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FOREWORD

Prateek Dasgupta’s Forgotten Footprints: Untold Stories of Humanity’s Past accomplishes several ambitious goals—he has discovered and brought to life stories about our distant past from around the globe. He has reconstructed these histories despite a lack of written texts. And he has convincingly challenged many myths about the distant past, especially that our ancestors lived complex lives. Dasgupta argues that they did not just survive, but they thrived. 

Forgotten Footprints begins in what is now the Czech Republic. There, humans lived in permanent settlements, hunted mammoths and other big game, chipped stone tools, wove textiles and baskets, and carved figurines. They lived there 28,000 years ago, in the midst of the last Ice Age. From his extensive research, Dasgupta animates other Neolithic and Bronze Age societies in Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas. He has discovered the places where many human firsts occurred—the first cities, the first written language, the earliest pyramids, where hunter-gatherers became sedentary farmers, where early dentists and surgeons operated on patients thousands of years ago, the networks of trade routes, and even the invention of spoke-wheeled chariots. Dasgupta surprises us with these innovative civilizations where ancient humans invented vibrant societies of early agronomists, traders, religious leaders, city builders, architects, engineers, and astronomers. He takes us on a path to strange and foreign peoples and times.

Finding evidence to recreate these civilizations is not easy. Some of these societies lacked a written language, or if they did have written texts, they are now indecipherable. Some societies wrote on papyrus or other materials that disintegrated a long time ago. So, how did Forgotten Footprints recreate such detailed histories of the distant past? Prateek scoured through an impressive range of disciplines to gather the necessary information. He combed through reports from archaeological excavations, dove into findings from ground penetrating radars, and studied aerial photographs of ancient sites. He read recent research that used DNA evidence on the ancient bones, teeth, and residue left on cooking pots found during these digs to find out about diets. Other recent technologies, like an electron microscope scanning preserved cotton fibers, revealed that humans farmed it 7,500 years ago. Dasgupta also turned to geological history to look at how volcanic eruptions and sea level changes impacted these old civilizations. By using such multifaceted research across many disciplines, Forgotten Footprints presents a lively account of how humans lived in the distant past. 

Of course, the primary treasure trove that reveals how humans lived in the past comes to light through archaeological excavations. Dasgupta researched a variety of these archaeological digs from around the globe, including many conducted in the last twenty years, to weave his fascinating accounts of our lost pasts. The excavations uncover the tools, jewelry, human and animal remains, and expose the cultural practices like burial traditions and living arrangements. Many of these archaeological finds and sites are illustrated in Forgotten Footprints with photographs and detailed maps. The use of all of these sources gave Dasgupta a deep understanding of how people lived thousands of years ago. 



The civilizations uncovered in this book give us new insights into humanity’s past. Studying times thousands of years old presents challenges since experts can disagree and offer conflicting theories about what happened and what it means. Even for historians using recent written records, it can be hard to predict the past. Thankfully, Dasgupta embraces this uncertainty by presenting competing theories and hotly debated interpretations about these societies and peoples. As Dasgupta states: “While studying a civilization, it is essential to keep an open mind and accept that new discoveries will challenge existing beliefs.” Forgotten Footprints follows wherever the footprints lead, with all the unique detours and varieties of human experiences. 

Forgotten Footprints is divided into four sections. In “Section One: Dawn of Civilization,” we follow the footsteps of hunters living in towns almost 30,000 years before the present; of cotton farmers who practiced dentistry at least 7,000 years ago; and of burial practices from 9,000 years ago. “Section Two: Rise of Civilizations” explores some of the world’s first metallurgists who smelted copper 7,000 years ago; the creation of the spoked wheel for chariots 4,000 years ago; and the world’s first pyramids—not in Egypt but in Peru—5,000 years ago. In “Section Three: Lost Cities,” we visit a 7,000-year-old city in Mesopotamia; another city 6,000 years old which tells us the story of the Egyptian Civilization’s origins; a recently discovered urban area 2,500 years old in the Amazon; cities along the Silk Road; and even a Mound-builder metropolis in the United States some 1,000 years before now. In “Section Four: Forgotten Empires,” we return to the Middle East to explore the location of the Hanging Gardens of Babylon; go to the earliest Steppe Empires; and examine the classical Greek influence on Buddhist art. In all of these sections and chapters, Forgotten Footprints walks along ancient pathways to help explain how early civilizations developed and have influenced who we are today.

Dasgupta has breathed new life into these ancient histories, confirmed as well as debunked some of the myths and common beliefs about early humans. Writing in a conversational tone, he has incorporated recent discoveries and advances in research technology, which animates these lost peoples. Finally, in his place-based histories, he has also shown how important the environment is in human development and how it impacts civilizations.

As Forgotten Footprints states, “The journey to civilization involves starts and stops.” Dasgupta has created an entertaining and well-researched account of these past and often forgotten societies.

Dr. Jon Hunner, 

Emeritus Professor of History,

New Mexico State University,

Author, Inventing Los Alamos and J. Robert Oppenheimer, the Cold War and the Atomic West 







PREFACE

I was mesmerized by the headless sculpture of the man. It was made of sandstone and stood about 185 cm tall. His kaftan robe nearly reached his ankles, and he wore well-defined cushioned boots. His right hand rested on a massive mace with finely crafted bands running from his waist to the floor. The club’s end features a makara, a legendary sea creature from Hindu mythology that frequently appears in Hindu and Buddhist art. He had a hilted sword at his waist, on which his left hand rested. Near the end of the man’s tunic, an inscription in Kharoshti reads “the great king, the king of kings, the son of God, Kanishka.” 

I was ten when I saw the headless statue of King Kanishka. He belonged to the Kushan dynasty, which ruled much of Central Asia and Northern India from the first century bce to the third century ce.

The statue piqued my interest in learning more about the lives of people from the past for whom we have scant records. Although Kanishka is a popular male name in India, little was known about this mysterious ruler until the Rabatak Inscription was discovered in 1993, two years before I first saw the statue. 

I have been captivated by history since I was a child. But as I read books, I couldn’t help but question how much of our past is missing. How did the people who didn’t make it to the records live? They could be kings like Kanishka or ordinary folk. Widespread adoption of writing is a relatively recent development. Hence, we still don’t know most of our history. Historians have found it convenient to focus their research on civilizations that had extensive recordkeeping. But they are the tip of an iceberg, and not the complete picture of our past. 

In this book, I aim to investigate some of history’s lesser-known chapters through essays from the Upper Paleolithic period (roughly 50,000 to 12,000 years ago) to the twelfth century ce. Forgotten Footprints is not a traditional history book. It looks beyond themes, regions, and periods and focuses on the overlooked corners of humanity’s past. 

I have organized the book into four sections. We begin with the “Dawn of Civilization,” in which we explore various milestones in the journey to the foundations of civilization. We’ll encounter remarkable mammoth hunters who crafted fine ceramics and built permanent settlements during the Ice Age, several thousand years before the rise of agriculture. The section examines how ancient communities managed megalithic constructions before the rise of urban centers and practiced dentistry during the Stone Age. 

The book’s second section deals with the “Rise of Civilizations,” where we will challenge some common perceptions about civilizations. Are there pyramids in the Americas that are older than those in Egypt? Did the Balkans have a script predating Mesopotamia? Could an obscure settlement at the foothills of the Ural Mountains transform human mobility for centuries? Was there a fifth river valley civilization in the “Old World” besides Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and the Indus Valley? The third section, “Lost Cities,” aims to unearth cities that were once magnificent metropolises but have since disappeared. No, we will not discuss the rise and fall of Rome, Athens, Harappa, or Persepolis. Instead, we will defy conventional wisdom by exploring the stories of cities that once dominated the expansive grasslands of the Eurasian Steppes and the thick Amazonian jungles. We will visit a magnificent metropolis on the banks of the Mississippi that flourished long before European arrival and had a population comparable to that of London and Paris in its heyday. 

In the book’s final section, “Forgotten Empires,” I pay tribute to long-lost empires that once controlled vast swathes of land but are often overlooked. Alexander the Great’s exploits are well known, but did you know that long before Chinggis Khan, another ruler unified the warring Steppe tribes in the third century bce and built an empire twice the size of Alexander’s? Kanishka is well known, but where did his ancestors come from? These are some questions we shall address in the empires section.

Forgotten Footprints takes a multi-disciplinary approach to make cutting-edge academic research accessible for a wide readership. I do not claim to be an expert in any of the topics covered in the book. I have built upon the work of those who have dedicated their lives to studying each civilization or culture that has impacted the world we live in today. My expertise lies in stitching together stories from across the globe and different eras to present a narrative that is guaranteed to spark your curiosity about the past. Popular TV shows and documentaries often draw simplistic conclusions about historical events and archaeological findings. Their narratives lack nuance and depth. Without getting entangled in the details of academia, we can appreciate that events that occurred before us leave us with many questions. Yet, we also have many answers that can give us an idea about the lives of our distant ancestors. The civilizations I have studied remind me that greatness is fleeting and memory is a deliberate choice. Written history often ignores many voices from the past, but that can always change. The world before us was similar to ours, yet vastly different. Their rise and fall remind us of the fragility of our modern society, and many of the problems that affect us today have also plagued people in the past.



When I began writing this book, I aimed to cover as many ancient cultures as possible. However, I realized it is better to focus on a few areas so that I can do greater justice to them. You will find at least one civilization, culture, city, or empire from most corners of the globe. Owing to page limitations, I regretfully have not been able to include the amazing cultures of Mesoamerica and Oceania. I hope to cover them in the future. 

Forgotten Footprints challenges many traditional narratives using an evidence-based approach. My hope with this book is to encourage you to learn more about at least one civilization, city, or empire that caught your attention, and educate at least one person you know, so that overlooked peoples of the past become a part of popular discussions. 
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Gravettians: Mammoth Hunters Who Built the First Permanent Settlements 

Some 28,000 years ago, a little girl and her family sat around a fire by a stream in Moravia, Czechia, as the winds howled. Gathered around the warmth, they braved icy temperatures to make clay figurines of the creatures they encountered. The sculptures were mostly of megafauna, including woolly rhinoceroses, cave lions, bears, and mammoths. They also featured foxes, owls, and horses.

One figurine stood out.

It was a tiny, featureless female figure with enormous breasts, hips, and a round tummy. The child gazed at it in amazement before her parents hurriedly took it away and threw it into the fire. It was one of several human and animal figurines that these mysterious people had crafted that night.

On July 13, 1925, archaeologists led by Karel Absolon excavated the Dolní Věstonice1 site, in Moravia. Next to lumps of clay by a fireplace, they found animal figurines and a shattered, curvaceous statuette covered in ash.

The faceless figurine’s bulging breasts, wide hips, and distorted arms and legs left the excavators scratching their heads. What was the meaning of this object with odd proportions?

Or did people look like that back then?

Absolon and his colleagues discovered the world’s earliest known ceramics and unearthed the first permanent human settlement, Dolní Věstonice, dating back approximately 27,000 years ago. People here didn’t just survive the bitter cold of the Ice Age; they thrived.

The discovery leaves us with even more questions than answers.

How did humans struggling for survival during the Ice Age produce ceramics long before inventing pottery? Was there a specific class of people committed to creating such excellent art? Where did they get the food security to do so?

Our understanding of human history is often linear. We envision ancient humans as hunter-gatherers who began farming and building cities after the last Ice Age ended approximately 12,000 years ago. These urban landscapes grew into civilizations, nations, and eventually empires.

But the reality is much more complex.

The journey to civilization involved several starts and stops. Settled life began even before the discovery of farming. In some regions, such as the Americas, animal domestication predated agriculture, while in others, like Japan, pottery was invented before humans started cultivating crops.

Our path to evolution and modern life resembles multiple branches of a tree connected by a stem and roots. One such branch was in the Moravian basin, where hunter-gatherers during the Ice Age formed a settled community long before farmers from Anatolia introduced agriculture to the region. These innovative early humans, who made exquisite ceramics, were the Gravettians. They were descendants of the first humans to colonize Europe and laid the groundwork for the rise of civilizations that blossomed thousands of years later.

We find glimpses of human progress in this forgotten period of our history. These enigmatic lords of the mammoth steppe braved frigid conditions to build permanent settlements, bake the earliest known ceramics, craft exquisite jewelry, depict their world through paintings, and perform elaborate burials, which would become hallmarks of human advancement millennia later. Let’s explore the origins of these Ice Age mammoth hunters who provided us with humanity’s first trailer of civilization. 

Origins of the Gravettians

The Gravettians were hunter-gatherers who lived in Europe and Russia between 33,000 and 21,000 years ago. This period is called the Upper Paleolithic or Old Stone Age.

The earliest known human settlers arrived in Europe about 57,000 years ago. They interacted and interbred with Neanderthals. Scientists refer to these individuals as Early European Modern Humans, commonly known as Cro-Magnons. The name originates from the Cro-Magnon Cave in France, where their remains were first discovered.

The descendants of the Cro-Magnons established the Aurignacian culture, the earliest widespread archaeological technocomplex.2 Although no two cultural sites were identical, we observe a typical pattern during the Aurignacian period, which lasted from approximately 43,000 years ago to 28,000 years ago. The culture derives its name from the Cave of Aurignac, located in Haute-Garonne, France. The Aurignacians produced some of the world’s oldest expressions of figurative art and Venus figurines. There was a slight overlap between the Aurignacian and Gravettian epochs.


[image: image]

Horse figurine from the Vogelherd Cave, Germany, dating to the Aurignacian period, approximately 35,000 years ago. 



The Gravettians trace their ancestry back to the Aurignacians. A 2023 study that analyzed 356 hunter-gatherer genomes from 116 ancient skeletons across 14 countries in Central and Western Eurasia found a connection between the Gravettians and the earlier Aurignacian populations. Additionally, the researchers discovered that the Gravettians in Western Europe were genetically distinct from those in Central and Southern Europe.


[image: image]

Reconstruction of an Aurignacian man from Kostenki-14. 



The figure on page 8 shows that those who lived at Dolní Věstonice were a mixture of Eastern (Kostenki, Russia) and Western (Goyet, Belgium) Aurignacian groups. However, the DNA revealed that the Věstonice people were more closely related to the Eastern Aurignacian group than to the Western one.


[image: image]

Interaction between different hunter-gatherer groups in Europe during the Upper Paleolithic period.

Credits: Posth et al. (2023).



In 2024, researchers from the University of Bordeaux, France, conducted another study and found that nine separate cultures existed across Eurasia during the Gravettian period. Although we consider the Gravettians a single group, their cultural traditions were diverse. So, why are they called “Gravettians”? What did they have in common?

The term “Gravettian” comes from the La Gravette archaeological site, where tools typical of this culture were first identified in 1880. According to archaeologist Natasha Reynolds from the University of Bordeaux, “Gravettian” defines the systematic production of backed lithic artifacts, including Gravette points, microgravettes, and shouldered points.


[image: image]

Stone tools found at Dolní Věstonice and Pavlov, dating to the Gravettian period. 



What do we mean by “backed lithic artifacts,” typical of the Gravettian culture? It is a technical term for stone blades with blunted edges that were sharp before. Usually, a stone blade has two sharp edges. Backing or blunting causes one edge to become blunt enough to fit into a tool, allowing the user to apply greater force on the sharper edge. The Gravettians always backed a previously sharpened edge of the flint. Among the backed blades, the period’s most well-known tool is a small, pointed, slightly curved blade with a blunt back, known as the Gravette point. This remarkable invention helped the Gravettians hunt megafauna, a game changer in human evolution.


[image: image]

A Gravette point.





What did the Gravettians eat?


[image: image]

An illustrative representation of a mammoth hunt.



When we think of the Ice Age, images of hunters attacking giant beasts such as mammoths, bisons, and woolly rhinos come to mind. Pop culture has portrayed prehistoric humans as exclusive big-game hunters. In contrast, academics have been more skeptical. A documentary titled Gravettian–The Birth of First Civilization (Moravia, Europe) showed three starving humans walking past a mammoth despite having spears.

The depiction is unrealistic. During the Gravettian era, people ate a variety of animals, including both carnivores and herbivores. Megafauna, such as bisons, mammoths, woolly rhinos, bears, and cave lions, were hunted due to their immense calorific value.

A 2024 study suggests that hunting may have contributed to the eventual extinction of megafauna. So why were academics skeptical in the past?

Bones of reindeer, hyenas, wolves, foxes, and red deer, which were widely consumed, constituted the majority of the animal remains discovered in most Gravettian sites. In coastal areas, people ate shellfish, fish, and sea lions. About 20–30 percent of all food consumed in Italy and Wales was sea creatures.

However, the number of remains of a particular animal isn’t always a fair reflection of people’s regular diet. For example, one woolly mammoth provides as many as 3.6 million calories. Humans could have consumed mammoths much longer without having to hunt daily. Cold weather conditions meant meat preservation wasn’t an issue.

A study analyzing the nitrogen content in bone collagen of human remains at the Buran Kaya archaeological site in Crimea found mammoth meat was the single most significant contributor of protein.


[image: image]

Analyses of bone collagen revealed the various animals consumed at Buran Kaya. Mammoths were the primary source of protein. 

Credits: Drucker  et al.( 2017).



Hunting was not the sole means of subsistence. Excavations at Dolní Věstonice and Pavlov, another archaeological site in Moravia, revealed grinding tools, hinting that the Gravettians may have processed plant-based foods.



Archaeologists studied dental calculus from human remains at the sites and discovered that the Gravettian people ate starch, fiber, and plants. Could the eating habits of these mysterious Ice Age humans have contributed to their physical appearance?

The Gravettian men are among the tallest in history. The average height for males was between 179 cm and 188 cm (5’10” to 6’2”). They were muscular and slender, weighing around 67 to 73 kg. Females were much shorter, averaging around 158 cm (5’2”) and weighing around 54 kg. Why was there such a significant variation between men and women?

Scientists continue to debate the reasons behind sexual dimorphism among the Gravettians, and no clear answers have emerged. Our samples may be biased since archaeologists have found only a few Gravettian burials, and these remains may represent the social elite of the time.

One explanation suggests that men primarily participated in hunting, which gave them access to more calorie-rich meats. At the same time, women relied on gathering and often settled for a less nutritious diet. However, such theories are far from conclusive in explaining the differences in stature between Gravettian men and women.

You may wonder why we need to learn about the diets of the Gravettians. Despite the harsh conditions of the Ice Age, hunting megafauna, in particular, provided a reliable source of food security. It also allowed people to build permanent settlements, focus on art, engage in long-distance trade, and organize elaborate burials.

To understand the lifestyle of the Gravettians, let us examine one of the most well-studied sites: Dolní Věstonice. It is worth noting that such open-air settlements were characteristic of Central and Eastern Europe. In contrast, Gravettians in Western Europe preferred to live in caves. 



Dolní Věstonice: The world’s first permanent settlement


[image: image]

Illustration of a day in at Dolní Věstonice based on “Life at Dolní Věstonice by Giovanni Caselli.”



Social hierarchies, permanent housing, arts and crafts, and a division of labor are all characteristics of a settled society. In the twentieth century, archaeologists believed these changes only emerged after the First Agricultural Revolution, also known as the Neolithic Revolution.

While farming represented a significant advancement in human evolution, many aspects of settled life can be traced back to the Gravettian period, particularly to the site of Dolní Věstonice. 

Dolní Věstonice, situated in the heart of Central Europe, provides an extraordinary glimpse into life 27,000 years ago. After its discovery, archaeologist Bohuslav Klíma led further excavations, revealing a treasure trove of art and human innovations. The village consisted of five huts constructed from mammoth bones, surrounded by a fence made from tusks, earth, and timber, with animal skins likely used for the roofs.



Life revolved around a central bonfire that likely burned day and night, keeping predators at bay. Inside the largest hut, families gathered around five hearths, one of which was cleverly rigged with mammoth bones to hold a spit for roasting meat. It’s easy to imagine the hum of activity, the rhythmic tapping of tools, and the occasional burst of laughter.

At the top of the hill stood a smaller hut. Inside was a marvel of human ingenuity: one of the world’s first kilns. The Gravettians mixed clay with powdered bone, shaped and threw the lumps in this dome-shaped oven, transforming them into durable ceramics.

Scattered across the floor were fragments of animal figurines—bears, foxes, and lions—and striking female figures, such as the Venus of Dolní Věstonice, with exaggerated curves that may have symbolized fertility or protection. 

Excavations at Dolní Věstonice revealed the world’s first woven textiles. Ninety particles of clay bore impressions of braided threads. Archaeologists also found evidence of basket weaving and net making at Pavlov.
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Ivory carved figurine of a woman, possibly a shaman, found at Dolní Věstonice. 





One of the artifacts recovered at Dolní Věstonice was an ivory figurine of a woman with a scar on the left side of her face, possibly caused by a deformity. Her face was sagging to one side.

Who was she?

In 1949, archaeologists discovered a spectacular burial at Dolní Věstonice. Under the floor of a big hut, they found a shallow, dish-shaped pit containing the remains of a woman.

Her body was short and slender, about 160 cm (4’10”), and she rested on her right, her knees drawn to her chest. Before burying her, the community sprinkled her with red ochre, a pigment commonly used in prehistoric rituals. Two mammoth shoulder bones, one carved on the underside, covered the burial. Beside her left hand rested the bones of an Arctic fox, while her right hand clutched ten fox canines.3 Next to her skull was a flint spearhead, probably placed as a mark of respect. The arrangement of the body with the grave goods hints that she was a shaman or a figure of spiritual influence in her community. 


[image: image]

Reconstruction of the woman with the scar from Dolní Věstonice, from her cranium.





But the most interesting part about her was that the left side of her skull was disfigured, just like the ivory statuette. A coincidence? Maybe not. The carved ivory figurine was possibly the first known sculpture of a specific person, the shaman of Dolní Věstonice.

The shaman statuette with the scar is overshadowed by the more renowned Venus of Dolní Věstonice, one of the numerous Venus figurines discovered during the Gravettian era. These tiny idols give us a glimpse into the artistic expressions of people during the Ice Age. However, for a long time, there has been considerable controversy in interpreting these images, with attitudes towards them varying significantly between the archaeologists who first discovered them in the nineteenth century and the present day.

The Venus Figurines

Paul Hurault found the first Ice Age female figurine in Laugerie-Basse, France, in 1864. The figurine, approximately 8 cm in height, belongs to the Magdalenian culture and was made between 17,000 and 14,000 years ago. Hurault named it the Venus Impudique, which means the “immodest Venus” and refers to the Roman goddess of fertility. The term “Venus” stuck, and researchers continue to refer to these Ice Age artifacts as “Venus figurines.”

Archaeologists have uncovered approximately 200 Venus figurines across Eurasia, dating from around 40,000 years ago to 10,000 years ago. Although the Gravettians weren’t the first, or the last, to make them, most of the figurines discovered belong to the Gravettian era.

Most Gravettian artisans crafted Venus figurines from mammoth tusk ivory, while others used ceramics and various stones as materials. The stauettes exaggerate the female body, depicting huge breasts, thighs, hips, belly, genitals, and buttocks. Although the exact purpose of the Venus figurines is unknown, researchers have suggested several theories. Archaeologists in the nineteenth century proposed that figurines were risqué Paleolithic art. However, in the twentieth century, such explanations were deemed male-centric, and several other hypotheses emerged.
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The Venus of Dolní Věstonice, dated 29,000 bp (before present) to 25,000 bp.




According to a popular theory, these statues depict an earth mother goddess brimming with fertility. The fundamental flaw with this idea is that we don’t know the religious practices of the time, and representations of the female body could have been stylistic rather than representing a pregnant woman. The discovery of multiple slim figurines raises the possibility that the Gravettians also depicted girls not yet of childbearing age, or women who weren’t pregnant. The Venus Impudique is slender and graceful, offering a different perspective on these Ice Age figurines. Hence, the association of Venus figurines with fertility is far from certain. 
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Venus Impudique, the first discovered Venus figurine. 



Another hypothesis suggests that the Venus figurines represented the beauty standards of the era. Did the Gravettians find a specific body type more attractive than others? Why so? 

During the Ice Age, the danger of starvation was real. Hence, it is unlikely that all women could have possibly looked like the depictions on most Venus figurines. Yet, people also had access to millions of calories, such as when a mammoth was hunted. An ideal beauty standard may have emerged where greater fat distribution was associated with childbearing, which people may have found attractive. 

Art historian LeRoy McDermott hypothesized that pregnant women looking down from their bodies crafted these figurines, which explains why they lack a face and feet. Mirrors were not available; therefore, the figurines served as a substitute for self-reflection. Many have questioned McDermott’s idea because women could have readily looked at their reflection in bodies of water as a substitute for mirrors.

At the beginning of this chapter, I shared a story of a child holding the Venus of Dolní Věstonice. A 2004 tomography scan revealed the fingerprint of a child between seven and fifteen who had handled the figurine before dropping it in the kiln.

Could these figurines be amulets, children’s toys, or good luck symbols?

The source material for the most well-known Venus figurine, the Venus of Willendorf, found in Willendorf, Austria, provides a clue supporting this theory.


[image: image]

The Venus of Willendorf was made of limestone from Italy or Ukraine.



A 2022 study revealed that the Venus of Willendorf was made of limestone sourced from either Lake Garda in Italy or eastern Ukraine. The likelihood of the material originating in Italy is greater due to its proximity to Austria. Regardless of where the limestone originated, the figurine was likely a product of long-distance trade.



Could the item have been produced in Italy and transported across the Alps to Austria? We can’t rule out the possibility, which would lend credence to the theory that Venus figurines may have served as good luck charms or children’s toys.

Venus figurines were not the only art from the Gravettian period. 

The earliest examples of sculptures from the Aurignacian era include the Vogelherd Horse and the Löwenmensch (lion-man) figurine, both made from mammoth ivory and discovered in Germany. The Aurignacians also left behind numerous cave paintings, such as those found in Chauvet, France; Coliboaia, Romania; and El Castillo, Spain. 
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Gravettian era art depicting horses, from the Cosquer Cave, France.



The Gravettians expanded on the artistic traditions of their ancestors, carving animal and human objects from ivory, ceramics, and stone. A prominent example of cave paintings from this era is found in Cosquer Cave in France, featuring hand stencils that date back 27,000 years ago and vibrant animal depictions from approximately 19,000 years ago. These illustrations showcase bisons, ibexes, horses, seals, and what could be auks and jellyfish, creating a stunning gallery.

Gravettians used the canines of animals such as Arctic foxes, shells, and beads to carve intricate jewelry. Archaeologists have discovered these decorative items in Gravettian graves, which suggests they could’ve belonged to the elite.
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A Gravettian necklace from Brillenhöhle Cave, Germany. Thilo Parg/Wikimedia Commons; License: CC BY-SA 3.0



The Gravettian period marked a significant transition in human evolution. Though we have earlier evidence of Homo sapiens and Neanderthals burying their dead, during the Upper Paleolithic we see elaborate burials. 

The Aurignacians buried their loved ones, but the evidence of a widespread practice is limited. The Gravettians displayed a profound connection with the deceased. Archaeologists have found around 50 burials from this period across Eurasia. The burial practices indicate that the Gravettians had a social hierarchy and exhibited care for the dead in ways that would not become common until approximately 12,000 years ago, after the end of the Ice Age.
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The Löwenmensch sculpture, dated 35,000 bp–41,000 bp, found at Hohlenstein-Stadel, Germany. 

Dagmar Hollmann/Wikimedia Commons; License: CC BY-SA 4.0




Ritual burials of the Gravettians

The triple burial at Dolní Věstonice

On August 13, 1986, archaeologists made an incredible discovery at Dolní Věstonice: a triple burial dating back around 28,000 years ago. The grave held the remains of three young men between sixteen and twenty-five. For a long time, people thought the central figure was female, but DNA testing later revealed it was male.

The burial was anything but ordinary. The bodies were laid in a line, carefully covered with charred spruce logs and branches. Perhaps the grave was set on fire, resulting in the burning of the wood.

The central figure was placed first, with the other two positioned on top of or alongside him. One lay face down, and the other was on his side, his hands resting near the middle individual’s pelvis.
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Reconstruction of the Triple burial at Dolní Věstonice.




Red ochre added a splash of color to the scene. All three buried individuals had ochre on their heads, and the central figure also had the pigment sprinkled around his pelvis. The young man in the middle stood out in another way: his legs were curved because of a genetic condition.

Were these individuals related?

All three were missing the frontal sinus, had benign tumors in their ears, and a distinct positioning of their wisdom teeth has led to theories that they were relatives.

Is it possible that they died together?

A hypothesis suggests that one of them died, possibly the person with the deformed legs, and the other two joined him in a ritual sacrifice, either voluntarily or forced.

The triple burial has puzzled experts. The cause of death for the three individuals remains undetermined. Nevertheless, this unique grave illustrates the social complexities of the period.

Il Giovane Principe

Let us visit Arene Candide (Cavern of the White Sands) in Liguria, Italy, for our next burial. Excavations revealed 19 burial pits, dated to the Paleolithic period. One of them stands out, the Il Giovane Principe, meaning the “young prince.”

Il Giovane Principe is a remarkable burial of a 15-year-old boy, dating back 23,500 years ago. He was buried with care, and his people made extensive arrangements for his journey to the afterlife. The young prince’s grave was deep in the ground, 6.7 meters (22 feet) below the surface, and was filled with a layer of red ochre before laying him to rest. His body faced south, and he was surrounded by an astonishing array of grave goods, which included a cap made of deer canine and shells adorning his head. Before burying him, his people covered him in shellfish and mammoth ivory jewelry. Four beautifully crafted deer antler batons were found nearby, with a 23-cm (9.1-in.) flint blade in his right hand. The flint was sourced from southeastern France, hinting at long-distance trade.
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The Young Prince, a Paleolithic burial from Italy.




Before the final burial, the grave was sprinkled with yellow ochre, adding another layer of ritual significance.

Because of the wealth of grave goods, archaeologists have speculated that he may have been a young leader or the son of an influential shaman. The story of the young prince’s death is a sad one. He suffered serious injuries to his jaw and shoulder, possibly from an encounter with a bear or a cave lion. Isotope analysis of his teeth revealed that approximately a quarter of his diet consisted of marine protein. 

The fascinating burial of the young prince reveals the special treatment of the deceased elite. Funerary rituals were elaborate, and the Gravettians settled in the region took extra care to ensure the young man’s journey to the afterlife was smooth. 

Extensive grave goods weren’t limited to the young prince. Intricate jewelry found at the Sunghir archaeological site, 200 km east of Moscow, gives us further information about the burial practices of the Gravettians.

The Sunghir burials

The Sunghir site, discovered in 1955 while digging clay pits, provides a fascinating insight into the lives of Gravettian communities located east of Moravia. It reveals a story of cultural and genetic continuity. After 16 field seasons, from 1957 to 1977, archaeologists uncovered evidence of human habitation at Sunghir that dates back between 32,000 and 24,000 years ago.

The presence of surface dwellings suggests that the site was used seasonally, possibly as a gathering place at certain times of the year. Unlike Dolní Věstonice and Pavlov, it was not a permanently occupied site.

Two burials at Sunghir—Graves 1 and 2—are among Europe’s most exciting Gravettian discoveries. Grave 1 held an adult male adorned with ivory-beaded clothing, jewelry, and spears. Grave 2 contained two adolescents buried head-to-head with an adult femur filled with red ochre.

The adolescents were long thought to be twins. However, later genetic analysis revealed that they shared a maternal lineage but were not siblings. They may have been victims of ritual sacrifice.
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Burial of an adult male at Sunghir.




Archaeologists found over 13,000 tiny ivory beads in these graves, an extraordinary number that would have required 10,000 hours to create. The remarkable skill and labor involved demonstrate the significant investment people had in these burials.

Earlier, we discussed two distinct origins of the Gravettians, one from the East, in Russia, and another from Belgium. Genetic studies revealed that the Sunghir individuals shared a close affinity with the people at Dolní Věstonice. They contain the haplogroup C1,4 common among ancient West Eurasians but rare in modern Europeans.

The genetic variation tells us how people migrated from West Eurasia to the heart of Europe during the Ice Age, only for the lineage to die out eventually.

End of the Gravettians

Most elements of the Gravettian culture disappeared 22,000 years ago, though some persisted till 17,000 years ago, closer to the Last Glacial Maximum. The Solutrean culture in France and Iberia, and the Epigravettian culture in Italy, the Balkans, and Eastern Europe succeeded the Gravettians.

Genetic studies show that Epigravettians were distinct from Gravettians. However, the Solutrean culture continued the Gravettian traditions, incorporating more advanced tool-making techniques.

The Gravettian era was humanity’s earliest hints towards civilization. In the frigid conditions of the Ice Age, these incredible people imagined settling down, building permanent houses to keep themselves warm, and making ceramics and art. They also manufactured clothes, baskets, nets, and jewelry, and had elaborate burial practices.

Their attempts towards a settled life were imprinted in human memory as hunter-gatherers of future generations began cracking the code of civilization. One such group of hunter-gatherers started settling in the Near East, pioneering the development of farming and urbanization. 






 

1 Dolní Věstonice is pronounced as “Doll-nee” “vye-staw-nyee-tse.”

2 In archaeology of the Stone Age, a technocomplex or industry is defined by the type of tools produced. The tools such as hand axes, cleavers, and spears are identified by the way the rock is cut and finished. 

3 In many cultures foxes are vital for shamans as spiritual messengers, while fox furs are used by shamans as robes and for healing.

4 Y-chromosome, or male, haplogroup C1 is one of the two primary branches of the haplogroup C, which is found in the indigenous ancient populations of Siberia, East Asia, Central Asia, North America, Australia as well as some populations of Japan and the Levant. The subclade C1a2 was found in Paleolithic populations of Czech Republic, Belgium, and Sunghir. 
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The Mysterious Builders of Göbekli Tepe

Göbekli Tepe, in Türkiye’s Şanlıurfa Province, is one of the most widely discussed archaeological discoveries of the twenty-first century. Yet, much controversy surrounds the identity of the builders of the mysterious megaliths at the site. These structures have become the subject of a heated discussion regarding the origins of organized religion and farming. The megaliths erected between 9600 bce and 8200 bce have also piqued the interest of alternative historians who postulate that survivors of a lost Ice Age civilization built the monuments. Others have proposed that Göbekli Tepe was the Garden of Eden, while some believe that Sumerian mythical beings, the Anunnaki, built it. However, evidence doesn’t support such theories.

Göbekli Tepe, meaning “pot-bellied hill” in Turkish, was discovered during an archaeological survey conducted by the University of Chicago, in 1963. Unfortunately, the site didn’t receive much attention, and it wasn’t until 1995 that archaeologist Klaus Schmidt “re-discovered” Göbekli Tepe and began excavation. Schmidt’s initial assumption was that hunter-gatherers built the remarkable megaliths. He also suggested the site was the world’s first temple. 



He passed away in 2014, and since then, significant developments have taken place, challenging our initial understanding of Göbekli Tepe. Some ideas, such as whether it was a temple as first proposed, are now less definite. Given that only a tiny section of the site has been excavated, much of the present information could be outdated in five years, which is the beauty of archaeology.


[image: image]

The megaliths at Göbekli Tepe. 



After our journey to the first permanent human settlement at Dolní Věstonice, we will learn about the enigmatic people who built Göbekli Tepe. The megaliths are one of the earliest examples of monumental architecture in history and have challenged traditional assumptions about human evolution. We have little information about who built these magnificent structures, but with the help of recent archaeological finds, we might be a step closer to understanding what society was like and how they completed such a massive project without the help of an organized state.



Göbekli Tepe: An Overview

Göbekli Tepe is in Taş Tepeler (Stone Hills), at the foothills of the Taurus Mountains, overlooking the Harran Plain. Taş Tepeler has several archaeological sites, including Göbekli Tepe, Nevalı Çori,1 Karahan Tepe, Hamzan Tepe, Sefer Tepe, Kurt Tepe, Harbetsuvan Tepe, Sayburç, and Ayanlar Höyük – all from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) period.

As the name implies, PPN refers to a period in the Neolithic era2 before the discovery of pottery. Crop and animal domestication were in their early stages of development.

We can classify PPN into two periods: PPNA and PPNB.

PPNA corresponds to the early part of the era, roughly 10,000 bce to 8700 bce, whereas PPNB lasted between 8800 bce and 6500 bce. 

Göbekli Tepe dates back to the PPNA era, when a hybrid lifestyle with elements of sedentism, and hunting and gathering began taking shape.

The aerial view of Göbekli Tepe shows four circular complexes, Enclosures A, B, C, and D, with diameters varying from 10 to 30 m. Geophysical surveys found 16 more similar enclosures. We can also notice some smaller rectangular compounds.

Each circular enclosure has two giant T-shaped pillars (5.5 m tall) in the center, flanked by multiple smaller T-pillars. Surveys show that there may be around 200 similar pillars at the site. The larger pillars weigh an average of 8–10 tons. 

How did people carry such massive structures? 

Göbekli Tepe sits on a limestone Plateau, where workers quarried stones for its massive pillars. The location was suitable for quarrying because the limestone layers were naturally separated by fault lines, making it easy to chisel pieces without digging beneath them. The limestone was hard and crystalline, ideal for sculpting with basic tools such as flint and wood.
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Aerial view of the site showing circular enclosures A, B, C, and D. The rectangular structures could have domestic purposes. 






Workers utilized these tools to carve channels in the limestone that matched the dimensions of the finished object. Wooden beams and wedges were most likely employed to hoist the finished pieces. However, not all attempts were successful as workers abandoned several nearly completed pillars and blocks because of faults or fissures. The rejected pieces enable archaeologists to investigate quarrying operations firsthand. The largest unfinished pillar discovered is 7 m long and 1.5 m thick, likely abandoned because of a fissure or its sheer size.

Archaeologists studied the ethnographic records from Nias, Indonesia, to understand how the builders transported these massive pillars. In the early twentieth century, 525 men hurled a megalith over 3 km using wooden sleds. Though the giant structure in Indonesia was considerably smaller, scholars believe hundreds of laborers transported the pillars at Göbekli Tepe using comparable techniques. 



[image: image]

Reconstruction of the central pillars from enclosure D. Arms are visible on the main shaft. 







Göbekli Tepe’s T-shaped pillars aren’t unique, as other PPNA sites in the region, such as Nevalı Çori, contain similar structures. However, the distinctive feature of the pillars at Göbekli Tepe is their rich detail, containing depictions of animal figurines, including foxes, ducks, vultures, serpents, scorpions, cranes, and lizards. The majority of the animals carved on the pillars were predators. The prominent depiction of beasts of prey on the pillars led Schmidt and archaeologist Joris Peters to hypothesize that the predators may have been made to ward off evil and functioned as totems. 

Looking at the pillars, we can see different parts of the human body carved onto them, such as the elbows, shoulders, and fingers. Each pillar has a draped loincloth around it. In Enclosure D, pillar 43, we see a decapitated man with an erect phallus. What could these abstract human-like depictions represent? Though we may never know the exact answer, an earlier structure provides hints. 

The Urfa Man is the earliest known life-sized statue depicting a human. Standing over 6 feet tall and carved from limestone, it dates back to 9000 bce. Found near Göbekli Tepe at the Urfa
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