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For Debbie Cartwright, whose intuition, insights, and sheer perseverence helped make this book what it is.
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And to the memory of Stan Gooch (1932–2010), a pioneer in our understanding of Neanderthal–modern human hybridization and its impact on the human brain. Thankfully, his remarkable work in this field is now finally being recognized.



DENISOVAN ORIGINS

“Andrew Collins and Greg Little are two of the most respected writers in the ancient mysteries subject. They team up to provide a comprehensive account of the enigmatic Denisovans and their impact on the emergence of modern human society. If they are correct in their findings, as I very much suspect they are, then they have discovered a missing chapter in our knowledge of the emergence of civilization, both in the ancient world and—as I put forward in my own book America Before—in the Americas.”

GRAHAM HANCOCK, AUTHOR OF THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER AMERICA BEFORE
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PREFACE

THE RETURN TO GÖBEKLI TEPE

By Andrew Collins

I have returned to Göbekli Tepe, the oldest stone temple complex in the world. The site, which lies around 15 kilometers northeast of the historic ancient city of Şanlıurfa in Turkey, has recently reopened after having been closed to visitors for around two years as a pair of enormous steel roofs were put in place. One now covers the site’s familiar southeast depression, which contains Enclosures A, B, C, D, and the Lion Pillars Building (see plate 1). The other protects the installations located in the mound’s northwest depression. This includes Enclosure H, which is still currently under investigation.


STELLAR OBSERVATORIES

I begin the slow ascent toward the top of the site’s occupational mound, which is composed entirely of stone rubble, human refuse, and imported earth. It is around 300 by 200 meters in size and approximately 15 meters in height. Göbekli Tepe takes its name from the Turkish words göbek, meaning “navel,” and tepe, meaning “hill.” Why this name? The answer lies in the fact that the enormous mound, created very gradually over a period of about 1,500 years, between circa 9600 and 8000 BCE, looks like a swollen belly. This sits on top of an east-west aligned mountain ridge, forming a southerly extension of the Taurus Mountains of southern and eastern Anatolia (see fig. P.1).

A second reason is because occupational mounds of this nature were seen in the past as symbolic wombs, out of which the first humans emerged at the beginning of time. Gazing down at the various enclosures in the southeast depression, I could see their rings of T-shaped pillars, each with intricate carvings of animals, birds, and other more abstract forms. The whole site now looks incredible. Everything is in place for Göbekli Tepe to take its rightful place, not only as Turkey’s answer to Stonehenge but also as a UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) World Heritage Site of global importance.




NEOLITHIC REVOLUTION

There is little question that the Neolithic revolution—the 
emergence of a settled lifestyle following the rapid spread of agriculture, animal husbandry, and the building of the first urban centers across the ancient Near East—had its beginnings here in southeastern Anatolia during the ninth millennium BCE. Indeed, DNA testing shows that sixty-eight modern strains of wheat, used today for everything from making bread to brewing beer, derive from a wild variety of the plant growing to this day on the slopes of an extinct volcano just 80 kilometers away from Göbekli Tepe.1 Several hundred years before the start of this Neolithic revolution, sometime around 9600 BCE, the region’s entire population had come together to construct the stone enclosures of Göbekli Tepe, the first monumental architecture in human history.

Very quickly, some of the first stone temples to be found anywhere in the world were built on the mountaintop’s exposed bedrock, which offers a commanding view of the surrounding landscape in every direction. This was an extraordinary accomplishment for bands of what prehistorians refer to as hunter-gatherers; in other words, individuals who led a nomadic life of hunting and foraging in a manner similar to that of some indigenous peoples in remote regions today.

Why hundreds of hunter-gatherers might have undertaken a building project on such a grand scale when all their lives necessitated was for them to provide adequate food and shelter for their family and immediate social group is a vexing question that archaeologists are finding difficult to answer. For them, the appearance of massive cult centers like Göbekli Tepe is seen simply as the next stage in a gradual transformation of religious ideologies that had begun with the emergence of advanced human behavior across the Near East toward the end of the last ice age.
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Fig. P.1. Map of Anatolia and the Levant showing sites mentioned in this book.




LEVANTINE ORIGINS

Prehistorians point toward the Levant, the traditional homeland of the Bible, as the place of foundation of modern human society in western Eurasia, and there is little question that some of the most sophisticated settlement sites did indeed exist there around the end of the last ice age, circa 14,000 to 9600 BCE. These stretched from northern Egypt across the Sinai Peninsula and the Negev highlands of Israel to Jordan and the Saudi Peninsula in the east to the Middle Euphrates River basin in the north.

All these territories were the domain of the Epipaleolithic (terminal Paleolithic) peoples collectively referred to as the Natufians. It is a name derived from the culture’s type site of Wadi an-Natuf in the western Judean Mountains of the Palestinian West Bank. (A type site is a location where a culture’s unique style is first recognized by archaeologists, and a wadi is a valley, ravine, or dry river bed.) It was here, during the 1920s, that the Natufians’ unique style of stone tool manufacture was first identified by the pioneering British archaeologist Dorothy Garrod (1892–1968), following excavations in the wadi’s Shuqba Cave.




WALLS OF JERICHO

The Natufians were the first human group to begin construction at Tell es-Sultan, a huge occupational mound located in the Jordan Rift Valley, some two kilometers north of the biblical city of Jericho in the Palestinian West Bank. By the age of Göbekli Tepe, circa 9600 to 8000 BCE, Tell es-Sultan 
had been transformed into a major urban center with its own stone fortress, the 
first to be built anywhere in the ancient world. Very quickly its Pre-Pottery 
Neolithic inhabitants, that is, those members of Neolithic communities that 
thrived before the widespread introduction of ceramics, circa 9600 to 6000 BCE, 
had felt the need to surround the 4-hectare site with a stone wall 3 meters in 
thickness and 4 meters in height.

Remarkably, this wall extended for a distance of 700 meters and stretched around the entire perimeter of the occupational mound. Beyond this, they created a gigantic ditch that was quite literally gouged out of the limestone bedrock. This was 2.75 meters deep, 8.25 meters wide, and nearly a kilometer in distance, quite an achievement using primitive stone tools in the hands of just a few hundred individuals. In addition to this, the inhabitants of prehistoric Jericho constructed an enormous stone lookout tower 10 meters in diameter and 8.5 meters in height. Very obviously, something major was going on at Jericho. Its earliest Pre-Pottery Neolithic inhabitants were eager to keep something out, and it was not simply wild animals or the elements. There was an aggressor out there who was perceived as an immense threat to the well-being and lifestyle of the local population.

So was there a link between the construction of Jericho in the Jordan Rift Valley and the emergence some 675 kilometers away to the north of the remarkable stone enclosures at Göbekli Tepe in what is today southeastern Anatolia? The answer is almost certainly yes, and to understand why we need to go back to the epoch of the construction of these monuments. For it now seems certain that at this time our ancestors were only just emerging from a long period of chaotic uncertainty, triggered by a massive cataclysm that had brought the world to its knees some 1,200 years earlier. What is more, there is every reason to conclude that the cataclysm in question was cosmic in nature.




YOUNGER DRYAS COMET IMPACT EVENT

I say this, for there is today overwhelming evidence that on a single day sometime around 10,800 BCE the skies became filled with countless pieces of a disintegrating comet fragment that entered the Earth’s atmosphere from the northwest. These terrifying balls of fire began exploding even before impact with the ground, causing unimaginable wildfires that engulfed as much as one-tenth of the world’s biomass in just a matter of days.2 There is evidence also that some of the largest fragments of the comet collided with the two-mile-thick ice sheets that still covered many parts of North America.3 
The frozen water making up the ice sheets would have been converted instantly 
into masses of steam that rose into the sky, where it almost certainly combined with airborne ash and gaseous debris. This would have created toxic vapor 
clouds that eventually released the water they held as a form of acid rain, 
causing untold deaths to both human and animal life. In addition to this, the 
melted ice sheets would have become torrents of water careering through the 
valleys and mountains of North America, changing the landscape’s topography forever.4




THE DESTRUCTION OF ATLANTIS

Many other fragments impacted with the Atlantic Ocean, causing gigantic super-tsunamis, drowning every low-lying landmass in their path. This would have included the former Bahaman landmass as well as the islands making up the Greater Antilles—Cuba, Hispaniola, and Puerto Rico—giving rise to legends that persist to this day regarding the destruction of a former great landmass. It would be these legends that would in the fourth century BCE inspire the Greek philosopher Plato to write his account about the destruction of a fabled island empire called Atlantis.5 On top of this, the ice-melt water liberated from the ice sheets would have reached the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean, causing the sea level to rise almost overnight. As a consequence, many low-lying regions previously drowned by the super-tsunamis would have been submerged permanently, and with them all trace of early human activity.




NUCLEAR WINTER

The ash and debris produced by the wildfires would have risen 
into the upper atmosphere, blocking out the sun for a prolonged period of time, 
triggering what scientists refer to today as a nuclear winter. How long this lasted remains unclear. Maybe it was weeks. Perhaps it was months, or even years. No one really knows. This, along with the millions of tons of ice-melt water flooding into the oceans and altering the temperature of ocean currents, helped trigger a mini–ice age that lasted for somewhere around 1,200 years and, curiously, came to an abrupt halt around 9600 BCE. This entire episode is known to paleoclimatologists as the Younger Dryas impact event, and even as I write these words even more evidence is emerging to confirm the full extent of this horrifying cataclysm,6 which I have been highlighting in my books for over two decades.7




THE IMPACT ON GÖBEKLI TEPE

We must therefore ask ourselves what kind of effect the Younger Dryas comet impact, with its accompanying mini–ice age, might have had on the emergence of Göbekli Tepe in particular. How did it affect what was built? And what kinds of people did it bring into southeastern Anatolia, escaping the aftermath of the Younger Dryas event elsewhere in the ancient world?

As will become clear, something extraordinary was taking place in southeastern Anatolia around the time of the foundation of Göbekli Tepe—a series of events that would go on to catalyze not only what we call the Neolithic revolution but also the rise of Western civilization. More importantly, we will see that what occurred in Anatolia at this time was not only the start of something new but also the culmination of a dissemination of ancient technologies and cosmological ideas that had begun with the emergence of the first human societies at the commencement of the Upper Paleolithic age some 45,000 years ago. More importantly, there is now compelling evidence that the rise of our own civilization, not only on the Eurasian continent but also in North America and South America, was the result of contact with an extinct human species known today as the Denisovans. It is their impact on the world that this book will examine, both in part 1, written by me, Andrew Collins, and then also in part 2, by Gregory L. Little, a leading expert on the rise of human civilization in the Americas. It is an extraordinary story that will take us to every part of the globe and reveal a lost world of Denisovans, Neanderthals, and human hybrids that can now be told for the first time.





PART ONE


OLD WORLD COSMOGENESIS
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By Andrew Collins





1

THE COMET HUNTERS

The ancient peoples of Anatolia and the Near East did not go unaffected by the terrible consequences of the Younger Dryas comet impact event, now known to have devastated the North American continent sometime around 10,800 BCE. Indeed, there is powerful evidence that a Natufian settlement at Tell Abu Hureyra on the Middle Euphrates River, in what is today northern Syria, was subjected to an airborne blast triggered by the appearance in the low skies of a single fragment from the comet. As evidence of this terrifying event, archaeologists working at Tell Abu Hureyra have uncovered nanosized magnetic and glass balls known as microspherules, as well as siliceous scoria-like objects made of melted glass.1 These are formed under incredibly high temperatures, in the range of 1,700 to 2,200 degrees Celsius. Microscopic objects of this kind are telltale signatures of an impact blast and are extremely unlikely to have been caused by natural phenomena such as lightning strikes. What is more, Tell Abu Hureyra is just 160 kilometers south of Göbekli Tepe and 520 kilometers north northeast of Jericho, both of which emerged in the after-math of the 1,200-year mini–ice age that followed the comet impact event.

It must have been a similar story all the way across the Northern Hemisphere—a series of initial catastrophic events followed by aftershocks and further wildfires for hundreds of years after the initial impact event of around 10,800 BCE.2 Epipaleolithic populations that would have taken the full force of the cataclysm included the Clovis culture of North America, the Magdalenian peoples of southwestern Europe, the Creswellian population of England, the Brommian culture of southern Scandinavia, the Swiderian groups that occupied various parts of central and eastern Europe, and, of course, the Natufian population of the Levant. All would have been devastated by the Younger Dryas event, with only the cleverest and most resilient human societies surviving to tell the tale.


THE USSELO HORIZON

An example of how effective the Younger Dryas impact event was in decimating human societies can be seen at Lommel in Belgium. Here thrived many settlements of the Federmesser tradition. They were an advanced culture with its own unique tool-making industry that populated the Low Countries of Europe, including Belgium, the Netherlands, and Denmark, during the 2,000-year warm phase known as the Allerød interstadial, which followed the end of the last ice age, circa 13,000 BCE. These people created symbolic art pieces and manufactured beautiful stone tools, some of which are among the most accomplished artifacts of the Epipaleolithic age. These are found with frequency in the thick loess, the windswept sandy soil left behind by the retreat of the ice sheets that had covered much of the Northern Hemisphere for tens of thousands of years. Yet immediately above the material evidence of these people’s presence at Lommel is an 8-centimeter layer of oily black material (see plate 2).

Known as the Usselo horizon, after a Dutch village in the eastern Netherlands where it was first identified, this ash layer has now been found on five continents, including North America. Here it covers Clovis period occupational layers and goes by the name of the black mat. Almost certainly, the Usselo horizon is a product of the burned ash and debris created by the wildfires that raged in the wake of the Younger Dryas impact event.

Yet in Lommel, Belgium—which I visited in 2015 with Dutch biochemist Johán Bert Kloosterman (1931–2016), the discoverer of the Usselo horizon—something quite disturbing was pointed out to me. Immediately below the black layer, the normally yellow loess is bleached white to a depth of around 45 centimeters. According to Kloosterman, who sadly died shortly after our meeting, this bleaching was either caused by the effects of the acid rain created by the aerial debris from the wildfires or it was the direct result of an air blast directly above the area. (Kloosterman was at that time analyzing the chemical makeup of the Usselo horizon from a number of locations in Belgium and the Netherlands to determine a definitive answer to this mystery.) Either way, the effects on the Federmesser culture, as well as the local environment, remain visibly devastating, for in the soil immediately above the Usselo horizon no trace of their signature stone tools can be found. Instead, there is simply a sterile sandy soil, above which are much cruder stone tools unlike anything the Federmesser produced. Clearly, they had gone, their place taken by a much less sophisticated culture.

I suspect that it would have been the same in many parts of the ancient world—advanced human societies that had thrived prior to the Younger Dryas comet impact disappearing completely, only to be replaced by surviving members of less competent human societies struggling to relearn what had been common knowledge beforehand. Not all human groups, as we shall see in due course, suffered quite the same fate, even if they were caught up in the aftermath of the cataclysm. They not only survived the destruction caused by the air blasts but would also come to be seen as great magicians who were able to control the supernatural forces thought to be responsible for such terrifying events in human history.




CATASTROPHOBIA

The reason why Göbekli Tepe, and arguably even the great stone fortress of Jericho, was built so soon after the Younger Dryas episode can be shown to relate to the state of mind prevailing among indigenous populations in the wake of this terrible human tragedy. Those who did survive the aftermath of the impact event would have feared that it would all happen again and that the next time the world really would come to an end. Paranoia of this kind might well have been widespread. This would have seriously affected the collective psyche of the hunter-gathering societies that continued to exist in many parts of the globe. Visionary writer Barbara Hand Clow has aptly termed this fragile state of existence “catastrophobia,” the fear of further catastrophes.3 I think she is entirely right in not only predicting the existence of catastrophobia but also in describing the way it would have affected generations of humanity for many thousands of years afterward.

But how could you stop people from feeling this way? How could you prevent catastrophobia from eating at the heart of a community every time a comet appeared in the skies? There were no psychoanalysts or counselors back then who could offer advice on how best to overcome this problem. There were, however, go-to people who would have been considered able to allay the fear of further catastrophes. These were the complex individuals known as shamans, a word originating from the Tungus (or Evenk) language of Siberia.4 They acted as intermediaries between the world of the living and a perceived otherworld existing beyond the normal senses and accessible only through dreams, visions, and the achievement of altered states of consciousness.

Harbingers of Death and Destruction

Shamans are able to induce trancelike states to propitiate, appease, or negotiate deals with, among other things, the supernatural creatures seen as responsible for malefic intrusions into the physical world. This includes the appearance in our skies of comets, which in many ancient societies were seen as harbingers of death and destruction. Supernatural creatures of this type were generally considered animistic in form, most obviously monstrous canines (dogs), lupines (wolves), and vulpines (foxes).5 Comets were also associated with snakes, which in myth and legend are occasionally seen as responsible for natural catastrophes associated with impact events.6




ANTHROPOMORPHIC PILLARS

As I exclusively proposed in 2014, the earliest stone installations at Göbekli Tepe were most likely built as liminal interfaces, forming a link between this world and the next, so that shamans might easily deal with perceived threats from supernatural intruders appearing in our skies in the form of comets.7 Indeed, there is every reason to believe that it was for this express purpose that monumental architecture started to appear in different parts of the world at this time, Göbekli Tepe and Jericho being prime examples of this sudden emergence of sophisticated architectural design. To back up this theory, I have drawn attention to the presence at Göbekli Tepe of comet-related imagery, especially in the site’s oldest and most accomplished installation, Enclosure D. This was built circa 9600 BCE, a date corresponding very well to the abrupt end of the 1,200-year mini–ice age triggered by the Younger Dryas impact event (see plate 3).8

The twin central monoliths standing at the center of this stone age temple structure are anthropomorphic in design, in that they have T-shaped terminations representing human heads and display carved reliefs showing bent arms occupying the pillars’ wide stems. These curve around onto the pillars’ front narrow faces, where they end in hands with long spindly fingers. Above these, on the “chest” of the individual, are twin vertical lines representing the hems of tailored clothing, as well as V-shaped “necklaces” with carved symbols at their base, perhaps signifying emblems of office. These include bucrania (bovine heads), eyes, crescents, and a glyph resembling the letter H.

In addition to this, the figures on the twin central pillars in Enclosure D have wide belts around their waists. Yet only the belt on the eastern example, Pillar 18, has additional decoration. This takes the form of a sequence of strange ideograms composed of slim crescents facing both left and right (arguably symbolic of the 28-day lunar cycle), along with representations of the aforementioned H sign (see plate 4). This appears both upright, like the letter itself, and turned 90 degrees. In the opinion of the author, the parallel bars of the H glyph signify two separate realms—the physical world and the invisible otherworld—with the connecting bar between them signifying the perceived movement from one to the other both in space and in time. (Similar H-like ideograms are seen in ancient Central American art and determine also the shape of Mayan ball courts.)




COMET SHAMANS

On Pillar 18’s front narrow edge is the belt’s central feature. This takes the form of a curious symbol consisting of a filled circle from which three parallel spokes jut upward (see plate 5). When I first saw this glyph, I was struck by its similarity to a three-tailed comet, which I believe it to be (see fig. 1.1). The likeness is uncanny, and the fact that the glyph features so prominently on the belt tells us that this is to be seen as a symbol associated with the function of the wearer. The pillar, I suspect, represents an ancestral shaman, one considered to have had mastery over the supernatural forces seen as responsible for catastrophes. Further linking the figure with comets is the fact that beneath the belts of both Pillar 18 and its western counterpart, Pillar 31, is the carved relief of a long-tailed animal pelt, almost certainly that of a fox. The use here of fox pelts is significant as the animal is a well-known symbol of comets, its bushy tail symbolizing the comet’s own tail. Indeed, even in British heraldry the tail of a comet is likened to that of the fox.9 Moreover, the use of the comet or “blazing star” device in medieval heraldry was said to be because “comets were supposed to prognosticate events of things to come.”10

Comets have always been considered harbingers of death, exuding canine, lupine, or vulpine qualities, and it is very possibly for this reason that such a striking representation of a comet is displayed on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 18. As an anthropomorphic form, the tall monolith can thus be seen to represent what might be described as a comet shaman, a type of person once familiar among prehistoric societies. For instance, Spanish Jesuit priest Andrés Pérez de Ribas (1576–1655), while traveling through northern Mexico in 1607–1608, witnessed the priests of a local tribe near the town of Parras conduct an extraordinary ceremony. Its purpose was to counteract the baleful influence of a comet visible in the sky at this time (almost certainly it was Halley’s Comet, which made an appearance in 1607). According to his account:

[image: image]

Fig. 1.1. Left, Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 18 in Enclosure D, showing its proposed comet symbol; right, photograph of a three-tailed comet.

The end of the comet, (some of them said) was in the form of plumage: others said it had the form of an animal’s tail. For this reason, some came with feathers on their heads, and others with a lion’s or fox’s tail, each of them mimicking the animal he represented. In the middle of the plaza there was a great bonfire into which they threw their baskets [containing dead animals] along with everything in them. They did this in order to burn up and sacrifice these things, so they would rise up as smoke to the comet. As a result, the comet would have some food during those days and would therefore do them no harm.11

Despite the fact that this powerful ceremony occurred on another continent, nearly 10,000 years after the abandonment of Göbekli Tepe, the specific mention of the use of the fox’s tail is important. Not only does it confirm that comets were once likened to foxes’ tails (as well as those of lions and also birds’ plumage in this instance), but it demonstrates also just how important it was for the priest or shaman to intercede on behalf of a community to counteract the supernatural potency thought to accompany the appearance of comets in our skies.

Fox Bones and Rituals at Göbekli Tepe

At Göbekli Tepe, an extremely large number of fox bones have been found during excavations. Their presence, along with the many carved reliefs of foxes seen on the site’s T-pillars (including Pillar 18 in Enclosure D), led archaeozoologist Joris Peters and archaeologist Klaus Schmidt, the rediscoverer of Göbekli Tepe in 1994, to suspect that there had been some close relationship between this animal and the site’s Pre-Pottery Neolithic builders, one relating specifically to ritual practices.12 If this is correct, then it implies not only that the fox was seen as an important animal totem at Göbekli Tepe, but also that it was a creature invoked during rituals and ceremonies. Very likely these rites involved the presence in the sky of a comet seen as the manifestation of a supernatural trickster in the form of a fox that had to be dealt with or appeased in some manner.

Deified Ancestors

In this knowledge, the monolithic human figures seen at the center of Göbekli Tepe’s Enclosure D probably represent deified ancestors, symbolic of a long line of comet shamans going back to the time of the Younger Dryas impact event. As such, they belonged to a former age that long preceded the Pre-Pottery Neolithic world of southeastern Anatolia. Their powerful presence was a constant reminder of the terrifying events that very nearly destroyed the world some 1,200 years beforehand and continued to have reverberations across the globe for many hundreds of years afterward. Indeed, there is every reason to suspect that a further cosmic event might well have triggered the abrupt end of the mini–ice age, circa 9600 BCE.13

Halley’s Comet

Yet in the opinion of the present author, the three-pronged symbol on the belt buckle of Enclosure D’s Pillar 18 is not a representation of the actual comet responsible for the Younger Dryas impact event. More likely, the symbol shows a short period comet, in other words, one that returns to the inner solar system every few generations. In my opinion, the belt buckle symbol shows Halley’s Comet, which appears in our skies approximately every seventy-six years. Its cyclical appearance was something first determined by British astronomer Edmund Halley (1656–1742) in 1705. He realized that a comet reported in 1607—the likely year that Andrés Pérez de Ribas witnessed the Mexican priests attempting to counter the baleful influences of a comet—was perhaps the same as the one seen in the skies in 1682. Thus, he predicted its return around 1758. His calculations proved to be correct. The comet returned on cue in 1758, Christmas Day in fact, even though Halley himself was not around to celebrate his great prediction since he had died sixteen years earlier, in 1742.

Halley’s Comet can on occasions be seen with three tails, and when close to the sun it can appear either prior to dawn or immediately after sunset, its tails sticking vertically upward in a manner closely resembling the belt buckle symbol on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 18. This is not to say there is any link between Halley’s Comet and the one that fragmented to cause the Younger Dryas 
impact event, only that the return of Halley’s Comet would always be a constant reminder of the threat posed by comets to the well-being of this world.




CALMING CATASTROPHOBIA

It is the suspicion of the present author that the shamanic society responsible for Göbekli Tepe had also worked out that Halley’s Comet returned every seventy-six years. This was powerful knowledge which could then be used to convince the local population of hunter-gatherers that their shamans had predictive knowledge of the appearance of comets. In this way, they had the ability to counteract the comets’ baleful influence, and in doing so prevent the potential destruction of the world. If correct, then this was how these elite groups of individuals managed to calm the catastrophobia that had been present among the local populace since the terrifying events of the Younger Dryas comet impact.

Both the twin central pillars in Enclosure D weigh as much as 15 
to 20 metric tons apiece and stand an incredible 5.5 meters in height. To date, they are the largest monoliths uncovered at the site (although an even bigger example remains partially excavated from the bedrock some several hundred meters from the southeast depression). Their size contrasts considerably with the T-shaped pillars seen in the enclosure’s ringwall, which are all around 2 to 3 meters in height. This ring of standing stones, originally twelve in number, faces toward the twin central monoliths as if acknowledging or honoring their presence. But who exactly were these great ancestors? Where did they come from, and why create their monolithic representations so large? As I sat pondering these questions beneath the solitary mulberry fig tree that shades the summit of Göbekli Tepe, I could not help but gaze toward the position of one stone that I knew could help provide the answers to all these questions. This was Pillar 43, otherwise known as the Vulture Stone.
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FLIGHT OF THE VULTURE

No feature at Göbekli Tepe has aroused more interest than Enclosure D’s Pillar 43, known popularly as the Vulture Stone, due to its rich and highly enigmatic vulture imagery. It stands immediately northwest of the installation’s two massive central monoliths—Pillars 18 and 31 (see fig. 2.1 below and plate 6). In 2017, Pillar 43 came to the attention of the world’s media following claims in a peer-reviewed paper that its relief imagery is a detailed snapshot of the night sky on the day in “10,950 BCE” (+/–250 years) that the Younger Dryas comet decimated the northern hemisphere.1 The authors of the study acknowledge that the assumed connection between Göbekli Tepe and the comet impact was originally proposed by myself in Göbekli Tepe: Genesis of the Gods in 2014, their own theories having been inspired by these earlier deductions.2

Although these claims are now finding favor among some science journalists, they have received a rather colder reception from the archaeological team responsible for excavations at Göbekli Tepe. In their opinion, Pillar 43 was not carved during this much earlier epoch, and, what’s more, such ideas make little sense of Göbekli Tepe’s time frame, as they contend it emerged no earlier than the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A period, circa 9600 to 8800 BCE.3

So what really is being conveyed by the strange carved relief on this enigmatic T-shaped pillar? Did it really capture the snapshot of a comet impact, or was there another, more realistic answer to this enigma—one in keeping with what we know about the beliefs and practices of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples responsible for the creation of Göbekli Tepe?
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Fig. 2.1. Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43 in Enclosure D. Note the main vulture on its T-shaped head and the scorpion below on its stem.


ASTRONOMICAL IDENTITIES

Identifying the pillar’s central motif, a huge vulture with its wings partially unfolded to create a distinctive W-shaped pattern, was always going to be central to solving this mystery. Indeed, it is a realization that has preoccupied the minds of every investigator who has examined the pillar’s carved relief since Spanish archaeoastronomer Juan Antonio Belmonte proposed back in 2010 that the pillar’s representation of a scorpion symbolizes the constellation of Scorpius.4 The vulture’s close proximity to the scorpion—the former appearing on the T-shaped head of the stone and the latter seen immediately below on the pillar’s wide stem—has suggested to some that the vulture must be the neighboring constellation of Sagittarius.5 To others, however, the vulture symbolizes another nearby constellation, that of Cygnus, the celestial bird, a prominent feature of the northern night sky.6

Yet theories are simply theories. Just because a relief might look like an 
asterism known to the ancient Greeks does not necessarily mean that a match has 
been proved. More substantial evidence is required to take the matter further. In the case of Pillar 43, any assessment of its carved imagery needed to take into consideration certain factors, including the suspected construction date of Enclosure D. Radiocarbon dating of organic materials removed from its ringwall have offered calibrated dates in the region of 9745 to 9314 BCE,7 implying that its construction, and thus the erection of the stone, was almost certainly around 9600 BCE, directly after the cessation of the Younger Dryas mini–ice age.

Points of Coordination

Aside from the vulture, scorpion, and several more stranger creatures seen on Pillar 43, two other key features of its carved relief can provide fixed points of coordination between the skies of 9600 BCE and the positioning of any astronomical figures represented as carved relief. These are the horizontal dividing line between the T-shaped head and the stem of the pillar and the filled circle or ball-like object seen above the vulture’s left wing (to your right when facing toward it). Those who identify the vulture as Sagittarius see this circle as a representation of the sun passing through the zodiacal constellation in question.8 Yet if the Göbekli builders had wanted to depict the sun, then it is likely they would have ensured there was no ambiguity as to what the observer was seeing when examining the pillar’s relief imagery, especially since we know that in the rock art of southeastern Anatolia filled circles were used to represent the human soul in its form as an abstract human head or skull (see chapter 3).9

A more plausible explanation was surely needed, one that better made sense of the ball’s possible role as the disembodied head and soul of the headless male individual, complete with an erect penis, displayed toward the base of the pillar. He is shown on the neck of another vulture, of which only the upper body is visible above ground level. Since the central vulture’s stylized, W-shaped wings appear to tilt toward the ball positioned over its left wing, it implies that the latter, if signifying a celestial object, was located in the same area of sky. So if all these disparate elements—the pillar’s main vulture, its scorpion, the horizontal dividing line between the head and stem, and the ball above the wing of the bird—all formed part of the same astronomical picture, could they be matched with key components of the night sky for 9600 BCE?

Hale’s Findings

Consulting a suitable sky program, British chartered engineer Rodney Hale, who has worked in the field of archaeoastronomy for over twenty years, has devised a satisfactory answer to this puzzling enigma.10 If the dividing line between the two sections of the pillar is taken to be the local horizon and the constellation of Scorpius is lined up with the approximate position of the stone’s scorpion, then the ball placed above the wing of the vulture corresponds perfectly with the northern celestial pole, the turning point of the heavens around which the stars are seen to revolve each night (see fig. 2.2). During the epoch of 9600 BCE, the northern celestial pole was located in the constellation of Hercules. Yet at the time no bright star was close enough for it to assume the role of polestar. Since then, the pole has shifted its position due to the consequences of precession, caused by the axial wobble of the Earth across a cycle of approximately 26,000 years. Today, the northern celestial pole is in the constellation of Ursa Minor, the Little Bear, and is marked by the star Polaris (α Ursae Minoris), known also as the North Star.

The Sabaean Star Worshippers

Many ancient cultures of the Northern Hemisphere saw the North Star as a deity or celestial influence of great importance. This included the Chaldeans or Sabaeans, whose principal seat was the ancient city of Harran, located some 45 kilometers south-southeast of Göbekli Tepe. They venerated the North Star under the name Shamal, which means “north.”11 He was considered the oldest of the gods, as well as the leader of the seven “cosmic existences,”12 or heavenly bodies, made up of the sun, moon, and five known planets of the ancient world. Shamal presided not only over prophecy and prediction but also over heaven, which souls emerged from prior to incarnation and returned to in death.13 He was the source also of light and power14 as well as the Primal Cause, which was eternal.15 Was it possible that these ideas were inherited from even more archaic beliefs and practices that had flourished at nearby Göbekli Tepe as much as 10,000 years earlier? Were such ideas encapsulated within the carved relief of Enclosure D’s Pillar 43?
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Fig. 2.2. Left, Pillar 43, and, right, Rodney Hale’s schematic overlay showing the night sky of 9600 BCE synchronized with the pillar’s head and stem. The vertical and horizontal lines denote, respectively, the north-south meridian and local horizon. Note how the meridian links the headless individual at the bottom with his ball-like “head” on the wing of the vulture.

The oldest occupational mound in the vicinity of Harran is Tell Idris (the “mound of Idris”), with the Idris in question being the Arabic name for both the antediluvian patriarch Enoch and his Greek equivalent, the god Hermes. The mound, which lies around 5 kilometers southeast of Harran’s ruined city, has produced evidence of occupational activity going back at least 10,000 years.16 Excavations at the Tell Idris site have revealed that sometime around 6000 BCE its inhabitants shifted their attentions to the nearby site of Harran, where a new occupational mound was then built. This marked the beginning of the city we see today.

Since Tell Idris was contemporary with the final phases of Göbekli Tepe, there is every reason to suspect that the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples of both sites shared very similar, if not identical, cosmological ideas and that some of these beliefs would have remained in the area down to the age of the Chaldeans. This was the name given to the original inhabitants of Harran and nearby Şanlıurfa, the term Sabaean being adopted only after Arabic incursions into the region around 800 CE.

Hole in the Sky

Identifying the ball on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43 as the turning point of the northern night sky makes perfect sense of its role as the disembodied head and soul of the headless figure seen at the base of Pillar 43. Among the shamanic societies of northern Asia, such as the Chukchee and Altaians, the northern celestial pole acted as a hole through which the soul had to pass in order to reach the sky world. This “hole in the sky”17 was compared with the round smoke hole of a yurt or tent, through which the soul of the shaman, as well as that of any person who died inside the yurt, would navigate to reach the afterlife.

Identifying the Vulture

If the ball on Pillar 43 does represent the northern celestial pole, as Rodney Hale has determined, then with the very slightly askew dividing line between the stone’s head and the stem acting as the local horizon, and the scorpion representing as the constellation of Scorpius, its main central vulture corresponds 
with the region of sky occupied by the constellation of Cygnus, the celestial 
swan of Greek Hellenic star lore. Its stars match very well the vulture’s 
general appearance, angle, and overall proportions. This surmise seems particularly apparent in the case of the vulture’s W-shaped wings, which resemble those of Cygnus in its role as a celestial bird as it would have been seen when the pillar was carved around 9600 BCE. In addition to this, the eye of the vulture corresponds closely to the astronomical position of the constellation’s brightest star, Deneb (α Cygni).

Yet if the stone’s dividing line is matched with the local horizon and the ball synchronized with the northern celestial pole, the vulture becomes enormous, embracing the stars of various neighboring constellations, including Vulpecula, Sagitta, and Delphinus, as well as others in Pegasus, Hercules, and Lyra. What is more, the fact that the rear half of the vulture remains obscured by Enclosure D’s ringwall means that its back and spine would also have included stars from the constellation of Aquila, the eagle. Covering such an expanse of sky means that Pillar 43’s vulture synchronizes with the three bright stars forming what is known as the Summer Triangle. These are Deneb in Cygnus, Altair in Aquila, and Vega in Lyra. Interestingly, all three constellations were identified in Greek Hellenic tradition as vultures.18 Collectively, they are recalled in Greek Hellenic myth as the three monstrous creatures known as the Stymphalian birds or Harpies, described as part human, part vulture.19 In one myth, they are driven away by Hercules during his sixth labor.

In Babylonian mythology, Cygnus, Aquila, and Lyra were the three sky birds that attack the god Bel-Marduk, the Mesopotamian equivalent of Hercules.20 More significantly, in Armenian sky lore the stars of Cygnus were anciently seen as a constellation known as Angegh, the vulture.21 In the knowledge that the former kingdom of Armenia Major embraced parts of southeastern Anatolia, including the Şanlıurfa province, this identification is of paramount importance to the matter at hand for it tells us that the vulture is simply an expanded form of the constellation of Cygnus, one embracing all three stars of the Summer Triangle.

Seeing Pillar 43’s vulture as Cygnus, its scorpion as Scorpius, the horizontal dividing line between the pillar’s head and stem as the local horizon, and the ball-like object above the wing of the central vulture as the northern celestial pole, makes complete sense. What is more, it allows us to try to envision what some of the other relief figures on the stone might have signified to the Göbekli builders.




VULTURE CHICK

Sitting just above the dividing line to the right of the main vulture is what appears to be a vulture chick (see fig. 2.1). If correct, its position below and to the right of the ball in its role as the northern celestial pole suggests that it represents a star or asterism that has just risen on the northwest horizon. However, no suitable star group can explain its presence. Very clearly, a different approach is needed to explain this additional potential sky figure on Pillar 43. The first clue comes from the fact that there appears to be a mirror relationship between the main vulture and the vulture chick on the opposite side of the centerline. It is as if the two are reflections of each other on either side of an invisible line corresponding to the north-south meridian, which marks the highest and lowest positions a star reaches on its daily circumnavigation of the northern celestial pole.

If the meridian is imagined as a vertical line cutting through the center of the ball in its role as the northern celestial pole, then it also synchronizes with the spinal column of the headless man seen on the neck of the hookbeaked bird toward the base of the pillar. It is almost as if the stick figure’s disembodied head has ascended vertically to the center of the pillar’s T-shaped head, where it is now seen as the ball above the left wing of the main vulture. If so, then it also indicates that the invisible line reaching between the headless figure and the ball divides the pillar’s carved relief into two halves. What we see to the left of the ball signifies the western night sky, through which stars descend toward the horizon, while the relief shown on the right-hand side of the pillar’s head represents the eastern night sky, where stars and asterisms are rising toward their culmination on the meridian.

Thus, the fully grown vulture with the W-shaped wings on the left-hand side of the relief represents the expanded form of the constellation of Cygnus heading down toward the horizon, while the vulture chick on the right is most likely the same asterism being reborn on the eastern horizon. If this is correct, then it explains why the two vultures appear to be mirror images of each other.

From these realizations, we are left with the impression that the soul of the headless individual seen at the base of the pillar has departed its material existence and has now reached its destination, which appears to have been the northern celestial pole, the “hole in the sky” of shamanic tradition. The soul’s presence in the form of the ball-like device seems acknowledged, honored even, by the main vulture, which has its wings tilted slightly toward the ball.

Into the Underworld

Why should the vulture’s wings be tilted in this seemingly 
deliberate manner? The most likely explanation is that they represent an asterism that, having already crossed the meridian on what is known as its “upper transit,” is now turning about the northwestern sky, moving ever closer toward the local horizon signified by the horizontal line dividing the stone’s T-shaped head and stem. If so, then since the scorpion is located on the stem and not on the head, this implies that its celestial counterpart, the constellation of Scorpius, is being shown below 
the horizon in what the shamanic traditions of central and northern Asia, and also North America, calls the Lower World or Beneath World, a realm synonymous with the tunnel-like underworld that in Greek Hellenic tradition is known as Hades and in ancient Egyptian tradition as the Duat.

That Scorpius is depicted below the horizon might well have something to do with the fact that the constellation has traditionally been seen as a Lower World creature, and even as a guardian of the entrance to the land of the dead.22 Thus, the scorpion on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43 reflects a similar theme. In other words, rites concerning the transition of the soul from the land of the living to the realm of the dead might well have been possible only after the Scorpius constellation had set below the horizon. Doing so at any other time might have meant unnecessary danger to the soul, a theme reflected in the fact that the scorpion is clearly a deadly creature, its sting sometimes fatal to its victim.

Raising the Vulture

That we see beneath the scorpion on Pillar 43 a headless figure riding on the back of another vulture-like bird is also not without meaning. Either the headless man and hook-beaked bird are also beneath the local horizon in the Lower World or they exist in a space outside that of the rest of the sky figures. Their positioning right at the base of the pillar perhaps indicates that they are in the physical world, the headless figure being either the animated corpse of a dead person or the physical body of a shaman. The reason this figure is headless and, it should be remembered, has an erect penis (something explained in chapter 9), is because the soul, symbolized by the head or skull, was thought to leave the body, either at death or during altered states of consciousness. Only at such times could the soul make its ascent to the sky world, something that would appear to be represented by the carved relief on Pillar 43. As we shall see next, these are beliefs almost certainly linked with the fact that Göbekli Tepe is now known to have been the site of a “skull 
cult,” arguably one of the earliest anywhere in the world.
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CULT OF THE SKULL

In 2017, it was announced that excavators at Göbekli Tepe had unearthed fragments of three human skulls that had been deliberately modified for use in what can only be described as a cult of the skull, arguably one of its earliest manifestations anywhere in the world. One cranial fragment has a deep vertical groove from front to back. Another has a hole bored through it—one of two such holes—allowing the skull to be hung on a cord, while a third fragment has undeniable defleshing marks, suggesting that the scalp was removed postmortem. These and other indications of enhancement make it clear that the skulls were featured in ritualistic practices soon after the site’s foundation circa 9600 BCE.1


ANCESTRAL HEAD CULT

This is the first time direct evidence of a skull cult has been found at Göbekli Tepe, even though the deliberate removal of skulls for ritual purposes had previously been discovered at the Pre-Pottery Neolithic site of Çayönü, which dates to between circa 8630 and 6820 BCE and is located around 40 kilometers northwest of Diyarbakır, the administrative capital of southeastern Turkey. However, the many dozens of skulls found at Çayönü in a macabre cult structure known as the Skull Building show no obvious signs of enhancement other than deliberate postmortem separation from the body, while the examples found at Göbekli Tepe do. This has led archaeologists to suspect that Göbekli Tepe was the focus of an ancestral skull cult similar to that which thrived at the Pre-Pottery Neolithic site of Jericho (Tell es-Sultan) in the Palestinian West Bank. Here, several skulls were unearthed in the 1950s by British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon (1906–1978). Dating from circa 7000 to 6000 BCE, they had been covered with plaster and bore eyes made of cowrie shells.2

During the Pre-Pottery Neolithic age, skull cults would seem to have been centered around the concept of ancestry, the continued connection with a familial past, as well as the belief that the head or skull acted as the seat of the soul, even in death. Representations of human heads in relief art and as life-like stone carvings have been found at Göbekli Tepe and at another Pre-Pottery Neolithic site named Nevalı Çori in the extreme north of Anatolia’s Şanlıurfa province. Skulls are very often shown in association with vultures, which were primary symbols of death and rebirth in Anatolia and the Near East during the early Neolithic age. At the Neolithic urban center of Çatalhöyük in southern-central Anatolia, which thrived circa 7000 to 5500 BCE, painted frescoes depict vultures protecting abstract human heads shown as balls with eyes and mouth. Here too excavators have found human skulls set aside for use in ritualistic practices.3




TOTEM POLES

At Göbekli Tepe, rediscovered fragments of totem poles show vultures in association with human heads, while on a T-shaped pillar (Pillar 57) in the newly uncovered Enclosure H, a ball-like object that is almost certainly a skull is shown flanked by two snakes. In addition to this, a large fragment of stone displaying carved relief, found deliberately positioned on the north side of Enclosure D’s Pillar 18, its eastern-central monolith, shows a disembodied human head immediately above a vulture with open wings (see fig. 3.1). The existence of this carved fragment, which was probably in secondary use when placed in position, helps us to understand why the ball-like object above the wing of the central vulture on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43 should be identified as an abstract human head, and not as the sun passing through the constellation of Sagittarius.

Just possibly, the second vulture on Pillar 43, the one supporting the headless man, is acting in the capacity of a psychopomp, 
a Greek Hellenic term meaning “soul carrier” or “soul accompanier.” Psychopomps were often zoomorphic creatures that accompanied the human soul on its hazardous journey into the afterlife. If this identification is correct, then Pillar 43’s main vulture must play a slightly different role. Does it represent a celestial being, a sky creature perhaps, thought to receive the soul before its final passage into an afterlife via the northern celestial pole, the “hole in the sky” of shamanic tradition?
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Fig. 3.1. Stone fragment found immediately north of Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 18 in Enclosure D. Note the human head above the vulture and quadruped.




CYGNUS ALIGNMENTS

Elsewhere, I present compelling evidence that Göbekli Tepe’s oldest and most accomplished installations—Enclosures B, C, D, and H—are aligned north-northwest toward the setting of the Cygnus star Deneb,4 a theory independently confirmed in a study of the site’s astronomical alignments by Italian academics Alessandro de Lorenzis and Vincenzo Orofino of the University of Salento.5

These alignments toward Cygnus are further confirmed by the positioning of porthole stones in the north-northwest sections of the ringwalls of Enclosures C, D, and H. Each one is aligned so that the setting of Deneb on the local horizon would have been visible through its aperture as viewed from between the installation’s twin central pillars, thus providing a direct link between the stars of Cygnus and the spirit of the shaman or deceased person.6 Having said this, rubble seen today behind these porthole stones would have blocked any view of the local horizon. It is therefore possible that the porthole stones’ alignment toward Deneb was symbolic alone, in that it functioned practically only as part of an original foundation ceremony, when the setting of the bright star would have been clearly visible above the horizon.

Very likely Göbekli Tepe’s porthole stones functioned in a manner similar to 
the carved “false doors” seen inside ancient Egyptian tombs. These enabled the 
spirit of the deceased to travel to and from the deceased’s place of interment. False doors were usually located in the east, toward the direction that the spirit emerged into new life on the eastern horizon.

Enclosure D’s porthole stone is located just a few meters to the east of the Vulture Stone, Pillar 43, and precisely in line with the installation’s twin central monoliths. What is more, the deliberate positioning between the twin central monoliths and Pillar 43 of the stone slab with the relief of a human head above the open wings of a vulture only further emphasizes the importance of the north in connection with the soul’s journey to the next world. At Çatalhöyük, various cult buildings, as well as many domestic dwellings, display directional orientations whereby the north was considered the point of interface between this world and the next, the south being reserved for domestic activities and the storage of human refuse.7

That the porthole stones in the enclosures at Göbekli Tepe were aligned north-northwest toward Cygnus, and not due north toward the northern celestial pole in its role as the “hole in the sky,” implies that upon exiting the enclosure the soul was expected to travel first to the realm of Cygnus, the celestial vulture, before continuing its journey to the afterlife. Why might this have been?




THE DARK RIFT

The answer is that Cygnus is positioned very prominently within the Milky Way, the starry stream forming the outer edge of our disk-like galaxy. This pathway of stars was anciently seen as a road or river that permitted the soul access to the sky world. Cygnus itself is located exactly where the Milky Way bifurcates into two separate branches due to the presence of dust and debris directly in line with the galactic plane. Known as the Dark Rift, Great Rift, or Cygnus Rift, this dark band, which begins in the vicinity of the star Deneb, continues all the way down to the vicinity of the stars of Sagittarius. Here one arm expands to form a bridge with the southern extension of the Milky Way while the other ends immediately above the stars of the Scorpius constellation.

The Dark Rift has long been recognized as a route of access to the sky world, reached via Cygnus in its role as a soul bird. (Birds such as swans, geese, eagles, and vultures are primary symbols of the soul’s journey to and from the afterlife.8) It is likely therefore that the Pre-Pottery Neolithic peoples of Anatolia and the Near East viewed the Dark Rift in a similar manner, seeing it as a darkened road to the sky world. The fact that the Dark Rift can be seen to begin, or alternately, end, immediately above the stars of Scorpius is telling indeed, especially since it is the scorpion that appears immediately beneath the horizon on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43.

Very likely the Scorpius constellation was seen as a threat to the soul on its journey to the afterlife, especially as it sought to join the Milky Way. It is in this same vicinity that the sun crosses the starry stream in only one of two places in the sky, the other being in the vicinity of the constellations of Taurus, Gemini, and Orion on the opposite side of the sky. The importance of this synchronization between the sun and the Milky Way meant that at certain times of the year, most obviously at the summer or winter solstice, the Milky Way would have been seen to rise up into the sky from the same position where the sun had either just set or was about to rise. This is something that would have been interpreted as a moment when the souls of either the departed or those of shamans were able to make the transition from the physical environment to the place of the afterlife.




PATH OF THE POLE

There is a second very good reason why the soul might have had 
to journey first to Cygnus before traveling on to the northern celestial pole, where it would enter the afterlife. Although in 9600 BCE the pole was located in the constellation of Hercules, some 3,000 years earlier it was moving through the constellation of Cygnus. Indeed, from circa 15,750 to 12,750 BCE, three Cygnus stars, Deneb, Sadr (γ Cygni), and Rukh (δ Cygni), had all acted as polestars as the northern celestial pole crossed the Milky Way. So for a period of around 3,000 years, and arguably more, the turning point of the heavens had corresponded very approximately with the northern opening of the Milky Way’s Dark Rift, a very symbolic connection that, once every night, enabled the Milky Way to rise up vertically to synchronize with the north-south meridian. This would have been a quite magnificent sight that cannot have failed to instill awe in the beholder.

After this time, the northern celestial pole passed, first, into the constellation of Lyra, where the bright star Vega became the polestar for around a thousand years, circa 12,000 to 11,000 BCE. Thereafter, the celestial pole moved into the constellation of Hercules, the Greek hero that the ancient sources said came up against the three Stymphalian birds—personified in the sky as Cygnus, Aquila, and Lyra—during the sixth of his twelve labors.

The northern celestial pole was still firmly under the influence of Hercules when the earliest and most accomplished stone enclosures were being built at Göbekli Tepe circa 9600 BCE. That both Cygnus and Lyra, the two most recent former locations of the northern celestial pole, were both seen in Greek Hellenic astronomy as celestial vultures and enemies of Hercules is telling indeed, suggesting that in this story is the memory of how first Cygnus and then Lyra were forced to relinquish control of the celestial pole to Hercules.




SKY BURIALS

The use of vultures as primary symbols of death and rebirth during the PrePottery Neolithic age, circa 9600 to 6000 BCE, probably came about because human carcasses were often left out on wooden platforms for vultures to swoop down and pick clean the meat and bones, a practice known today as sky burial. This defleshing process, called excarnation, would have included the removal of the head postmortem. Since the head was seen as the seat of the soul, this permitted the vulture to become a primary symbol of the soul’s journey to the afterlife. It is for this reason that the vulture appears in association with heads in relief art and as life-like carvings at sites like Göbekli Tepe, Nevalı Çori, and Çatalhöyük.

Yet it is important also to remember that this apparently hazardous journey did not just involve the souls of the dead. It included those of shamans as well. They would have entered the sky world during dream incubation (the cultivation 
of meaningful dreams through ritual processes), and altered states of consciousness to deal with supernatural creatures seen as a threat to the stability of the world. For this they would have undergone some kind of symbolic death to enter or be “reborn” into the next world. Very often, the achievement of an altered state of consciousness involved the ingestion of dangerous hallucinogens, which would have brought the shaman very near to death. Once, however, a sense of connection with the otherworld was established, the shaman would have been able to conduct spirit communications with the supernatural inhabitants of these normally invisible realms until the effects ceased and their soul “returned” to its physical body. Thus, the headless individuals seen on Göbekli Tepe’s Pillar 43 and within painted frescoes at Çatalhöyük do not necessarily have to signify a dead person. More likely, they represent the physical body of a shaman who is working with the spirit of the vulture in its role as a psychopomp to gain entrance to the sky world.




FLIGHT OF THE SHAMAN

What all this tells us is that the cosmological structure behind the beliefs and practices of those who built Göbekli Tepe, circa 9600 BCE, possessed striking parallels with the shamanistic traditions of tribal cultures as far away as northern Eurasia, Siberia, and Mongolia in particular. Many such traditions were observed and recorded by European anthropologists and ethnographers prior to the Russian Revolution of 1917. Thereafter, these age-old traditions went underground and did not reemerge until after the fall of Soviet Russia at the end of the 1980s. Since then, they have undergone a complete revival, even though, sadly, a lot of what was known to the ancestors of present-day shamans is now lost. Most likely, many of these shamanistic practices reflect rites and rituals that occurred at Göbekli Tepe as much as 11,500 years ago.

The importance of shamanism at Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites like Göbekli Tepe in southeastern Anatolia, however, is that it was formalized out of necessity so that the baleful influence of comets could be quickly neutralized. Doing so would allay the catastrophobia of the local population, at least until the next major comet appeared in the skies.

Normally, a shaman works alone, his or her skills and expertise being called upon either by an individual or a community as a whole when required, whether this be for healing, spirit communication, cursing, countering psychic attack, or abating a natural disaster. Yet at Göbekli Tepe we see something else. Here, unquestionably, shamans worked together as a group to conduct rituals at one or another of the various enclosures operational at any one time. Very clearly, we see here the formation of what can only be described as a formalized priesthood, arguably one of the oldest anywhere in the world, with full control over the local population, including its psychological and spiritual well-being.




THE NEOLITHIC REVOLUTION

All this was as a result of the Younger Dryas impact event, which unquestionably changed the course of history and also probably triggered the Neolithic revolution with the introduction of animal husbandry and agriculture, something that occurred for the first time during the Early Pre-Pottery Neolithic B period, perhaps circa 8800 to 7600 BCE. Almost certainly, this new style of living came about because of the need to feed and clothe the hundreds if not thousands of people required to build, maintain, and operate cult centers like Göbekli Tepe.

Simply retaining the existing hunter-gatherer lifestyle would have quickly depleted the herds of wild animals that inhabited the region, meaning that an alternative means of feeding large populations was necessary. Very quickly, animal husbandry was developed, as were more sustained forms of agriculture, even though this required local populations to work together in communities and live in permanent settlements. These settlements then grew in size, until we see the emergence of major urban centers like Jericho (Tell es-Sultan) in the Palestinian West Bank. Here, as mentioned in the preface, there is evidence of something out of the ordinary occurring around the same time that Göbekli Tepe was being built in southeastern Anatolia. Jericho’s defensive walls, huge rock-cut ditch, and observation tower tell us very clearly there were aggressors in the Levant who would have killed the inhabitants of Jericho and stolen everything they possessed if given a chance. This threat came most likely from marauding bands of individuals who overran the Near East at the end of the Younger Dryas period. Thus, the protection of livestock and food stocks became a major priority for urban centers at this time.




WORSHIP OF THE SUN

The world was now a different place, and with the coming of the Neolithic revolution and the fear of further cataclysms gradually receding, the function of cult centers like Göbekli Tepe started to change. No longer were they oriented toward the stars of Cygnus and the Milky Way. Instead, the enclosures, which started to become much simpler in design, were turned toward the rising sun at the time of either the equinoxes or solstices. The reason for this change in direction was because the most important consideration now was whether the sun would continue to ripen the wheat and barley so that communities could produce everything from bread to cake to beer. (The oldest stone beer vats anywhere in the world were found in some of the younger enclosures at Göbekli Tepe.) The duties of the shamanic priesthood had now become even more formalized, revolving around the death and rebirth of the sun across its yearly cycle.




THE END OF GÖBEKLI TEPE

By then the mass catastrophobia had passed, and sometime around 8000 BCE Göbekli Tepe was abandoned. The site’s remaining enclosures were buried beneath hundreds of tons of stone chippings, imported earth, and human refuse. Those communities that had maintained the site for some 1600 years now either migrated into other parts of Anatolia and the Near East or turned their attentions to new cult centers, one of which was almost certainly Tell Idris, close to Harran, some 45 kilometers south-southeast of Göbekli Tepe. Here, the cultic traditions continued across the millennia until, finally, they were embraced by the Chaldeans or Sabaeans, whose descendants lived in the city of Harran through until medieval times.

Yet questions remain: Who were the first shamans of Göbekli Tepe? Why were they seen as having mastery over comets and cosmic catastrophes, and where exactly did they come from? As we will see next, there is every reason to suspect that the builders of Göbekli Tepe came not from the south, in the Levant, but from the north, in what is today Ukraine and Russia.
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