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KARAHAN
TEPE



“Andrew Collins’s new book is a riveting, page-turning account of the incredible discoveries being made right now at Karahan Tepe and their implications for the profound cosmological understanding possessed by its forgotten civilization. It is an extremely valuable addition to the forbidden archaeology bookshelf.”

GRAHAM PHILIPS, AUTHOR OF THE MYSTERY OF DOGGERLAND

“This book represents the triumphant climax of Andrew Collins’s own journey and that of his books. With his usual infectious enthusiasm and sense of wonder, but also incisive argument and research, he traces the great cosmic shamanic purpose and connections between cosmological secrets and an ancient culture that flourished in what is today’s Turkey. His findings are truly momentous and incredibly wide-ranging, radically shaking up our understanding of early human civilization. And surely the best part is that archaeologists are effectively playing catch-up with him.”

LYNN PICKNETT AND CLIVE PRINCE,
AUTHORS OF WHEN GOD HAD A WIFE

“Andrew Collins’s Karahan Tepe gifts us with a comprehensive introduction to and overview of a truly significant ancient archaeological site dating from the same approximate era and tradition as the renowned Göbekli Tepe sanctuary. These are enhanced for us by a wealth of professional photographic images, careful pursuit of the site’s archaic history, informed impressions of the site’s possible ancient uses, and the likely symbolism of its enigmatic features and alignments.”

LAIRD SCRANTON, AUTHOR OF CHINA’S COSMOLOGICAL PREHISTORY,
POINT OF ORIGIN, AND SACRED SYMBOLS OF THE DOGON

“Karahan Tepe is an awesome journey in understanding the meaning of the features, including the carved art, of this 11,000-year-old temple in southeastern Anatolia, Turkey—the Garden of Eden. Collins’s deep exploration of this temple, examining it from every angle, offers repeated verifications and meanings of its features. Central to these features is the creative force of the snake and the psychopomp figure of the vulture on the Milky Way path of the dead to the world of the spirits. Alignment of the sunrise at the winter solstice calls upon it to provide direction to this journey, a feature also found at Göbekli Tepe. The structure and the carved images create a synchronized reflection of the night sky and its asterisms along the Milky Way. Biblical scholars have estimated that the creation of the first man, Adam, and the story of Eve and the Serpent, occurred ٦,000 years ago, more recently than Karahan Tepe. I find Collins’s journey truly amazing and inspiring.

NICHOLAS E. BRINK, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
THE POWER OF ECSTATIC TRANCE, BALDER’S MAGIC, AND
BEOWULF’S ECSTATIC TRANCE MAGIC
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To the memory of John Major Jenkins (1964–2017),
a man ahead of his time


FOREWORD

In Quest of
a Supercivilization

Hugh Newman

September 2014. Dust from the dirt track was blasting into the sky behind the vehicle as we feverishly looked over the old map, attempting to locate a site Andrew Collins had first visited 10 years beforehand. We had been on the road for an hour, having earlier visited the 11,600-year-old Pre-Pottery Neolithic site of Göbekli Tepe. However, another site was on our radar, and Andrew had remembered that a standing stone on the side of the road marked the track to the farm where it was located. We took numerous wrong turns and were on the verge of giving up when suddenly we saw the solitary monolith casting a shadow in the distance. We cheered in unison and turned right, continuing through the arid Tektek Mountains with the realization that we were now close to our destination.

We approached a farm, and a sign displayed its name, Keçili. Andrew and I, along with our local guide, exited the vehicle and strolled over to the farmhouse, where the owners greeted us. The members of the family welcomed us in for tea, and very quickly they recognized Andrew from his earlier investigation of the site. We respectfully accepted the invitation, anticipating the upcoming main event we were here to see. Knowing that excavations had not yet taken place, and being on private land, we dutifully asked permission to explore. This chance to visit a megalithic complex that was still mostly buried atop the nearby limestone hill was foremost in our minds. We had found what we were looking for—the site of Karahan Tepe.

As we walked up the hill we could see nothing except stone cairns at its peak, yet, before long, what appeared to be slabs of stone a few feet long were visible, placed in pairs in front of us. These were not simply stones lying on the surface, but rather the tops of unexcavated T-shaped pillars still buried deep in the ground. They were everywhere, and they resembled those present at Göbekli Tepe. We also noticed cup marks carved out of the bedrock, strange etchings, parts of porthole stones, and a remarkable unfinished pillar on the hill’s western flank. We were certainly in awe of the possibilities lying before us, even though at the time we had no conscious inkling of what astonishing treasures awaited discovery directly beneath our feet.

The western slope’s unfinished T-pillar fascinated me, as a similar “unfinished” monolith is also still in the quarry area of Göbekli Tepe. It was as if these stones were left in place to mark the birthplace of the temple complex. Other important megalithic sites such as Stonehenge, Easter Island, and Aswan in Egypt also still have large unfinished stones left at quarry sites. The example at Karahan Tepe was 18 feet (5.5 meters) in length and displayed toolmarks and cupules, and although this was the most prominent part of the site when we visited there in 2014, within a few years this impression would change dramatically.

I thank Andrew for my initial introduction to Karahan Tepe, and since then we have visited the location on various occasions. We have also become friends with the family, who are today actively involved in maintaining and protecting the site. What I realized pretty quickly is that we were standing on something that might be as important as Göbekli Tepe, yet we had no proof as we could not get our trowels out and start excavating. Andrew pointed out a spot on the northern knoll of the mound, which he felt sure was directed toward another hill to the north, known today as Keçili Tepe. In his opinion it marked the setting of the bright star Deneb in the constellation of Cygnus as viewed from Karahan Tepe.

Andrew’s foresight became a reality in 2021, when it became clear that the point where he had made his prediction looked over the newly excavated Structure AD, a huge stone enclosure some 75 feet (23 meters) in length that today dominates the site. His proposed alignment toward the setting of Deneb, it soon became clear, parallels exactly a line of sight between the structure’s southern recess and the orientation of the nearby Pillars with its enigmatic porthole window. This was only one of many accurate predictions that Andrew has made relating to these sites.

Our investigations continued one year later, in May 2015, with Keçili Tepe as our main focus. Andrew acquired a full hazmat suit, gloves, a ladder, and other equipment to descend into the “snake pit,” with me filming and documenting the investigation (see chapter 12 of this book and plates 26 and 27 also). The pit was a large, bell-shaped hypogeum cut into the level bedrock. Such structures are thought to have been used to capture rainwater. Due to the presence thereabouts of stone tools from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic Age and the site’s precise alignment with nearby Karahan Tepe, he considered that this structure, along with various other rock-cut features seen on the hill, could be extremely ancient.

The hypogeum caves and rock-cut areas of Keçili Tepe made no sense at the time, but the hunch that at least some of them were many thousands of years old is today proving to be correct. In May 2023, Ismail Can, one of the family members at Karahan Tepe, informed us that Keçili Tepe was now “out of bounds” to visitors as it had become a site of extreme interest to archaeologists, who suspected that some of its features could be prehistoric, which is exactly what Andrew had predicted almost a decade earlier.1 We should therefore include this recent revelation among Andrew’s list of ideas that have proved correct.

It is a list that should include his hypothesis that the shamanic elite behind the emergence of southeastern Anatolia’s T-pillar building culture were descendants of human groups whose origins could be looked for as far east as Siberia and Mongolia, this being based on the gradual migration of microblade technologies that are known to have existed in northern Asia as much as 30,000 years ago. Andrew first explored these ideas in books such as Göbekli Tepe: Genesis of the Gods (2014) and The Cygnus Key (2018). His observations were, perhaps inevitably, ignored by mainstream archaeology and even ridiculed on occasion. As we shall see, this same hypothesis is now being proposed by Turkish archaeologists who have also traced the origins of Anatolia’s Pre-Pottery Neolithic culture back to Siberia and Mongolia during the Upper Paleolithic Age.

Early on, I learned to listen carefully to Andrew’s ideas and intuitions, as more often than not they eventually came to fruition. Furthermore, and as Graham Hancock pointed out in the foreword to Göbekli Tepe: Genesis of the Gods, as far back as the mid-1990s Andrew predicted something big was going to be found in southeastern Anatolia. It would, he said, provide compelling evidence that this region was the original Garden of Eden of biblical tradition, where mythical beings such as the Watchers and Nephilim in Hebrew legend and the Anunnaki builder gods of Sumerian and Babylonian myth are said to have given humanity the rudiments of civilization.

These ideas were initially featured in Andrew’s influential book titled From The Ashes of Angels, originally published in 1996. Immediately after its release, Andrew had a sudden eureka moment when seeing for the first time the photographs of newly uncovered T-pillars at the first excavated Pre-Pottery Neolithic site of Nevalı Çori, which is located on a branch of the Euphrates in the northern part of Şanlıurfa province. The existence of these monumental stone pillars, as well as the remarkable sculpted carvings found at the site, confirmed his conviction that this was the location of an extremely high culture responsible for the foundation of human civilization.

Andrew even compared Nevalı Çori’s remaining central pillar, which still stood in the middle of the settlement’s cult building when discovered, with the monolith featured in the Stanley Kubrick film 2001: A Space Odyssey; this was how much the site impacted him. As this was happening, the first surveys were being conducted at Göbekli Tepe, situated elsewhere in Şanlıurfa province. This was some 4 years before the site was brought to the notice of the public in 2000. As time went on, Andrew’s words were routinely attacked by archaeologists as “pseudoscience,” yet later repeated, without due credit, by the same “academics” who had dismissed him years earlier. It’s as though they simply “forgot” who came out with these ideas first.

September 2021. Karahan Tepe was now 3 years into its excavation under the guidance of Necmi Karul of Istanbul University. Aerial photos and footage of the site had been published for the first time, and as soon as I saw these I sent them to Andrew, asking him to take a closer look at the site to see if any celestial alignments could be determined. He got back to me almost immediately, noting how the site’s Structure AA, which we have since dubbed the Pit Shrine, appeared to target sunset on the summer solstice in around 9000 BCE, the time frame of its construction. Then, just two and a half hours after sunset, the Milky Way would have stood vertical on the horizon where the sun had earlier disappeared from view, offering the possibility that this was the shrine’s primary target. It felt like this was the beginning of a new chapter in uncovering the truth about Karahan Tepe.

Since then more discoveries and star movements have been found at Karahan Tepe, but this initial analysis by Andrew inspired our discovery of the Pillars Shrine’s winter solstice alignment. Because the summer solstice sunset and the winter solstice sunrise are on approximately the same alignment (but in opposite directions), JJ Ainsworth and I felt that something important might be found at the site on the shortest day of the year. And we were right.

After a series of serendipitous events and challenges, we arrived at Karahan Tepe just in time for sunrise on December 20, 2021, and witnessed a remarkable solar phenomenon in which the rising sun shone through the small porthole window to illuminate the giant stone head carved out of the bedrock on the western wall of the Pillars Shrine. This spectacle lasted for 45 minutes. At the time we didn’t fully understand the significance of the discovery. but when writing up our initial report we realized that this extraordinary spectacle had not been witnessed for nearly 10,000 years. We knew this must be the case because photos of the site from December 2020 showed that excavations were still in progress there. The details of this discovery are outlined in the appendix written by JJ and me.

Since excavations began at Karahan Tepe in 2019, it is estimated that a mere 5 percent of the site has so far been exposed. The methodical pace of the excavations, combined with surveys of the area, have revealed that the scale of Karahan Tepe is much larger than previously recognized, covering around 13 hectares (33 acres), which is much bigger even than the site of Göbekli Tepe. New discoveries on the top of the hill (in September 2023) have verified more of Andrew’s previous theories on northern alignments to Cygnus, which he first proposed in connection with key enclosures at Göbekli Tepe in his book The Cygnus Mystery, published as far back as 2006. Furthermore, a stunning vulture statue has been found placed below a porthole stone in this new enclosure, a remarkable and incredibly meaningful discovery since the vulture is a primary symbol not only of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world’s cult of the dead in Anatolia, but also of the Cygnus constellation itself, a story I will leave Andrew to tell.

Karahan Tepe is proving to be as important as Göbekli Tepe in many different ways, and what you see today is really just the tip of the iceberg. Indeed, this site along with Göbekli Tepe and several other T-pillar sites in the region are now being excavated under the umbrella term of “Taş Tepeler,” meaning “stony hills” or “stone hills.” As many as 12 or even 13 such sites are now under investigation. Some have yet to be excavated, but what is coming out of the ground at Pre-Pottery Neolithic locations such as Sayburç, Sefer Tepe, Harbetsuvan, and Ayanlar Höyük, for instance, suggests this culture formed part of something much wider, an organized society with sophisticated stonework, intricate artifacts, and astronomical alignments that I see as the world’s first supercivilization.

With the predictions and insights Andrew routinely presents in his books about sites such as these, the words you are about to read will ruffle a few feathers in the archaeological and academic worlds, but for the reader and researchers like JJ and me, the text in your hands may well provide more examples of inspired foresight by one of the leading researchers and authors in his field. Karahan Tepe: Civilization of the Anunnaki and the Cosmic Origins of the Serpent of Eden will become another classic to be referred to over and over again in the decades to come.

HUGH NEWMAN, AUTHOR OF
GÖBEKLI TEPE AND KARAHAN TEPE:
THE WORLD’S FIRST MEGALITHS
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PREFACE

The Coming of the Serpent

Out of the darkness emerges a strange sound. It is high-pitched, repetitive, and constant in its intent, never ceasing, just rising and falling as if circling around and around. It is compelling, hypnotic, drawing you like magnetism toward its source. As it seems to get ever closer, its presence is now accompanied by the sight of bonfires illuminating a large valley located beneath the protection of an enormous limestone hill shaped like the body of a woman.

Central among the rings of fire is an amphitheater, elliptical in shape and with a pair of enormous T-shaped pillars standing proud at its center. Many more such pillars are positioned between stone benches in its perimeter wall, which terminates at its western end in huge, rock-cut features—great thrones and towering buttresses shaped into the likeness of abstract human beings. Their presence alone confirms the fact that whatever is happening right now is the product of an extremely advanced culture whose people’s minds are united in a single purpose.

On the carved thrones sit important individuals—key shamans, elders, dignitaries—while on the benches sit those making the incessant sounds that are being carried through the nighttime air. Although the setting is mostly in darkness, the fires give away at least some of their features. Each person wears garments of either leather or fur. Dark feathers, stone beads, holed stones, snake teeth, and snake vertebrae are worn on leather cords around necks, hips, and arms. Their bodies are caked in white lime and black soot with geometrical forms drawn in finer paint. If not bald, they bear bizarre Mohican-style haircuts or display a tangled mass of dreadlocked hair. Both men and women are taking part in these highly focused ritualistic actions.

Through the creation of sound they are generating enough magic, enough power, to open and sustain a doorway between this world and the next. To do this, they need to create a constant cacophony of noise made by banging together a mixture of stone tools and singing rocks picked up in the surrounding landscape. All the time, the sound circles around in such a mesmerizing manner that it seems to tear at your very soul. It is intoxicating, exciting, sensual, inducing a distinct feeling of vertigo where the mundane world no longer matters.

The sensation causes you to become possessed, overtaken, ridden even, by an invading spirit, a great serpent that enters inside you. It moves up through your body like a powerful, intelligent force. Falling to the ground, you half slither, half crawl, toward the chosen place of exit from this world. It is a small, rectangular porthole cut into a thin wall of stone.

Every ounce of effort is required for you to reach the porthole and pull yourself through to the other side—a liminal realm where contact with the vistas of space now becomes possible. The true nature of this guiding force is unknowable, since it exists outside the material universe, in the darkness of the night, and yet its influence, its brilliant light, is felt by all who experience it, for not only does it govern the movement of the celestial bodies, but it also controls the destiny of life on Earth. It is the Great Serpent, and its presence is seen every night with the first appearance of the Milky Way.

This is an imaginary scenario born out of our current understanding of what might have been going on at Karahan Tepe, the twenty-first century’s most important archaeological discovery. Here, the site’s highly sophisticated Pre-Pottery Neolithic community would appear to have been obsessed with the symbol of the snake. As we shall see, this symbol was seen as being in control of the dynamic mechanisms responsible for the turning of the heavens and the rise and fall of life on this planet. These ideas will be reflected in the extraordinary findings of this book, which proposes that the newly excavated structures at Karahan Tepe, situated in the remote Tektek Mountains of southeastern Anatolia, were used not only to sustain a link between this world and the next but also to make contact with the primary creative force behind the very existence of our own Milky Way galaxy.

Compelling evidence is presented to demonstrate that the extraordinary bedrock structures found at Karahan Tepe were aligned to either the rising or the setting of the sun at the time of summer and winter solstices. This was done not only to synchronize with important moments in the solar year, but also, it will be argued, to connect with a cosmic entity, serpentine in nature, seen in terms of a divine source of knowledge and wisdom. Moreover, and as we shall see, what was taking place at Karahan Tepe in the tenth millennium BCE would go on to become mythologized in Hebrew tradition as Adam and Eve’s temptation by the Serpent in the Garden of Eden and adopted also by those cultures that would arise thousands of years later on the nearby Harran Plain.

Among them were the Chaldean astrologers of Harran, Sogmatar, and ancient Edessa, modern-day Şanlıurfa. It was their knowledge of the movement of the stars that would go on to inspire the invention of astrology, ideas that were inherited both by the Orphic mystery schools of Greece and Anatolia and by the serpent-worshipping Gnostics, who would come to rival orthodox Christianity during late antiquity. This extraordinary story of discovery will admirably demonstrate that the people of what we know today as the Taş Tepeler—or “stone hills”—culture of ancient Anatolia not only had a truly profound understanding of the cosmos and beyond, but can also be seen as the founders of the world’s first post–Ice Age civilization.
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September 10, 2023. On every visit I make to Karahan Tepe—currently one of the most exciting archaeological sites in the world—I discover something new. Since first setting eyes on this important Neolithic ceremonial and ritual complex, located deep within the Tektek Mountains of southeastern Turkey, in June 2004, I had imagined what might lie beneath the thick layers of soil and rubble, where the heads of dozens of T-shaped pillars could be seen just poking out above the surface of the ground.

Would Karahan Tepe compare with the extraordinary discoveries made at its sister site Göbekli Tepe, located near the ancient city of Şanlıurfa some 23 miles (37 kilometers) to the west-northwest? Ever since this extraordinary ritual complex, often described as the world’s first temple, was first identified as a Pre-Pottery Neolithic site by German archaeologist Professor Klaus Schmidt in 1994, a series of quite extraordinary stone enclosures had been exposed there. Almost all of them were found to contain multiple T-shaped pillars, anthropomorphic in style, with many of them bearing relief carvings of birds, animals, and other creatures of the natural world.

Archaeologists had known about the treasures awaiting discovery at Karahan Tepe since the mid-1990s, although it was not until 2018 that a team under the leadership of Necmi Karul, head of the Prehistory Department at Istanbul University, had properly surveyed the site. In just five excavation seasons, between 2019 and 2023, the team had uncovered a set of stone enclosures unique to world history. Three of them (Structures AA, AB, and AD), located at the base of Karahan Tepe’s eastern and northeastern slopes, were found to be either wholly or partly cut out of the hill’s limestone bedrock. As we see in chapters 2 and 3, the appearance, symbolism, and proposed function of these extraordinary ritual structures changes much of what we know about the mindset of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples that once inhabited the site as much as 11,000 years ago.

Now, I was back at Karahan Tepe, leading a tour group alongside my colleagues Hugh Newman and JJ Ainsworth, and once again we hoped there would be something new for us to see—perhaps a newly uncovered T-pillar or a carving we hadn’t previously noted. Even before we entered the site something incredible had been revealed to us. Apparently, an examination of plant material found at the site has now provided firm evidence that occupation began there around 13,000 years ago, during the Epipaleolithic Age,* this being as much as 1,500 years before the construction of the first stone enclosures there around 9400 BCE.

After listening to an introduction to the newly uncovered stone enclosures by site guardian and archaeological student Ismail Can, the tour group followed him to the top of the hill. Hugh and I lingered, taking photos and making observations. Conscious of having left the group behind, we navigated our way around the southern end of the present excavations and started our ascent toward the top of the hill. This took us past various exposed enclosures, most containing standing T-pillars.

We could never have imagined what would happen next, for on reaching the summit of the hill we were met by a soldier dressed in army fatigues holding an automatic rifle against his chest. He stood guarding a newly exposed stone enclosure visible within a deep, 33-foot-square (10-meter-square) excavation trench. As he saw us approach, he clutched the rifle tighter and kept saying: “No photo. No photo. No photo.”

Happy to comply, Hugh and I simply held up our arms as if in surrender, asking only that we might be allowed to make some quick calculations regarding the structure’s orientation. Not understanding what we wanted to do, the guard simply repeated his mantra: “No photo. No photo. No photo.”

We didn’t need photos, for what we could see in front of us was already etched firmly into our minds. It was a massive enclosure, at the northern end of which was what appeared to be a perimeter wall made of stacked rows of dry stones. A limestone porthole, round in shape with a small, circular hole in its middle, had been inserted into this wall. Such porthole stones are a familiar sight within the enclosures at Göbekli Tepe, although these are generally not round but rectangular slabs stuck upright in the ground with centrally placed holes just large enough for a human head to fit through. These porthole stones are almost always located on the north side of an enclosure, directed, as we shall see, toward the same bright star, one that in ancient cultures worldwide was seen to mark the entrance to the sky world.

Set on either side of the porthole stone were twin stone pillars, originally no doubt T-shaped, although their tops were now missing due to exposure above the surface of the hill for as much as 11,000 years. Wedged between these pillars and lying directly beneath the holed stone was a stone extension acting, seemingly, as an early form of an “altar.” Its presence indicated the directionality of the enclosure, which was toward the north. This seemed especially certain in the knowledge that, to the south, the hilltop continued to rise.

As we stood trying to convince the guard of our honesty, I attempted to visually line up the enclosure’s altar, twin pillars, and porthole stone with the local landscape. I noted that its axis clearly targeted a nearby hill marked by a cluster of farm buildings. This was located in the north-northeast—an important realization, since it suggested that the enclosure might once have been aligned to a star seen to rise from the summit of this hill. Exactly which star would have to wait until I had a chance to consult Stellarium, the free, open-source planetarium, which can display the night sky during any epoch.

In addition to the twin pillars and porthole stone in its northern wall, the enclosure contained two further pillars in the southernmost part of the excavation trench. Both were on the ground and were heavily fractured. Each one, we subsequently learned, is around 16 feet (4.8 meters) in length, making them as big as any T-pillar found at the site so far. The enclosure’s floor was the underlying bedrock, which had been perfectly planed in a manner similar to that seen at various installations at Göbekli Tepe, such as Enclosures C and D, as well as Structure AD on Karahan Tepe’s lower level.

The first thing Hugh did after leaving Karahan Tepe that afternoon was sketch what we’d just seen. Realizing, however, the obvious significance of the new enclosure, I knew we needed more information. Why was it important? Why was it under guard?

I reached out to my contacts in Turkey, one of whom provided the answer. Something remarkable had been found there that would apparently “change everything” and make Karahan Tepe even more famous than its sister site Göbekli Tepe. What is more, this incredible discovery would soon be revealed to the world. In the meantime, it was being kept secret, hence the armed guard making sure that no one was able to inspect the enclosure too closely. This, we now realized, was huge in size and spanned more than three excavation trenches, suggesting that it was as much as 75 feet (around 23 meters) across making it equal in size to Structure AD on Karahan Tepe’s lower level (see chapter 2).

These extraordinary revelations led Hugh, JJ, and me to make further inquiries about what had been found, especially as it would apparently “change everything” we knew about the site.

Later that evening, as I was readying myself for bed in a hotel room in the heart of Şanlıurfa, our inquiries paid off. I received a communication from a reliable source telling me precisely what had been found. Realizing its significance, I knew I had to message Hugh and JJ, suggesting they come to my room immediately, despite the late hour.

A knock on the door sounded their arrival just a few minutes later. Both were eager to learn more, and after settling down I told them what I knew. Two quite extraordinary statues had been found. One was of an extremely tall, male figure, which, being as much as 11,000 years old, now constituted the oldest full-size, naturalistic representation of the human form ever discovered. It had been unearthed only a few weeks earlier in a horizontal position within the enclosure. Next to it excavators had unearthed the statue of a vulture, which was still standing in its original position.

Clearly, there was a relationship between the two statues, the male human figure and the vulture, since they had been found next to each other. Vultures, I knew, had played a significant role in Anatolian religion during the Neolithic Age. They were important symbols of the transmigration of the soul to and from the realm of the dead—what is known, respectively, as excarnation and incarnation. Vultures were seen as psychopomps, an ancient Greek term meaning “soul carriers” or “soul accompaniers.”

SKY BURIAL

The belief in excarnation was linked intrinsically with the manner in which human cadavers were taken to elevated positions away from the community and vultures allowed to come down and consume their flesh until all that remained were those bones too big to be carried away. Known as “sky burial,” it is a process still practiced today by some Tibetan Buddhist communities on the Tibetan Plateau (just Google “Tibet” and “sky burial,” and some very gruesome images will appear).

Sky burial is considered to be a clean and effective way of disposing of human bodies, and in the past it was accompanied by religious beliefs and practices that helped determine the ultimate fate of the human soul. The late Professor Klaus Schmidt thought that sky burials had taken place at Göbekli Tepe,1 just as they are known to have occurred at the Ceramic Neolithic site of Çatal Höyük in southern-central Anatolia, circa 7500–5000 BCE.2 We can therefore presume that sky burials also took place at Karahan Tepe, making the presence of a vulture statue in the new enclosure no doubt important to the community’s own beliefs concerning the destination of the soul in death.

Following the completion of our tour of Turkey, which in the next week would take us to the extreme northeastern part of the country, Hugh, JJ, and I returned to Şanlıurfa and visited Karahan Tepe on two further occasions. Thereafter, we flew back to the United Kingdom, where we waited for further news of the incredible discoveries made in the newly uncovered enclosure.

Life returned to normal, with other more pressing matters occupying our minds. Indeed, we almost forgot about the whole matter. This all changed on September 30, 2023, one week after our return from Turkey. A Google alert notified me of the online publication of a news story containing the words “Karahan Tepe.” It had been posted the previous day by the Turkish news agency Hurriyet and was based on information released by Turkey’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism.3 Clicking the link, I saw for the first time photo images of the two statues. Both were even more spectacular than I could have imagined. They showed, for instance, that the giant human sculpture was in fact in a seated position and had originally been placed upright within a stone bench to the east of the two T-pillars set into the perimeter wall (see fig. 1.1). The vulture, on the other hand, was held upright by a curved extension to the stone altar located beneath the porthole stone. I could also see that one, or possibly even two, stone platters had been found in situ on the altar, with another, larger example having been found on the floor next to it (see plate 1).
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Fig. 1.1. First view of the new enclosure on Karahan Tepe’s northern summit. Illustration by Andrew Collins.

A HUMAN GIANT

The human statue was enormous even in a seated position, at 7 feet, 5 inches (2.3 meters) in height. It was found in three main pieces. These were reattached and the whole thing replaced in its original position. The statue’s head was extremely long and wide with prominent jaws, a long pointed beard, piercing eyes complete with eyeballs, and hair swept back behind the ears and a possible shaved area above the ears in a unique style resembling a 1980s-style mullet! I had never seen anything quite like this before at any of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites in the region.

In addition to this, the statue—fashioned from local limestone—had arms in high relief. These wrapped around the figure’s body and ended in hands that emphasized the figure’s three-dimensional penis, which does not appear to have been circumcised. This, I subsequently learned, had been found separate from the statue and only reattached afterward (I say this as some early photos of the statue show the figure without his manhood!).

In many ways the statue could be classed as, quite literally, a human giant (see fig. 1.2), begging the question of why it was so large. Did it represent a living individual of great size, or was it simply symbolic of a divine ancestor who had to be shown much bigger than his living descendants?

The vulture statue was around 22 inches (59 centimeters) in height and, like the human statue, made of limestone. Its wings were folded and it faced into the enclosure. Being almost a caricature in appearance, there seemed little doubt as to its identification. With its bald head and hooked beak it was definitely a vulture, something that the archaeologists must also have concluded themselves (see fig. 1.3, p. 10). Its presence meant that it had to reflect the importance of the soul’s journey into the afterlife, with the fact that it was found facing into the enclosure perhaps signifying its return from the realm of the dead.

How exactly these extraordinary statues, as well as the new enclosure itself, fitted into our current understanding of the highly sophisticated society known to have existed at Karahan Tepe around 11,000 years ago was something I wanted to start investigating immediately.
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Fig. 1.2. The giant statue found in the new enclosure at Karahan Tepe. Illustration by Andrew Collins. (See also color plate 1.)

My findings are presented in the final chapter of this book, the original manuscript of which I had submitted to the publisher several months before our visits to Karahan Tepe in September 2023. As the reader will see, the book provides a comprehensive overview of all that has been discovered about the accomplishments of southeastern Anatolia’s Taş Tepeler culture, a term explained in chapter 7. We see also how the achievements, and even the failings, of its prime movers were preserved in Hebrew myth, as well as within the rich mythologies that would eventually develop on the Mesopotamian plain in what is today southern Iraq. Only in the final chapter will we come to realize what the giant human statue found at Karahan Tepe almost certainly represents.

First, however, we look at the incredible rock-cut structures discovered there by Necmi Karul and his team between 2019 and 2021. An understanding of their layout, design, and suspected function will demonstrate the impact Taş Tepeler likely had on the development of cosmological beliefs and practices that would eventually emerge as the basis of religious and mystical doctrines at the root of Greek Orphism, Gnostic Christianity, and even Hindu and Buddhist yogic and tantric practices involving the importance of the kundalini snake.
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Fig. 1.3. The vulture statue found within the new enclosure at Karahan Tepe. Photo by Andrew Collins.



*The age of the site is now given as 13,000 years on a new signboard at the visitors center.
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Three interconnected, subsurface structures were revealed at Karahan Tepe during excavations that took place between 2019 and 2021. Each was found beneath the thick layers of soil and rubble covering the hill’s eastern and northeastern slopes. These have been designated Structures AA, AB, and AD. A fourth rock-cut enclosure, circular in shape, much smaller in size, and dubbed Structure AC, lies immediately to the east of Structure AA.

STRUCTURE AD (THE GREAT ELLIPSE)

The three interconnected structures are carved either in part or entirely out of the limestone bedrock. The largest, Structure AD—popularly called “the Great Ellipse”—is elliptical in appearance with a maximum length of 75 feet (23 meters) and a width of approximately 65 feet (20 meters). The northern, eastern, and southern sections of its perimeter wall are made up of drystone walling with a thickness of around 5 feet (1.5 meters). Built into this wall were originally a series of 18 T-pillars, between which were stone benches similar to those found at other Pre-Pottery Neolithic cult centers such as Nevalı Çori and Göbekli Tepe (see fig. 2.1 for an overhead plan of Structure AD, and plates 2 and 3, which show what it looks like today). At least one of the bench tops remaining in situ is clearly the stem of an old T-pillar as it displays carved decoration on its front narrow edge (see fig. 2.1 on the next page).

A number of limestone statues, as well as large platters and bowls carved from a variety of stone materials, were found on or around these benches.1
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Fig. 2.1. Overhead plan of Karahan Tepe’s structures AD (the Great Ellipse),
AB (the Pillars Shrine), and AA (the Pit Shrine).
Illustration by Andrew Collins and Rodney Hale.

These appear to have been deliberately left in place when the structure was decommissioned and afterward buried beneath countless tons of soil and rubble, an act perhaps seen as “killing” or “putting to rest” the enclosure’s active spirit.2

At the center of Structure AD, two enormous T-pillars would have stood within holes cut into the bedrock. Today these pillars are in multiple fragments, although their original positions can still be determined (see plate 4). Whether or not they were deliberately broken or were the subject of intense environmental erosion before the abandonment of the enclosure is unclear.

Piecing together the various fragments of these twin pillars indicates they were slightly smaller than an unfinished example still attached to the bedrock on the hill’s western-facing slope. This example is approximately 18 feet (5.5 meters) in length. The carved decoration on the western central pillar shows two vertical lines in high relief that curve outward just beneath the T-shaped head. It is difficult to know exactly what this shows, although it could signify the hems of a draped garment.

Whether or not the two central pillars, as well as those within the structure’s walls, acted as roof supports is debatable. If the enclosure did have a wooden roof as archaeologists strongly suspect then the chances are it only partially covered its interior or it was present only on a temporary or seasonal basis.

THRONES AND BUTTRESSES

The western half of Structure AD is unique. Three enormous carved stone benches have been cut directly out of the hill’s bedrock (see plate 5). Each one looks like a rock throne, and on these one might imagine community elders sitting during important rituals and ceremonies. Separating the stone thrones, which have an additional curb or step at their base, are three (originally perhaps four) towering buttresses, each one cut entirely out of the hill’s eastern slope to a maximum height from ground level of 14 feet (4.3 meters).3 They acted as solid rock variations of the anthropomorphic T-pillars with horizontal extensions at their terminations, although these have long since disappeared due to the buttresses being exposed above the surface of the soil and rubble covering the hillside. From what we can see, they constituted four out of eighteen of the original T-pillars featured in the design of the enclosure, the rest having been removed from the bedrock before their placement within the structure’s retaining wall.

Confirmation that these buttresses were seen as anthropomorphic in nature is the fact that two of them, the most southerly of the four, display carved relief showing leopard skin loincloths below their presumed waistlines, these appearing on their front narrow edges. Archaeologists working at the site suggest the carvings are actually leopards, although the carvings closely resemble the style and position of fox pelt loincloths seen on the two central pillars in Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D (Pillars 18 and 31). Such a realization suggests that Karahan Tepe’s occupants wore leopard skin pelts as items of adornment. (A similar leopard pelt loincloth can be seen on the front narrow edge of the T-pillar stem being used as a bench seat on the northern side of the enclosure.)

Reliefs of animals adorn the sides of the rock buttresses, just like those seen on free standing T-pillars. On the south side of the most southerly example, for instance, is what appears to be a quadruped. It stands upright, its legs facing toward the hill slope (and thus toward the person sitting on the throne next to it). Other animals adorn the southern side of the buttress next to it, although their identification is difficult to determine due to being almost entirely eroded away.

Various deep pits cut into the bedrock are seen in the floor of the enclosure, one of which is close to the benches on its north-northwestern side. The function of these pits is unknown, although the fact that they can also be seen in major enclosures at Göbekli Tepe and also at Sayburç (see chapters 6 and 30) shows they played an important role in the activities taking place in these structures as much as 11,000 years ago.

STRUCTURE AB (THE PILLARS SHRINE)

Even more spectacular rock architecture is present at Karahan Tepe within what is unquestionably its most enigmatic rock-cut installation. This is Structure AB, popularly known as the Pillars Shrine. This is situated immediately to the north-northwest of Structure AD, to which it is linked via a 27.5 inch (70 centimeter) rectangular porthole window cut out of a thin wall of rock deliberately left in situ for this purpose (see fig. 2.2 and also plate 6). On the other side of this window are five crudely carved steps leading down to the structure’s stone floor.

Carved entirely out of the hillside, the Pillars Shrine is trapezoidal in shape with rounded corners. In size it is 23 feet (7 meters) in length with a maximum width of 20 feet (6 meters), its southern end being narrower than its northern end. Its limestone walls rise to a height of 7.6 feet (2.3 meters), beyond which is the artificially leveled rock surface.

Filling the interior of Structure AB are 11 standing pillars, 10 of which are fashioned directly out of the bedrock (see plates 7 and 8). Four of them form a line oriented roughly north-south, close to the shrine’s western wall. Each one is approximately 5.25 feet to 5.6 feet (1.6 to 1.7 meters)4 in height with slightly wider heads as terminations, giving them a distinct phallic appearance.

The other six rock-hewn pillars are smaller in size. They vary in height between 3.25 to 4.6 feet (1 to 1.4 meters) and are between 12 to 20 inches (30 to 50 centimeters) in diameter.5 Five are positioned roughly north-south in a noticeable zigzag pattern, while the sixth example is located slightly back from the others, close to the structure’s southeastern corner. Some of the smaller pillars also have slightly larger heads, while the most northerly example has what appears to be a tethering hole two thirds of the way up its southern side. This could have been used to attach a rope or cord, although for what purpose is unknown.
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Fig. 2.2. The porthole window in the stone wall between Karahan Tepe’s Structure AD and the adjoining Structure AB (the Pillars Shrine). Photo by Andrew Collins. (See also color plate 6.)

The zigzag-like arrangement of these smaller pillars could imply a navigational route for the supplicant entering the shrine via the porthole stone. Having said this, these smaller pillars have to be viewed in association with the four larger examples on the western side.

An intimate relationship must have existed between all ten pillars, a point to remember as we now explore the shrine’s eleventh pillar. Unlike Structure AB’s other pillars, this one was not cut out of the bedrock. Instead it was carved into shape before being placed upright in a rectangular slot cut into the shrine’s stone floor. It is around the same height as the tallest of the rock-cut columns. Significantly, it is crescent-shaped with a slightly wider area around its upper termination, offering the impression of a striking snake facing roughly toward anyone entering through the porthole window. This suspicion is additionally indicated by a linear indentation on the stone’s western side corresponding to the position of its “mouth.” It is my suspicion that this standing slab acted in the capacity of a genius loci, the “spirit of the place,” in much the same way that in both Hindu and Buddhist tradition snake spirits or nagas are considered to guard sacred places and hidden treasure.

THE GIANT STONE HEAD

The importance of snake symbolism in the Pillars Shrine is further indicated by the presence on the shrine’s western wall of something quite extraordinary. Carved once again out of the bedrock about 7 feet (2.1 meters) off the ground and in the central area of the rock face is a giant human head on the end of a long vertical neck. The head is enormous, being as much as three times that of a normal human being (see fig. 2.3 and plates 9 and 10). On the underside of the neck are a series of parallel striations perpendicular to its angle of projection. These surely are there to emphasize the head’s serpentine nature.

The head itself faces slightly toward the structure’s entrance porthole (its true orientation is just south of east), giving the impression that it is turning to look at anyone entering the room. It has a flat top and actually looks like it is wearing a medieval knight’s helmet complete with nose guard. This, however, is simply an illusion, since its flat top probably marks the lower limit of a framed roof that almost certainly enclosed the shrine. This seems possible since horizontal ledges at the same height as the top of the head can be seen at the top of the shrine’s walls on its eastern and western sides, indicating that they once supported crossbeams presumably made of wood.
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Fig. 2.3. The stone head emerging out of the west wall of
Karahan Tepe’s Structure AB. Photo by Andrew Collins.
(See also color plates 9 and 10.)

The stone head’s mouth is carved in high relief and is elliptical in shape, offering the impression that it is talking to you. Once again, this is unlikely to be without purpose.

So what exactly does this stone head represent? Did it feature in some ritual practice involving a person entering the shrine and having to not only navigate the phallic pillars and acknowledge the curved, snake-like slab standing at its northern end but also commune with the serpentine human head itself? Answers can perhaps be gleaned by looking at the third and final interconnected structure uncovered during the first years of excavation at the site—a place known today as the Pit Shrine.
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On the north side of the Pillars Shrine cut into the level bedrock at Karahan Tepe is a deep winding groove that connects with the southeastern edge of a third and final subsurface feature known as Structure AA, popularly called the Pit Shrine (see plates 11 and 12). Trapezoidal in shape with rounded corners, it is approximately 28 feet (8.5 meters) in length, 23 feet (7 meters) across, and just over 3.5 feet (1.1 meters) in depth, making it much shallower than the two previously described installations.

Within the structure’s western wall is a curved bench around 12 feet (3.6 meters) in length. On its front vertical edge is an extremely long snake incised using a method known as the scraping technique (see fig. 3.1). Its head, which displays two incised eyes and is itself trapezoidal in shape, is turned upward almost like a directional marker toward the sky above. The whole thing faces northward, and immediately beyond it is a standing fox in incised relief; this is also facing northward. The fact that both the snake and the fox form part of the same register suggests a relationship between the two creatures, a matter looked at in detail later in this book.
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Fig. 3.1. Incised snake (left) and carved relief of a fox (right) on the front edge of
the long curving bench in Structure AA (the Pit Shrine). Photo by Andrew Collins.

Cut into the level floor at the room’s northern end is an irregularly shaped pit with rounded corners. This descends into the bedrock for a depth of around 7.5 feet (2.3 meters). At ground level on its western side is a carved recess large enough for a person to crawl inside.

Steps carved into the shrine’s eastern wall allow access to the room. Interestingly, the position of these steps corresponds very roughly to the end of the aforementioned winding groove. In fact, close to the other end of this groove four similarly carved steps lead down into the northeastern corner of the Pillars Shrine. This suggests a connection between the two structures, almost as if when you have finished in one, the curved groove guides you to the entrance of the other.

Necmi Karul writes that those entering the Pillars Shrine likely crawled through the porthole stone from Structure AD (the Great Ellipse) using the carved steps.1 They would then have exited the room via steps in its northeastern corner, meaning that the supplicant would have followed the deep winding groove before entering the Pit Shrine for whatever was to take place there. Karul suggests this clear direction of movement shows a relationship between the Great Ellipse and the Pillars Shrine, implying that any ritualistic experience undertaken by a supplicant would have begun in the former and continued through into the latter structure.

These proposed actions would no doubt have constituted steps one and two of an experiential journey, a shift into an otherworldly state or realm, with the third and final part taking place in the Pit Shrine. Why this course should have been from south to north and culminated in a room with an enormous pit cut into its floor can only be guessed at today. Who, for instance, would have sat on the Pit Shrine’s long bench, part of which lies directly above the deep hole carved into the floor? Could this pit have been used to contain live animals, snakes perhaps, or did supplicants lie down within its carved recess to enter into an altered state of consciousness? What we can say is that there appears to be no obvious means of descending into the pit, meaning that access to its interior must have been via a rope or a ladder.

The fact that the winding nature of the deeply cut groove linking the Pillars Shrine with the Pit Shrine resembles a moving snake is also unlikely to be with out meaning. Karul describes it as a “serpentine channel.”2 It can almost be imagined that the spirit of the snake guided the supplicant from one structure to the next (see fig. 3.2). Suggestions that the function of the curved groove was to carry liquid into the Pillars Shrine is indeed possible. What this would imply is that on occasions the room’s interior was filled with water for some special purpose, arguably to symbolize the primordial waters of birth and/or creation.
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Fig. 3.2. The long, deeply carved groove in the level bedrock running between Karahan Tepe’s Structure AB (the Pillars Shrine) and Structure AA (the Pit Shrine). Note the porthole dividing this structure with Structure AD (the Great Ellipse) in the background. Photo by Andrew Collins. (See also color plate 6.)

INSIDE THE SNAKE’S HEAD

If the winding groove is indeed indicative of serpentine movement, then its relationship to the Pillars Shrine could suggest the two features are related. If so, was it more than simply a directional marker from one structure to the next? The fact that any experiential journey would begin with the supplicant moving from the Great Ellipse into the Pillars Shrine via the porthole window could suggest Structure AB was seen as a three-dimensional representation of a snake’s head, its curving body implied by the deep groove next to it.
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Fig. 3.3. Overhead view of Structure AB, above, and below, the shrine with the head of the Anatolian meadow viper (Vipera anatolica) overlaid. Illustration by Andrew Collins.

One species of snake indigenous to the Tektek Mountains is the highly venomous Anatolian meadow viper (Vipera anatolica). Synchronizing the head of this species with the overhead profile of the Pillars Shrine shows a close match (see fig. 3.3). In observing this match we can see that the serpentine groove cut into the bedrock on its northern side seems to indicate the actual neck of the snake, which is defined by the level bedrock on the shrine’s northern side. This eventually curves around the Pit Shrine’s eastern perimeter where it is then lost.

The quite dramatic realization that the Pillars Shrine is a three-dimensional representation of a snakehead offers some interesting speculation. It means that anyone entering the structure via the porthole window would have been entering the creature’s mouth, wherein would lie its teeth, that is, the ten bedrock pillars. The curved eleventh pillar, resembling a striking snake, might have formed the creature’s tongue, with the giant head emerging from the western wall acting as some kind of snake genius during the supplicant’s unfathomable ritualistic journey.
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Fig. 3.4. Overhead image showing the serpent-like appearance of the bench inside Karahan Tepe’s Structure AA (the Pit Shrine). Illustration by Andrew Collins.
	
The inordinate amount of snake symbolism in both the Pillars Shrine and the Pit Shrine tells us just how important snakes must have been to the Karahan community. Indeed, if we look more closely at the Pit Shrine, even more snake symbolism presents itself. Cut into the level surface of its long curved bench are two large boreholes positioned one in front of the other. These holes are 8 inches (20 centimeters) in diameter and 4 inches (10 centimeters) deep.3 From above they combine with the curved shape of the bench to imply yet another snake, the holes representing their eyes, an observation that once noted becomes difficult to ignore (see fig. 3.4).

The fact that the “eye” holes at the northern end of the bench correspond with the position of two crude steps leading out of the shrine at its northwestern corner suggests that the bench, along with the incised snake and fox reliefs immediately beneath it, are all directed toward this point. So it looks as if the supplicant entered the structure via the stone steps at the northern end of the deeply carved groove and afterward exited the room via its northwestern corner, a course that would have taken them onto the hill’s northern slope. It cannot be coincidence that this area of the bedrock also marks the start of the winding neck of the snake whose head is the Pillars Shrine. What this implies is that the creature is manifesting out of the northwest, perhaps indicating the importance of this direction to the site’s serpentine symbolism.

We can take the matter further by proposing that the Pit Shrine is itself a representation of a snake’s head. From above this certainly seems possible, although in comparison to the overall shape of the Pillars Shrine it is somewhat squatter. How might this surmise be tested? The incised snake on the front edge of the bench has a squat head, trapezoidal in appearance, so perhaps this helped define the shape of the enclosure, or vice versa. To find out whether this is correct, I overlaid an outline of the incised head on an overhead image of the Pit Shrine. The match is more or less perfect (see fig. 3.5).
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Fig. 3.5. Overhead image of Structure AA, top, with the head of the snake incised on the front of the shrine’s bench overlaid. On the bottom we see the outline of the snake’s head for comparison. Illustration by Andrew Collins.

RITUALISTIC DIRECTIONALITY

Whether or not this exercise is meaningful remains to be seen. What it does do is raise the possibility that both the Pillars Shrine and the Pit Shrine represent snake heads, one—the former—facing toward the south-southwest, and the other facing out toward the west-northwestern horizon.

Thus, the experiential journey imagined as having taken place inside these three interconnected enclosures would appear to have begun in the Great Ellipse. It then continued into the mouth of the snake, represented by the Pillars Shrine, and culminated in the Pit Shrine, which is arguably yet another snakehead in design. Thereafter the celebrant would have emerged onto the level bedrock either via the steps at the end of the bench or via the steps cut into its northeastern wall. Karul proposes this same basic journey:

Str. AB [the Pillars Shrine] is reached by passing through Str. AD [the Great Ellipse]; there is also a connection from Str. AB to Str. AA [the Pit Shrine]. Nonetheless, the main entry is via Str. AD. Therefore, we could assume Str. AD to be the actual place of activities that took place in this structure. The present evidence strongly suggests a ceremonial process, entering the building from one end and exiting at the other end, having to parade in [the] presence of the human head featuring a phallic symbolism.4

This ritualistic directionality also makes sense of another observation made by Karul. The three interconnected structures uncovered at Karahan Tepe’s lower level are all on the hill’s eastern or northeastern slopes. No cult structures have so far been found on the hill’s western or southern sides. This has led Karul to surmise that the site’s southern plain “must be the living area of the dwellers of the settlement.”5

This same south-to-north directionality is found also in connection with special buildings at other Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites in the region, such as Göbekli Tepe, Çayönü, Hallan Çemi, and Aşıklı Höyük, as well as at Nevalı Çori, where the settlement’s sole cult building was found to be aligned perfectly northeast. It is present also at later Pottery Neolithic (or Ceramic Neolithic) sites such as Çatal Höyük in southern-central Anatolia, where there is a specific directionality in the use of rooms. The north and east would always seem to be associated with death and rebirth,6 while the south was reserved for domestic usage. Indeed, British archaeologist Ian Hodder, who led excavations at Çatal Höyük between 1993 and the mid-2010s, has written that the northern part of a building would be set aside for decoration and burial, thus connecting it with the spirit realm, leaving its southern side for hearths, ovens, human debris; indeed, everything that was deemed “dirty” or mundane.7

THE STRUCTURES AS LIVING ENTITIES

How the community at Karahan Tepe viewed the three interconnected, rock-cut structures can perhaps be seen in the fact that at the end of their useful life they were deliberately buried beneath layers of rock, soil, and debris, a process that Karul suggests is evidence of a systematic decommissioning process. In his words:

The burial of buildings is somewhat comparable to that of human burials, signifying the strength of the meaning attached to the building. . . . Considering the labor and time required for the construction of such structures, they must have held great meaning for Neolithic societies.8 (Original author’s emphasis.)

The structures thus seem to have been treated as living entities inhabited in the same way that, in many cultures, a person’s physical body is seen to be animated by a nonphysical force or spirit. As such, these enclosures had to be treated with due respect even after they had completed their useful life. They were therefore ritually “killed” and afterward “buried” in a manner befitting a human being.

ADDITIONAL ENCLOSURES

Beyond these three enigmatic structures—the Great Ellipse, the Pillars Shrine, and the Pit Shrine—other enclosures have also been discovered. Aside from the extraordinary new enclosure exposed on the top of the hill that was introduced in chapter 1, we have Structure AC, a more basic feature, round in shape, cut out of the sloping bedrock a little way to the east of the Pit Shrine. It was found buried beneath tons of rubble, perhaps as part of a decommissioning process similar to the shrines already described (see fig. 3.6). At its southern end is a rock-cut bench that was clearly meant for those inside to gaze out toward the northern and northeastern horizon.
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Fig. 3.6. Karahan Tepe’s Structure AC, partly covered over for protection. Photo by Andrew Collins.

On the southern side of the three interconnected structures are several more enclosures built into the hillside. These appear similar in design to features at Göbekli Tepe that are thought to date to the Early Pre-Pottery Neolithic B period (thus circa 8800–8000 BCE). Each contains pairs of T-pillars ranging in height from 4.5 feet to approximately 10 feet (1.4 meters to 3 meters). Some of the pillars display anthropomorphic features, including articulated arms terminating in hands with fingers that curl around on to their front narrow edges. Above these hands are parallel vertical lines signifying garment hems and basic, V-shaped “neckties,” similar to those seen on T-pillars at other early Neolithic sites in the region.

Curiously, the number of fingers shown on pillars at Karahan Tepe can vary. For instance, one fair-sized T-pillar in Structure AH, located at the extreme southern end of the current excavations, has eight digits. Why it would have eight fingers is unclear. Did this number have symbolic meaning to the local community, or was it purely a case of idiosyncratic workmanship on the part of the stone carver? There are no clear answers at present (see plate 13).

The side of the T-pillar showing eight fingers in Structure AH is also quite curious. It shows the figure’s articulated arm and shoulder in high relief, although they have been executed to suggest that the shoulder is a bird head, almost certainly that of a vulture. With the vulture statue unearthed in the new enclosure on top of the hill, it becomes clear that, like the leopard and the snake, this particular species of bird was an important totem at the site.

To date, just 5 percent of Karahan Tepe’s prehistoric settlement has been excavated, meaning that dozens, or even hundreds, of stone enclosures still await discovery beneath its deep layers of soil and rubble. Uncovering these will be crucial in helping us better understand not only what was going on there as much as 11,500 years ago, but also perhaps who its builders might have been.

Necmi Karul and his excavation team have their work cut out at Karahan Tepe for many years to come. Indeed, it might even take multiple generations of archaeological exploration to fully expose what is there, and that’s not taking into account the many other T-pillar sites in the same region that are also now under investigation, one of which has been crucial in uncovering knowledge of this quite extraordinary prehistoric society that thrived as much as 11,500 years ago. This is Göbekli Tepe, and it will be necessary to factor in the discoveries made there across the past three decades to better understand the genesis of Anatolia’s Pre-Pottery Neolithic revolution, and through it the emergence of Karahan Tepe.


[image: ]

Göbekli Tepe, located within Asiatic Turkey’s Şanlıurfa province, is one of the most important archaeological sites in the world. Situated on top of an exposed mountain ridge 2,490 feet (760 meters) above sea level at the southern reaches of the Anti-Taurus mountain range, it is a vast complex of stone enclosures built approximately 9600–8000 BCE.

Some of its most important structures, which also just happen to be its oldest, are composed of elliptical rings of T-shaped pillars, many as much as 6.5 feet (2 meters) to 10 feet (3 meters) in height. Between these are usually stone benches on which participants in ceremonies and rituals would presumably have sat.

Göbekli Tepe’s T-pillars are placed like spokes of a wheel to face two much larger T-shaped monoliths positioned side by side at the center of the enclosures (see fig. 4.1). Many display relief carvings and even three-dimensional sculptures of strange creatures of the prehistoric world. Among them are representations of mammals (boars, foxes, bovines, sheep, goats, and large felines), birds (vultures, waders, and at least one flightless species), insects (ants, arachnids, and scorpions), as well as numerous depictions of snakes, some with triangular heads, others with more rounded heads.

Additionally, some of the stones display anthropomorphic features on their stems, including articulated arms that begin with stylized shoulder sockets. These end in hands with long spindly fingers that curl around onto the stone’s front narrow edges. Above these hands are, occasionally, twin vertical lines signifying the hems of hanging garments, perhaps an open robe or cloak of some kind. Above these are V-shaped necklaces, at the base of which are sometimes carved glyphs that arguably signify emblems of office or affiliations to a particular clan or tribal alliance. These, like many of the other features seen on these stones, are also present on the T-pillars at Karahan Tepe.
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