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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
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