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Who built Gobekli Tepe?
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The following is a contribution from the official weblog of the Gobekli Tepe
research project (https://tepetelegrams.wordpress.com/). Although the
information contained is accurate in detail, you may consider referring also to
our scientific publications for academic scopes. A list of the publications this
post is based upon can be found at the end of the document. Most are freely
available on the internet. If you cannot find a paper, or want to give us general
feedback (always welcome) do not hesitate to write: gt@dainst.de.

The Gobekli Tepe Research Project is an interdisciplinary long-term project addressing the
role of early monumentality in the origins of food production, social hierarchisation and belief
systems as well as questions of early subsistence strategies and faunal developments in
Neolithic Anatolia, Turkey. Excavations and archaeological research in the frame of this
project are conducted by the Orient and Istanbul Departments of the German Archaeological
Institute in close cooperation with the Sanliurfa Haleplibahgce Museum. The archaeobiological
part of the project is conducted by the Institute of Palacoanatomy, Domestication Research
and the History of Veterinary Medicine, Ludwig-Maximilians-University, Munich.

We are grateful to the General Directorate of Cultural Assets and Museums of the Turkish
Ministry of Culture and Tourism for their kind permission and support to excavate this
important site. Scientific work at Gobekli Tepe is funded by the German Archaeological
Institute (DAI) and the German Research Foundation.
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Well, the short answer would be: Stone Age people with Stone Age tools. Nothing more
needed, no aliens, no giants, as you can read here. For an answer to the question, who these
Stone Age people were, where they came from and lived (Gobekli Tepe is not a settlement),
we will have to make the finds speak.

A point to start is the distribution of sites with similar architecture. Gobekli Tepe is not the
only site with T-shaped pillars. Similar sites concentrate roughly between the Upper Balikh
and the Upper Chabur rivers [read more here]. They clearly mark a region with similar
cultural traits. However, the area the builders of Gobekli Tepe came from exceeds this region
by far.

Gusir Hoyiik (Karul 2011, 2013) in the Turkish Tigris region has considerably widened the
distribution area of circular enclosures. However, the pillars discovered there are slightly
different, they miss the T-bar. Similar stelae have been discovered in Cayonu (Ozdogan 2011)
and in Qermez Dere (Watkins et al. 1995). In addition to these two different architectonic
regions, to the west, in northern Syria, a third distinct building style can be pointed out.
Domestic sites like like Jerf el Ahmar, Mureybet or Tell "Abr 3 (Stordeur et al. 2000; Yartah
2013) also have circular communal buildings. These are constructions with pisé¢ walls and
wooden supports however. Upper Mesopotamia can thus be differentiated by building
traditions. But the common element is the existence of similarly arranged communal
buildings, and, more important, of a range of common symbols.
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For example, shaft straighteners and plaquettes from Jerf el Ahmar (Stordeur & Abbes 2002)
and Tell Qaramel (Mazurowski & Kanjou 2012), as well as Tell "Abr 3 (Yartah 2013), and
Kortik Tepe (Ozkaya & Coskun 2011) feature decorations in the form of snakes and
scorpions, quadruped animals, insects, and birds strongly reminiscent of the iconography of
Gobekli Tepe, where they appear not only on the pillars, but also on similar items.

Plaquette with depiction of a snake, a human (?) and a bird (Photo Irmgard Wagner, Copyright DAI).

Most striking in this regard is a small plaquette from Gobekli Tepe. From the left to the right,
it shows a snake moving upwards, a stylized human figure (?) with raised arms, and a bird.
What makes this small find so interesting, is that the combination of depictions reappears not
only in similar (e.g. in Jerf el Ahmar with a fox in place of the human-shape?), but also in
completely and nearly identical form twice on another site, Tell Abr'3 in northern Syria
(Koksal-Schmidt & Schmidt 2007; Yartah 2013, with images [external link]).
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The same range of depictions of snakes, scorpions, quadrupeds, insects, and birds occurs on
thin walled stone cups and bowls of the Hallan Cemi type (Rosenberg & Redding 2000).
Fragments of this vessel type are known from Gébekli Tepe, Cayénii (Ozdogan 2011), Nevali
Cori, Jerf el Ahmar (Stordeur & Abbes 2002), Tell "Abr 3 (Yartah 2013), and Tell Qaramel
(Mazurowski & Kanjou 2012), while complete vessels have been discovered at Kortik Tepe
in large numbers (Ozkaya & Coskun 2011) as part of rich grave inventories. Another
connection is suggested by the zoomorphic scepters of the Nemrik type, which are present at
Hallan Cemi, Nevali Cori, Cayonii, Gobekli Tepe, Abu Hureyra, Mureybet, Jerf el Ahmar,
and Dja’de (Koztowski 2002).

We thus see a large area in Upper Mesopotamia connected by a similar iconography. While,
as detailed above, several domestic sites show some aspects of this world, it concentrates at
non-domestic Gobekli Tepe.

The range of flint projectile points made on-site may further strengthen the impression of
people from different areas gathering here (Schmidt 2001). PPN A types present at Gobekli
Tepe include el-Khiam, Helwan and Aswad points; regarding the PPNB, Byblos and Nemrik
points are very frequent, Nevali Cori points are rare. Nemrik points have an eastern
distribution pattern within the fertile crescent, el-Khiam and Byblos points are distributed to
the west, within the Levant, Nevali Cori points more to the north and the middle Euphrates
area (Koztowski 1999). It has to be stressed here that those points were not imported-the flint
used is clearly local. At Gobekli Tepe, the whole reduction sequence is attested, although flint
is not present at the limestone plateau, but had to be brought to the site from the surrounding
valleys. Most of the primary production is based on naviform cores. Flint knapping took place
in an abundance not known from contemporaneous sites. Maybe some characteristic of the
place made it especially desirable to use points made there. Another possible point in favor of
people from a larger area congregating at Gobekli Tepe is presented by raw material sourcing
of the obsidian found onsite [read more here — external link].
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El-Khiam-, Helwan-, Nemrik- and Byblos-Points from Goébekli Tepe (Photo Irmgard Wagner, Copyright
DAI).

So, to finally answer the question of who built Gobekli Tepe: Stone Age people coming from
a radius of roughly 200km around the site. With Stone Age tools.
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