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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 Haleplibah¢ce 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.



Emblematic signs? On the iconography of animals at
Gobekli Tepe

08/16/2016 / Oliver

Gobekli Tepe was once called ,,a Stone Age zoo* by its late discoverer Klaus Schmidt. This
judgement is certainly appropriate, as the range of animals depicted is impressive. Bears,
boars, snakes, foxes, wildcats, aurochs, gazelle, quadruped reptiles, birds, spiders, insects,
quadrupeds, scorpions and many more are inhabiting the enclosures. But there is also some
underlying structure to this zoo-like ensemble.

The enclosures of Gobekli Tepe show a variation in the animal species depicted prominently
in the iconography of each circle. While in Enclosure A the snake prevails, in Enclosure B
foxes are dominant, for example. In Enclosure C boars take over and in Enclosure D birds are
playing an important role. Interpreting these differences as figurative expression of
community patterns could probably hint at the different groups building the particular
enclosures. Distinct enclosures may have served different social entities.

The character of these entities remains open to discussion at the moment. There are some
clues however. Restriction of the access to knowledge and participation in rituals seems to be
attestable at Gobekli Tepe. On a general level, some object classes known from settlements
are missing (Schmidt 2010, 70). For example, awls and points of bone are nearly completely
absent. The tasks carried out with them probably were not practiced here, and it may well be
that the part of the population carrying them out was absent, too. Further, clay figurines are
absent completely from Gobekli. This observation gains importance in comparison to Nevali
Cori, where clay figurines are abundant, missing only in the ‘cult building’ with its stone
sculptures and T-shaped pillars (Hauptmann 1993, 67; Morsch 2002, 148). Clay and stone
sculptures may thus well form two different functional groups, one connected to domestic
space (and cult?) and one to the specialized ‘cult buildings’ — and to another sphere of ritual
also evident at Gobekli Tepe. Its iconography is exclusively male, and while evidence for
some domestic tasks is missing, there is evidence for flint knapping on a much larger scale
than in any contemporary settlement, and shaft straighteners are very frequent, too. Gobekli
Tepe could have been a place for just a part of society, for male hunters. At least their
ideology is exclusively represented at the site.

But does that mean that all male hunters had access to the site? An answer is again hard to
find, but another element of restriction is posed by the enclosures themselves. They are not of
a size to accommodate very large groups of people at a time. If we imagine them open to the
sky, then a certain public aspect would have to be taken into account, but another possibility
is a reconstruction along the lines of largely subterranean buildings accessible through
openings in the roof, similar to the kivas of the North-American Southwest, rather
unimpressive and hidden from the outside. It is a distinct possibility that only a small group of
people or ritual specialists had access to the enclosures. Taking into account the fierce and
deadly iconography of Gobekli Tepe’s enclosures, male initiation rites including the hunt of
fierce animals and the symbolic decent into an otherworld (especially if the enclosures really
were roofed), symbolic death and rebirth as an initiate could have been one purpose of rituals
at Gobekli Tepe.
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The enclosures in the main excavation area with their prevalent animal species (several photographers,

copyright DAI).
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FIGURE 5.9 Distribution of the appearance of figurative representations in the enclo-
sures of Gobekli Tepe. Note: The differing state of excavation as well as a possible
chronological depth in the construction period of the parricular enclosures have o
be considered. Furthermore, later added graffiti as well as symbolically reduced icons

were not included (graphic: J. Notroff and N. Becker, DAI).
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