
Table of Contents

Dedication

The Birth and Unfolding of Phases in History: From Neolithic to World, Pueblo, and U.S. History

Introduction

Introduction

Chapter I: Invisible Beginnings,  Circa 10 to 19 Generations

Chapter II: Establishment,

Chapter III: Opening Up, Novel Consolidation,

Chapter IV: Crisis & Creativity

Chapter V: Universalization

Chapter VI: Renewal & Second Flowering

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

SECTION ONE

PART I

PART II

SECTION TWO

PART I

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

PART II

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

PART III

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

PART IV

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

APPENDIX OF GENERATIONAL CHARTS

Preface

Chapter I:  “Invisible” Beginnings, 0 to 15/20 gen.

Chapter II: Establishment & Testing, circa 15/20 generations

Chapter III: Opening Up & Novel Consolidation, 30s Generations

Chapter IV: Crisis & Creativity, 40s Generations

Chapter V: Empire & Inclusion, 50s Generations

Chapter VI: Renewal or Rigidification,  60s/2nd 30s Generations

Chapter VII: 2nd Crisis Phase, circa 70s/2nd 40s Generations

APPENDIX: WORKING TEMPORAL CHART FOR THE ANCESTRAL PUEBLO

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 3.5

Chapter 4

Chapter 4.5

Chapter 5

APPENDIX OF GENERATIONAL CHARTS

Endnotes

Sign up for Michael A. Susko's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Logarithmic Nature of Time: From the Start of Life to Symbolizing Humanity

Also By Michael A. Susko

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To lovers of world history.

      

    


The Birth and Unfolding of Phases in History

From Neolithic to World, Pueblo, and U.S. History

Michael A. Susko
















[image: ]

AllrOneofUs Publishing

Baltimore, MD & Huntsville, AL

Copyright © 2025 Michael A. Susko

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

[image: ]


The Collated Histories






We can’t properly understand things without knowing their backstory or early stages. It would be like considering a person’s life as if it began at 20 or 30 years old, without knowing anything before. In the same way, history doesn’t begin with empire phases of the civilizations found in standard textbooks. Underlying them all is a long period of Neolithic beginnings. A lot of history is dedicated and naturally divided into phases. But when did phasing really begin? Did it start with the advent of writing and urban civilization, or is that just a bias of our data, when things can be more obviously confirmed? No doubt, we find phasing in urban and empire forms of civilization—an analysis using 15-year generations has revealed repeated and nuanced patterning. But when did phasing start? Here, we make the case that with triadic (45-year) generational units, historical phasing first occurred in the Neolithic era. The effective method was simply to make generational units larger, so that the pace and sense of change could be effectively revealed by the record. In all likelihood the acceleration of generational change to shorter 15-year generational units was a burst that happened later in what we call historical time. But phasing in some form existed earlier, which archaeologists already divide into Early, Middle, and Late Periods. That characterization, however, is not sufficient to reveal the complexity of events, for we can effectively double the number of distinctive phases to five or six. Rooting world history in the Neolithic shows that empire is not the sole mode of history and its phasings. Rather, beginnings are naturally found in a more “peaceable kingdom” of the Neolithic, if you will. That is, there was a period before the rise of kings and armies with accompanying violence. Now, in these comments we don’t mean to idealize all the Neolithic or demonize all of urban civilization. However, we suggest tempering the grand story of civilizations as only leading to empires. In this reading of history, we have come to a balance between an empire-based model and alternative ones. Empires aspired to universalize their vision by force. A second general modality, however, sought to universalize its vision through sharing, trade and ritual inclusion of others. With this in mind, we present these examples. 1) The Neolithic era, non-empire civilizations, such as Çatalhöyük. 2) World history with Egypt, Judah-Israel, Rome and Medieval-Modern as examples. Of these four, Judah-Israel is a secondary kingdom, which universalized its vision through prophetic writings. The Medieval-Modern vision, decidedly mixed, brought both voluntary and forced conversion to its vision, which over time became increasingly weighed toward the latter. 3) Ancestral Pueblo History, a non-empire model with more egalitarian tendencies. 4) U.S. History, a largely empire model with ideals and aspirations of freedom, not fully actualized. With this brief summary, we don’t mean to say we have totally categorized the spectrum offered here. Rather, the panoply of history presented offers a more balanced view of possibilities, versus making the movement to empire as inevitable and at the top of the pedestal. Now, you might disagree and be in the empire camp, but at least the issue is raised to be dismissed or not. What we suggest is that all the harm brought on by traditional empires, with their inequalities, their many wars, and displacement of peoples—their almost casual slaughter of innocents—need not happen for civilization to find its beauty and meaning. We suggest that the temporal flow of history to find its “progress” does not depend on the violence of empire. That is, the universalizing impulse, born in Neolithic times, need not be carried forward by might alone. It can unfold through covenant and renewal, or through visions of consent and equality. Even in our own day, the European Union suggests that an ‘empire’ of peace and cooperation is possible. This book reads history in that light, tracing not only past empires that were but alternative paths. History is often on the razor’s edge, and this time is no different. Right now we stand on the cusp of deciding what type of world we shall make—for ourselves and our children. The case can be made that history hangs in the balance and that we all exert influence on its direction. The hope is that in reading these histories, we can see the forms vision takes and how it is actualized across generations. With this in hand, we can see more clearly to make better decisions—for the future will depend on the path we choose. 

BOOK ONE: A Rosetta Key for Neolithic History
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Sometimes, in a long arc of a story, the middle is the last part to be written. In my studies I have been blessed to have an interest in the long sweep of events in time, from biological evolution to historical time. With recent discoveries, it was possible to add astronomical time preceding biological events. However, even after a detailed study linking biological evolution to human symbolic evolution, we were left with a gap. This period lay between our mapping of human symbolic evolution at 15,000 years ago and the rise of urban civilization about 6000 years ago. So what filled this in-between? It is typically called the Neolithic era, marked by farming and domestication, signs already hinted at in the last of the symbolic nodes. With the Neolithic era, we can bridge our ten nodes of symbolic humanity with the start of major civilizations—thus making for one long arc.

The key to investigating time and history is partly mathematical. What increments of time do we use and what is their pacing as we trace the “when” of events? The second key is to lay out the evidence and ask: what phasing does it reveal? Phases are critical to understanding anything that moves in time. How old is the person? How long has this group of people existed? What happened earlier and what is likely to happen as the person or culture matures. 

But prior to discovering phases, we must know the increments of time to use in the “cosmic epoch” under consideration. The first type of time was biological evolution, which revealed a logarithmic pacing to events. In detailing what happens, we found that a logarithmic chart worked best. In this case we simply used powers of two to halve values beginning at 4 billion years ago, then two billion, one billion, 500 million and so on. With historical time, however, time happens differently. Here, events are measured in general units of 15 years, which were used in the medieval period and recently advocated by Ortega y Gasset as the unit to measure history. This was successfully applied with nuance and phases for history.

We are still left, however, with an in-between period—the Neolithic—which left tells across the landscape. The successive building layers of over a thousand years of sites where humanity lived in nucleated groups into the thousands. Time here certainly passed in a measured way, but what is the measure? Logarithmic pacing, used in biological evolution, is far too coarse—it could only capture a single node of the Neolithic era. Generational units of 15 years proved too fine grained—we can’t discern events at that level, nor assume they unfolded at that pace. 

At the time I began this consideration, the evidence wasn’t as fully developed for the Neolithic. But now enough is present to articulate the timeline with the potential to reveal phases. The choice, then, was to use markers of 45 years—what I will term the Triadic Generation. In other words the relevant measure to use was three generations of fifteen. 

The logic is that the relevant unit of time embraces three generations—child, adult, and senior. The 45-year unit matches the general life expectancy once infant and child mortality prior to 16 years is factored in: that is, persons lived to about 45.5 years. Thus, in a community you have a lot of young people, a number of adults, and a smaller number of mature adults living into their early 40s. In the close-knit areas of Çatalhöyük houses, in which the dead of all ages were buried under the floors of houses, we can envision family units embodying three generations. Now we are referring to Çatalhöyük, a tell in the middle of Anatolia, as our example of the Neolithic. Extensively researched and lasting some 1,500 years, with a wealth of imagery, it offers the possibility of reconstructing a sequence of history.​[1]

Importantly, a figurative work from Çatalhöyük potentially illustrates this triadic reality—a schist plaque the size of a book with four figures half sculpted. They are a couple embracing with one appearing to be a man and a woman who may be pregnant, and facing the other way, but part of the same plaque, a woman who is an adult but more slender than the other woman, who is paired with a child. The second female could be interpreted—not as a double of the other female—but as a caregiver-grandmother. This image serves as a suggestive key to the generational reality present at Çatalhöyük. 

A second and perhaps stronger indicator of this reality are the categories of figurines found at Çatalhöyük. Archaeologists have identified two broad groups: young, relatively unformed figurines, which are slender—of ambiguous sex taken to represent people early in their life cycle. Then at the other end we see mature female forms with corpulent bodies, drooping breasts and other signs indicating a mature older form. Between these two, we can identify a third category: a strong, more linear yet robust female figure that suggests young adulthood and childbearing. This category, though not highlighted as much, is definitely present. Thus, we posit these three figurine types as embodying the three generations at Çatalhöyük, illustrating the core of our triadic generational concept.

An important third facet of Çatalhöyük is that burials occurred within the house, with bodies often placed in a fetal position within an oval cut-out. All ages could be found, from infant, adult to elderly, usually in the more shrine portion of the house, versus cooking and working areas. This suggests an intimacy of bond between living and dead, and one that includes all generations. 

More specifically, general burial practices found over the long course of the settlement reflect a triadic generational emphasis. Infants and children were often buried with beads, pendants and adornments. Middle-aged adults, by contrast, were often less furnished, and many were buried without grave goods at all. Seniors—those around 45-50 years of age—typically have more distinctive treatments with pigments, wrappings and elaborate grave goods.​[2] It’s as if three groups were recognized, with special burial value being given to the early and late generational cohorts. Infants and children seem to have been valued as bearers of new life and renewal, while older adults were respected for their skills and wisdom, the fruits of a long life. In summary, converging evidence from demographics, figurines, and burial practices suggests that a triadic generational emphasis was rooted in the lived reality of the settlement.

The practical test of the triadic generation concept will be to simply see how the data sorts out as we apply it to a timeline. In starting this, I had no idea if this unit would work across the spectrum of time. Already I had identified regular phasing in historical cultures, which happened regularly with ten units of 15, or 150-year-long phases. So, would ten units of triadic generations or 450-year periods be the equivalent phases for the Neolithic?

Now what are the phases? Rather than repeat historical insights, which are presented elsewhere, we will use the analogy of a plant to orient us as to what we might find. So here is the potential phasing: 

	We start with a seed, a more invisible time, one buried and which harbors a hidden period of germination. 

	A second period of definite establishment is when the plant or culture becomes visible and is identified as a certain type, with stems and early leaves, coming into a fuller spread of leaves.

	Then we see something beautiful flourishing, with an explosion of imagery, evidence of a novel consolidation. In the case of the plant, the most genetically complex part emerges—the flower.

	Then the plant faces a crisis and goes to seed, which can be paired with creativity as new plants, with some variety, emerge from the dispersal of seeds.

	Then new plants arise, a type of universalization or spread of the initial inspiration of the biological entity or culture. 







This is a rough analogy, but it helps to launch us and see if Neolithic cultures fall into phases. That is, can we map events successfully with triadic generational increments and discern phases of natural development—such as one suggested by the life cycle of plants and, by extension, a human life cycle?

The height of Çatalhöyük, almost 9,000 years ago may seem like the distant past. Yet in terms of our charting, this Neolithic settlement—its long history spanning some 40 triadic generations—was only 200 triadic generations ago. At times, though rarely, I have inserted vignettes from my own “symbolic experiences” to show that this imagery is not dead. Such shifts are meant as invitations: to reflect, to enter the symbolic world of the past, and to experience that world as still living.

What follows is an adventure through time, to see what these units of time reveal. This fourth dimension—in which we accurately map events by their generational number and identify phases—is our key to understanding the past. 

A Note on Dating






The dates used in this study are based on published radiocarbon ranges and archaeological sequences from Çatalhöyük and related sites. Because Neolithic dating is always approximate, the generational numbers presented here should be understood as carefully structured estimates rather than exact year-by-year placements.

The purpose of this model is not to fix events to precise calendar years, but to preserve the correct order, spacing, and rhythm of cultural change across time. As future excavations and radiocarbon studies refine the site’s chronology, individual dates may shift by a few decades. Such adjustments, however, are not expected to change the overall pattern, or the conclusions drawn from triadic generational charting.
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Chapter I: Invisible Beginnings,  Circa 10 to 19 Generations
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Things at the beginning always involve obscurity and indefiniteness. By the time we are sure that a definite culture has been established, there has already been a long prelude—one not typically given much attention. Yet our generational chart invites us to consider what happened before its clear start time, and to see how that evidence fits into the pattern of beginnings.

In our historical charting, we generally found that beginnings became manifest between the 10th and 15th generations with sure establishment circa the 20th generation. Using our triadic generational unit of 45 years, let’s see how the evidence sorts out. 

We begin with the 10th to the 19th generations (~7505-7235 BC), which show the first signs of habitation. Here, we find thin occupation layers—marl deposits and midden use. In this “invisible period” there are no preserved architectural remains, although there must have been structures. We infer from repeated layers of marl that plaster was used—sure evidence of sustained habitation. We also see spaces indicating working/activity areas. 

In terms of mobile objects, we find rounded objects, lightly fired clay balls, ovoids, a few cylindrical shapes and otherwise ambiguous fragments—no triangular or angular shapes. None of these finds has been identified as a figurine. All the above meet our expectations of raw, indistinct beginnings. The thinness of the evidence, the earliest making of form, scattered and ambiguous fragments tell us something is happening, yet without a clear identity. We might suspect the beginnings of a symbolic system, but it’s not found in the record.​[3]
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Chapter II: Establishment,  
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Circa 20 to 29 Generations

––––––––
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With this phase we look for signs that the culture has begun, having established a unique identity. Thus, we expect to find both social coherence and a core of spiritual or cultural symbols around which the community can coalesce. Our triadic generation chart gives us a tool to trace this process of establishment and to see what the generational rhythm reveals. 

In the 20th generation, we come to a classic “zero point,” the time right before it’s decided whether a culture takes off or not. Which way will it go? A number of fledging settlements don’t go any further. The question at this point is whether what would become Çatalhöyük survive? And if so, why did it go on and endure? This is the unseen drama of beginnings, one that we may miss if we jump to later evidence. There’s a hidden side of history that its outcome can obscure—it may not have happened. 

We now consider the pre-XII levels, which present four layers. Dated ~7190-7145 BCE, they span the 20th generation. Here, we find the first traces of structural remains: partial walls and floors, plastered with marl and stained with red or yellow ochre. The house’s surfaces were burnished with tools, giving them a smooth, shiny finish. Importantly, floors and walls were regularly renewed with layers of fresh plaster. Partial enclosures were also found, sometimes with dung layers suggesting pens or stabling of animals. The spacing of structures is highly flexible or experimental, with no fixed layout.​[4] In sum, we see a pride of place and an aesthetic of creating beauty in the home environment. We don’t find it expressed in an overt symbolic system, yet we sense something is stirring.

In terms of clay objects, we see signs of deliberate shaping. More slender or flattened forms, along with angular pieces, appear, leading some excavators to suggest anthropomorphic or zoomorphic intention. Although not identifiable in any classic sense as figurines, they can be described as proto-figurative. 

By the 21st generation, we expect strong signs of establishment. Houses now have fixed patterns of construction, and consistent wall lines with a compass orientation. The renewal of surfaces inside had become regular and systematic.​[5] Importantly, rebuilding occurs on the same foundation. Lastly, houses are now intentionally clustered into tighter compounds with abutting walls. All the above suggests that continuity and a tradition have become set in place. 

Last, we note that figurines gain recognizable human or animal forms. Headless forms, figures with detachable heads, and hybrid forms begin to appear. We sense that characters in myths or stories may be making their appearance, yet without the artistic ability to fully convey them.

As we move deeper into the 20s phase, we expect clearer signs of establishment. During the 22nd triadic generation, we find evidence that a common structural and spiritual fabric has emerged. Its start date at 7100 is aligned with the traditional start date of Çatalhöyük—the tell’s strata providing a clear delineation.​[6] This date has remained in place through the years and is confirmed by the latest methods. It’s also the date we have added or subtracted from our 45-year increments.

At this time the roofscape world emerges, with streetless neighborhood clusters. The houses continue to have plastered walls, painted in red ochre, but to these are added geometric designs, geometric bosses, breast-like protrusions and bull-horn cores plastered over. The lived house with religious symbols is found under one roof, rather than distinct as separate shrines. Thus, by the 22st triadic generation, an articulated symbolic system can be discerned. 

In terms of imagery, “geometric” wall paintings begin to appear, painted primarily in red ochre, with black occasionally used to outline or accentuate the forms. The earliest documented image, at the 24th generation (Level XI), shows a cruciform design within a square. This may allude to the Cruciferae blossom, seeds of which were discovered in a container within a later shrine. The image has a mandalic quality, as if ordering the universe within a square and right-angle design—showing four directions and a center—essential aspects of the establishment phase. By the 28th generation (Level IX), the repertoire had expanded to include concentric lozenges in red, rectangular designs in red, a textile-like motif, and a four-pointed cross or star in red.​[7]
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Figure 1: First Painting, Mandalic-like, Level XI​[8]






Less obvious to view and without clear markers, burials are routinely found under the floor of houses. Let us look more closely at burial practices. During the establishment phase, between the 22nd and the 30th triadic generations (Levels XII-VIII, ~7100 to 6700BCE), burials within the house are kin related. This suggests a strong sense of biological generational bonding during this phase. As previously mentioned, all generations were represented, from infant to elderly, and all could be accompanied by burial goods and pigments—though generally increasingly so with age. While adult burials were typically in the “clean” northern areas of the house, infant burials could be found anywhere—near ovens, in the walls, foundation trenches, or thresholds between rooms. This suggests they served as foundation deposits and/or part of ritual renewal of the house. Resonating with this are signs of a bird cult. Findings include a crane wing in a construction deposit and two neonates buried with bird bones, one being trachea rings of a goose. 

Contrasted with infant burials, we highlight an elderly woman’s burial at the 25th generation in the center of the house. The upper right limb and left pelvis are covered with red ochre, and her skull has a bright-red coating of cinnabar. Three complete halves of bivalve shells were found between her legs, by her pelvis & lower abdomen. All this suggests that an older woman was highly respected, and that she was paired with coloring and objects holding symbolic value, such as life-generating. ​[9]

Given archeologists’ focus on the female goddess in the Neolithic, we now ask: what about explicit signs of female figurines at this fundamental stage? This generation presents small, crudely modeled clay objects with bulbous lower bodies and narrowing upper parts—forms that can be read as torsos, lacking differentiation into head, breasts, or limbs. One has even been described as “figurine-like” with a narrowing waist profile.

We must, however, wait for the first clearly identified volumetric female figurines to appear somewhere between the 22nd and 25th generations. These forms range from bulbous figures with definite hips, buttocks, and sometimes breasts, to artistically refined pieces with arms. As such figurines are mobile and rarely found in situ, their recovery from deposits makes them hard to date with precision. By the 25th generation, refined figurines definitely appear, allowing us to surmise that crude forms arose earlier.

Meanwhile, the bull cult is elaborating, and at the transition between Level XI and X, circa 6880 BC, at the 26th triadic generation, we can demarcate a pulse. Full bucrania installations—plastered bull skulls with horns set into walls—appear within houses, enough to suggest a shrine-like dimension to the house. 

In summary, the ground-level stage of the culture was established by the 21st generation. This was followed by volumetric female figurines between the 23rd and 25th generations, and the elaboration of the bull cult by the 26th, which took on a shrine-like appearance. From this, we can posit the existence of a triadic symbolic system:

1) Plastered horn cores, followed by bull crania installations, showing a bull cult, generally interpreted as being male-oriented.  

2) The female archetype, potentially represented in protrusions on plaster walls, is more explicitly shown in later volumetric figurines.

3) An incipient bird cult, exemplified by bird bones in construction and burials, suggesting associations with an Overworld (the flight of birds), as well as a Netherworld, associated with burial. 

We need not attempt to decipher the exact meaning of how the Neolithic mind at Çatalhöyük saw things, nor could we reliably do so. We can, however, say that a coherent symbolic cult emerged early on, and that it provided unity among the inhabitants—what our establishment phase anticipates. 

We also note that while much was set in motion at the 21st generation, fuller symbolic clarity emerged at the 26th—the pulse point just past halfway between 20 and 30 generations. Thus far, the evidence suggests a pattern: periods of more gradual progression punctuated by nodal intensifications.

Now on the cusp of a phase change, our chart identifies an interesting development at the 29th generation. In the transition between Level IX and VIII (6790 BCE) we find the first movement to lighten the interiors of Çatalhöyük. Layers of white marl––possessing calcite crystals-–were reflective of light in contrast to duller brown, light-absorbing marls. Often rooms would be half and half, with two walls enclosing the more symbolic laden portions having shiny surfaces versus two walls of brown tones for the domestic portion.​[10] The emphasis on light surfaces in shrine rooms and areas in rooms with symbolic displays resonates with an increased focus and openness to spirituality. 

So, as our node of the 30th generation, which immediately follows and as its influence radiates, we are not surprised at this development. The stage is now set for the next phase for a possible efflorescence of the Çatalhöyük culture. 
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Chapter III: Opening Up, Novel Consolidation,
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Circa 30 to 39 Generations






With the 30s generational phase, we expect the emergence of a novel consolidation—maturity that allowed Çatalhöyük to “open up” to fuller spiritual realities and accept influences from other cultures. This hypothesis is broadly confirmed by the proliferation of rooms with higher symbolic density, including clearer examples of shrines—up to a quarter of all rooms.

Signs of the 30th node actually radiate forward and back in time, with clearer expression expected in the following generations. We note that the ninth position in a generational sequence is often marked by transition and stress, a moment poised on the verge of significant change. We will now consider Level VIII  (~6790–6730 BCE) which spans the 29th into the 30th  generation as part of the 30s phase. 

The luminization of Çatalhöyük interiors moves from experiment to established practice. White marl coatings are now widespread, applied to a significant percentage of buildings rather than a select few. Multiple layers become common, producing a more consistently brightened surface, and new adhesive methods allow even ceilings to be whitewashed. At this stage, experimental refinements aimed at enhancing the marl’s brightness may also have begun. In sum, by the 30th triadic generation, the inhabitants of Çatalhöyük had embraced illumination as a deliberate architectural goal.

The first shrine, Building 14, appears in this generation, a building more heavily laden with symbolic treatment—possessing a density of symbolic arrangements and imagery that suggests a shrine. This typically involves some combination of these traits: elaborate wall art, horn cores, bucrania, plaster reliefs, ritual burials and architectural elaboration.

Most striking in this building, however, is the first full-wall painting: a vine-like design composed of modular units. Arranged in four registers high and spanning perhaps eight motifs across, the composition may have contained some thirty to forty elements in total. Each unit consists of interlocking diamond forms, often enclosing a further diamond or circle for variety. From the lateral points of the diamond, two prongs extend upward on the left and two downward on the right, creating the appearance of a climbing vine.​[11] Within the framework of the 30s phasing, the plant motif suggests flowering and fullness—the community’s art itself blossoming.

[image: ]

Figure 2: Vine-like Design, Level VIII​[12]






Shortly after this, within the same generation, the Red Shrine, Building 31, shows a remarkable intensification of the shrine impulse. Cinnabar—a bright red pigment previously used in trace amounts on skulls in burials at earlier levels—was now imported from afar in larger quantities and applied to cover the entire room. This dramatic pulse of color coincides with a broader flowering of the spiritual impulse. The period shows a “diversification of content” with new elements, such as concentric circles, incised oval shapes, and concentric lozenges. These encompassing forms suggest to me the potentiality of the circle or egg—a symbolic expression of a new phase.​[13]

New zoomorphic imagery also graced the 30th triadic generation. Broadening beyond the standard bull iconography, we see the unexpected appearance of modeled leopards. The form it takes is interesting: opposed leopards facing each other in molded reliefs in more shrine-like rooms. The meaning of paired or opposing leopards can be interpreted in different ways: as a tension, or as opposites conjoined in a balanced way. In the context of our generational mapping, we see this imagery as representing a type of zero point—a potential start point, but one in which events could still go one way or another.

Where did such leopard imagery come from? Leopards were rare, if at all present, around the plain of Çatalhöyük—only one leopard bone has been found amid thousands. Most likely, this image was imported rather than being locally developed. This is highly consistent with the sense of our opening-up phase, when the culture has established an identity strong enough to integrate outside material practices and spirituality. Archaeologists confirm this with evidence for a modest immigrant infusion. Consistent with this is an intensification of imports: shells, obsidian, and possibly pigments, and basket fibers. Possibly related to this, more varied and experimental pottery appears at Level VIII.

The zero point is not without stressors, brought on by population increase, newcomers, and denser housing. Importantly, by Level VIII there are early signs of strain—heavier workloads, and subtle health stress in skeletal remains—all of which become more pronounced in the following levels (VII–VI). Respiratory issues especially were present as ventilation for fires and ovens in largely enclosed interiors was limited.

The first narrative image at Çatalhöyük emerges at the transitional 30th generation (Level VIII)—a painting charged with drama and potential conflict. Two giant black vultures, their wings like the cross-beams of a sail-less boat, dramatically face off. Between them is a much smaller human with outstretched arms holding objects that may be weapons or ritual implements.​[14] In our phasing this is the zero point, when things hang in the balance. Will Çatalhöyük blossom, or will it stillbirth in its establishment phase?

In summary, the 30th triadic generation shows both spiritual evolution and heightened tensions. “Opening up” meant integrating a novel leopard cult, new imports, and new immigrants. Whether these pressures would destabilize or be successfully consolidated within the community is the question the next stratum will answer.






The 31st Generation






The 31st generation coincides with Level VII, its midpoint centered at 6695 BCE, aligning closely with the generational date. This node marks the demographic height of Çatalhöyük as a “mega proto-urban” site, with densely packed houses. Such density, along with repeated rebuildings, shifting of graves, and selective retention of skulls, indicates the necessity of intricate negotiations to keep society stable. Signs of stress are visible: skeletons reveal heavier workloads and developmental stress—evidence that the costs of sustaining this dense community were escalating at this point.​[15] In particular, recent studies have shown high rates of healed cranial injuries, roughly one-fourth of the crania examined thus far. The peak of these injuries appears to fall between 6700 and 6500 BCE, spanning the 31st to the 35th generations.​[16] This means our image of an idyllic Neolithic free of problems stands in need of correction.

So how were things held together? With monumental buildings or social stratification indicating a centralizing authority or an upper class, we assume that authority was dispersed. This leads us to suspect that rich symbolism and rituals of renewal appear to have been the glue that held society together. One structure recently excavated, however, Building 132, is the largest yet found and with thicker walls than normal, and is hypothesized to be a potential site for communal activity. Interestingly, a modeled clay head, renewed several times with plaster—with painted designs on its face, obsidian flakes for eyes, and bear or feline and human-like traits—is embedded in a wall overlooking a storage bin.​[17] This novel image heralds something different happening—perhaps the emergence of a guardian of communal wealth and identity.

Perhaps at this critical phase, evidence emerges that bonding went beyond biological ties. Near the start of the 31st generation ~6700 BCE, and increasingly so afterward, burials within the house are now typically non-kin.​[18] This may seem remarkable and unexpected—that a domestic house would enshrine beneath its floors those who weren’t part of the biological family. It strongly suggests the emergence of a broader socially based or spiritually based family taking precedence. 

Importantly, the Middle Period, spanning the 31st to 33rd generations, saw a major increase in secondary burial—the removal and reburial of body parts, often shared across households.​[19] In the language of our phasing, people had become open to new ways of forming strong, lifelong bonds, making for a novel consolidation.

With this level we also see an intensification and standardization of prior forms—matching our expectation that the thirty-first generation provides evidence that the culture is more clearly consolidating. Deep relief depictions of animals, such as leopards, rams and auroch heads, become fuller-bodied, life-sized, and architecturally integrated, dominating shrine walls. Clay and plaster protrusions representing animal horns or bucrania are more systematically embedded into benches, platforms and walls. Horn pillars as well come into architectural prominence.​[20] 

An intensification took place in the realm of luminosity. By this stage, white coatings had moved from selective or experimental use to a standardized practice across the settlement. Importantly, the new use of very white, soft lime-based plasters produced markedly brighter and more reflective surfaces than earlier marl coatings. We should not imagine a harsh glossy white like modern enamel paint but rather something closer to matte limewashes, producing a more domestic and softer feel. This innovation transformed interiors, creating a pervasive glow, heightening the mystical atmosphere of shrines as well as the symbolic portions of houses. By the 31st generation, Çatalhöyük had undergone a full luminization—an architectural and symbolic shift that redefined the community’s living and ritual space.

Freshly whitened walls were not always left plain, but often adorned with color and, more selectively, with design elements. In the Middle Period, beginning with Level VII at the 31st generation, we see a marked rise in geometric paintings and a broader use of red across walls. At this point, the palette also expands to include green and blue. These hues are attested only in trace amounts through chemical analysis, which does not pinpoint their exact placement, but they were likely used to accentuate symbolic designs. What is clear is that the repertoire of motifs widens and becomes more complex, including the honeycomb design, lozenges framed in red squares, and incised triangles filled with white lines and central dots. The Middle Period (the early 30s triadic generations) represents the peak of wall painting at Çatalhöyük, with the greatest number and variety of works.​[21]

The almost total absence of anthropomorphic and zoometric designs in wall paintings is striking, and it leads us to consider what the chosen shapes might be revealing. In short, what is their meaning? An important clue arises in these middle-period paintings, which were often associated with burial and ritual practices in the northern and eastern parts of houses. We can infer that geometric designs were not simply decorative but carried spiritual significance—important meaning and value. In the broadest sense, they present a series of individual design “units” woven into a web of interconnectivity—perhaps reflecting the social fabric of a newly unified community, in which rituals also created cohesion. 

A novel feature of wall paintings, first appearing this generation, are hand designs with open palms. Repeated hands appear alone in a row or are integrated with woven geometric designs, comprising about 15% of the corpus.​[22] Perhaps this design element makes more explicit the showing of unity among the many—which may have included the unseen dead beneath the floors and platforms.​[23] The openness of hands, chosen perhaps in part for their relative ease of portrayal, could also indicate a gesture of sharing or welcoming.

We move from walls and the container of the house, in which people lived, to the containers they made for domestic and ritual use. Pottery is a medium, both practical and expressive, that also changed over time. During the middle period (from the 30th to 33rd generation; Level VIII-VI) significant innovations occurred.​[24] In the establishment phase, the products were coarser, with vegetable matter like straw added to the clay; the designs were more basic, often simple right-angled pots. Then, an array of changes produced more full-bodied, open forms having a brilliant luster. One key change was the use of mineral substances that enhanced shine, especially after burnishing, with their use growing from circa 10% to 50% to 80% with each advancing generation. This new composite made for thinner and stronger vessel walls, allowing them to be shaped and used for more varied purposes. These mineral substances, such as volcanic material and another unidentified temper, were not local and had to be imported from a distance. In addition to burnishing, which produced a gloss, slips were applied—a thin coating atop the vessel that allowed for greater coloring and visual effects. We sense that these additional effects would have harmonized with the newly whitewashed rooms of Çatalhöyük. 

Kiln-making techniques were refined so that a medium heat could be maintained more consistently, producing a more reliable product. We note this combination of technological invention, artistic achievement, and practical application all melding, as they tend to do in later 30s phases. These more voluminous, taller, open-mouthed vessels also resonated with the rotund female form as a container—one bringing sustenance, the other new life itself.  

Such innovation also made possible figurative designs on pottery, as seen in an atypical example from this early-30s phase. A detailed human face was sculpted on one side of an oval pot, and on the other, an incised auroch.​[25] This suggests that the earlier establishment energy, centered around wild cattle, was now evolving toward more human representation.​[26]

We might ask why such changes occurred in the 30s phase. Perhaps it can be seen as a confluence: the original culture finding its stride and reaching maturity. This may have combined with successful adaptations of source material or technological advances from outside. For instance, in this case it may be that not only novel mineral tempers were imported but also clay-working technologies—to which Çatalhöyük added its own artistic sensibility and sense of community building.

At the 31st generation, perhaps the most central symbol of Çatalhöyük society emerged: the splayed figure. The “splayed figure” refers to large-sized modeled reliefs of a geometric cylinder-looking figure—with limbs at right angles and with concentric red circles on its abdomen.​[27] Typically, the head and the extremities of the limbs, which appeared to have been independently attached, have been removed and/or destroyed. What are we to make of this? 

The impression is of a human form, one that has been interpreted as relating to the mother goddess archetype. This is natural as this type of form with more obvious female traits was widely depicted in Neolithic culture. However, a strong case can also be made that this figure is related to an animal archetype—the bear. Faint bear-like ears have been deciphered on the molded figures, and an actual bear's paw mixed with plaster has been found near such a relief. Convincingly too, a small stamp seal shows the same open posture with a bear’s face.​[28] Last, the bear when resting or in play can splay its limbs in an open posture.

Given the fluidity and polyvalent nature of early humanity that easily embraced hybridity, we can see these two interpretations as overlapping.​[29] The maternal fierceness of the bear is well known, so the bear melds well with a female mother archetype. Further, the female is a giver of life, having the capacity to birth—emphasized in the abdomen highlighting. The bear is also a symbol of death and rebirth, due to its hibernation in the winter and emergence in spring.

Whether bear, human, or some fusion of the two, we need not resolve. For our purposes, we emphasize the 30s phase as one of “opening up”—which the splayed figure illustrates by both upper and lower body. Further, the highlighting of the abdomen makes a strong association with birthing, and relatedly, rebirthing—themes of the 30s phase. Thus, we see the “splayed figure” as a strong confirming signal for our generational phasing

For a concluding image and touchstone of how society viewed itself as a whole, we turn to a painting. A nine-foot mural shows three to four rows of red rectangles set within a landscape. Accepting the most obvious reading as a map, we identify block-like houses reminiscent of pueblos, with detailed inner spaces. Most have a central space and an oval in each corner, giving them a mandalic appearance. 

On the viewer’s left, the background shows what appears to be twin-peaked mountains, also in red, with explosive radiating streaks from a cone-like top. A volcanic mountain lies some 100 km distant, near which obsidian, a volcanic glass, was obtained. This volcano, Hasan Dag, erupted around the 27th triadic generation, so the mural may recall a historical event.​[30] Together, the aerial view of the map with 2-D structures is paired with a landscape view of the mountain—the two kinds of seeing forming a sophisticated representation.​[31] Here, a geometric, ordered design is contrasted with an organic dynamic shape.

To discern the meaning of this “map,” it is worth making a contrast with deep time. In terms of logarithmic mapping previously explored, prior pulses going back to 15, 30 and 60 thousand years and beyond were associated with the naturalistic curves of landscape features like the interiors of cave mouths and chambers.​[32] In the Neolithic, the protected interior space for the human group moved fully inside human construction—more ordered and centered. 

Interior design has also become more ordered, with murals displaying consistent rows of geometric designs, as in our map. In Paleolithic imagery, a considerable jumble of chaotic-appearing designs, little noted in texts, contrasted with mostly animal representation, whose flowing shapes emerged at times.​[33] In short, a new mindset in the Neolithic is becoming established—more structured and mandalic, with four defined directions—a novel “container” for the human enterprise. Yet the energy from the naturalistic world is still present, represented by the volcano—the “Paleolithic energy” connected to the deeper earth, showing its dynamism in the background.

––––––––
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Figure 3: Pueblo house design paired with volcano 

(D-Stretch, yre) Level VII​[34]






In terms of our generational mapping, this map shows communal identity, grounded and connected to the land—which resonates with novel consolidation. The erupting volcano can be seen as symbolizing a creative burst.

We are not attempting to provide the definitive meaning of this work for the Neolithic mind. Rather, we are illustrating how generational mapping can fruitfully generate hypothesis, to help us view events thousands of years ago. 






The 32nd Generation






As we move deeper into the 30s phase, we can expect further elaboration and clarity along themes already established. The 32nd generation node falls near the transition between Levels VII and VI, around ~6600 BCE, where events can be dated with greater precision. To these developments we first turn. The first clue lies in a change of architectural design, with a new preference for more open courtyards. These have often been interpreted simply as repositories for the settlement’s excess, but that picture is incomplete. The courtyards also served as sites for light industry—pottery making, plant-fiber processing, and stone knapping. Fires were clearly in use, essential for pottery production, hide working, and preparing communal meals. Spaces were also set aside for storage and the deposition of excess—organized and intentional. Even the waste middens were reprocessed for secondary use. By opening such between-house spaces, the community created new opportunities for social bonding through work, play, and conversation.​[35]

Large egg-shaped or “hole-mouthed” cooking jars—thinner-walled, deeper, and often dark-faced—also appear around the VII–VI transition (~6660 BCE). Their size and form made them practical not only for household cooking but for larger communal meals. Although most examples have been recovered from within houses, their suitability for bulk cooking invites the hypothesis that they were employed in the more communal courtyard spaces, where fires are now archeologically attested.​[36]

We next move inside Shrine 10, whose several layers of rebuilding show exceptional continuity. Though begun in the previous generation, Shrine 10 saw its first major elaborations in Level VIB. Monumental plastered bull horns were raised halfway up the wall, their points opening wide toward the viewer. On either side appeared slanting, rhombus-shaped, flag-like designs—geometric motifs that, in my view, suggest an unfolding. Beneath the bull’s bucranium was a niche, which in other shrines typically held objects of ritual significance. Here, its central placement directly under the bull’s horns—a novel feature of this early level—suggests an altar or display space for offerings. To this was added the profuse use of red pigment, covering pillars and whole wall sections, creating a vivid ritual focus and surround. Altogether, Shrine 10 marks a novel elaboration and partial culmination of the earlier bull cult, and a complement to the consolidating community life outside.






The 33rd generation 






With the 33rd generation, we draw close to the core of the 30s phase, with a heightened expectation of clarity—a fuller expression of the soul of Çatalhöyük. At this point the generational marker falls at the midpoint of Level VI, especially Level VIA. The first signs to note are an intensification of imports: ornamental shells arriving from the Mediterranean, palm leaves from the Fertile Crescent woven into baskets, and obsidian from Cappadocia worked into mirrors for burials.

A second major sign that more fluidity and openness is present is through the documentation of “access holes.” Interestingly, the subtypes are described as: “Crawl hole; Opening; Doorway; Window” with a description of “A gap in the wall that goes right through, connecting adjacent spaces. Generally small with a raised threshold and bridged over the top...”​[37] Crawl holes have been found near the beginning of the settlement, but they become more common and well documented at Level VI.  

We offer two examples. The first is Building 58, whose phasing is complex but falls within the middle levels for which Level VI is centered. Here, excavators found a roof entry ladder platform that leads to a “knock-through” access hole that has joined two houses into a connected suite.​[38] Thus, a single ladder entered at the threshold of two different houses. The second is Building 3, securely dated to Level VI, which has an access hole that led either to another house or to the outside. Such openings, it appears, are planned architectural features rather than later modifications. In view of this and other evidence, archeologists have concluded that houses are not to be viewed as closed off, separate units. Rather:


...we obtained a different view of the domestic house as more fluid, interconnected and integrated within the larger social space.​[39]



This node presents three remarkable finds that further highlight our 30s-phase theme. The first is the gray-green schist plaque, found in a shrine setting and mentioned earlier. Palm-sized yet larger than most figurines, it could easily have been passed from hand to hand and shown to others. On the viewer’s left side is a paired couple in embrace—apparently a mature man and woman—while on the right stands a female figure holding a child. The image’s complexity opens the possibility of a generational triad: mature adults, elder, and child. One further feature is notable: in the apparent male, a distinctly outlined eye, gazing outward.

. For our second find, we turn to a famous burial of an elderly woman, about fifty years old, in Level VI. She lay in a loose fetal position, accompanied by grave goods: an array of bead types made of shell, turquoise, plaster, and fish vertebrae—the latter being highly unusual. Although mostly singular examples were recovered, they were likely part of a larger assemblage. Added to this was an exceptional find near the wrist of the woman: a feline claw that had been drilled, the only leopard specimen found at the site. 

Most remarkably, the woman had clasped tightly in her hands and close to her chest, a plastered skull. The skull of this mature male has been molded from chin to brow into a face, with eye sockets filled with plaster and red pigment. Several coatings of plaster suggest the skull had been “renewed” and displayed for some time before being interred. Finally, placed directly atop this burial, without a separate pit, was an infant of about three to six months.​[40] 

Here again, we see a triadic generational pattern, though with different symbolic resonances. The full-bodied woman, accompanied by remarkable grave goods and holding the skull, evokes the archetype of the mother or goddess figure. The single skull, re-fleshed in plaster and enhanced with eyes, signifies the male force. And the infant laid above can be viewed as a symbol of renewal or rebirth. All this being said, we should not overlook the sense of close relationship and profound bonding that this triple burial conveys.

For our third find, we return to Shrine 10 and a remarkable addition above the large bull bucranium. Here, a large splayed figure has been centrally placed, its body and surround filled with intricate red and black geometric designs. Once again, a triad of symbolism presents itself: the splayed figure with open limbs, the monumental bull bucranium with open horns, and a niche opening that likely held ritual objects.

We naturally wonder more about lighting during the 30s phase. Excavators have hypothesized a window above the splayed figure on the west wall, which would have let in the setting sun. Though no direct evidence remains, terraced buildings could easily have allowed space for such an opening. In this regard we recall the feature type found in archaeological reports, with the sub-feature listing “Window.”​[41] Described as “connecting adjacent spaces,” it shows the structural possibility for an outside opening.

But we do have an opening to the outside in each structure, the access point which served as skylight and means of ventilation. A stairwell opening was typically present on the south side, and if situated to the southeast—as often conjectured—it would have permitted diffuse morning light to reach the west wall’s imagery. Such softened light might have been even more appropriate, given how the modeled figure could appear to emerge or be born in the growing illumination.

The geometric designs themselves have provoked much interpretation. The highlight is a set of concentric red circles over the figure’s abdomen—naturally drawing the eye—the circles naturally pointing to fertility and birthing. Surrounding this is an array of cross-hatches, diamond motifs, and web-like designs, covering the figure and extending beyond as if radiating its vital force. In sum, the image area evokes a center, a figurative form, and an energized surround.

Given the complexity, we can relate these geometric designs to our generational model as an arts integration exercise. Turning to the bottom of the figurine, in the lower body area, we see webbed black lines without an obvious geometric pattern—which we can relate to inchoate and invisible beginnings. Above this are the highly ordered, red concentric circles on the figure’s abdomen—which we can relate to the start of establishment. Directly above are four diamond shapes, mirroring a vertebral line going up to the neck—which may be interpreted as building up or growth during the establishment phase. 

Yet further upwards, the face and upraised limbs can be seen as resonating with flowering, or our Opening Up Phase. Next, the destroyed head and outer limb parts can be related to our Crisis Phase. Last, the 50s phase of universalizing and spreading vision can be related to energized designs extending beyond the body. In sum, the modeled figurative form paired with painting can be viewed as a temporal progression. This is not a claim for Neolithic awareness, but rather an invitation to consider the symbolic rhythm of this work. 

A trait of the 30s phase, compared to earlier phases, is more openness and incorporation of the feminine dimension. We’ve noted the prior dominance of bull bucrania—an emphasis on wild cattle, a more male-valenced symbol. In the above examples, we see a stronger emergence and greater parity of feminine imagery. Dating to this generation, we can place the already described burial of the elderly woman, with her richly furnished grave and her embrace of the plastered male skull. 

Figurine imagery as a whole peaks during the middle phases, Level VIII-VI, between the 30th and 33rd generations. Among those anthropomorphic examples that can be sexed, female forms are far more numerous and elaborated than male ones, which virtually disappear by Level VI.​[42] By the 33rd generation, female imagery appears to reach a culmination of expressivity.​[43] For example, at Level VI, twin imagery appears: a small stone figurine depicting two females joined at the hip.​[44] This is complemented by larger, plaster-modeled twin splayed figures set within a shrine context. Below them lie bucrania, which they hover over and may be birthing. The meaning of twinning is speculative, but if the modeled pair is related to birthing, it could reflect the triadic core—two generations of females and the birthing power of women. In this vein, other images in shrines feature two females in splayed posture close together.

Another extension of the theme is a baked-clay figurine from Level VI. A slender woman wears a dotted, fringed garment, which Mellaart interpreted as a leopard-skin with a fringed woolen hem. If accurate, this shows women’s appropriation of male-valenced attire, since men wearing leopard skins have been shown in earlier animal scenes, plausibly hunting.​[45] 

There’s also a pair of related stone figurines distinguished by their dotted garments and plausibly linked to leopards. The first, carved in brown limestone, shows a mother figure—wearing only a dotted lower garment—standing behind a leopard, while a boy rides upon its back. In a similar style, but in blue limestone, a slender female figure with a dotted shawl is likewise positioned behind a leopard. Mellaart described this grouping as mother, maiden, and boy—an interpretation that resonates with our triadic emphasis.​[46]

Wearing leopard skins raises the question of symbolism, especially the meaning of their distinctive spotted fur. One plausible interpretation is that the spots resonated with fertility, since circular forms can be associated with eggs.​[47] The motif also recalls the many circular shapes, some possibly made by stamps, found in the so-called “geometric” wall paintings. Living near marshlands would have provided ample opportunity to see clusters of eggs in bird nests and masses of amphibian eggs in water. Even though the contemporary scholarly temperament is often cautious in assigning symbolic meaning, the Neolithic mind was likely at home with such associations. In my own case, I’m reminded of a symbolic experience in which I viewed yellow breakfast food as the “eggs of creation”—too sacred, too charged with meaning, to eat.​[48] 

This resonance deepens when we consider recent analyzes of Neolithic “stamp seals”. In ethnographic comparisons from the Balkans and Anatolia, circular patterns are linked with ceremonies of the living—birth and weddings—while rectangular patterns are connected to death and commemoration. Intriguingly, some of these patterns, impressed on loaf-like shapes, are believed to have been stamped onto breads and set aside for ritual use.​[49]

The association of women with leopards appears in the classic image of a seated rotund female between two felines. Found in a storage bin, it is dated to the transition between Level VI and Level V, ~6600 BCE. A protrusion from her lower body may even represent birth. This naturalistic portrayal of a female enthroned on animals complements the more abstract goddess-bear image that hovers over the bull bucranium.
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Figure 4: Seated female figurine between quadrupeds, Level VI​[50]






Whatever the precise meaning of the above findings, we sense that, by this generation, the 30s phase has fully arrived. A more integrative sense of identity has emerged, one that more fully incorporates the feminine through its fertility and openness of embrace. 

For our last consideration, we return to burials. By the 33rd generation, the practice of non-kin burials had become increasingly elaborate with more varied and distinctive grave goods. Non-kin received as much or greater attention as kin, confirming that bonds had extended firmly beyond the biological family.​[51] As one study summarizes: 



Human burials beneath the floors and repetitive practices, such as skull removal, body fragmentation, rebuilding of houses in the same location over time, replastering and repainting floors and walls, created and strengthened social memory of the community. In this sense, the symbolically most elaborate houses at Çatalhöyük may be lineage houses, i.e., shrines in Mellaart’s terms or History Houses in Hodder’s terms.​[52]



We turn to a last concrete illustration for this generation: a unique example of relief decoration on pottery, a cooking-shaped vessel, almost certainly not used for cooking. In this unique masterpiece, we have a fusion of a human face on one side and on the other, an auroch’s head with its horns overlapping the human forehead, above his eyes. With our 30s lens, we read a novel consolidation of animal and human form—fusing their energies explicitly. Openness is displayed in the horns, the wide-open surfaces of both faces, combined with a vessel opening which slightly widens as it rises.
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Figure 5: Human-porch “facepot,” Level VI​[53]






Thus, we close out the remarkable 33rd triadic generation with a clear sense of culmination. In Level VI, the mound reaches its maximum population density, while “knock-through” access between adjacent houses becomes increasingly common. Non-kin burials are fully integrated and celebrated. Feminine-valenced imagery becomes more numerous, varied and explicit. This convergence of peak flourishing with greater openness and interconnection captures the rhythm of our phasing.

In particular the 33rd generation, as often happens in our study, reflects the fullness of a phase. Thus we aren’t surprised to find the bin goddess with her voluminous pregnant form, nor the male-valanced human-auroch heads modeled on a cooking-shaped vessel. What we are discovering is that the when of an object is as essential to constructing its meaning as the what of an object.






The 35th Generation






We will use the midpoint of Level V (c. 6510 BCE) to correspond to the 35th generation. The mid-node, situated between the 30th and 40th generations, represents a moment of shift. We begin by carefully examining two images. We first consider a mural: a wild auroch of immense size, surrounded by many small human figures. This image has been stereotypically called “Hunt of the Red Bull.” However, like many inherited labels, it is misleading. Only four of the 30-plus figures carry bows, and none are shooting arrows or adopting an aggressive posture. There are no obvious wounds on the animal.






––––––––
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Figure 6: Mural of a red ochre auroch with human figures, Level V​[54]






Instead, most figures have their arms open outward, in what appears to be a ritual posture. A detail of the scene is revealing, where several men with such poses follow in the animal’s wake. Given that this scene belongs to the early height of the “opening-up” phase, such a posture is not unexpected.  
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Figure 7: Detail of males in ritual pose, Level V​[55]











The wild auroch portrayed has typically been labeled a bull, yet it shows no male genitalia, and its body proportions are more consistent with a female—the absence of a pronounced hump, the lack of broad forequarters, and streamlined torso. Thus, even though its scale and coloration can be read as projecting male dominance, the animal may actually be carrying a female valence.

Immediately below the auroch’s body is a central human figure with female traits—large hips and breasts. Uniquely, she is the only clearly human female in the mural and the only human with both arms drawn to the waist. The figure is also unclothed, in contrast with many of the leopard-skinned males. In sum, her static, self-contained, and central position contrasts with the men, who are often shown in motion, are less detailed, and positioned around the circumference. 
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Figure 8: Detail of female figure, Level V​[56]






Returning to the wild auroch, the question can be raised: is the animal alive or dead? Interestingly, several subtle clues point to the “dead” or “otherworldly” category. Her legs are stiff, with toes pointed straight down. Aurochs do not walk on tiptoe, suggesting the animal is in a state other than normal living. The extended tongue can reinforce this reading, though the stiff, downward-pointing legs are the strongest indicator. “Dead” here does not mean the figure lacks power or animacy, only that the power comes from a different realm. This is suggested by her huge size—of mythic proportions—leading us to consider that she is the Mother of the Animals, or the Ur-animal. 

A critical part of the mural’s symbolism resides in the auroch’s vivid red ochre pigmentation—unusual for the actual animal, which is dark brown to black for males and tawny to reddish brown for females. So what do we make of this color symbolism? The simplest interpretation is that it describes the animal as belonging to another realm—a mythic or spiritual domain. 

In particular, red—a sacred color throughout human prehistory—can be understood most broadly as life-force, or as “that which gives life.” Thus, one interpretation is that the surrounding human figures partake in a ritual to receive the life-force released from the mythic animal—life flowing outward from her, received by the open-armed men around her. Interestingly, this “mother animal” who gives life was not embodied by sheep or goats, which the people of Çatalhöyük routinely consumed, but by the fierce wild auroch. Yet both wild and domestic cattle were eaten at Çatalhöyük, with wild bulls disproportionately selected for large communal feasts and other socially marked events.​[57]

If the female has an exceptional presence, there’s a male counterpart, with a number of interesting features, which we might overlook. High near the auroch’s head, this figure is distinctively large and the only human with an outlined form, revealing an interiority. Below his waist, some form of elaborate dress is present, with dots and parallel lines. Importantly, his right arm is extended and touching the horn of the auroch. 
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Figure 9: Detail of outlined man touching the auroch’s horn, Level V​[58]






If the auroch held power, its energy could be seen as concentrated in its horns, which decorated the interiors of many houses at Çatalhöyük. We can interpret this touching as becoming infused with the mythic animal’s power. This is reminiscent of the San, Indigenous people from southern Africa, for whom the antelope, the eland, held immense supernatural potency, or nu/um.​[59]

All of this is consistent with our 30s phase as one opening to the spiritual dimension and the feminine. Taken together, these elements—the female auroch paired with a female figure underneath, a ritual surround of men in ritual poses, and a large outlined man touching the horn—constitute a layered map of Çatalhöyük’s spiritual landscape. If there is a single image from this site that tells a story and provides us with a cosmological map, it might be the red auroch mural. 

Having explored the symbolic structure, we can now explore how such imagery might have been experienced. That is, we can attempt to embody the imagery by adopting specific postures within the mural. Thus, we could mirror the open-arm “orant” position and bend our knees slightly, as do many of the figures. This constitutes a stress posture and is a standard means to induce trance. Likewise, the female figure has arms akimbo, with her right knee bent and the right leg forward. 

This author took a workshop by Felicitas Goodman, an anthropologist who experimented with trance induction using Indigenous postures taken from figurines, combined with rhythmic rattle or drum beats.​[60] With regard to the latter, the man closest to the auroch, colored black, holds a round object that may be a percussive instrument. This combination—holding a stress posture for several minutes and hearing rhythmic sound—can induce trance, a heightened state in which heart rate elevates and blood pressure lowers, an emergency state of the body. During trance you experience things differently, in what can be termed an altered state. 

For example, when I adopted a purification posture based on a Southeast ceremonial figurine during a period of grieving, I experienced the exhalation of dark, spindly material. Turning our attention to the Çatalhöyük mural, we could view it as Neolithic people entering trance and experiencing the presence of a giant red auroch, extending its tongue and exhaling—which, in our hypothesized view, would be giving out, or breathing, out life. Thus, we are invited to consider that the richness of our human story can be explored through embodied experiences.






Our second image centered around the 35th generation and Level V is a molded terracotta image, measuring roughly 5 by 7 cm, on a much smaller scale than the previous wall-sized mural. This is an image with a bear-like head and paws, combined with internal angular and flowing lines. This combination of naturalism—an identifiable referent to the outside world—and inner abstraction is revealing. The latter reveals an internal world, with flowing lines portraying movement or forces within the bear. This pairing can be seen as a type of “novel consolidation.” The limbs of the bear are reaching outward, an outward motion from the body, while the flowing lines within the torso seem to be drawing more inward toward the center. However, this centripetal motion is balanced by an upward flow extending into the head area. 
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Figure 10: Clay amulet of bear with abstract lines, Level V​[61]






The lines can be seen as paired: two for each limb, making eight lines, plus two more vertical and gently curved lines in the lower body, turning to the viewer’s left, and two lines in the upper body curling toward the viewer’s right. The head also has two parallel lines, making, in total, seven paired elements across the figure. This also makes for a kind of logarithmic progression as we move from the single center of the pebble, enfolded by two torso pairs of lines, which then extend outward into five additional pairs: the four limbs and neck/head. To this you can add twenty digits, though the forelimb paws are missing. From the one comes the many.

There is thus a mandalic quality to the image in more ways than one. The lower base that holds the torso and the limbs forms a square, centered on an embedded pebble at the navel, which is located in the middle of the square. By the mid-node of the 30s phase, we expect a full mandalic emergence offering a more complete and complex picture of the world—in this case
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