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Firat ve Dicle nehirlerinin arasinda kalan ve
cografyada Mezopotamya diye adlandirilan alan,
topraktan yapilmis tarih 6ncesi yerlesim hoytikleri
yoniinden zengindir. Bu yapilar, Mezopotamya ova-
larinin engebesiz peyzajini kaplarlar. Bu cografyanin
duvarlari, saraylari ve tapinaklari kerpicgten ibarettir:
Nesilden nesile, katman katman, tist tiste koyul-
mus. Insanlarin insa ettikleri yapilar erken dénem
Mezopotamya'nin din, kentsel yasam ve yazin
geleneklerinin de odagindaydi. Bu yapilarin sakinleri
de kraliyet arsivlerinde tutmak icin, 6demelerden
aligverislere, erzak kayitlarindan matematiksel islem-
lere kadar pek cok seyi firinlanmamis kil tabletlere
civi yazisiile yazmay1 6grenmislerdi. Boylece kar-
magsik toplumlarin temelini attilar—yani simdi
bildigimiz anlamiyla uygarligin.

Arkeoloji bilimi agisindan genelde Mezopotamya
eski Misir’'in tam zitt1 olarak kabul edilir. Misir, tash
ve ¢orak cografyasina canlilik getiren aliivyonlar:
tasiyan yillik tagkinlarin miisebbibi bagka bir nehrin,
Nil'in, baskin oldugu bir bolgedir. Misir’da topraga
ragbet coktur; 6te yandan, bolgede kayaliktan bol
bir sey yoktur. Bu yiizden, tas 6nemli bina ve anit-
larin insasi icin kullanilan dogal bir materyaldi ve
tas duvarlarin ylzeyleri, boyali plasterlerin uygula-
nabilecegi ve hiyerogliflerin kazinabilecegi uygun
alani sagiyordu. Bu sebeple, Misir’daki antik alan-
lar Mezopotamya’dakinden daha uzun siire ayakta
kalabilmistir. Tas dayaniklidir ancak firinlanmamig
kil kirilgandir ve kolay ¢oziinebilir; dogal durumu olan
topraga dontisebilir ve su ile yeniden can verilerek
kullanilmaya hazir hale getirilebilir.

Erken uygarliklar tarihe yon veren bir dizi kesif
ve bulusun sonucunda gelismistir. Bu uygarliklarin
pek cogu, hayvancilik ve tarimin ilk izlerinin bulun-
dugu birkac alandan biri olan kuzey Mezopotamya ile
yakindan iligkilidir. Kuzey Mezopotamya; homo sapi-
ens’in ilk kez Akdeniz diinyasi ve iran platosuna goc
etmesine imkan saglayan, glineydeki ¢ollerle kuzey-
deki daglar arasinda bir gecis sunan Bereketli Hilal'in
bir parcasiydi. Sonrasinda da, Indus Nehri'nden Nil'e
kadar uzanan bir genislikte yeni teknolojiler, yetiler ve
toplumsal gelismelerin paylasilip degis tokus edildigi
bir bélge halini ald1.

Kuzey Mezopotamya’'daki zengin araziler ve su
kaynaklarinin bollugu basta toynaklilar (geyik, koyun,
keci ve domuz gibi) olmak iizere pek ¢ok hayvani
cekiyordu. Boylece; tohum, yemis ve meyve gibi
besinleri toplayan ve bereketli avlara ¢ikan erken
doénem avci-toplayicilar da buraya gelmeye basladi.
Nifus zamanla arttik¢ca besin kaynaklari i¢cin rekabet
de artt1. Bu yluzden, her grup kendi besin arama ve
avlanma bolgesini kurarak daha yerlesik bir hayata
dogru gecmek zorunda kaldi. Bélgedeki vahsi hayvan

miktar: yetersiz kalinca, insanlar mecburiyetten
mahsul yetistirmeyi ve hayvanlari evcillestirmeyi
o6grendiler. Bunun bir sonucu da kalici meskenler
kurmalari oldu. Tim y1l boyunca ayni yerde yasa-
yarak mahsullerine bakabiliyor, hayvanlarini giide-
biliyor, onlar1 hem yirtici hayvanlardan hem de insan
rakiplerinden koruyabiliyorlardi. Bu sekilde yasa-
mak organizasyon, planlama ve ighirligi gerektiriy-
ordu—bununla beraber, iletisim yetilerini gelistiriyor,
emegin cok daha yogunlagmasina sagliyorlardi.

Erken donem ciftciler, avci toplayici atalarindan
cok daha fazla calisiyorlardi. Cabalarinin karsiligi
ise ekilebilir bugday ve tizim asmasiydi. Bu iki
urinin de ilk olarak kuzey Mezopotamya’'da ortaya
ciktigini ileri sirmek anlamsiz degil. Ekmek ve sarap
beslenmelerindeki iki temel mahsuldii, bu triinleri
ritiiellerinde de kullaniyorlardi—sanki insanligin
devam etmesi icin tanrilar tarafindan sunulmus
gidalardi bunlar. ilk zamanlardan beri kutsal olarak
goriilen etin yerini almadilar— bu da hayvan kurban
etme pratigini ve sunaklardaki yanik et adaklarini
aciklar. Ancak, ekmek ve sarabin da dahil olusuyla
ogtinler daha lezzetli ve keyifli hale gelmisti. Hem de
¢omlek kullanmadan hazirlanabiliyorlardi. Gercekten
de, ekmegin yapimi kendi icinde devrim niteligind-
eydi clinki icine bir seyler konulabilmesinin yani sira
kolayca tasinabilen ve saklanabilen bir gida mad-
desiydi. Degirmen taglari ve sarap tulumlari, atesin
etrafinda bir seyler yiyip icmek icin gayet yeterli-
ydi. Barbekiiniin halen daha popiiler bir acik hava
eglencesi olmasi hic de sasirtici degil.

Ates ile oynamak insanlik tarihinin en eski
ugraslarindan biri olsa gerek. Ne olacagini gormek
icin alevlere bir seyler atmak hélen, 6zellikle de
cocuklar tarafindan, stirdiiriilen bir aktivite. iste bu
aktiviteden, 6nce metalirji, muhtemelen epey bir
sonra da camcilik ortaya cikti. O zamana dek, insan-
ligin kullanip sekil verebildigi yegane inorganik
materyaller tas ve kildi. Tas Devri binlerce yil siirdii
fakat, Yakin Dogu’da, ancak bu ¢agin sonunda, yani
yaklasik on bin yil 6nce, ¢dmlek yapmak icin kili firin-
lama teknigi kesfedildi. ilk tencereleri kilden bicim-
lendiren ilk ciftcilerdi, ¢clinki tarlalarda ¢alisirken
cocuklarina kolay sindirilebilir yemekler hazirlama-
lar1 gerekiyordu.

Bereketli Hilal'in etrafina yayilmis pek cok arkeo-
lojik alan Neolitik cagin sonunda ortaya cikan kokli
degisiklikleri yansitir. Bunlarin arasindan en etkiley-
icileri, Turkiye'nin giiney dogusundaki Firat ve Dicle
nehirlerinin kiyilarinda bulunabilen yerlesik hayat
oncesi, comlek kullanmayan toplumlara ait alanlardir.
Varliklarina dair giiniimiize kadar kalan tek izler;
cakmaktasi aletler ve yiizlercesi, hatta binlercesi su
anda ytizeyi kaplayan micirlar ve artik parcalardir.



insanlarin varligina kanit olarak sunabilecegimiz
hichir bina kalintisi, hicbir kirik ¢dmlek parcasi
bulunmaz. Tek kalan cakmaktasidir ve tim organik
materyaller—gecici siginaklar, kemikten yapilma
aletler ve hatta gomii alanlari—kaybolmus, topraga
karigmigtir.

Gobekli Tepe'deki bag dondiriicii kesifler de bu
arka plan baglaminda okunmalidir. Burasi, Eski Tas
Devri'nin son dénemi olarak da bilinen, M.0. 10000
yilindan ¢ok 6ncesine kadar uzanan Epipaleolitik
doéneme ait, cok eski bir alandir. Yapildigi donem
de, gocebe ve yaylaci bir yasam siiren, gecici mev-
simlik kamplar kurarak magaralarda yasayan avci
toplayicilarin donemine tekabiil eder. Bu insanlar
avlanmak icin kiiciik ok uclar, deri soymak i¢in daha
biiyiik kaziyicilar ve yabani tahillar: hasat etmek
icin bicaklar gibi pek cok tas alet yapmuislardir. Yine
tastan yapilmis kaba aletler kullanarak biyiik tas
parcalarindan havan ve tokmaklar oymuslardir. Bu
donemde bolgedeki en yaygin hayvansal gida kaynak-
lar1 geyik, ceylan ve farkl tiir dag kegcileri ile kuslar,
kertenkeleler, tilki, kaplumbaga ve tavsan gibi kiicik
hayvanlardir. Daha nadir goriilenler ise yaban 6kiiz,
yaban at1 ve esegi ve yaban domuzudur. Arkeolojik kanit-
lar da bu biiyiik hayvanlari avlamanin daha tehlikeli ve
zorlu oldugunu ortaya koyuyor. Zaten Gobekli Tepe'deki
tas kabartmalarda temsil edilen hayvanlar arasinda
da bogalar ve yaban domuzlari ile Mezopotamya
aslani gibi buiytik yirtic1 hayvanlar da bulunuyor.

Alan, bir kism1 Gobekli Tepe’yi 6nemli ve ken-
dine 6zgl bir yer yapan tas anitlari insa edebilmek
icin kazilmis tagh bir platonun tizerinde durur.
Dikilitaslarin oldugu yirmi kadar dairesel yerleskenin
oldugu distnilmektedir ancak bugiine dek yalnizca
dordiine ulasilmistir. Her bir dairede etkileyici boyut
ve agirliktaki T bigimli stitunlar cember bi¢iminde
siralanmis, kayalara kazilmis girintiler tizerine
yerlestirilmis ve ceper duvarlarina insa edilmislerdir.
Her bir dairenin merkezinde uzunlugu alt1 metreye
kadar ¢ikan ve birbirine bakan iki uzun dikilitas
bulunmaktadir ve bu taslar stilize insan bi¢imler-
ini yansitir gibi duran figiirlerle stislenmislerdir.
Sttunlarin pek cogunun yiizeyinde soyut resimler ve
hayvanlar, siiringenler, kuslar ve boceklerin cesitli
canli pozlarini yansitan rolyefler bulunur. Bazilar:
genis, dliz yuizey uizerine tek bir hayvanin oyulmus
oldugu sade tasarimlarken bazilari da gesitli canlilar:
iceren karmasik ortintiler ile kaplidir. Hichir insan
figlirii resmedilmemistir ve av sahnesi mevcut degildir.
Resmedilen canlilar ise muhtemelen bolgenin taninan
canlilari olmalidir. Bu rolyeflerin yapildig1 zamanda
bolgenin simdikine nazaran daha az ¢orak, daha agaclik
bir yer olduguna ve genis bir yelpazede hayvan cesitlil-
igi ve bitki ortiisiine ev sahipligi yaptigina inaniliyor.

Bu oymalarin tam olarak ne anlama geldigini
bugilin bilmemiz mimkin degil ancak ya dogatisti
glclerin bir temsili ya da koétilige kars: koruyucu
semboller olarak bir tiir Samanist amaca hizmet
ettigini tahmin edebiliriz. Dairesel yerleskeler ile daha
sonraki bir tarihe ait olan ama ¢ok benzer kullanim
amacina sahip olan ikinci bir dizi dikilitasi tapinak
olarak degerlendirebiliriz. Ustleri acik miyd: yoksa
kapali miydi kesin degildir ancak, orada yer alan ayin-
lere katilanlarin oturabilecegi siralarin oldugu kisim
aciktir. Bu yapy, iyi organize olmus ve bu anitlari insa
etmek icin gerekli olan zamani ve ¢abayi ayirabilmis
bir topluma isaret ediyor. Avci-toplayici gruplari
hem yapimina katki sunmak icin hem de orada ifa
edilen ritiiellere katilabilmek i¢in uzaktan ve farkli
cografyalardan gelmis olmalilar. Yapinin ingasinin;
biiyiik ve gii¢li bir liderin emirleri ile yapilmis degil,
kutsal insanlar tarafindan kontrol edilen goniilli ve
ortak bir girisim olmasi1 muhtemel gériintiyor. Her
haliikarda, siitun tapinaklarin insasi birden fazla nesli
emegiile uzun yillar sirmiis olmalidir. Gergekten de,
alanin G¢ bin yil kadar kullanildigi tahmin ediliyor.

Gobekli Tepe kazilarindan 6nce, arkeologlar
gelismis toplumlarin, Bereketli Hilal cevresindeki
insanlarin yil boyunca belirli yerlesim yerlerinde
yasamaya, mahsuller yetistirmeye ve hayvanlari
evcillestirmeye basladig1 Neolitik Devrim ile ortaya
ciktigini kabul ediyorlardi. Bunun sonucunda da;
¢omlekeilik ortaya ¢ikmis, metal aritilmaya baslanmig
ve Mezopotamya peyzajinin dort bir yaninda bulunan
insan yapimi tepeler veya hoyiikler tizerine biiyiik
kentli topluluklar, saraylar ve tapinaklar insa edilmisgti.
Hiyerarsilerin, teolojilerin, okuryazarligin ve gelismis
sanatsal ifadenin ortaya cikisi uygarligin dogusu
olarak gorildi. Gobekli Tepe ise bu yaklasimi kékiin-
den degistirerek kendi mistisizmi ve gizemini yaratti.
Bu alani ziyaret edenler, yorumlama ve baglama otur-
tma konusunda hala ciddi zorluklarla ytzlesiyor.

Gobekli Tepe’'nin mimarisi ise temel olarak yenidir.
Bilinen en eski anitsal yap1 olarak kabul edilmesi bir
yana, yapl malzemesi de bicimsel olarak ayrismasina
neden olur. Tas kullaniminin “insaatc¢ilarini” farkl
distinmeye ittigi asikar. Tas, dogasi geregi, daire
veya kiireden cok cizgisel ve kiibik sekiller almaya
meyillidir. Diiz ¢izgi, sanatsal ifadenin olmadig: gibi
doganin da bir parcasi degildir. Tipk: akintilar ve
nehirlerin yerylzii tizerinde kivrilip durmasi gibi, el
de dogal olarak viicudun tarama hareketini takip eder.
Ik insanlar da doga ile daha uyumlu olan dairesel
sekillere yatkindilar—bu ytizden, ilk kalic1 yerlesim
yerleri atalarinin yaptig1 ¢cadir benzeri gecici siginak-
lara benzer bicimde yuvarlakti. Gobekli Tepe’'de
oldugu gibi, binalarini tastan yapmaya karar ver-
diklerinde, yeni sekiller kullanmak zorunda kaldilar.
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Sttunlar diizgiin profilli ve keskin kdse ve agilara
sahipken, stitunlarin dikildigi odalar ise kare seklini
almaya bagladi.

Gobekli Tepe’'nin bugiine dek ayakta kalmasi
da dikkat cekicidir. Tas yapilari, materyal kiiltirin
cakmaktasi alet parcalar: disinda neredeyse hig
ayakta kalamadigi zamanlardan bize miras kalmig
bir sebat abidesidir. Stitunlar da topragin altinda
olmasalardi muhtemelen bu kadar uzun stire dayana-
mazlardi. Tash platonun izerindeki tapinaklarin
etrafindaki dolgu da, sonradan yapilanlarin aksine
bilingli olarak topraktan yapilmamis, kazi sonucu
moloz katmanlarindan olugsmus suni héytkler yarat-
mistir. Bu hoytkler cogunlukla cakmaktasi miciri,
kullanilmayan tag aletler ve hayvan kemiklerinden
olusur. Eger siitunlar bugiine dek dis diinyaya maruz
birakilmis olsaydi, arada gecen binlerce yi1l sonu-
cunda toprak ve yagmur ile yipranip giderdi. Don ve
mikroskobik algler yavas yavas ytizeyini asindirirdi.
insanlar da bu taslar: baska amaclar icin kullanabil-
irdi. Tasin dayanikliligi onu devaml geri dontistiirile-
bilir yapar; boylece, toprak ve suyun baskin oldugu,
iki nehrin arasindaki Mezopotamya’da, tas insa malze-
mesi olarak deger kazanir.

Gobekli Tepe arkeolojik bir muamma olmanin yani
sira yaratilig ve yaratilan arasindaki ebedi miicadeleyi
de simgeler. Tas cemberler kozmosu ve dogay: temsil
ediyor olabilir ancak, suni olanin da bir sembolidir.
Bugiin de oldugu gibi, o zaman da en biyiik zorluk
tasin sert cizgileri ile sanatin yumusak kivrimlarini
bir araya getirmekti. “Oyuklar ve Hoytikler” sergisinde
Sinem Disli bu iligkileri ele aliyor ve sanati yoluyla
kisgisel bir yorum sunuyor.

Dr. Christopher Lightfoot, yakin zamana kadar New York
Metropolitan Museum of Art’ta Roma Sanati kiiratorligi
yapmis, antik cam uzmani bir arkeologdur.

CHRISTOPHER LIGHTFOOT
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Mesopotamia, the land between the Euphrates and
Tigris rivers, is an area rich in prehistoric settlement
mounds, built of earth. These artifacts dominate the
flat landscape of the Mesopotamian plains. Their
walls, palaces, and temples were constructed of
sundried brick, piled up layer after layer, generation
after generation. The citadels made by humans were
the focus of early Mesopotamian traditions of religion,
urban life, and literacy. Their inhabitants, too, learnt
to write cuneiform on unfired clay tablets that were
then stored in royal archives as a record of payments,
transactions, supplies, and mathematical calculations.
They formed the basis of complex societies—the start
of civilization as we now know it.

Generally, in terms of the archaeology,
Mesopotamia stands in contrast to ancient Egypt,
another land dominated by a river-the Nile, whose
annual flood brings life-giving silt to the barren, rocky
landscape of Egypt. There soil was at a premium,
while rock abounds. Stone was the natural material
to use for the construction of major buildings and
monuments, and stone walls provided the surfaces on
which painted plaster was applied and hieroglyphic
inscriptions were carved. Because of this, so much
more has survived of the ancient sites in Egypt than
in Mesopotamia. Stone is durable, whereas unfired
clay is fragile and decomposes, reverting to its natural
state as earth, ready to be used again when revitalized
by water.

Early civilizations developed as a result of a
series of life-changing discoveries and inventions.
Many of these are closely connected with northern
Mesopotamia, one of the principal areas where there
is evidence for the beginnings of animal husbandry
and agriculture. Northern Mesopotamia was part of
the Fertile Crescent, a land bridge between the des-
erts to the south and the mountains to the north that
allowed homo sapiens first to migrate between the
Mediterranean world and the Iranian plateau. Later,
it was also the highway by which new technologies,
skills, and societal developments were shared and
exchanged, extending all the way from the Indus River
to the Nile.

In northern Mesopotamia the rich lands and abun-
dant supplies of water attracted animals, especially
various species of ungulates (hoofed animals like
deer, sheep, goats, and pigs), to the region. These, in
turn, drew in early hunter-gatherers, who foraged for
food such as seeds, nuts, and berries, and hunted the
plentiful game. As the population gradually grew over
time, competition for these food supplies increased.
So, each group would have established its own hunt-
ing and foraging territory, encouraging a more settled
way of life. When local supplies of wild animals proved

insufficient, humankind learned to harvest crops and
domesticate animals out of necessity, and one result
was that they came to establish permanent settle-
ments. By living in the same place all year round, they
could tend their crops and herd their animals, pro-
tecting them from animal predators and human rivals
alike. It required organization, planning, and co-oper-
ation—as well as improving communication skills and
creating a greater intensification of labor.

Early farmers worked much harder than their
hunter-gatherer predecessors did. The results of their
efforts, however, brought about the creation of domes-
ticated wheat and the cultivated vine. It is, perhaps,
not unreasonable to suggest that both of these crops
may have developed first in northern Mesopotamia.
Bread and wine were two staples in the diet, and it is
not surprising that they took on ritual significance—
the foods provided, as it were, by the gods to sustain
humankind. They did not replace meat, which was
also regarded as sacred from early times—hence the
practice of animal sacrifice and burning offerings of
meat on altars. But the addition of bread and wine
made meals more palatable and pleasant, and they
could be prepared without recourse to pottery. Indeed,
the making of bread was revolutionary in itself
because it provided a foodstuff that could be stored
and transported easily, as well as used as a handy
wrapper. Grinding stones and wineskins provided
all the necessary equipment to enjoy a meal and a
drink around a fire. It is no wonder that the barbeque
remains a popular open-air pastime.

Playing with fire must be one of the oldest activities
in human history. Throwing things into the flames to
see what happens is still a favorite pastime, especially
for children. From this activity sprang the develop-
ment of metallurgy and, probably considerably later,
the discovery of glassmaking. Until then, the only
non-organic materials that humankind had been able
to use and shape were made of stone and clay. The
Stone Age lasted for millennia and, in the Near East,
it was only at the very end of that period, around ten
thousand years ago, that the technique of firing clay to
make pottery was invented. It was the early agricultur-
ists who made the first cooking pots, and they did so
principally to prepare easily digestible food for their
children while working in the fields.

Several archaeological sites scattered across the
Fertile Crescent document the momentous changes
that occurred at the end of the Neolithic period. Of
these, the most impressive are the pre-settlement
Aceramic ones, examples of which can be found on
the banks of both the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers
in southeast Turkey. The only trace that survives today
of their use is a thick scatter of flint tools, chips, and



cores, hundreds and thousands of which lie on the
modern surface. There are no outlines of buildings
and no pieces of broken pottery to attest the presence
of humans. The flint stones alone remain, and all the
organic material—-temporary shelters, bone utensils
and ornaments, and even burials—have disappeared
back into the earth.

It is in the context of this background that
the amazing discoveries at Gobekli Tepe should
be viewed. It is a very ancient site, dating to the
Epipaleolithic period, also known as the Final Old
Stone Age, stretching back long before 10,000 B.C.
This was still the time of the hunter-gatherers, who
lived in cave shelters and temporary seasonal camps
with a nomadic or transhumant lifestyle. They pro-
duced stone tools such as microliths as arrow tips for
hunting, larger scrapers for de-fleshing skins, and
blades for harvesting wild cereals. They were also able
to make stone mortars and pestles, carved laboriously
out of solid blocks using only crude tools also made
of stone. The most prevalent animal food sources in
the region during this period were deer, gazelle, and
ibex of various species, and smaller animals including
birds, lizards, fox, tortoise, and hare. Less common
were aurochs (wild cattle), equids (wild horses and
asses), and wild boars, the archaeological evidence
reflects the fact that these larger animals were more
difficult and dangerous to hunt. Certainly, at Gobekli
Tepe some of the stone representations are of bulls
and wild boars, as well as large predators such as the
Mesopotamian lion.

The site stands on a rocky plateau, part of which
has been quarried to furnish the stone monuments
that make Gobekli Tepe such an important and
distinctive place. Some twenty circles of standing
stones are thought to exist but nine of them have been
accessed so far. Each circle comprises a radiating row
of T-shaped pillars of impressive size and weight,
set in sockets carved into the bedrock and built into
a perimeter wall. At the center of each circle stand
two taller monoliths, measuring up to six meters in
height, that face each other and are decorated with
figures appearing to represent a stylized human
form. The surfaces of many of the pillars are deco-
rated with abstract pictographs and relief carvings of
animals, reptiles, birds, and insects in various lively
poses. Some designs are stark with a solitary animal
carved on broad, flat surfaces; others are covered with
complex patterns comprising numerous creatures. No
human figures are depicted, and no scenes of hunt-
ing are included. The creatures are, however, ones
that must have been familiar and local to the area.

It is believed that the region was less barren, more
wooded, and able to sustain a wider variety of fauna

and flora when the carvings were made than it is now.

The precise meaning of the carvings eludes us
today, but they presumably had some shamanistic
purpose, either as representations of supernatu-
ral powers or as apotropaic symbols. The circular
compounds and a second series of pillars in smaller
square enclosures, dated to a later but closely con-
nected phase of use, may be regarded as sanctuaries.
There are significant evidence supporting that they
were covered, besides it is clear that participants in
whatever ceremonies took place in them were pro-
vided with benches on which to sit. The entire com-
plex speaks of a society that was well organized and
was committed to devoting large amounts of time
and effort to the work needed to create them. Groups
of hunter-gatherers must have come from far and
wide, both to contribute to its construction and to
participate in the rituals that were performed there.
It seems likely that this was a voluntary, communal
enterprise, perhaps supervised by holy men, rather
than a task carried out on the orders of a great and
powerful leader. In any case, the construction of the
pillar sanctuaries must have taken many years and
involved several generations to complete. Indeed, it is
estimated that the site functioned for as long as one
thousand five hundred years.

Before the excavation of Gobekli Tepe, it was
generally accepted by archaeologists that sophisti-
cated communities only started to develop with the
so-called Neolithic Revolution when, across the Fertile
Crescent, early humankind began to live in yearlong
settlements, to cultivate crops, and to domesticate
animals. This, in turn, led to the making of pottery,
the refining of metals, and eventually the construction
of palaces and temples in larger urban communities
on the manmade tells or hdyiiks, many of which dot
the Mesopotamian landscape. This was seen as the
birth of civilization, with the creation of hierarchies,
theologies, literacy, and developed artistic expression.
Gobekli Tepe has dramatically changed that percep-
tion and has created its own mysticism and mystery.
The visitor is faced with the challenges of interpreting
and contextualizing the site.

The architecture of Gobekli Tepe is radically new.
Not only is it claimed to be the earliest monumen-
tal structure, but the use of stone also compelled
the builders to think differently. Stone lends itself
to linear and cubic shapes, not circles and spheres.
The straight line is not a part of nature nor, it may
be argued, artistic expression. The hand naturally
follows the sweeping movement of the body, just as
streams and rivers twist and turn through the land-
scape. Early humans, too, were more comfortable with
circular shapes that were in harmony with the natural
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world—hence the earliest permanent habitations were
round, imitating the temporary tent-like shelters that
their ancestors had made. When they came to fashion
buildings out of stone, as at Gobekli Tepe, they had to
adopt new shapes. The pillars are straight-sided with
precise corners and angles, and the rooms in which
they were erected also became square.

The survival of Gobekli Tepe is remarkable. Its
stone structures are a monumental sign of perma-
nency from a time when little of the material culture
survived, apart from abundant scatters of flint tools.
The pillars, too, might not have fared so well if they
had not been buried—for what reason and exactly
when we do not know. The backfilling of the sanc-
tuaries on top of the stony plateau created an artifi-
cial mound but one not made, as in the case of later
artifacts, of earth and layers of occupation debris. It
is comprised of mainly flint gravel, discarded stone
tools, and animal bone. If the pillars had remained
exposed to the elements, they would have become
worn by wind and rain over the intervening millennia.
Frost and microscopic algae would have gradually
attacked and weathered their surfaces. People, too,
would later have reused the stones for other purposes.
The durability of the stone lends itself to constant
recycling, prized as a valuable building material espe-
cially in Mesopotamia, the land between two rivers,
where earth and water dominate.

Gobekli Tepe, as well as being an archaeological
enigma, stands for the eternal struggle between cre-
ation and created. The stone circles may represent the
cosmos and the natural world, but they are also a sym-
bol of the artificial. The challenge was, and remains
still, how to combine the hard lines of stone with
the soft curves of art. In the exhibition “Hollows and
Mounds-Oyuklar ve Hoytikler”, Sinem Disli explores
these relationships and offers a personal interpreta-
tion through her art.

Dr. Christopher Lightfoot is an archaeologist, specialist in
ancient glass and, until recently, the Curator of Roman Art at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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