generally sealed beneath the earth following construction.5 Deliberately bored holes are seen also in ceramic urn jars found in cemeteries across Europe and Southwest Asia. These date to the Iron Age and later Roman times.6 The purpose of these holes was to provide a means for the release of the soul, the presence of dirt or any other constrictions not being seen as a hindrance to the soul’s ability to leave its place of interment.

In a like manner, small doors or windows known as armen Seelenlöcher (“poor soul holes”) were once incorporated into the walls of houses in the Austrian Tyrol. A number survive today, and there seems little question that their primary function was to allow the exit of a soul following death, since these miniature doors were opened only when a death occurred in the household.7 The function of the armen Seelenlöcher has been linked with the porthole stones of megalithic monuments located in the same region, suggesting a continuity of ideas from the Neolithic age through to the present day.8

Almost certainly related to the armen Seelenlöcher tradition of western Europe is the fact that members of the Ojibwa tribe, an indigenous people of Canada and the northern United States, would bore a hole in a coffin so as “to let the soul go out and in at pleasure.”9 
In a similar manner, hospital nurses in southern England upon the death of a 
patient would open the window nearest to the feet of a body so that the soul might escape. (This tradition is known to have prevailed in the south of England and also in London and the Home Counties through till the 1950s, and arguably even later.10) Very likely at least some of the porthole stones at Göbekli Tepe served a similar function, although here it was probably the soul or spirit of the shaman,*1 rather than that of the deceased, that was thought to exit this world through these circular apertures.




SHAMANISTIC PRACTICES

Shamanistic practices in various parts of the world—particularly those in Siberia—incorporate the use of a symbolic hole, either in a rock, in the ground, in a tree, or in the roof of a yurt or tent. Their presence enables the spirit of the shaman, or that of the deceased, to leave its physical environment and enter invisible realms described in terms as the Upper and Lower World.11 The Upper World was thought to exist in the sky; the Lower World beneath the earth.

Siberian shamans are known also to have employed the use of bones with holes at their center to begin to “see all, and to know all.” This “is when one becomes a shaman.”12 In other words, pierced bones were used in ritual practices whereby participants achieved an ecstatic or altered state of consciousness. They would then project their thoughts through the hole to “enter” unseen realms. Here they would attain otherworldly knowledge and enlightenment not normally accessible to the living.

So the pecked hole on the carved bone plaque very likely indicates that during rites and ceremonies, a person entering the site’s enclosures approached between the twin central monoliths and focused their eyes on the porthole stone. The stone would form a bridge or portal between the liminal realm created by the enclosure’s circular interiors and the otherworldly environments thought to exist beyond the physical plane.

This was an important realization, for it helped confirm the axial orientation of Enclosures C and D, which in both cases is toward the north-northwest, where both portholes stones are located. Yet why were both the twin central pillars and the holed stones oriented toward the north-northwest? Was there something of interest in this direction? The answer to this question is, of course, yes. Those who created the megalithic enclosures as well as the tiny bone plaque believed that there was something of extreme importance in this direction—the entrance to the sky world.
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MYSTERY OF THE NORTH

It was in June 2004 that I first set eyes on Göbekli Tepe, having wanted to go there ever since I had first read about its discovery in a German magazine four years earlier.*2 I was lucky enough to be invited to a festival of Kurdish culture at Diyarbakır, in southeastern Turkey, and as part of the agreement I was given a driver and interpreter for a week so that I could explore some of the archaeological sites I had written about in my earlier books on the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world of southeast Anatolia.1

On my return from Turkey I found it impossible to get out of my mind the strange carvings on the mysterious stone monoliths of Göbekli Tepe. They haunted me at night, especially since I had no real idea what to think about the beliefs and practices of those who created these strange megalithic structures as much as 11,500 years ago. The one thing I was convinced about from the outset, however, was the importance of their orientation, which was toward the north.


SABIANS OF HARRAN

My first clue to the meaning of the orientation of these stone installations was the knowledge that the star-worshipping Sabians of the ancient city of Harran (see plate 5), which lies on the Harran Plain around 45 kilometers to the south-southeast of Göbekli Tepe, venerated the North under the name Shamal (which simply means “the North”2). He was their greatest and oldest god,3 and was seen as the visible manifestation of heaven, where human souls came from prior to incarnation and returned to in death.4 The North was seen as the source of light and power,5 as well as the Primal Cause, which was eternal.6 From the North emanated the “cosmic existences.”7 These were thought to manifest through the seven planets,8 which were seen as individual deities under the rule of the North.

The Sabians, whose name was said to derive from saba, meaning “star rising,”9 celebrated Shamal during annual celebrations known as the Mystery of the North.10 These would include the release of cockerels to the North,11 further confirming the significance of this direction in their religious traditions. In 1926 Sabian expert Bayard Dodge wrote that the Harranians most likely inherited their beliefs and practices regarding the North from a much earlier culture.12 The Sabians, who were known also as the Chaldeans, the inhabitants of Chaldea, that is, southeastern and eastern Anatolia (and later confused with southern Iraq), originally possessed a profound knowledge of astronomy, astrology and mathematics, and even used an early form of astrolabe.13




TELL IDRIS

Recent archaeological excavations at an occupational mound immediately to the south of Harran called Tell Idris (the “mound of Idris,” Arabic for the antediluvian patriarch Enoch, as well as for the Greek Hermes) have revealed that the earliest inhabitants arrived in the area during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B period, some 10,000 years ago.14 This was around the same time that building construction ceased at Göbekli Tepe. After Tell Idris was abandoned, the center of focus would appear to have shifted to the city itself. Here evidence has been found of a Pottery Neolithic settlement belonging to the so-called Halaf culture, which thrived circa 6000–4500 BCE.15 Thereafter Harran (Akkadian Harrânu, “intersecting roads,” Latin Carrhae) emerged as a cosmopolitan city known throughout the ancient world. It was thus reasonable to conclude that some semblance of the beliefs and practices of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples of Göbekli Tepe had somehow been absorbed into the religious traditions of the earliest Harranians, the precursors of the Sabians or Chaldeans, who occupied the region through till medieval times.

Shortly after visiting both Harran and Göbekli Tepe for the first time, I had asked British chartered engineer Rodney Hale—who has worked for the past twenty years in the field of archaeoastronomy, the study of the archaeology of ancient astronomies—to examine the orientations of the latter’s stone enclosures. I wanted to see whether any kind of pattern of orientation might emerge. Back then Enclosures C and D were still under excavation, with only the upper halves of their T-shaped pillars exposed above the surrounding infill. Despite this, Hale used available plans of the site to determine within a fair degree of accuracy the mean azimuth bearings of the twin central pillars in Enclosures B, C, D, and E, all of which were found to be oriented approximately north-northwest to south-southeast.

Checking this data against a suitable astronomical software program, Hale was able to establish that all four enclosures were aligned north-northwest toward the setting of Deneb (α Cygni) (see fig. 2.1), the brightest star in the constellation of Cygnus, the celestial bird, during the epoch of construction at Göbekli Tepe. In two cases, Enclosures C and D (and also in Enclosure H, see figs. 2.3 and 2.4), there is additional evidence of this alignment toward the local horizon through the presence of the porthole stones, their apertures corresponding almost perfectly with the setting of the star as viewed from between the twin central monoliths. Since then, this data has been confirmed and refined, demonstrating the following correlations between the mean azimuths of the enclosures’ twin central monoliths and the setting of Deneb.




THE EFFECTS OF PRECESSION

Not only do these dates fit very well the assumed construction dates of these enclosures, but they also help determine the order in which the installations were constructed. This is because precession, the slow wobble of the earth’s axis across a cycle of around 26,000 years, very slowly shifts the position a star rises and sets on the local horizon. From a latitude corresponding to Göbekli Tepe, circa 9600–8000 BCE, Deneb was setting ever more west of north, something clearly seen in the orientation of the twin pillars in the various enclosures. In this knowledge, it implies that Enclosure D, with its twin pillars oriented closest to north, is the oldest structure uncovered so far.
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Figure 2.1. Plan showing the main enclosures in the southeastern depression of Göbekli Tepe with their mean azimuths marked.

Enclosure D @ 350.5° = 9580 BCE

Enclosure E @ 350.0° = 9550 BCE

Enclosure C @ 340.5° = 8950 BCE

Enclosure B @ 342.2° = 8980 BCE*3

It is difficult to know to what level of accuracy the Göbekli builders might have incorporated astronomical alignments in the construction of the enclosures. Nonetheless, the dates offered by the azimuth bearings of their twin central pillars very closely match the radiocarbon dates obtained from organic materials found inside the installations. For example, loam taken from wall plaster in Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D has provided calibrated radiocarbon dates in the range of 9745 to 9314 BCE.16 These correspond perfectly with a date of circa 9580 BCE for the installation’s construction based on the alignment of its twin pillars with the setting of the star Deneb at this time (see fig. 2.2).
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Figure 2.2. Artist’s impression of the alignment between Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D and the Cygnus star Deneb. Not to scale.

Bone samples from a burial taken from Enclosure B’s ringwall have provided a calibrated radiocarbon age of 8306–8236 BCE.17 Since this burial is likely to have taken place around the time of the installation’s closure following a long period of use, a proposed construction date of circa 8980 BCE based on the alignment of its twin central pillars toward Deneb makes sense.




A NEW PORTHOLE STONE

Possibly connected to this surmise is the fact that in 2011 an in-situ porthole stone was found during exploration work immediately to the northwest of Enclosure B.18 Resembling the outward shape of a Victorian fireplace, it has a rectangular aperture around 70 centimeters in height and 60 centimeters in width, on each side of which is a relief of a climbing fox, an animal seen on the inner faces of various central pillars at the site. It is located in a boundary wall just outside of the installation and, oddly, is positioned immediately behind Enclosure B’s Pillar 62. This makes no practical sense and suggests either that the porthole stone had a symbolic function, or that it predates the erection of the pillar in front of it. Although located slightly west of the enclosure’s central axis, the porthole stone’s aperture is oriented at approximately 341 degrees, within a degree or so of the axial orientation of Enclosure B, based on the mean azimuth of its twin pillars. Whatever the original function of this stone, its existence lends weight to the proposal that all the key enclosures excavated so far at Göbekli Tepe are oriented toward the north-northwest.

Enclosure E is simply an oval-shaped area cut into the bedrock with two raised pedestals at its center that once supported twin central pillars. These, along with the rest of the enclosure, vanished in antiquity, meaning that any proposed dating of the installation can only be a matter of conjecture.




THE DATING OF ENCLOSURE C

In the case of Enclosure C (see plate 6) organic material taken from an area close to its outer ringwall has offered calibrated radiocarbon dates in the range of circa 9261 to 9139 BCE, slightly more recent than those of nearby Enclosure D.19 Oliver Dietrich, an expert on radiocarbon dating at Göbekli Tepe, admits this suggests that “the outer ringwall of Enclosure C could be younger than Enclosure D,”20 adding that construction of this installation was perhaps under way even as the backfilling of Enclosure D was still taking place.21

The radiocarbon dates for Enclosure C, that is, circa 9261–9139 BCE, are a little earlier than the date proposed based on the alignment of its twin pillars toward the setting of Deneb circa 8950 BCE. At first sight this might seem a problem. However, as I have pointed out elsewhere,22 the carved slots within the rock-cut pedestals into which the twin pillars of Enclosure C were placed are aligned slightly more toward north than are the actual pillars. It almost seems as if the angles of the pillars were changed after the carving of the pedestals.

What might this mean? The most likely answer is that the twin pillars were deliberately realigned to continue tracking Deneb as it set farther and farther west of north. This process continued until the pillars could be moved no farther and thus could no longer target the star’s setting. Could this have been a signal that the installation had completed its purpose and needed now to be decommissioned or revamped? Perhaps this was why an inner ringwall was then added, effectively changing the entire nature of the structure by blocking the view through the porthole stone to the northern horizon. If all this is correct, the original construction date of the installation was closer to the range of dates obtained through radiocarbon testing, while the current position of the pillars reflects their final use as astronomical markers a few centuries after their original placement.




STELLAR TARGETS

No other stars in either the northern or the southern night skies were found to match the mean azimuth bearings of the twin pillars at the centers of the enclosures at Göbekli Tepe during the epoch of their construction. This means that the setting of Deneb almost certainly helped determine the axial orientation of these enclosures, which in the case of Enclosures C and D was emphasized still further by the presence of porthole stones in the north-northwestern sections of their original ringwalls.

More significantly, in a paper published in the journal Archaeological Discovery, Italian academics Alessandro De Lorenzis and Vincenzo Orofino of the University of Salento in Lecce confirm that the setting of Deneb was indeed responsible for the axial orientation of Enclosures B, C, D, and E.23 In their words: “These orientations [of the main enclosures at Göbekli Tepe toward the setting of Deneb] and the relative dating proposed by Collins [and Hale] . . . have been verified.”24




ALTERNATIVE IDEAS

Despite this very solid evidence for the astronomical interests of the Göbekli builders, others have offered alternative theories regarding the possible orientation of the main enclosures. It has been proposed, for instance, that they were oriented, not north toward Cygnus, but south, toward the rising of either the stars of Orion25 or the bright star Sirius (α Canis Majoris).26 Rodney Hale examined both of these proposals and found them to be completely unworkable from the latitude of Göbekli Tepe during the time frame in question, circa 9600–8000 BCE.27




THE DISCOVERY OF ENCLOSURE H

In addition to this there is yet further evidence that the main enclosures at Göbekli Tepe were oriented north-northwest, and not south-southeast. Recently, a new ellipsoid-shaped enclosure has been unearthed in an area of the occupational mound known today as the northwestern depression. It lies around 250 meters northwest of its southeastern counterpart, where all the other excavated enclosures can be seen. The new installation has been designated the title Enclosure H and to date a number of carved pillars have been uncovered, some unique to the site. This includes Pillar 66 (see fig. 2.3), a T-shaped stone that stands in the ringwall with one of its wide faces directed toward the center of the installation. This is important because, like the porthole stones seen in Enclosures C and D, which also face toward the center of the installations, Pillar 66 has a circular aperture. It is centrally positioned beneath the pillar’s T-shaped head and is approximately 20 centimeters in diameter.
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Figure 2.3. Pillar 66 in Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure H.

Using an overhead image of Enclosure H,28 Rodney Hale calculated the orientation of Enclosure H’s Pillar 66, along with that of Pillar 51, the installation’s one remaining central pillar. Both the aperture of Pillar 66 and the long axis of Pillar 51 were found to display an azimuth bearing of approximately 341 degrees (see fig. 2.4). Using this information, he determined that the enclosure would therefore have been aligned to the setting of Deneb in around 8900 BCE. (The extinction height for the setting of Deneb was set at 2 degrees.) It is a date that conforms pretty well with the installation’s currently proposed epoch of construction, which is thought to have been sometime around the transition from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A period into the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B period circa 8800 BCE.*4 29
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Figure 2.4. Plan of Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure H showing the mean azimuth of its remaining central pillar (Pillar 51) and the alignment of its porthole stone (Pillar 66).




LEAPING PANTHERS

On the western face of Enclosure H’s Pillar 51 is the relief of a large leaping feline, most likely a panther. It faces south, and replaces the leaping foxes seen on the inner faces of various twin central pillars found in the main enclosures of the southeastern depression. The pillar’s southerly orientation tells us that entry to Enclosure H was probably from the south, a fact recently confirmed by the discovery of a rock-cut staircase on the structure’s southern side.30 Celebrants, initiates, and shamans could then have stood or sat between its central monoliths and gazed through Pillar 66’s circular aperture toward the north-northwestern horizon. Thus there is every reason to conclude that, like the porthole stones in Enclosures C and D, Enclosure H’s Pillar 66 was the structure’s central focus—its prehistoric altar or holy of holies. Also in similar with its counterparts in the southeastern depression, Enclosure H was most likely aligned to the setting of Deneb during the epoch of its construction.




A CHANGE IN DIRECTION

There seems little question that the point of entry into all the older so-called Layer III enclosures uncovered at Göbekli Tepe—that is, those found at its greatest depth and dating to circa 9600–8800 BCE—was from the south (with the possible exception of Enclosure E, which remains an enigma). Yet much younger installations, such as Enclosure F and the Lion Pillars Building, both belonging to Layer II, circa 8800–8000 BCE, seem to have been entered from the west. (Layer I refers solely to surface finds dating from the prehistoric age to the present day.) This is probably because they were oriented not toward the stars, but toward the rising sun. Indeed, the twin pillars of Enclosure F are oriented within a degree or so of the rising sun at the time of the summer solstice, while the Lion Pillars Building is aligned almost precisely east-west. At its eastern end are twin pillars, one on each side of the room, on the inner faces of which are carved reliefs of large felines, arguably panthers, which face toward the west.

So in the Lion Pillars Building, the entrant enters the structure from the west and is greeted by large felines rearing up out of the east. This, of course, is the direction of the rising sun at the time of the equinoxes. In contrast, the entrants entering the much larger and far older installations in both the southeastern and northwestern depressions enter from the south and are greeted by rearing animals (foxes in Enclosures A, B, C, and D, and large felines in Enclosure H) that approach out of the north-northwest.*5 This, of course, is the direction of the setting of the Cygnus star Deneb.




NORTHERN NIGHT SKY

During the construction of the earliest enclosures at Göbekli Tepe, circa 9600–8800 BCE, the stars of Cygnus would have been perfect examples of so-called grazing stars. These are stars that rise on the north-northeastern horizon, make their journey around the northern celestial pole—the perceived turning point of the starry heavens—and then set briefly in the north-northwest before rising again shortly afterward. Perhaps the rising and setting of Cygnus enabled its stars to be used as markers in some kind of primitive time calendar. More likely is that their presence enabled the Göbekli builders to focus their attention on the Milky Way, the starry stream signifying the edge of our own galaxy, for it is on this that the stars of Cygnus appear to be placed. Indeed, most often they are identified as a celestial bird, its wings outstretched, flying along this glittering band of stars.

Since prehistoric times the Milky Way has been seen as a shining pathway, usually a road or river, linking the land of the living with the realm of the dead. This was an invisible world synonymous with the Upper World or sky world of shamanic tradition. Certainly in the case of Enclosures C, D, and H this unseen realm was likely to have been reached via the perceived soul holes found in their astronomically aligned porthole stones. How and why Cygnus might have become important to the Göbekli builders will be dealt with in due course. For the moment, though, we must return to the bone plaque, for its minute etchings were about to reveal what exactly the artist had seen when this unique piece of prehistoric art was carved around 11,000 years ago.
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CELESTIAL SIGNS

Just two weeks after Hugh Newman and I returned to the United Kingdom following our eventful visit to southeast Turkey in September 2015, news of the discovery of Göbekli Tepe’s tiny bone plaque was released online.1 I wrote various articles on its amazing carved imagery, while Hugh created a video featuring actual footage from Şanlıurfa’s archaeological museum showing my initial reactions to Matthew Smith’s realization of the bone plaque’s extraordinary significance.2

Obviously there was considerable interest in this plaque, and within just a few days of the announcement of its importance, the story had gone viral, with many hundreds of news items, blogs, and forums featuring the discovery. Yet even as the excitement was still rising, engineer Rodney Hale was finding out new things about this unique artifact.

Using up to twenty high-resolution images of the plaque supplied by Hugh Newman and myself, Hale set about examining its polished surface in the minutest detail. Where possible, he used two consecutive frames to look at the artifact in stereo. The results of this investigation were remarkable indeed.

Hale noted minor fractures and fissures in the surface of the plaque, some of which are longitudinal, with others more like furrows. Some were fairly big, while others were much smaller. Yet all of them seemed quite natural and simply the product of aging processes caused by exposure to the elements or contact with abrasive materials. However, he did note three more distinct peck marks, their presence made even more striking by the fact that they were positioned in a line immediately above the plaque’s T-shaped pillars. Although the central mark seemed to be a natural fissure that might have been slightly enhanced, those on either side of it appeared to have been deliberately fashioned using a sharp instrument (see fig. 3.1). No other holes on the surface of the plaque bore the same hollow definition, leading Hale to single out these examples as unique.
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Figure 3.1. The three peck marks above the twin pillars on the Göbekli Tepe bone plaque.

On the premise that the three peck marks might represent celestial objects, Hale examined various combinations of three stars. He came up with just one possible solution: that they exactly matched the astronomical positions of the three Cygnus “wing” stars. These are Gienah (ε Cygni), Sadr (γ Cygni), and Rukh (δ Cygni), which, together with Deneb, form an asterism known as the Triangles.3


CELESTIAL HORIZON

No similar peck mark on the plaque corresponded to the position of the bright star Deneb. However, a concave indentation along its top edge began to take our interest since it bore a distinct likeness to the Egyptian hieroglyph known as the djew, meaning “mountain” (see fig. 3.2). Its presence made Hale and me wonder whether the purpose of this tiny portable object was to hold it up in front of the eye so that a celestial object, most likely the star Deneb, could be lined up with the saddleback indentation. It was a thought that, although easily dismissed as fantasy, started to make more sense as the days went by.
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Figure 3.2. The ancient Egyptian hieroglyph djew, symbolizing “mountain.” Compare this with the saddleback indentation at the top of the Göbekli Tepe bone plaque.

The possible presence of the three Cygnus wing stars on the bone plaque raised the question of exactly what these stars might have meant to the Göbekli Tepe community some 11,000 years ago. Whatever the answer, the plaque’s artist would appear to have felt it necessary to include the stars alongside representations of twin T-shaped pillars, between which was a well-defined pecked Seelenlöch, or “soul hole,” and an abstract human figure standing in the foreground. There seemed to be a meaningful connection between these individual components. In other words, there was a clear relationship between the positioning of the artist, which perhaps mimicked the role played by the human figure etched on the plaque, and the apparent direction of focus of the tiny object’s etched imagery.




MODERN RECONSTRUCTION

The time was now mid-October, and I was preparing to present my findings on the bone plaque at Origins 2015, the annual Origins of Civilization conference, which I coproduced with Hugh Newman. I wanted the audience to see the view that might have been on offer to the artist when he or she inscribed the bone plaque. With this in mind I asked London graphic artist Russell M. Hossain (who has done the cover artwork for this book) to prepare a representation of the scene. It was to show a shamanlike figure standing before a pair of T-shaped pillars located inside a typical Göbekli Tepe–style enclosure, with a porthole stone in between them and the Cygnus wing stars in the sky above.

For this, I quickly prepared a mock-up, which I sent off to Russell. Within just a few days he had made a detailed preliminary sketch. What this showed was so lifelike that it made me realize something potentially very important. Was it possible that the perspective of the three Cygnus wing stars shown on the plaque reflected their true astronomical positions in the night sky? If correct, then since the star Gienah was on the left, Sadr in the center, and Rukh on the right, it implied that the stars must have already crossed the meridian on their upper transit (the highest point a star reaches in the night sky) and were now well on their way toward setting on the north-northwestern horizon, the direction of orientation of all the earliest enclosures at Göbekli Tepe.




ZERO DEGREES SKYLINE

Once again, I asked Rodney Hale to investigate the matter. He determined that the angle of the three peck marks on the plaque very closely matched the position of the Cygnus wing stars as the middle star, Sadr, reached an altitude of 45 degrees above the northwest horizon. Having placed an overlay of the area of night sky in question over an image of the bone plaque, with the Cygnus wing stars accurately aligned to the three indentations, Hale observed something quite extraordinary. Since a sky program can show celestial lines of altitude and azimuth, he now saw that the T-shaped pillars as etched on the bone plaque occupied a position whereby their tops would have corresponded with an altitude of precisely 30 degrees. Even more striking was the fact that, with the star Sadr located at 45 degrees and the top of the stone pillars at 30 degrees, the deeply incised peck mark representing the soul hole in the center of the porthole stone lay at exactly 0 degrees altitude (see fig. 3.3). In other words, the position of the porthole stone’s aperture corresponded with an assumed line of sight from the eye of the artist through the soul hole to the local horizon.

These new findings appeared to confirm that the three peck marks seen above the plaque’s T-shaped pillars were indeed representations of the Cygnus wing stars. What is more, they demonstrated that the artist had very accurately translated exactly what he or she could see when the striking imagery on the plaque was created. What this meant is that, first, its tiny etchings were a virtual photograph of the setting visible to the artist at the time, and, second, there could now be little question that the perspective of the artist, along with the orientation of the enclosure pictured, was toward the northwest, where the Cygnus constellation can be seen in the night sky immediately before it sets in the north-northwest.

The reason why the descent of the three Cygnus wing stars, instead of the bright star Deneb, was etched onto the plaque is quite simple. Depicting just one star could never have singled out its identity. So capturing the exact astronomical relationship of the three wing stars as they descended toward the horizon made it clear that this was the area of sky being depicted—the same general direction toward which the earliest enclosures were orientated.
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Figure 3.3. The Göbekli Tepe bone plaque with the stars of the northern skyline overlaid. Note the 30-degree height of the top of the twin pillars, and the 0-degree horizon coinciding with the aperture of the porthole stone.

Yet Hale was not finished with his assessment of this extraordinary new data. In assuming that the artist was accurately portraying what could be seen from their perspective, Hale realized that a measurement could be made for what he took to be the baseline of the twin pillars. Using all the angles outlined so far—the 45-degree altitude of Sadr, the 30-degree elevation of the tops of the stone pillars, the 0-degree altitude of the soul hole, and the baseline angle of the pillars, which was calculated to be −25 degrees—he produced a scaled diagram showing the artist’s viewing perspective. This required one additional piece of information to provide a true scale to the picture—the heights of the stone pillars shown on the plaque. For this he used the measurements of the twin central monoliths seen in Enclosure D, which stand at around 5.5 meters above the installation’s rock-cut floor surface.4

Hale’s resulting diagram (see fig. 3.4) offers a unique perspective on what the artist might have seen when the plaque was created some 11,000 years ago. It shows an imaginary observer looking across the site with the Cygnus wing stars as a backdrop low in the northwest sky. This same message is re-created in Russell M. Hossain’s painting of the bone plaque’s etched imagery, revealed for the first time at the Origins of Civilization event in November 2015 (see plate 7).
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Figure 3.4. Artist’s perspective of the enclosure portrayed on the bone plaque by Rodney Hale.

These conclusions are, of course, just one interpretation of the plaque’s carved imagery. Others are, indeed, possible. For instance, in March 2017, an article on the subject by Oliver Dietrich, one of the German archaeologists currently working at Göbekli Tepe, appeared online.5 It draws attention to the clear likeness between the plaque’s carved imagery and Göbekli Tepe’s T-shaped pillars. Yet Dietrich concludes either that the whole thing is an ad hoc series of doodlings without real meaning, or that it shows the forelegs of a lizard-like creature.

Yet in the opinion of Rodney Hale and the author, the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples of southeast Anatolia would appear to have held a deep fascination with the stars of Cygnus, and not just at Göbekli Tepe. It is seen at other sites as well. For instance, at the 10,000-year-old site of Çayönü, which lies around 130 kilometers northeast of Göbekli Tepe, close to the city of Diyarbakır (see fig. 3.5), all three of its cult buildings would appear to have been oriented toward the setting of Deneb during the time frame of their construction.6 Moreover, at the 10,500-year-old hilltop site of Karahan Tepe,7 located in the Tektek Mountains some 37 kilometers east of Göbekli Tepe, further alignments toward the setting of Cygnus have been recorded.8 If these alignments are meaningful, why might Cygnus have played such an important role in the mind-set of these people? The key to unraveling this mystery is Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43, known also as the Vulture Stone. It is to this that we must now turn to better understand the most ancient beliefs and practices of our Neolithic ancestors.
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Figure 3.5. Map of Anatolia showing Neolithic and Chalcolithic (Copper Age) sites featured in this book.
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THE ENIGMA OF PILLAR 43

Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43, otherwise known as the Vulture Stone, is very possibly the key to understanding the cosmological beliefs and practices of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world of southeast Anatolia. It was one of twelve T-shaped pillars that stood in Enclosure D’s ringwall, eleven of which remain in place today. Positioned like spokes of a wheel, they face the two colossal monoliths standing at the center of the installation.


A FUNNY-LOOKING VULTURE

The principal carved relief found on Pillar 43 (see fig. 4.1, and plate 8), which stands in the north-northwestern section of the enclosure’s ringwall, immediately to the west of the enclosure’s porthole stone, is a funny-looking vulture, its wings slightly retracted in the likeness of the letter W. It seems also to have either knock-knees or a stomach swollen with pregnancy. It is impossible to say which, because the back half of the pillar remains obscured by the boundary wall into which it was placed. Below this unusual bulge, the vulture’s normal feet are replaced by what looks like oversized clown shoes.

Below the funny-looking vulture is the carved relief of a scorpion, its claws reaching up toward the bird. It is placed in a lower register, below a well-defined horizontal line corresponding to the division between the stone’s T-shaped head and stem. Archaeoastronomer Juan Antonio Belmonte was perhaps the first to propose that this scorpion is a representation of Scorpius (also known as Scorpio), the zodiacal constellation signified by a scorpion in both ancient Greek and Mesopotamian sky lore.1 If Belmonte is correct, other creatures shown on the pillar might also be abstract representations of either stars or constellations.
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Figure 4.1. Pillar 43 (left), otherwise known as the Vulture Stone, which stands in Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D.




VULTURE SYMBOLISM

In Greek Hellenic sky lore, no less than three constellations were identified with the symbol of a vulture. These were Cygnus, Lyra, and Aquila. All three constellations are found in the same area of sky, their brightest stars—Deneb (α Cygni), Vega (α Lyrae), and Altair (α Aquilae)—forming what is known as the Summer Triangle, a familiar sight in the northern night sky throughout the summer months.




THE STYMPHALIAN BIRDS

Greek mythology equated these three constellations with, among other things, the three Stymphalian birds that were sent against Hercules in his Sixth Labor.2 This association is confirmed by the fact that all three asterisms are located in the vicinity of the constellation of Hercules. In Mesopotamian star lore, three similar birds attack the god Marduk, and these too were personified in the night sky as the constellations of Cygnus, Lyra, and Aquila.3 With the knowledge that the Greeks identified Marduk with Heracles,4 it becomes clear that the myth of the Stymphalian birds originated in Mesopotamia, where all three constellations were identified as winged creatures as early as the third millennium BCE.

The Stymphalian birds, collectively known as the Stymphalides or Harpies, are said to have been winged monsters with “the faces of women, the bodies of vultures, and claws upon their hands.”5 The fact that they were thought to be monstrous vultures confirms their link with the constellations in question, which are all identified as vultures—Vultur cadens (“the falling vulture”) in the case of Cygnus and Lyra, and Vultur volans (“the flying vulture”) in the case of Aquila.6

So if the vulture on Pillar 43 does represent one of the Stymphalian birds (and, interestingly, there are six birds of various species and sizes carved on the stone), then most likely it is Cygnus. Not only did the twin central pillars in Enclosure D (and also those in Enclosures B, C, E, and H) accurately target the setting of Deneb, Cygnus’s brightest star, but we know also that its porthole stone, which stands just a few meters to the east of the Vulture Stone, was positioned so that this astronomical spectacle could be witnessed each night on the local skyline. In other words, the imagery on the Vulture Stone was in some way related to the purpose behind the axial orientation of the installation. What is more, the funny-looking vulture on Pillar 43 almost perfectly matches the outline of the main stars of Cygnus during the suspected time frame of the construction of Enclosure D (see fig. 4.1).




CYGNUS IN ARMENIA

Another piece of information linking Cygnus with the vulture comes from neighboring Armenia. In the past, the influence of Armenia and its ruling dynasty extended as far south as Edessa, modern-day Şanlıurfa. This embraced the area around Göbekli Tepe. Indeed, many Armenians still inhabited the Şanlıurfa region until the horrific atrocities of the Armenian Genocide of 1915–17. It is thus significant that Armenian star lore refers to Cygnus as Angegh, a word meaning “vulture.”7 Of direct relevance here is the fact that an Armenian village named Angeghakot, close to the megalithic complex of Karahunj, is thought to reflect the importance of the Cygnus constellation.8 Karahunj is made up of hundreds of standing stones that together create the likeness of Cygnus in its guise as a bird,9 while the circular aperture in one prominently placed stone is said to target the transit of Deneb as it crosses the meridian.10 Karahunj as a whole is attributed to the Bronze Age, circa 2500 BCE, although the alignment toward Deneb argues for a much earlier date of construction, perhaps circa 5500–5000 BCE.11

Since angegh in the Armenian language can also mean “angel,” Cygnus is seen in Armenia as a heavenly angel, as well as the celestial home of the angels.12 Yet prior to the rise of Christianity, Cygnus in Armenia was quite simply a vulture, just as it would seem to have been in Mesopotamian sky lore.




JOURNEY OF THE SOUL

Cygnus sits astride the Milky Way, which, as we shall see, was once imagined as a road, river, or pathway along which souls in the guise of birds were able to reach the sky world. Furthermore, stellar dust and debris cause the Milky Way to bifurcate, or fork, into two separate streams in the area of Cygnus. The dark region between the two arms of the Milky Way stretches between the star Deneb all the way down to the constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpio, where the sun crosses the Milky Way in one of only two places (the other being in the vicinity of Taurus, Gemini, and Orion on the opposite side of the sky). This extended area of darkness, known as the Great Rift, Dark Rift, or Cygnus Rift has long been recognized as having very specific mythological associations. For instance, among the K’iche’or Quiché-speaking Maya of Central America it was the Black Road that led from the world of the living to Xibalba, the realm of the dead,13 accessed most likely via the Dark Rift’s northern entrance in the vicinity of the star Deneb. Native Americans recognized the northern opening to the Dark Rift as the entrance to the afterlife.14 They believed that this gateway or portal was guarded by a supernatural raptor bird that acted as judge of the dead. Known as Brain Smasher to some tribes, it has been identified with the star Deneb.15

In ancient Mesopotamia a terrifying winged creature also guarded the northern opening of the Dark Rift. It was constructed of various stars belonging both to Cygnus and to its closest neighbor, Cepheus. These were seen to create a winged griffin called 
mulUD.KA.DUH.A (“constellation [MUL] of the storm demon with the gaping mouth”). This sky creature, also known by the Akkadian name nimru, “panther,”16 was composed of the head and body of a panther or leopard and the wings and feet of a raptor bird, either a vulture or eagle.17 Rising around midwinter, a traditional time of the dead, 
mulUD.KA.DUH.A was seen as a place of reception of dead souls entering the afterlife.18
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