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 Vol. 9: Lost Worlds

 Göbekli Tepe

 The Temple Built Before Agriculture

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"First came the temple, then the city."

 — Klaus Schmidt, 1953–2014



Chapter One
 The Hill That Should Not Exist

 The hill did not belong. Peter Benedict could see that much from the road.

It was the autumn of 1963, and Benedict was part of a joint archaeological survey by the Universities of Istanbul and Chicago, sweeping across the empty, sun-blasted landscape of southeastern Turkey in search of sites that might reward a second look. He was good at this work — patient, methodical, possessed of the particular kind of vision that allowed him to see what the landscape was trying to hide. And what this landscape was trying to hide, a few kilometres northeast of the city of Şanlıurfa, was a hill that made no geological sense.

It rose from the Harran plain like a blister. Fifteen metres high, three hundred metres across, with a flattened summit that looked almost artificial. The surrounding terrain was rolling steppe — dry, treeless, baked to the colour of old bone by nine thousand years of Anatolian sun. But the hill was different. It was too round. Too symmetrical. Too deliberate.

The locals called it Göbekli Tepe. Potbelly Hill.

Benedict climbed it. He walked the surface and felt the ground crunch beneath his boots — not soil, not the chalky marl of the plain, but broken flint. Thousands of pieces. Tens of thousands. Scrapers, blades, cores, the distinctive debris of a skilled knapper working high-quality stone. The density was extraordinary. He had surveyed dozens of sites across the region and had never seen a surface scatter like this.

He picked up a handful and turned the pieces in his fingers. The flint was fine-grained and expertly worked. The style was Aceramic Neolithic — no pottery, no metal, nothing to suggest a settled agricultural community. This was the stone-working of hunters and gatherers, people who lived by what they could kill and carry.

Then he saw the stones.

They were protruding from the surface near the summit — flat, rectangular slabs of pale limestone, standing upright in the dirt like grave markers. Benedict studied them. They were clearly worked — shaped, smoothed, deliberately placed. His notebook entry was businesslike: "A small Islamic cemetery." He recorded the coordinates, noted the flint scatter, catalogued the site as mildly interesting, and moved on.

It was the most consequential misidentification in the history of archaeology.

The stones Peter Benedict took for grave markers were not grave markers. They were the tops of pillars — massive, T-shaped monoliths carved from the living rock, some up to about five and a half metres tall and around eight to ten tons. They were eleven thousand years old. They had been carved, erected, decorated with intricate animal reliefs, and then deliberately buried under thousands of tons of earth and rubble by the same people who had built them.

And they had been built before the invention of agriculture.

But Peter Benedict did not know this, and would never know it. He published his survey notes. He moved on to other sites. The hill sat quietly in the Anatolian sun for another thirty years, keeping its secret, waiting for someone who would recognise the stones for what they were.

 [image: The landscape surrounding Göbekli Tepe in southeastern Turkey]The arid steppe of southeastern Anatolia. Göbekli Tepe rises from this landscape like a blister — fifteen metres high, three hundred metres across, with a flattened summit that looks almost artificial.
 

Chapter Two
 The Man Who Knew the Pillars

 Klaus Schmidt was not a man who went looking for the most important archaeological site in the world. He was a man who went looking for a particular kind of stone pillar, and the most important archaeological site in the world found him.

Schmidt was German — precise, careful, relentlessly systematic in the way that the best field archaeologists must be. Born in 1953 in the Franconian town of Feuchtwangen, he had studied prehistory and classical archaeology at the universities of Erlangen and Heidelberg, earned his doctorate in 1983, and spent the following decade doing the kind of unglamorous, meticulous work that forms the backbone of the discipline: surveying, cataloguing, publishing small papers on ceramics and lithics that would be read by a few dozen specialists and ignored by everyone else.

But Schmidt had a speciality, and it was a strange one. He knew T-shaped pillars.

He knew them because he had spent years working at Nevalı Çori, a small Pre-Pottery Neolithic site near the Euphrates, where similar pillars had been found in a ritual building — shorter, cruder, but unmistakably of the same type. The T-shape was distinctive: a tall vertical shaft topped by a horizontal cap, the whole thing carved from a single block of limestone. The shape was not decorative. It was anthropomorphic. The vertical was a body, the horizontal a head. The pillars were people — or gods, or ancestors, or something else that defied easy categorisation. Whatever they were, Schmidt knew them the way a musicologist knows a motif. He could spot one from across a field.

And then, in 1991, disaster struck his professional life in a way that would redirect the course of human knowledge. The Atatürk Dam flooded the valley where Nevalı Çori lay. The site — the pillars, the ritual building, the carefully mapped stratigraphy of a decade's work — vanished beneath the reservoir. Schmidt watched it happen. The loss was devastating, both personally and scientifically. An entire chapter of human prehistory had been drowned.

But Schmidt was not the kind of man who stopped. He was the kind who redirected. If Nevalı Çori was gone, there must be others. The T-shaped pillars could not be unique to a single site. They implied a tradition, a culture, a network of communities that shared a common symbolic language. And that network must have left traces elsewhere.

He began searching. He went back to the old survey reports — the published field notes of previous generations of archaeologists who had walked the same landscape. He was looking for descriptions of worked stone, of flint scatters, of anything that might indicate a Pre-Pottery Neolithic site with monumental architecture.

He found Peter Benedict's 1963 survey.

The description of Göbekli Tepe stopped him cold. The massive flint scatter. The worked limestone slabs protruding from the summit. Benedict had called them grave markers, but Schmidt read the description and felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. He had seen stones like that before. He had spent years excavating stones like that. They were not grave markers. They were pillar tops.

In October 1994, Schmidt drove to Göbekli Tepe. He parked at the base of the hill, climbed the slope through the dry grass, and reached the summit. The flint was everywhere, just as Benedict had described — a crunching carpet of worked stone that covered the entire hilltop. And there, protruding from the earth near the centre of the mound, were the stones.

Schmidt knelt beside one. He brushed away the dirt with his fingers. The surface was smooth, deliberately worked, unmistakably carved. He could feel the edge of the T-shape — the clean, right-angled junction where the horizontal cap met the vertical shaft.

He knew what he was looking at. He knew it with the absolute certainty of a man who had spent his career studying exactly this kind of object. These were not grave markers. These were the tops of T-shaped pillars, still standing, still in place, buried under eleven thousand years of accumulated earth.

"Within the first minute of being there," he would later say, "I knew I would spend the rest of my life working here."

He was right. He would spend twenty years excavating Göbekli Tepe, from 1995 until his death in 2014. What he found beneath that potbellied hill would rewrite the first chapter of human civilisation.

 [image: T-shaped pillar at Göbekli Tepe with animal relief carvings]A T-shaped pillar at Göbekli Tepe, carved with animal reliefs. Klaus Schmidt recognised these stones instantly — he had spent years excavating similar pillars at Nevalı Çori before that site was flooded by the Atatürk Dam.
 

Chapter Three
 The Circles in the Ground

 The digging began in 1995, under the auspices of the Şanlıurfa Museum and the German Archaeological Institute. Schmidt assembled a small team. They had modest funding, basic equipment, and absolutely no idea what they were about to find.

The first season produced results that were, by conventional archaeological standards, impossible.

Beneath a metre of topsoil and accumulated fill, the team uncovered a wall — not a foundation, not a footing, but a curved, well-built wall of dressed limestone, forming part of a large oval enclosure. Set into the wall, at regular intervals, were T-shaped pillars. The pillars were not small. They stood around four metres tall and were carved from single blocks of limestone. Their surfaces were smooth, finished, and — this was the detail that made Schmidt's heart accelerate — covered with carved animal reliefs.

Foxes. Snakes. Wild boar. Cranes. Lions. Scorpions. Spiders. Vultures with outstretched wings. The carvings were executed in low relief with astonishing skill, the animals rendered in dynamic, aggressive postures — leaping, coiling, crouching, attacking. Many were dangerous creatures, chosen not just for what they provided but for what they represented.

And in the centre of each enclosure stood two pillars taller than the rest — the central pair, rising to five and a half metres and weighing around eight to ten tons, their broad flat surfaces carved with the unmistakable features of human bodies. Arms, rendered in low relief, ran down the sides of the shafts. Hands, with carefully delineated fingers, reached toward each other across the belly. Belts were carved around the waist. A fox-skin loincloth may have hung from one belt. The T-shaped cap was a stylised head — featureless, abstract, facing forward with the blank authority of something not quite human and not quite divine.

The pillars were people. Or they were representations of people. Or they were representations of something that took the form of people. Schmidt did not know. Nobody knew. The symbols had no Rosetta Stone, no comparative text, no oral tradition. They came from a time before writing, before history, before everything that makes interpretation possible. They could only be read by inference, by context, by the careful accumulation of evidence — and even then, the reading would be a guess.

Four major enclosures were excavated over the following years. The team designated them with letters: A, B, C, D. Each was slightly different in size, shape, and decoration, but all shared the same fundamental architecture: a roughly circular or oval enclosure of dressed stone, lined with T-shaped pillars set at intervals, with a pair of larger central pillars standing face to face in the middle.

Certain animals recur — snakes, foxes, boars, cranes, vultures — but the mix varies from enclosure to enclosure. The pattern was suggestive. Were these clan markers? Totem animals? Cosmological symbols representing different domains — sky, earth, underworld? Every interpretation generated more questions than it answered.

Enclosure D was the best preserved, with an inner diameter of about fourteen metres and radiocarbon dates clustering around 9745-9314 cal BCE. It contained the most elaborately carved pillars, including the one that would become the most famous single stone in Neolithic archaeology: Pillar 43.

Pillar 43 stood in the western perimeter wall, and its broad face was a riot of imagery. A large vulture dominated the composition, its wings spread wide, apparently clutching a round object — a sun, an egg, a severed head, depending on whom you asked. Below the vulture, a scorpion reared with its tail curved. Below the scorpion, a headless human figure stood with an erect phallus, his body rendered in crude, almost childlike strokes compared to the sophisticated animal carvings around him. Above the scene, three rectangular objects that looked uncannily like handbags hung in a row.

The stone was eleven thousand years old. It was carved by people who had no writing, no metal, no pottery, no agriculture. And it appeared to tell a story — a story that no one alive could read.

 [image: Pillar 43 — The Vulture Stone at Göbekli Tepe]Pillar 43, the Vulture Stone — the most densely carved pillar at the site. A vulture clutches a round object, a scorpion rears below, and a headless human figure stands in crude profile. Eleven thousand years old, and still unreadable.
 

Chapter Four
 Before Everything

 The radiocarbon dates arrived and the archaeological world went quiet.

Radiocarbon dates place the large circular enclosures (Layer III) in the tenth millennium BCE and the later rectangular buildings (Layer II) in the ninth millennium BCE. Specific dates for Enclosure D cluster around 9745-9314 cal BCE, while Enclosure A dates to around 8617-8315 cal BCE. The site was used over roughly a millennium and a half.

The dates were not just old. They were impossibly old. They placed Göbekli Tepe before everything.

Before agriculture. The earliest phases predate secure evidence for fully domesticated crops in the region. Before pottery: ceramic traditions in the Near East emerge millennia later. Before metalworking, before writing, before the Egyptian pyramids, before Stonehenge.

The people who built Göbekli Tepe appear to have lived at the end of the hunter-gatherer era, during the long transition toward farming. Clear evidence for permanent domestic settlement at the site itself is limited, and evidence for domesticated plants or animals is still debated. They lived by hunting wild game on the Anatolian steppe — gazelle, aurochs, onager — and gathering wild cereals and plants. By every model of human development that had been taught in every university in the world for the better part of a century, these people should not have been able to build Göbekli Tepe.

The conventional narrative of civilisation, the one laid down by V. Gordon Childe in the 1930s and refined by generations of scholars after him, ran like this: first came agriculture. The domestication of plants and animals produced a reliable food surplus. The surplus freed people from the daily struggle of finding food, allowing specialisation — some could be potters, some could be priests, some could be builders. Specialisation produced social hierarchy. Hierarchy produced religion. Religion produced temples. Temples produced cities. The sequence was as firm and orderly as a mathematical proof: agriculture → surplus → hierarchy → religion → architecture.

Göbekli Tepe demolished the sequence.

Here was monumental architecture — massive, sophisticated, requiring sustained cooperative labour from large groups of people — and it existed before agriculture. Not slightly before. Centuries before. The temple came first. The city came after.

Schmidt stated it with the brevity of a man who knew his words would be quoted: "First came the temple, then the city."

The implication was radical. If complex ritual and monumental construction could emerge among mobile hunter-gatherers, then the driving force of the Neolithic Revolution was not the stomach. It was the spirit. Religion — organised, communal, demanding — had not emerged as a luxury of agricultural surplus. It had emerged first, and the need to feed the people who gathered for its rituals may have been what drove the adoption of farming in the first place.

This was not a minor adjustment to the timeline. It was an inversion. The cause became the effect. The consequence became the catalyst. The entire story of how humans became civilised had to be told in a different order.

And there was a geographical detail that made the inversion even more pointed. Göbekli Tepe sits in southeast Anatolia, within the broader region where the wild progenitors of early domestic cereals grew and where cultivation would soon take hold. The oldest monumental enclosures and the first experiments in farming belonged to the same landscape, even if the order remains contested.

The coincidence was almost too neat. But the data did not lie. The people who built Göbekli Tepe were living in the exact landscape where agriculture was invented. And they were building temples before they were planting crops.

The old story said that farming produced priests. The new story — the Göbekli Tepe story — suggested that priests produced farming.

 [image: View from Göbekli Tepe across the Harran plain]The view from near Göbekli Tepe across the Harran plain. Thirty kilometres away stands Karacadağ, the mountain where the earliest domesticated wheat has been genetically traced. The oldest temple and the oldest farm, side by side.
 

Chapter Five
 The Feast and the Work

 The question that haunted every researcher who stood on the hill and looked down at the enclosures was the same one that haunted every journalist, every tourist, every student who came after: how did they do it?

Not the engineering. The engineering was impressive but explicable. The limestone bedrock of the plateau itself served as a quarry. The pillars were carved directly from the bedrock, and traces of extraction still ring the site. The distances were short, the stone relatively soft, and the tools were stone.

The real question was not how they moved the stones. It was how they organised the people.

The central pillars weighed around eight to ten tons. Moving them required coordinated teams. Carving them required skilled specialists. Erecting them — fitting them into precisely cut sockets in the bedrock — required planning, measurement, and a degree of architectural forethought that implied leadership. And the workers had to be fed. Fed regularly, fed well, fed in sufficient quantity to sustain heavy physical labour over weeks and months.

Hunter-gatherers do not do this. That was the axiom. Hunter-gatherers live in small, mobile bands. They do not accumulate surplus. They do not specialise. They do not submit to centralised authority. They do not build cathedrals.

Except, apparently, they did.

The bones told part of the story. The fill contained large quantities of animal remains — not the remnants of ordinary meals, but the debris of feasts. Large-scale, organised, communal feasts, the kind that ethnographers had documented among non-agricultural peoples around the world.

Then there were the vessels. Carved from limestone, some had capacities of around one hundred and sixty litres. Residue studies have reported possible calcium oxalate, which can be associated with cereal processing and fermentation, but the evidence is not definitive. More recent analyses of similar stone troughs suggest they were also used to process or cook cereal foods, not just to brew.

The picture that emerged was one that anthropologists had described before, in other contexts, but never on this scale: the work feast. A communal gathering in which labour was exchanged for food, drink, and social prestige. You came to the hill. You brought your strength and your skill. You helped quarry the stone, drag the pillars, build the walls. And in return, you ate, drank whatever fermented liquor was on offer, and participated in rituals that reinforced your membership in something larger than your own band.

However they did it, the bottleneck was not manpower. It was coordination.

Someone had to decide where the pillars would go. Someone had to determine which animals would be carved on which surface. Someone had to plan the logistics of feeding dozens of workers on a hilltop. Someone had to stand on the ridge and say: build it here, build it like this, build it now.

Some researchers infer that the construction implied inspired individuals or ritual leaders — proto-priests, perhaps, or visionaries whose personal authority was sufficient to organise and direct a workforce without the apparatus of a state. Not kings. Not bureaucrats. Just men — or women — whom others followed because they seemed to know something that others did not.

The hill was not built by a civilisation. It was built by a belief.

 [image: Animal relief carving at Göbekli Tepe showing a predator]A predator carved in dynamic relief on a pillar at Göbekli Tepe. The animals depicted are overwhelmingly dangerous — lions, scorpions, snakes, vultures — not the gazelle and aurochs the builders actually ate.
 

Chapter Six
 The Cult of Skulls

 In 2017, a team led by physical anthropologist Julia Gresky published a paper in Science Advances that added a new and unsettling dimension to the story of Göbekli Tepe. They had been studying three partial human skulls found in the fill of the enclosures — broken, fragmentary, clearly deposited long after the flesh had decomposed. At first glance, they appeared to be unremarkable secondary burials, the scattered bones of the dead mixed into the rubble.

They were not unremarkable.

Under magnification, Gresky's team found deep incisions carved along the sagittal plane — the top of the skull, running from front to back. The cuts were deliberate, made with a sharp flint tool, and they were too deep and too regular to be the result of scalping or de-fleshing. These were not practical cuts. They were ritual marks.

One skull had a hole drilled through the left parietal bone. The hole was small, clean, and positioned in a way that suggested a cord had been threaded through it. The skull had been hung. Displayed. Suspended from something — a pillar, a wall, a rope stretched across a doorway — like a lantern, or a trophy, or a warning.

Red ochre residue was found on another skull. The skull had been painted.

The modifications were unique. Other Neolithic sites in the Near East had produced evidence of skull cults — the famous plastered skulls of Jericho, for instance, in which the faces of the dead were reconstructed in lime plaster and fitted with shell eyes. But the deep sagittal grooves found at Göbekli Tepe had no parallel anywhere. This was a local tradition, specific to this site or to the communities that used it.

Whether the skulls belonged to venerated ancestors or defeated enemies was impossible to determine. The context — skulls mixed into the fill of a ritually significant structure — could support either interpretation. Ancestor worship and enemy trophy display are both well documented in the ethnographic record, and both involve the same basic act: keeping the head of the dead as an object of power.

But the skulls were not the only human imagery at the site. Pillar 43 — the Vulture Stone — depicted a headless human figure, its body rendered in crude profile beneath a vulture that appeared to be carrying a round object. Was the round object a head? Was the vulture a symbol of death, of excarnation — the practice of exposing corpses to birds and the elements, allowing the flesh to be stripped before the bones were collected? Excarnation was documented at other Neolithic sites in Anatolia. The vulture, in that context, was not a predator. It was a psychopomp — a guide of souls, a carrier of the dead from the world of the living to whatever came next.

The headless figure. The suspended skulls. The vulture with its mysterious burden. The carvings of scorpions and snakes — creatures of the earth and the underworld. The T-shaped pillars themselves, standing in their circles like a silent congregation of ancestors, their blank faces turned toward each other across the dark interior of the enclosure.

Göbekli Tepe was not just a gathering place. It was a place where the living met the dead. A threshold between worlds. A place where the boundary between the human and the more-than-human was thin, permeable, and deliberately crossed.

Schmidt had called it the world's first temple. The skull cult suggested he was right — but the temple was darker, stranger, and more complex than anyone had imagined.

 [image: Central T-shaped pillar of Enclosure D with anthropomorphic features]A central pillar of Enclosure D, standing 5.5 metres tall. Arms carved in low relief run down the sides. Hands reach toward the belly. The T-shaped cap is a stylised head — the pillar is a person, or a god, or an ancestor.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Burial

 And then they buried it.

This is the fact that resists explanation. By the late ninth millennium BCE, after roughly a millennium and a half of construction, use, modification, and renewal, the builders of Göbekli Tepe filled in the enclosures. Not carelessly. Not hastily. Deliberately, methodically, over what appears to have been an extended period of time. They brought in tons of earth, stone, broken tools, and animal bones, and they packed it into and around and over the structures until the pillars were buried, the walls were hidden, and the hill was just a hill again.

The fill was not random debris. It contained thousands of flint tools, many of them perfectly serviceable — not broken, not exhausted, but discarded whole. It contained animal bones, the remnants of what appeared to be final feasts. It contained smaller stones and rubble, packed tightly into the spaces between the pillars. The enclosures were not abandoned and left to crumble. They were sealed.

The process was incremental. The earliest enclosures — the large, elaborate circles of Layer III — were buried first, and smaller, more modest buildings were constructed on top of them. These newer structures, designated Layer II, were rectangular rather than circular, with smaller pillars and less elaborate carvings. They represented a later phase of the site. And eventually, they too were filled in.

Why?

The question has generated theories in proportion to its intractability. The most common interpretation — the one Schmidt favoured — was ritual closure. Sacred spaces in many cultures are not simply abandoned when their time is done. They are ceremonially retired, sealed, preserved. A church is deconsecrated. A tomb is closed. A temple is buried so that its power is contained, its sanctity preserved, its gods or ancestors kept safely in the ground rather than left exposed to the indignities of decay and desecration.

There is an elegance to this reading. The people who built Göbekli Tepe cared enough about it to preserve it. The burial was an act of reverence, not destruction — a way of saying goodbye to a sacred place without allowing it to be profaned. The earth became a tomb, and the tomb became a time capsule, preserving the carvings in a state of extraordinary completeness that would not have survived eleven thousand years of exposure to wind, rain, and the casual vandalism of later generations.

But there are other possibilities. The transition from Layer III to Layer II — from large circular enclosures to smaller rectangular buildings, from monumental pillars to modest ones — tracks a broader transformation that was reshaping the entire region. The communities of southeastern Anatolia were moving, unevenly and over centuries, from mobile hunting and gathering to settled agriculture. The old order — the order of the hunt, the feast, the ritual gathering — was giving way to something new: villages, fields, grain stores, domesticated animals. The world was changing. The old gods, the old ways, the old gathering places might have become obsolete.

In this reading, the burial of Göbekli Tepe was not an act of reverence but an act of transformation. The old world was literally put underground so that the new world could be built on top of it. The temple was buried because the temple was no longer needed. The hunters had become farmers, and farmers needed barns, not shrines.

Some of the fill may also include natural sediments. Erosion, flooding, and wind-blown soil could have contributed to the burial, particularly in the later phases. The line between deliberate filling and natural sedimentation is difficult to draw in a site of this age, and the fill material itself does not always make the distinction clear.

Whatever the reason, the result was the same. Göbekli Tepe was hidden. The hill grew grass. The centuries passed. The millennia passed. The empires of Mesopotamia rose and fell. The Romans came and went. The Ottomans came and went. The hill sat in the Anatolian sun, keeping its secret, until a German archaeologist knelt in the dirt and brushed the earth from the top of a pillar and recognised what no one had recognised for ten thousand years.

The preservation was miraculous. Because the enclosures had been buried rather than left exposed, the carvings were intact. The foxes still leapt. The vultures still soared. The scorpions still threatened. The human arms still reached toward each other across the bodies of the central pillars. Everything was exactly as it had been left — frozen, sealed, waiting in the dark for someone to dig it up and ask what it meant.

 [image: Enclosure D at Göbekli Tepe — the oldest excavated enclosure]Enclosure D, the oldest and largest excavated enclosure, dating to approximately 9530 BCE. After sixteen hundred years of use, the builders filled it with tons of earth and rubble, preserving the carvings in extraordinary condition.
 

Chapter Eight
 What We Do Not Know

 Klaus Schmidt died on 20 July 2014. He had spent nearly twenty years excavating Göbekli Tepe, and he died knowing that he had only scratched the surface.

This was not a figure of speech. Geophysical surveys — magnetic prospection, ground-penetrating radar, geoelectric tomography — indicate a minimum of twenty enclosures and more than two hundred pillars across the mound.

The hill is full of them — a silent, underground parliament of stone figures, standing in their circles in the dark, waiting.

And Göbekli Tepe is not alone. In the years since Schmidt's discovery, a network of similar sites has been identified across southeastern Turkey — the Taş Tepeler, the Stone Hills. Karahan Tepe, roughly thirty-five kilometres to the east, has produced its own T-shaped pillars, its own animal carvings, and something Göbekli Tepe has not yet yielded: a human statue about 2.3 metres tall, standing with its hands pressed to its lower abdomen and its ribs visible beneath stone skin.

Across the Taş Tepeler region, similar structures are being mapped and excavated. The picture that is emerging is not of a single isolated temple on a single isolated hilltop, but of a network — a constellation of ritual sites spread across the landscape, connected by shared symbols, shared traditions, and shared beliefs.

The scale of what we do not know is staggering. We do not know who these people were. We do not know what language they spoke. We do not know what they called their gods, or whether they had gods at all, or whether the word "god" is even applicable to whatever they believed inhabited the pillar-beings that stood in the centres of their enclosures. We do not know why they carved the animals they carved, or what the animals meant, or whether "meaning" in the sense we understand it is the right framework for interpreting symbols created by people whose cognitive world may have been fundamentally different from our own.

We do not know why they buried the site. We do not know whether the burial was an ending or a transformation. We do not know what happened to the people who built it — whether they became farmers, whether they moved away, whether their descendants are still living in the villages that dot the Harran plain today, carrying in their DNA the legacy of the builders of one of the earliest monumental sanctuaries on Earth.

What we know is this: eleven thousand years ago, in a landscape that was greener and wetter than it is today, groups of hunter-gatherers who possessed no technology more advanced than sharpened flint conceived of something extraordinary. They imagined a place — a sacred place, a gathering place, a place where the living and the dead could meet, where the animals of the world could be summoned in stone, where the human form could be given a permanence that flesh could never achieve. And then they built it. They quarried the stone. They carved the pillars. They raised them in circles on a hilltop. They feasted and they worshipped and they modified the skulls of the dead and they painted them red and they hung them from the walls.

And when they were done — when the need that had driven them to build had passed, or changed, or been superseded by some new need that we cannot fathom — they put it all back in the ground.

The UNESCO inscription, awarded in 2018, four years after Schmidt's death, calls Göbekli Tepe "one of the first manifestations of human-made monumental architecture." The phrase is careful, diplomatic, hedged — as it must be in a field built on uncertainty.

Göbekli Tepe is among the earliest known monumental complexes. It is the place where humans first looked at the world around them and decided that it was not enough — that something had to be built, something permanent, something that would outlast the builders and stand as testimony to whatever it was they believed, or feared, or hoped for.

On this hill, it can feel as if the temple came first, and everything else followed.

And the temple is still there, under the hill, in the dark, with its animals and its ancestors and its questions. The story is barely begun.

 [image: Pillar at Göbekli Tepe showing carved arm and fox relief]A pillar showing a human arm and a fox carved in low relief. Ninety-five per cent of Göbekli Tepe remains unexcavated. Two hundred pillars are still in the ground, bearing messages that no one alive can read.
 

Timeline

 c. 9600 BCE — Construction begins on the earliest enclosures at Göbekli Tepe, including Enclosure D, the oldest and largest. T-shaped pillars weighing up to 20 tons are quarried, carved with animal reliefs, and erected in circular formations by hunter-gatherers.

 c. 9000 BCE — The first domesticated einkorn wheat appears at Karacadağ, a mountain 30 km from Göbekli Tepe — the earliest known evidence of agriculture.

 c. 8200–8000 BCE — The enclosures are deliberately filled with earth, stone, animal bones, and thousands of discarded flint tools. The site is sealed and abandoned. Smaller, less elaborate buildings (Layer II) are constructed on top before they, too, are buried.

 1963 — A joint Istanbul–Chicago archaeological survey identifies the site. Peter Benedict notes the massive flint scatter but mistakes the protruding pillar tops for Islamic gravestones. The site is catalogued as a "small cemetery."

 1991 — The Atatürk Dam floods Nevalı Çori, a similar Neolithic site with T-shaped pillars. Its excavator, Klaus Schmidt, loses years of work — but the loss drives him to search for comparable sites.

 October 1994 — Schmidt visits Göbekli Tepe, re-examines Benedict's survey notes, and immediately recognises the limestone slabs as T-shaped pillars. He commits to excavating the site.

 1995 — Formal excavations begin under the Şanlıurfa Museum and the German Archaeological Institute. The first monumental enclosures are unearthed.

 2003 — Geophysical surveys reveal at least 20 enclosures still buried beneath the mound, containing an estimated 200+ additional pillars.

 20 July 2014 — Klaus Schmidt dies of a heart attack while swimming, aged 60. He had led excavations for 20 years and uncovered roughly 5% of the site.

 2017 — Julia Gresky's team publishes evidence of a "skull cult" — three human skulls with deep incisions, drilled holes, and red ochre, suggesting ritual display.

 1 July 2018 — UNESCO designates Göbekli Tepe a World Heritage Site: "one of the first manifestations of human-made monumental architecture."

 2019–present — Prof. Necmi Karul leads ongoing excavations. The broader Taş Tepeler Project now involves 36 institutions and 220 researchers. Sister sites including Karahan Tepe, Sayburç, and others continue to yield discoveries.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Göbekli Tepe is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events and archaeological research. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in published scholarship and primary sources; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Schmidt, Klaus — Göbekli Tepe: A Stone Age Sanctuary in South-Eastern Anatolia, ex oriente, 2012

 Dietrich, Oliver et al. — "The Role of Cult and Feasting in the Emergence of Neolithic Communities," Antiquity, 2012

 Gresky, Julia et al. — "Modified human crania from Göbekli Tepe provide evidence for skull cult in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic," Science Advances, 2017

 Clare, Lee — "Inspired individuals and charismatic leaders," Documenta Praehistorica, 2024

 Tepe Telegrams — German Archaeological Institute research blog: dainst.blog/the-tepe-telegrams

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 9: Lost Worlds in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •
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