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For the second time Neo-Lithics is publishing a themat-
ic issue. The dialogue on The Early Neolithic Origin of
Ritual Centers is a challenge in two directions. It sug-
gests on the one hand that there were no ritual centers in
the Near East before the Early Neolithic, and it also
implies that the centralized Near Eastern ritual is root-
ed in the Early Neolithic. We are well aware what evi-
dence is neglected by this formulation of the topic, both
for the non-Neolithic periods as well as for the Neolithic
itself. We took this risk for the sake of provoking a diver-
sity of arguments. Therefore we organized a forum for
as many different views as possible. We wish to thank all
participants for their effort and commitment. We regret
that we were unable to receive more contributions from
colleagues specialized in the Chalcolithic, or from his-
torians of religion. Nevertheless, we consider this dia-

logue a starting point for further discussion of ritual cen-
trality and of centrality vs. ritual practice. We may recall
that until recently the topic was not appreciated much
by many Near Eastern archaeologists. But evidence
became overwhelming, and we had to redirect the debate
from site-bound levels onto the Near Eastern research
agenda. This includes a call to the Ancient Near Eastern
research disciplines to extend their origin discussion of
city and state-based ritual to the Neolithic periods.

Hans Georg K. Gebel and Gary O. Rollefson

P.S. We kindly inform you that the deadline for the next
issue, Neo-Lithics 1/06, will be earlier than usual:
March 31, 2006, instead of May 15.
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Introductory Note

The Dialogue section in N e o - L i t h i c s aims to promote
the necessary exchange on topics that are vital for either
theoretical progress or for the understanding of research
results that might have the potential to make us rethink
positions we have held hitherto. Our first experience
with organizing a dialogue, devoted to discuss Cyprus as
a PPN interaction sphere, had a very positive result (cf.
Neo-Lithics 1/04). 
A Neo-Lithics dialogue starts with pointed or provoca-
tive statements on a controversial topic submitted by one
or two researchers. Then other colleagues are invited to
r e p l y, to which the original author(s) might again answer
with a final statement.

R e c e n t l y, the editors received some clear-cut notes by
Gary O. Rollefson and Klaus Schmidt on The Early
Neolithic Origin of Ritual Centers for opening a dia-
logue on the possible emergence of ritual centers in the
PPN. The essays/theses separately refer to evidence from
the North (Schmidt) and the South (Rollefson).
The editors forwarded Rollefson’s and Schmidt’s
keynotes to 28 colleagues, all of them specialists in cer-
tain aspects of the subject under discussion. 16 scholars
responded positively to our letter of invitation, and 13
finally participated in the discussion by sending com-
ments.
On the pages below the reader now may follow this dia-
logue as it developed among the authors.

Jürgen Baumgarten

Introduction

The discovery of the astonishing “cult buildings” at
Nevalı Çori and Göbekli Tepe in the late 1980s and 1990s
(e . g ., Hauptmann 1999; Schmidt 2003; this volume) drew
world-wide attention to Anatolia as the region where the
earliest forms of ritual architecture were constructed,
adding to the importance of buildings constructed specif-
ically to house religious ceremonies that had earlier been
unearthed at Çayönü (cf. A. Özdoğan 1999: 46-47).

It is the purpose of the following essay to examine the
evidence for ritual architecture and other aspects of rit-
ual centers in the southern Levant and to propose some
ideas concerning changes in ritual activity during the
PPN of the region.

The Southern Levant in the PPNA Period

Pre-Neolithic ritual structures are not well-documented,
if they existed at all (But see Goring-Morris 2000: Ta b l e
1 under the “cultic structures” column for a diff e r e n t
view). Mallaha, for example, has numerous structures
of varying sizes and perhaps different functions, but

beyond the presence of subfloor burials in some of the
buildings (Valla et al. 2001: 96-99), nothing seems to
a rgue for one special ritual structure. The large build-
ings at Wadi Hammeh 27 also do not appear to diff e r
from each other except for the presence of engraved silt-
stone slabs in one of them (Edwards 1991: 133).

While communal architecture was exposed in the 1950s
at PPNA Jericho, it is still not clear what purpose(s) the
tower and wall complex (Kenyon 1981: 20 ff.) at Jericho
served. Kenyon believed they represented parts of an
elaborate political-military defensive system (1979: 26-
27), a view that was challenged by Bar- Yosef, who sug-
gested that the PPNA walls and tower had different func-
tions: the walls provided protection from occasional
catastrophic flash floods and mudflows, while the tower
was the center for public activities, perhaps of a ritual
nature (Bar-Yosef 1986: 161). 

Ronen and Adler offer a different, post-processual inter-
pretation for the wall: while physically monumental, the
walls did indeed provide protection for the inhabitants of
Jericho, but against supernatural spirits, not floods or
human enemies (Ronen and Adler 2001). Naveh looks at
all three explanations and argues that all of them could
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be correct: that the impressive magnitude of the walls
and tower has a strong symbolic dimension in addition
to providing physical protection against both natural and
human threats. For Naveh, whoever controlled the labor
force necessary to construct the massive structures also
controlled experience, understanding, and knowledge of
the local populace (Naveh 2003: 88, 90). The huge wall-
tower system also declared to residents and strangers
alike the unique, special and powerful character of the
community itself (Naveh 2003: 93), which made Jericho
a ritual center that itself contained ritual centers.

The Middle PPNB

Jericho
In some ways, particularly in terms of ritual, the MPPNB period
might be regarded as  the “classic” part of the Neolithic period in
view of the skull cult and what might be the actual beginning of the
construction of buildings solely for the purpose of holding ritual cer-
emonies. Jericho provided such information first. Kenyon describes
one building in Trench I as a rectangular structure with curved annex

es, completely unlike the redundant floor plans of all other buildings
at Jericho. “It can be assumed that the use was not domestic. T h e
neatly constructed basin suggests a ceremonial use … It therefore
seems a reasonable hypothesis that the structure was a cult centre or
temple” (Kenyon 1981: 74).
Square E at Jericho produced another building with special charac-
teristics. An older structure had been starkly renovated by enclosing
a small space (ca. 2.5 x 1.5 m) of what was once much more exten-
sive (cf. Kenyon 1981: 305-307 and Plate 308 a-c). This new single
room was then paved with slabs of green clay 12 cm thick, and “The
insertion of such an unusual flooring material suggests some sort of
ceremonial, perhaps a purification of the floor” (1981: 306). In a later
structural phase the interior face of the blocking wall was thickened
while at the same time leaving a small curved niche into which a flat
stone (24 x 20 x 7 cm) was placed atop a thin “pillar of earth” above
the green clay; “The stone slab was clearly intended to serve as a
pedestal for something which stood in the niche” (Kenyon 1981:
307; Plate 172a), and indeed, a suitably-sized column of bituminous
limestone was found in the destruction fill of the building. The col-
umn, which stood 45 cm high, had been brought from a distance of
ca. 27 km and was shaped to a lenticular cross-section. “The whole
history of the room is … highly complex. The alterations are none
of them suggestive of ordinary domestic use, and they may be evi-
dence of elaborate ritual practices” such as a shrine or house chapel
(1981: 307).

4 Neo-Lithics 2/05

Theses Associated with the Evidence for Ritual Centers in the Southern Levant

1. Social identity among mobile hunter-gatherers centered on small groups of both consanguineal and affinal
relatives.

2. With the emergence of sedentism, corporate identity intensified, concentrating on unilineal identity tied to
territory. This identity was celebrated through ancestral ties with mythical founder groups by the practice of
the skull cult, selecting one member of each generation (perhaps on a primogeniture bases) as the link
between the present generation and those of the past, regardless of age or sex.

3. Each household in the MPPNB (and perhaps in the PPNA) observed this link in the house itself by burying
the connecting person beneath the house floor, re-exposure to retrieve the skull, and the recreation of the face
of the dead using plaster. Thus the house was both a dwelling and a ritual center.

4. Beyond the household, the unilineal corporate group was represented by images of mythical ancestors in
the form of statuary. These statues, which were periodically replaced, were on display (at least occasionally)
in a corporate ritual building.

5. As long as farming village populations remained reasonably low, competition for local resources among
the different unilineal groups did not threaten community solidarity.

6. The abrupt change in settlement pattern in the mid-9th millennium calBP witnessed a mass migration of
populations from Israel and the Jordan Valley into the highlands of Jordan, where competition of farmland
around permanent sources of water became more and more severe during the LPPNB.

7. Although unilineal corporate identity remained important in the LPPNB, as indicated by the continued
burials beneath domestic structures and the presence of cult buildings in the vicinity of domestic structures at
‘Ain Ghazal, the centrifugal forces on the community had to be assuaged by a strong shift to a communal rit-
ual focus. This is reflected in the construction of religious buildings that embraced all of the corporate groups
of the settlement (in the central Levant, at least).

8. But eventually, no ceremonial and religious bonds could cope with the devastating local effects of large
populations on the fragile ecosystem, and there was widespread population decline and even settlement aban-
donment at the beginning of the 8th millennium calBP.



Beidha

K i r k b r i d e ’s excavations at Beidha in the 1967 season produced a
minimum of three curvilinear, partly subterranean structures (T1, T 2
and T3) in the southeast “sanctuary” section of the site (Fig. 1). T3,
the smallest of the three (ca. 2.5 x 1.5 m) and the one farthest east from
the village proper, is also the least complex. The architectural feature
that sets it apart from the domestic buildings in the village lies in the
flooring of “fine, very clean gravel” that had been laid across “a thick
deposit of iron [sic] resembling rust” (Kirkbride 1968: 95), a miner-
alization that was confined to the “sanctuary” area1. Structure T2 was
also curvilinear, but it was significantly larger than T3, measuring
almost 3 m in diameter. Its floor was of “large flagstones, carefully
laid and unlike any hitherto found at the site”, and like T3, the sur-
face was “absolutely clean” (1968: 93).
Oval structure T1 is the largest of the trio, with a major axis of ca. 
6 m and a minor axis of nearly 3.5 m. T1 also is more complex: the
floor “was paved with ‘metalling,’ small angular pieces of stone pur-
posely broken and carefully laid” (1968: 95)2 and, like the other two
structures, clean of artifacts and rubbish except for some shell beads
strewn among the stones. In the center of the building was a large,
flat sandstone slab (ca. 100 x 70 x 25 m) set on the long edge per-
pendicular to the long axis of the building. Two other large sand-
stone slabs were laid flush with the floor, one in each of the “halves”
delineated by the upright slab. As was the case for T3, the floor of
T1 was also laid on a hard rusty mineralization. A subfloor probe
near the center of the building revealed an earlier oval structure with
a similar east-west orientation of probably more than 4 m in maxi-
mum dimension, with walls of upright sandstone slabs.
Noting that all three buildings represented a different design and
scale of effort in construction, Kirkbride remarked that she “was
forced, nevertheless, to submit that these carefully built edifices with
their huge flat stone slabs and basins have to do with some religious
observance” (Kirkbride 1968: 96). 

A major problem concerning the “sanctuary” area has to do with its
chronological relationship with the main village. Post-Neolithic ter-
racing (probably Nabataean) had severely damaged the area between
the T-complex and the main village, and efforts to make a strati-
graphic connection between the two Neolithic sectors were “aban-
doned as being unlikely to produce anything in a stratified context”
(Kirkbride 1984: 11). Nevertheless, the curvilinear shapes and semi-
subterranean character indicate that the unique buildings are more
likely related to the earlier phases (VI-V; or Phase A in Byrd’s assess-
ment [Byrd 1994]), which are radiocarbon dated to the MPPNB.
Byrd did not address the T-complex in his analysis of the architec-
ture at Beidha. Instead,  he compared buildings in the main village
area in terms of size, floor features, presence of burning on floors, and
the presence of in situ artifacts on floors in order to examine changes
in architectural patterning through Phases A (lowest) through C (high-
est stratigraphically) (Byrd 1994). For the oldest phase, he identified
17 structures that averaged 3,9 m2 in floor area for six structures,
10.6 m2 for 11 buildings, and a single large building with an area of
32.6 m2 (Byrd 1994: Table 3). The two smaller clusters he interpret-
ed as domestic buildings of one kind or another (dwellings or stor-
age facilities), but the largest building stood out from the rest, and not
just because it was more than twice the size of the rest. “The build-
ing included a unique stone cobble floor … and no in situ artifacts
were recovered from the floor” (1994: 649). This led Byrd to conclude
that this was a “non-domestic” building.
In Phase B there were fewer buildings with sufficient preservation for
analysis, but the general pattern of Phase A was repeated. Eight struc-
tures that averaged 6.9 m2 in floor area were dwarfed by three oth-
ers whose mean stood at almost 35 m2. Phase C also demonstrated
major differences in size (and associated floor aspects) that paral-
leled Phases A and B, with dramatic increases in the “large” build-
ing category: floors in medium-sized dwellings averaged 12.8 m2,
while large non-domestic buildings rose to an average of 71.4 m2

(and one that measured 105 m2) (Byrd 1994: Table 3). “These dis-
tinctive nondomestic buildings [in all phases] were interpreted as
corporate or integrative buildings … as [venues] for conducting supra-
household and decision-making activities, and possibly related cer-
emonial or ritual activities” (Byrd 1984: 557).

Tell Aswad and Tell Ramad
At Tell Aswad, the recent unearthing of human remains, including plas-
tered skulls, from a “funerary area” indicates that there is a portion
of land adjacent to the village consigned to the disposal of at least some
of the dead, although the extent of the investigated area is too small
to provide reliable conclusions of this interpretation (Stordeur 2003a:
109, fn. 4). 
In this mortuary sector the excavators uncovered a circular building
with low walls made of earth and small pieces of basalt. Inside were
five groups of human skeletons and crania (including four modeled
skulls bearing red ochre) that all appear to have been placed in the
structure over a short period of time (Stordeur 2003a: 110). Also in
and around the structure were hearths and burned animal bones 
(especially young gazelle crania) as well as burned plant remains
including Pistacia atlantica, which Stordeur suggests represent funer-
ary offerings (2003a: 110). Since the modeled skulls appear to depict
individually distinctive personalities, Stordeur proposes that they
represent an ancestor cult (2003a: 114), and one might conclude,
then, that the structure itself is a “hall of ancestors”.
Three groups of secondary interments were recovered at Tell Ramad
in the 1960s (Contenson 2000), and among them was a relatively
l a rge number of plastered skulls3. The total number of individuals
included 11 females, six males, nine subadults, and one unsexed and
unaged individual (Bonogofsky 2001: 65-70). The largest group of
15 adult females, males, and children was found in small clusters
within an irregular semisubterranean chamber measuring ca. 1.8 m
in maximum dimension x 0.95 m at right angles to the long axis,
delimited by a row of dried mudbricks. Stordeur sees parallels between
the situations at Tell Aswad and Tell Ramad (Stordeur 2003: 110); this-
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Fig. 1 The sanctuary area at Beidha 
(after Kirkbride 1968: 94).



would not be surprising, seeing that the two sites are in close prox-
i m i t y. On the other hand, Contenson remarked that the plastered
skulls were “clustered in nests close to the pisé huts” (Contenson
1971: 281), so the parallels with Tell Aswad are not particularly
close4.

‘Ain Ghazal
MPPNB ritual architecture at ‘Ain Ghazal is implied by indirect evi-
dence only, possibly a consequence of the limited excavation area
for this period (just over 200 m2). During the excavation of the first
plaster statuary cache in 1983, conservator Kathy Tubb noted that
the armature of reeds that made up the interior of at least one of the
statues (“Statue B” in Rollefson 1983: Fig. 1) penetrated through the
flat bottom of foot of one leg for a distance of approximately 20 cm.
Evidently, the reed bundle, which bore evidence of minor plastering
below the bottom surface of the foot, were “extensions [that], when
embedded in a floor ,would have provided an anchorage for the fig-
ures lending them stability when standing but also rendering them
stationary (Fig. 3)” (Tubb and Grissom 1995: 440). A floor with mul-
tiple sockets to receive the extensions of 12-13 full-standing statues
from the 1983 cache has not been found, but it is unlikely that the stat-
ues (and the 12-13 busts) would have been stationed in a domestic
structure.

Kfar HaHoresh
Of all the MPPNB sites in the southern Levant, Kfar HaHoresh stands
out as a unique location of human activity. Instead of a habitation
site, Kfar HaHoresh appears to be a small (1-2 ha) ceremonial cen-
ter devoid of domestic residences, acting as a regional focus of ritu-
al activity focused on mortuary practices for settlements in the sur-
rounding area of the Lower Galilee (Goring-Morris et al. 1998: 4).
This is reminiscent of the older ceremonial center at Göbekli Tepe
(Schmidt 2003) and of Ein Gedi from the much later Chalcolithic
period (Ussishkin 1980); there is also a ritual-specific analogy with
Nahal Hemar of the M/LPPNB (Bar- Yosef and Alon 1988). A l t h o u g h
there are three separate activity areas at Kfar HaHoresh, the midden
deposits and production/maintenance sectors are subordinate to an
elaborate funerary complex that includes human burials (including
three plastered skulls [Goring-Morris et al. 2001: 215]) associated
with animal offerings and a combination of human and animal bones
that defines a “collage or depiction of an animal in profile” (Goring-
Morris et al. 1998: 2 and Fig. 3). There are architectural remains at
the site, including rectilinear and curvilinear walls, plaster surfaces,
postholes and post supports, “stelae” (perhaps analogous to the slabs
in the T1 structure at Beidha), and hearths, but none of these ele-
ments combine to reflect any long-term habitation (Goring-Morris e t
al. 1998: 4).

Nahal Hemar

The stratigraphy in the cave in Nahal Hemar shows that there was
remarkable Neolithic presence in the lower two of the four distin-
guishable strata, with Layer 4 attributable to the MPPNB based on
radiocarbon dates, and Layers 3B and 3A dating to the MPPNB and
LPPNB (Bar- Yosef and Alon 1988: 2-5). Unfortunately, it is not clear
in the primary report where the ritual material (skulls modeled with
collagen, bone figurines, stone masks, molded plaster statue frag-
ments [Bar- Yosef and Schick 1989]) came from. Since decorated
skulls and plaster statuary appear to come primarily from the MPPNB
period, one might conclude that the Nahal Hemar specimens came
from Layer 3B, which had a radiocarbon date of 8690 ± 70 uncalbp
( B a r- Yosef and Alon 1988: 5; 9698 ± 110 calBP [ Weninger et al.
n.d.]). 
There was no evidence of architecture in the cave, but clearly the
cave itself was a ritual structure, where ritual artifacts were at least
stored, although the surface area of the cave (ca. 32 m2) would have

been sufficient to have hosted ritual activity as well (Bar-Yosef and
Alon 1988: 2). The excavators conclude that Nahal Hemar was a
“sacred locale”, serving as a religious center and marker for a large
territory in which no appreciable evidence of farming villages are
known (Bar-Yosef and Alon 1988: 28).

The LPPNB

The dramatic change in settlement patterns in the south-
ern Levant at ca. 9500 calBP witnessed the wholesale
abandonment of farming settlements in the Jordan Va l l e y
and Palestine, and much of the dislocation of these pop-
ulations resulted in mass movements to the highlands 
of Jordan (Rollefson 1989: 136-137; Nissen et al. 2 0 0 4 :
23-25). MPPNB settlements in northern Jordan such as
‘Ain Ghazal underwent substantial population increas-
es, probably within a couple of generations, expanding
in area to 14-15 hectares (Rollefson 2001: 97), reaching
“megasite” proportions in comparison to MPPNB set-
tlement sizes. Areas of limited MPPNB occupation, such
as the region of the Wadi Mujib and farther south, under-
went colonization by migrants from the west (and north?),
resulting in newly founded megasites such as es-Sifiya
(e . g ., Mahasneh 2003) in the Wadi Mujib, al-Basît in the
Wadi Musa, near Petra (Rollefson 2002), Basta ca. 30
km SE of Wadi Musa (Nissen et al. 2004), and ‘Ain
Jammam near Ras en-Naqb (Waheeb and Fino 1997). 

Changes in Ritual Patterns

With populations jumping from ca. 500 or 1,000 in the
MPPNB to 3,000-4,000 in the LPPNB within a few hun-
dred years, it is not unexpected that the social organiza-
tion in the older and newer Jordanian population centers
experienced severe stresses that were not common in the
s m a l l e r, earlier (MPPNB) settlements, and that alter-
ations in the organizational fabric were necessary to
maintain social integration. One of the most eff e c t i v e
ways to maintain social unity, at least in the short term,
evidently involved major changes in religion. 

In contrast to the highly standardized burial practices
in the southern Levantine MPPNB, where only decapi-
tated skeletons were placed beneath house floors (c f .
Rollefson 1983: 19-20; 1986: 50-51), a more varied sit-
uation appears to pertain to the LPPNB. At es-Sifiya,
three subfloor burials retained their skulls, although there
were still six decapitated skeletons (Mahasneh 20001:
122). At Ba’ja, the circumstances are unclear due to the
repeated disturbance of deposits in small house rooms
designed to be “burial chambers” (Gebel and Hermansen
2000: 22; 2001: 17-18), although it is possible that both
intact and decapitated burials occurred (c f . Gebel and
Hermansen 2004: 15-16). At ‘Ayn Jammam only one
burial was recovered (from a small burial chamber much
like at Ba’ja), and the skull remained articulated to the
skeleton (Bonogofsky n.d.). At Basta there were burials
with skulls and without skulls (Gebel et al. 1988: 116-
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117; Nissen et al. 1991: 17-18). ‘Ain Ghazal produced
at least three LPPNB burials with skulls intact with the
b o d y, but none of these burials came from beneath house
floors (Rollefson and Kafafi 1996: 22). Altogether, this
more liberal variety might indicate a weakening of the
skull cult and the decreasing importance of ancestry.

One major change involves the apparent end of statue
construction that probably represented deities (Schmandt-
Besserat 1998: 14) or ancestors/ancestor deities (Rollefson
2000: 183-184); at least, no reports of such statuary have
been reported from LPPNB excavations. Although the
cave in Nahal Hemar continued in use well into the
LPPNB, it remains unclear how stable or volatile were
ritual activities that were carried out there. 

F i n a l l y, the practice of skull caching, which Kuijt arg u e s
was a major integrating force that bound communities
together by depositing skulls from different house-
holds/lineages into collective pits (Kuijt 2000: 155), has
not been reported from any LPPNB site (with the pos-
sible exception of Tell Ramad and Tell Aswad).

LPPNB Ritual Architecture

Despite concentrated investigation on LPPNB sites in
the past two decades in Jordan, only one site has pro-
duced definitive ritual architecture: ‘Ain Ghazal. Here,
domestic architecture, as elsewhere in Jordan, had taken
on a “pueblo”-like organization (Gebel and Hermansen
2000: 20), with structure blocks that housed multiple
families in contrast to the single-family dwellings of the
MPPNB (Rollefson 1997). Against this backdrop of
dwellings, other buildings stand out in several impor-
tant details, signaling special functions that are most like-
ly associated with religion.

Apsidal and Circular Buildings
There are two kinds of ritual structures at ‘Ain Ghazal.
One of them is small (ca. 12-16 m2) and distinguished
by the presence of an apse at one narrow end of the build-
ing (Fig. 2). Six of these have been identified at ‘Ain
Ghazal and are present in the vicinity of the much larg-
er and more complex domestic buildings (cf. Rollefson
1998: 45-48), and this possible association of the apsi-
dal structures with family dwellings suggests that each
special building may have served as a ritual center for one
or more houses that were occupied by related families.
If this was the case, then the special buildings may have
maintained some degree of ancestral importance.

One of the apsidal buildings at ‘Ain Ghazal underwent
several rebuilds and design changes, leading from a “typ-
ical” apsidal building to a rectilinear structure and final-
ly to a circular room with a rectilinear anteroom adja-
cent to the south (Fig. 3). The presence of a large hole
in the center of the floor in the final circular phase5 is a
strong argument for ritual activity, since it is likely that
subfloor air ducts fed air into a raised fireplace (Rollefson

1998: 47 and Figs. 3, 5). Five meters to the south, a
“twin” circular structure, complete with a central hole
(but no subfloor air channels) was hastily constructed,
possibly because the northern “twin” had suffered struc-
tural damage associated with subsidence. The more recent
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Fig. 3 The four-stage evolution of the apsidal to circular
building  (above) and the “twin” circular structure
(below) in the North Field at ‘Ain Ghazal.

Fig. 2 The apsidal structure in the Central Field at ‘Ain
Ghazal.



circular building included a fine plaster floor poured
directly on the earthen surface (with one reflooring
episode), which produced very fragile and necessarily
transient surfaces.

Large Ritually Associated Buildings
The second kind of ritual structure is relatively larg e r,
although erosional damage to both examples at ‘Ain
Ghazal makes determination of the floor areas difficult.
One can say, on the other hand, that the smaller of the two
was at least 20m2 in area (Fig. 4), while the other entailed
a minimum of 27 m2 (Rollefson 1998: 48-53). Both were
located in the East Field, across the Zarqa River from
the main site. Each consisted of two rooms, with either
a wall or other construction limiting access into the room
with ritual furniture. Completely distinct from residen-
tial buildings, both of these structures had floors made
of clean clay, and the only presence of plaster was a small
floor hearth in each of the ritual rooms, and each hearth
was surrounded by seven limestone flagstones. One fea-
ture in each building was interpreted to be an altar
(Rollefson 1998).

The larger of the two yielded a radiocarbon sample
from the floor, presumably burned roofing debris when
the building caught fire or was intentionally fired; the
date was 8966 ± 132 calBP, or near the transition from
the LPPNB to the PPNC. By the time of its construc-
tion, residential buildings may have been abandoned in
the East Field, for the removal of deposits to create a flat
platform for the construction of the ritual building cut
through more than two meters of earlier LPPNB hous-
es. A retaining wall at least 2.5 m high and greater than
20 m in length protected the large ritual structure from
erosional danger from the steep hill behind the east wall
of the building (Fig. 5). When the eastern wall began to
collapse inwards, the building was abandoned, and a
new wall using immense limestone blocks was con-

structed over the altar along the interior of the east wall,
similar in effect to the burial of special buildings at
Çayönü (cf. Özdoğan 1995: 84-87).

Discussion

The concept of “ritual centers” involves several aspects
of consideration, for “center” has different connotations
under different conditions. The location of any repeated
activity might be taken to be a particular center for that
a c t i v i t y, and in this regard the iterated burials beneath
house floors or in courtyards indicate that dwellings (or
sections of them) can be viewed as “domestic ritual cen-
ters” that can be traced back into Epipaleolithic times
and that continued into the PPNC period. Put another
w a y, there were “family ritual centers” at the household
level.

The interpretation of the apsidal, circular, and “large
ritually associated buildings” as structures related to reli-
gious practices (based on Renfrew’s [1985] criteria) has
appeared elsewhere (Rollefson 1998: 55-57) and won’t
be revisited here. But there is a proposed relationship
between religion/ritual observances and social structure
that should be investigated in order to understand why
these kinds of buildings make their appearance in the
southern Levant during the LPPNB.

The nature of these family ritual centers – especially
in connection with the MPPNB skull cult – has been a
focus of debate recently as to whether the plastered skulls
represent ancestors (and consequently, that the decapi-
tated skulls are also ancestors) or the manifestation of
some other ritual principle. The leading voice against
the ancestor cult, at least as represented by the modeled
skulls, is Schmandt-Besserat, who has stated bluntly that
“in the Ancient Near East, one simply did not honor
ancestors by cutting off their heads” (Schmandt-Besserat
2003: 24). Bonogofsky has also raised the issue that
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Fig. 4 The large ritually associated building from the upper
region of the East Field at ‘Ain Ghazal. A-A’ indicates
the location of a blocked doorway.

Fig. 5 The large ritually associated building in the lower
area of the East Field. The black line in the photo
traces a temenos wall for more than 20 m from north
(left) to south.



among the decapitated skeletons and recovered skulls,
both males and females are represented, including
subadults too immature to have been ancestors at all
(Bonogofsky 2004: 118). Instead of ancestral venera-
tion, Schmandt-Besserat contends that, “consistent with
the Near Eastern belief that the human skull held heal-
ing and divinatory powers” the “plaster skulls had
apotropaic and prophetic functions” (Schmandt-Besserat
2003: 24).

It seems possible that the extreme views represented
by an ancestor cult on the one hand, and the points of
view of Schmandt-Besserat and Bonogofsky on the other
hand are not mutually exclusive. For Bonogofsky’s charg e
that some skulls/ decapitated skeletons are too young to
be considered ancestors at all, one should consider that
many and famous progeny are not necessarily the key
to the importance of ancestry. Instead, through rules such
as primogeniture (or some other socially defined crite-
rion), the eldest child of a household is granted special
treatment because that person is the critical link to past
lineage relatives (c f . Rollefson 2004: 169-170). And this
person, regardless of age or sex, might also be regarded
as being someone with very special spiritual powers,
including those of healing, divination, protection from
evil, and prophecy that must be revered by the living,
fulfilling the ideals delineated by Schmandt-Besserat.

Although skull removal (and perhaps even modeling
at Tell Aswad and Tell Ramad) continued in the LPPNB,
there appears to have been a reduced importance on the
ancestral aspect after the close of the MPPNB. A s
Stordeur noted, the treatment of skulls was varied across
the southern Levant in terms of local canons of stylistic
expressions, even between sites as geographically close
as Tell Aswad and Tell Ramad, as well as Jericho, ‘Ain
Ghazal, Beisamoun, and Kfar HaHoresh, and perhaps
specific rituals persisted in some outlying parts of the
region in contrast to altered observances in other parts.
If (and I stress this) the ancestral cult continued into the
earlier part of the LPPNB in the northern reaches of the
southern Levant, around Damascus, this may reflect dif-
ferences in stress (or the lack of it) between the areas
that received the greatest influx of refugees from the
Jordan Valley and Israel in the Syrian plain compared to
the highlands of Jordan, where most of the western pop-
ulations probably relocated.

Kuijt has observed that “under different conditions
specific mortuary practices can have different political
and social impacts upon the individual, household, and
c o m m u n i t y,” and “In small-scale social groups, … house-
hold level relationships are negotiated on real or per-
ceived reciprocity and are frequently reaffirmed through
… reciprocal participation in household ritual events,
such as mortuary rituals” (Kuijt 2000: 139) with “impli-
cations for the scale of social action” (Kuijt 2000: 155).
I would suggest that the conditions of the MPPNB vil-
lages in the southern Levant were considerably diff e r-

ent from those that pertained in the LPPNB megasites
in highland Jordan, and that in view of the greatly
increased complexity of the social fabric as the result of
major population compaction and the sudden competi-
tion for what quickly became scarce resources (e . g ., farm-
land, pasturage, access to springs or other permanent
sources of water), the “negotiations” on the former small-
scale level took on a very different tenor. 

Whatever integration had been facilitated by MPPNB
community-wide participation in such events as skull
caching (Kuijt 2000: 151-159), perhaps this became too
weak in the face of new population levels that now were
3-5 times as large as during the MPPNB. If ancestral
linkage was an important element of MPPNB social iden-
t i t y, the enlarged settlements such as ‘Ain Ghazal and
Wadi Shu’eib and the newly founded megasites includ-
ing Basta and ‘Ain Jammam faced new challenges. A
focus on lineage/clan identity represented by the skull
cult became divisive and centrifugal in terms of com-
munity integrity because of the enormous pressure on
local availability of necessities: where rituals such as
skull caching of a relatively few kinship groups had
become complex, and self-serving motives may have
become strong threats to community solidarity under
former integrative systems. 

It would seem that the size of the community is criti-
cal in terms of the effectiveness of social integration.
While we do not know the criteria for the selection of
individuals to represent lineages/clans, it might have
become difficult and unreliable in the huge megasites to
schedule skull caching ceremonies: suitable representa-
tives may not have died since the last integrative caching
ceremony was held, and this could be the reason that
skull caching disappeared in the LPPNB6.

A clue as to how the problem of the persistent poten-
tial fission of middle and later LPPNB communities was
resolved might be seen in the sudden appearance of new
ritual buildings like those at ‘Ain Ghazal. To combat the
centrifugal forces of corporate lineage/clan concerns,
adaptations to the prevailing social structure may have
been facilitated by a restructuring of the socio-religious
sphere, at least in some of the LPPNB megasites. One
example might be reflected in the final MPPNB statuary
cache at ‘Ain Ghazal, where two-headed busts appear.
A minimum of three two-headed busts was recovered
from a badly disturbed cache in 1985 (Grissom n.d.),
and these unique iconographic expressions are, of course,
open to considerable speculation. But one aspect of this
literal and figurative duality could well relate to the stress-
es of late MPPNB settlements in the western part of the
southern Levant, and that the two heads of each of the
statues refer to a resident ‘Ain Ghazal population and a
population of closely related immigrant consanguineous
families.

Under this assessment, the social need for lineal/clan
identity was maintained through the meeting places of
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socially identified relatives in the smaller apsidal/circu-
lar buildings that celebrated family rites of passage,
including, for example, announcements of “baptism” (c f .
Rollefson 2000: 170-171), marriage, births, deaths, etc.
But the larger ritual buildings at LPPNB ‘Ain Ghazal
served a much different function: instead of acknowl-
edging the special nature of lineage/clan identity, the
“temples” across the river from the main settlement at
‘Ain Ghazal stood as  consolidating foci of community
i d e n t i t y. The apsidal/circular buildings at ‘Ain Ghazal
seem to be associated with domestic dwelling blocks,
but the “larger ritually associated buildings” are set apart
from the residential areas, which contributes to a com-
munal rather than residentially specific locations. 

The appearance of special ritual buildings may be relat-
ed to the broken threshold of manageable ceremonial
scheduling that was characteristic of the smaller MPPNB
settlements. Although religion is notably very conser-
vative and resistant to change, the community-wide aspect
of skull caching may have been replaced by a different
form of ceremony altogether. (But decapitation and skull
modeling could have been maintained by lineage/clan
groups at their discretion). The smaller ritual buildings
at ‘Ain Ghazal might have been used for the furtherance
of lineage/clan identity and solidarity, while the larger
ones became the locus of community integration rites
that involved living representatives of the corporate units
in the towns and villages7 instead of dead ones.

One last aspect of “centers” deals with settlements 
that were geographic centers of ritual observances.
Ceremonial centers such as Kfar HaHoresh have not
been reported for the LPPNB in the southern Levant, but
the megasites themselves may have incorporated region-
al ceremonial foci into the population centers. One char-
acteristic of the LPPNB in the southern Levant is the
presence of one major settlement in each of the promi-
nent wadis in Jordan (with the exception of the Wadi el-
Hasa), with what appear to be vast unexploited farmland
between the wadis. This is probably an incorrect inter-
pretation, despite survey information that has been sys-
tematically collected over the past couple of decades.
Small hamlets and even farmsteads may have existed
near small springs on the wadi flood plain above and
below the wadis’ major population centers and even on
the plateaus above the valley floors, but in many places
subsequent erosion and urban development have
destroyed or obscured the archaeological record8. T h u s ,
the megasites may also have served some of the nearby
populations in certain scheduled ceremonies.

There are exceptions to the LPPNB megasite phe-
nomenon in the southern Levant besides Tell Ramad and
Tell Aswad. Ba’ja is one example, occupying 1.5 ha or
less (Gebel and Hermansen 2004: 15), and no megasites
are known at all in Wadi el-Hasa, only relatively small
sites such as Khirbet Hammam (ca. 3 ha; Peterson 2000:
4) and el-Hemmeh (ca. 1 ha; c f . Makarewicz and Goodale

2004). It is unlikely that such sites were subordinate to
any others, so each small LPPNB settlement served as
its own ritual and residential center.

Terminological Problems

What to call the “special buildings”? What terms should
be used to identify patterned, distinguishable structures
such as the apsidal, circular, and “large ritually associ-
ated buildings” that obviously (?) have different func-
tions than domestic structures, but that also appear to
have functioned differently from each other? Hole has
noted the “[interpretation] as ‘shrine’, “temple’ o r, more
a m b i g u o u s l y, “public” (2000: 204) and finishes, perhaps
with some humor, with heads of households “meeting
in ‘shrine-like’ buildings” (Hole 2000: 207).

There are several considerations to ponder when select-
ing identifying tags for ritual architecture. “Shrines”, for
example, can be found in modern houses all across the
world, although there are also shrines isolated from
domestic contexts that vary in size from a small plaque
attached to a post along a roadside to buildings several
hundred square meters in floor area. Similarly, temples
and shrines seem to overlap in terms of size, interior rit-
ual paraphernalia, and associated numbers of spirits or
deities. There are Bronze Age temples, Iron Age tem-
ples, Roman and Nabataean temples that served differ-
ent religions in the Near East (but curiously, no one has
suggested naming pre-Christian or pre-Islamic ritual
architecture “churches” or “mosques”).

The terms “non-domestic” and “public” are, as Hole
says, “ambiguous.” Once such identifications have been
made, is it possible to go beyond these bland words and
venture into a daring socio-ritual arrangement of iden-
tifying words based on deduced function and hierarchi-
cal organization? The apsidal and circular non-domestic
buildings at LPPNB ‘Ain Ghazal are not necessarily pub-
lic if the intention was to celebrate kin-based rites, so
perhaps a word like “shrine” is appropriate in this con-
text; “kinship cult building” is a possible alternative.
And the “large ritually associated buildings”, if they
served to integrate the large communities, might quali-
fy as pan-cult religious centers, acting as unifying ritu-
al centers much a “temples” do today; again, a less
provocative term might be “communal cult building”,
as Gebel has suggested (personal communication). The
time is at hand to resolve the terminological problem.

Concluding Remarks

The energy invested in ritual activity became very notice-
able in the late Epipaleolithic period, but the fluores-
cence of this aspect of cultural life increased in com-
plexity during the PPNA and accelerated even more
during the MPPNB and LPPNB. Changes in ritual activ-
ity are probably related to changes in environmental con-
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ditions, including as elements of that environment the
increase in people within a community and an increase
in communities within a given territory. The change from
the MPPNB to the LPPNB corresponded to the tumul-
tuous abandonment of farming villages in the Jordan
Valley and Israel, and while the change is tantamount to
“punctuated equilibrium” in some population centers,
the ritual adaptation would eventually lose its applicability
for maintaining large, complex populations as social
units because of the dramatic impact such large popula-
tions made on the landscape. 

The population implosion after the LPPNB in the south-
ern Levant has not been well documented, but ritual
activity in the PPNC underwent considerable deflation.
Courtyard and subfloor burials at PPNC ‘Ain Ghazal
continued, but there is no indication of any ritual build-
ings at all, despite the much larger area of excavation
for the PPNC period. 

Of course, the ritual “glue” that held societies togeth-
er during the MPPNB and LPPNB can hardly be char-
acterized as “failures”. MPPNB rites maintained com-
munal integrity for about a thousand years, and the
LPPNB survived social and environmental pressures for
500 years.

Notes

1 Kirkbride emphasized that the hard orange-rusty material was
confined to the subfloor areas of T1 and T3 and did not extend
beyond the walls of the structures Kirkbride 1984: 10).
2 Kirkbride noted that one of the circular domestic houses in the
village had a floor paved “with flat, irregular stone slabs, the only
example of its kind yet found at Beidha” (Kirkbride 1967: 8).
3 Bonogofsky notes that it is not clear in Ferembach’s (1969)
report precisely how many skulls were plastered (Bonogofsky
2001: 67), but after visiting the National Museum in Damascus,
Schmandt-Besserat reported that 23 were coated with plaster
(Schmandt-Besserat 2003: 20, fn.).
4 It should be pointed out that the plastered skulls from Tell Ramad
are dated to the LPPNB, which would make them the only known
examples from so late a period. Stordeur has not yet been able to
firmly date the funerary structure from Tell Aswad to either 
the MPPNB or to the LPPNB (Stordeur 2003a: 109; 2003b). For
the sake of convenience I have included both sites in the MPPNB
section).
5 The final circular room phase of the building had eight reflooring
episodes, each directly atop the earlier floor).
6 The continuation of the skull caching practice at Tell Ramad and
Tell Aswad might be explained in part by the continued small size
of these settlements compared to the megasites farther south. Tell
Ramad was only 2 ha in size (Contenson 2000: 1), and Tell Aswad
was just over 6 ha (Stordeur 2003: 8). Under these conditions, the
threshold of Kuijt’s “scale of social action” may not have been
exceeded.
7 This might also explain how ritual buildings of only 20-30 m2

could have served for “community-wide public ceremonies” (Hole
2000: 203).
8 Urban sprawl has virtually taken over the entire region around
‘Ain Ghazal, which is one reason for the apparent non-existence of
“smaller ‘hamlets’ or support sites” in the area (Simmons 2000:
217).
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Since 1995, Göbekli Tepe has been the focus of archae-
ological research carried out by members of the Museum
of Şanlıurfa and the German Archaeological Institute
(Schmidt 2003, 2004). After ten campaigns of excava-
tions, many ambiguities and unanswered questions about
the site remain. Nonetheless, it indisputably opens a new
conceptual territory in the study of the Neolithisation of
the Near East. The majority of the 10th and 9th millen-
nium BC structures discovered at Göbekli Tepe cannot
be classified as residential. The raised topographical sit-
uation of the site, which clearly created a landmark vis-
ible from great distances, and the monumentality of the
architecture indicate that this place served other func-
tions than those of a village settlement.

In a recently published essay, this author explored the
phenomenon of cult centers that existed long before the
e m e rgence of sedentism (Schmidt 2005). These sites
were referred to as “central places.” Although in their
prehistoric setting they do not fit within Christaller’s
Central Places (1934), they are arguably at the very least
distant relatives. Moreover, alternate terms that might
be proposed, such as “nodal points”, generate other ambi-

guities. The argument being evoked here follows the
hypothesis formulated by Lewis Mumford in The City in
H i s t o r y (1961), in which he contends that a city arises at
the point where a permanent sedentary population estab-
lishes itself around a central shrine. The city thus has
from its inception fundamentally different functions than
those belonging to the primarily agricultural village.
Continuing Mumford’s reasoning, one may add that there
are activities carried out in this “central place” that would
never occur in the village, at least not the same way or
in these concentrations, and not even in, for example,
PPN (Pre-Pottery Neolithic) mega-villages. Large gath-
erings and special cult services took place in such places,
presumably in conjunction with a certain control and
domination of those present, naturally not without an
element of attractive “performance” or the festive dec-
oration of the site with “art,” and often with an empha-
sis on monumentality. Many examples from later his-
torical periods illustrate how cities develop out of religious
sites. In these periods, specialists live permanently at the
site and develop a community life differing from that
found in a village.
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“Ritual Centers” and the Neolithisation of Upper Mesopotamia
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Theses

1. Ritual Centers existed significantly before the emergence of sedentary communities.
2. Ritual centers continued to play a fundamental role for early sedentary communities.
3. Ritual centers can be clearly differentiated from settlements by their distinct geographical setting and 

by the overall archaeological evidence.
4. They fulfill tasks that resemble those of central places of later periods.
5. Through its dissemination of Neolithic ways of life, the ritual center served as a cultural catalyst.
6. Göbekli Tepe represents such a ritual center. 



The function of Stone Age centers, outside of their reli-
gious role, included being a locus for exchange among
various groups – of ideas, goods, and people. In extreme
cases, these centers were situated in otherwise completely
uninhabited sites, whose position was known only to a
particular community and only had to offer space for
l a rger groups on special occasions. That these centers
possessed a religious character seems to be the rule.
Following this, it seems evident that ritual centers exist-
ed long before sedentary communities and are consid-
erably older than villages. They fulfilled a function for
a hunting and gathering population, who sought at least
to fulfill the most elementary need for exchange – that
of verbal communication.

It should be emphasized at this point that, although we
may be permitted to make some assumptions with regard
to the activities at Göbekli Tepe, a detailed identifica-
tion of them is not yet possible. It is not necessary how-
e v e r, to enter into a basic discussion of whether or not the
stone circle ought to be interpreted at all as a “cult” instal-
lation, for we know what the settlements and houses look
like from this period. Given the monumental pillars and
stone circles, as well as the sort of sculpture and reliefs
found there, it could hardly be classified as anything
other than a sacred site. It is not yet possible to say defin-
itively whether the stone circles designated a space that
was forbidden ground for the majority of the people at
that time, or whether the area around these pillars was
bustling with activity. It is certain only that the pillars
could not have been constructed without a large supply
of labor, which in turn demanded that a certain amount
of planning and organization be devoted to its accom-
plishment. The building logistics necessary for the con-
struction of Göbekli Tepe provide a simple, but clearly
recognizable basis for the idea that during the 10th and
9th millenium BC – a period in which “Neolithisation”

had yet to occur – there was a consensus of several oth-
erwise independent groups that assembled the manual
labor for the creation of the complex. 

The T-shaped pillars at Göbekli Tepe are given pro-
nounced importance through numerous elements that
make them recognizable as stylized, humanoid creatures.
Whether these anthropomorphic pillars embody gods,
ancestors, or even malevolent spirits, it seems clear that
their presence played an important role in the life of the
people who built Göbekli Tepe. The geomagnetic sur-
vey confirmed what the archaeological evidence sug-
gested: in addition to the four monumental enclosures
discovered in situ, there are at least fifteen others. Since
each of these enclosures contains on average 12 pillars
in the walls of the enclosure and 2 in the center, it can
be assumed that more than 200 megalithic pillars were
erected at Göbekli Tepe in all (at present, 39 of them
have been excavated; most of these only partially un-
earthed).

As already stated, the work required to quarry the stone,
transport and install the monoliths – which weighed up
to ten metric tons – and to execute the careful work on
the limestone pillars, most of which are finished on all
sides, could not have been carried out by only a few peo-
ple. It was a task that may have been as vast in scale as
the construction of the Obelisks in Pharaonic Egypt. If
Göbekli Tepe can be seen as a “ritual center” in the sense
of a “central place,” then not in the sense that a popula-
tion was settled here, carrying out the functions of daily
life and generating innovations. Göbekli Tepe was a place
where people from surrounding settlements came togeth-
er on specific occasions in order to complete a common
project. These people came from Çayönü, Nevalı Çori,
Tell ‘Abr, Mureybet, Jerf el-Ahmar, Tell Qaramel and
certainly many other places that are still unknown. T h e s e
places describe a radius of approximately 200 km around
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Fig. 1 Map of important
PPN sites in Upper
Mesopotamia.



Göbekli Tepe. Such a catchment area seems to be con-
firmed not only by the discovery of a material culture in
these places which is in essence upper Mesopotamian
PPN, but also by the discovery of symbols at these other
sites, often in miniature form, which are found on a mon-
umental scale at Göbekli Tepe (cf. Stordeur and Abbès
2002).

The most significant archaeological sites are listed
below and indicated on a map (Fig. 1):

Turkey:
Akarçay: Arimura et al. 2001; Balkan-Atlı et al. 1999, 2002, 2004;
Özbaşaran et al. 2004.
Çayönü: A. Özdoğan 1995, 1999; M. Özdoğan 1995, 1996.
Demirköy: Rosenberg and Peasnell 1998.
Hallan Çemi: Rosenberg 1999a-b.
Hamzan Tepe: Çelik 2004; Kürkçüoğlu and Karahan Kara 2003.
Göbekli Tepe: Peters and Schmidt 2004; Schmidt 2001, 2003,
2004, 2005.
Karahan: Çelik 2000b; Kürkçüoğlu and Karahan Kara 2003.
Kilisik: Hauptmann 2000; Verhoeven 2001.
Körtik Tepe: Özkaya 2004; Özkaya and San 2002, 2003, 2004;
Özkaya, San and Yıldızhan 2002.
Nevalı Çori: Hauptmann 1993, 1999.
Sefer Tepe: Kürkçüoğlu and Karahan Kara 2005.
Urfa-Yeni Yol: Bucak and Schmidt 2003; Çelik 2000a; Hauptmann
2003.

Syria:
Jerf el-Ahmar: Stordeur and Abbès 2002; Stordeur et al. 2001.
Mureybet: Stordeur and Abbès 2002.
Tell ‘Abr 3: Yartah 2001, 2004, 2005.
Tell Qaramel: Mazurowski 2000; Mazurowski and Jamous 2001;
Mazurowski and Yartah 2002.
Sheikh Hassan: Cauvin 1980; Nierlé 1982.

Sites in Iraq with similarities to the sites of the Urfa Region:
Nemrik: S.K. Kozlowski 2002; Mazurowski 1997.

Qermez Dere: Watkins 1990, 1995; Watkins et al. 1991.

Hallan Çemi (10200–9200 BC) is an indication of the
potential chronological depth of Göbekli Tepe, whose
oldest layers are still unknown. The monumental stone
circles of Göbekli Tepe date to the PPNA/EPPNB. A
more recent building phase with significantly smaller
pillars set in rectangular formation dates to the MPPNB.
The characteristics of Urfa-Yeni Yol, Karahan, Sefer
Tepe and Hamzan Tepe as settlements and their more
exact chronological classification remain obscure. We
may possibly be dealing here too with places like Göbekli
Tepe, which had primarily a religious significance, but
which lack the scale and certainly the significance of
Göbekli Tepe. The objects excavated at Kilisik do not
provide any solid evidence as to their site context. 

The following list of object groups and their icono-
graphical motifs demonstrate the close connections among
the specified sites. Since all the itemized elements are
also found at Göbekli Tepe, that site is not named sepa-
rately in this list. The places that have so far been iden-
tified as having T-shaped stone pillars (1.5-2 m long) are
located at a distance of 15–60 km from Göbekli Tepe. 

Small T-shaped pillars: Nevalı Çori, Karahan, Hamzan, Sefer
Tepe.
Large stone sculptures: Urfa-Yeni Yol, Nevalı Çori, Karahan,
Kilisik, Jerf el-Ahmar.
Reliefs und large, figurally decorated stone slabs: Nevalı Çori,
Çayönü, Tell ‘Abr.
Small stone slabs and shaft-straighteners with grooved symbols:
Nevalı Çori, Körtik, Akarçay Tepe, Jerf el-Ahmar, Mureybet,
Çayönü, Sheik Hassan, Tell Qaramel, Tell ‘Abr 3.
Stone scepter of the Hallan Çemi type: Hallan Çemi, Körtik,
Nemrik. 
Grooved stone vessel of the Hallan Çemi type: Nevalı Çori,
Çayönü, Demirköy, Körtik, Hallan Çemi, Jerf el-Ahmar, Tell 
‘Abr 3. 
Spacer beads: Nevalı Çori, Çayönü, Mureybet.
Important iconographical motifs:  “Four-footed reptile”: Jerf el-
Ahmar, Tell ‘Abr; Quadrupeds und Snakes: Jerf el-Ahmar; Cluster
of snakes: Tell Qaramel; Spiders and scorpions: Jerf el-Ahmar,
Körtik, Demirköy.

Identified at Göbekli Tepe but only rarely found at other
sites are the following objects, or artifact groups:

Monumental stone circles (Fig. 2).
Large T-shaped pillars (Fig. 3); the northern central-pillar of the
terrazzo building at Nevalı Cori is of a similar scale, but those
found elsewhere are significantly smaller.
Large decorated pillar (Fig. 4), with the exception of the Nevalı
Çori “totem pole”.
Megalithic U-stones (Fig. 5).
Large stone rings (Fig. 6).
Door-like stone frames (Fig. 7), seen sporadically also in Karahan,
a miniature in Nevalı Çori. 
Large basalt slabs bifacially worked (Fig. 8).
Buttons of the Göbekli Tepe type (Fig. 9), one specimen known
from Nevalı Çori. 

The discovery of additional sites with T-shaped pillars in
the Urfa province, the increasing concentration of archae-
ological finds in this area, together with the absence of
similar T-shape pillar sites in other regions merits a small
digression. In Greek history, cult communities were
known as “amphictyonies.” The original meaning of the
word is not completely clear, but it contains something
of the notion “to dwell around.” Originally, the concept
referred only to the “sacred league,” whose central shrine
was the temple of Apollo in Delphi. However, already
during the ancient period the concept was broadened to
refer to other associations. Modern historians have sug-
gested, for example, that amphictyonic structures exist-
ed for the Sumers, Philistines and Israelites. The essen-
tial element of the amphictyony is a central shrine. First
and foremost a cult organization, the amphictyony could
also encompass social, ethnic and military facets
(Freedman 1992: entry “A m p h i c t y o n y”; Cancik and
Schneider 1996: entry “Amphiktyonia”).

Is it possible that Göbekli Tepe represents a central
shrine for a “Stone Age amphictyony”? An attempt to
derive a definitive answer to this question would demand
more than the available sources. However, the geo-
graphical area in which sites with T-shaped pillars are
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found seems not just to show a concentration in the region
around Urfa, but in fact to cover a broad circle extend-
ing out from Göbekli Tepe. In the attempt to advance
our interpretation of the Stone Age situation in upper
Mesopotamia, the historical phenomenon of the amph-
ictyony is undoubtedly a useful piece of background
information. It focuses attention on what might be the
central element that binds groups together and focuses
their interaction: a common religion and a central shrine.
Amphictyonic structures consequently go far beyond
what is contained in the term “peer polity.” The com-
mon religion forms the binding element among groups
settled in different regions.

If we accept that in the upper Mesopotamian PPN,
there existed cultic communities with amphictyonic struc-
tures in at least the broadest sense of the term, many
questions about the networks of interaction between PPN
groups answer themselves. The question is no longer
whether there was an all-dominating center – as in a dif-
fusionist perspective – or whether there were “hundreds
of centers” (c f . Gebel 2004). Whatever the number of
communities that actually existed – each of them prob-
ably organized on the level of “segmentary societies”
and connected to each other through a ritual center – it
is not necessary to know how many competing alliances

existed simultaneously, each with their own centers, to
see that a ritual center of this kind offers an ideal forum
for the interaction and organization of common activi-
ties. Such activities would have ranged from the con-
struction of large stone circles to advanced hunting prac-
tices covering an expansive terrain, resembling larg e - s c a l e
land management. This management of the land could
mark the beginning of intentional cultivation of grain,
an agricultural economics not in the sense of garden agri-
culture, but indeed the cultivation of large land areas,
whose potential harvests must have required protection
from the competing nutritional needs of grassing ani-
mals.

The main achievement of such alliances is that they
make possible a new concentration of the skills and know-
how amassed and acquired by each of the participating
groups. Technical challenges like the production and
transport of megalithic building elements were met and
methods refined, resulting in monumental architectures
that would have been impossible for individual groups
alone to produce. This exchange, of course, also entailed
shared spiritual values; and it promoted – and ultimate-
ly demanded – the use of a symbolic system. Many pil-
lars at Göbekli Tepe are marked with series of abstract
signs and animal representations. These are not fleet-
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Fig. 2 Göbekli Tepe. Enclosure D.

Fig. 3 Göbekli Tepe. T-shaped pillar, in situ in quarry. Fig. 4 Göbekli Tepe. Pillar 9 in Enclosure B.



ingly scratched signs but bas-reliefs. Particularly fre-
quent are H-shaped forms such as snakes and quadrupeds
standing upright and turned 90°. Several of the signs and
combinations of signs reappear at a much smaller scale
as engravings on small stone slabs and shaft-straighten-
ers. The use of the word “hieroglyphics” here may pose
the danger of diverting attention to “hieroglyphic writ-
ing” in the sense of a phonetically readable script, a pos-
sibility that can be discarded with a high degree of cer-
t a i n t y. Nonetheless, the term “Neolithic hieroglyphs” in
the sense of “sacred signs” seems appropriate to desig-
nate a series of objects that show a succession of signs
in a monumental scale and recurring manner. That these
signs are also applied to anthropomorphic pillars may
perhaps suffice as evidence for the use of the word,
“hierós”. 

Jacques Cauvin (1997) pointed in the right direction
with the “revolution of symbols,” but he was unable to
incorporate the more recent research into the range of
examples that inform his argument. Current findings
resist categorization in his iconographic framework of
“the woman and the bull.” Especially at Göbekli Tepe,
it is evident that the world of the 10th and 9th millenni-
um BC encompasses a much broader symbolic spectrum
and more mythological substance (Peters and Schmidt
2004) than can be expressed in the small-scale figurines
of the Khiamian or the PPNA known to Cauvin. It also
seems doubtful that it was indeed first in Early Holocene
society that this “revolution of symbols” occurred, or

whether the findings from this period might reflect a sig-
nificantly older inheritance from the Palaeolithic Age. 

The “revolution of symbols” in Cauvin’s sense and its
focus on the “woman and the bull” seems in any case to
be an overinterpretation of the evidence available at that
time, in the same way that the Levant was elected the
most significant “corridor” for the distribution of the
Neolithic in the Near East. This is a symptom of the state
of research as it has developed, and the field is only now
beginning to recognize the full scope of its sources and
scholars start to focus their research on the region between
Upper Euphrates and Upper Tigris (e . g ., Watkins 2004).
The case of Cyprus can offer another instructive exam-
ple of this, given that its spectacularly early settlement
date has been recognized only in the past ten years (see
Dialogue in Neo-Lithics 1/04).

When one considers what seem to be vast new sources
of information about the Early Neolithic in the Near East,
it seems that the cultures of the Upper Palaeolithic Age
have not really been taken into account until now, at least
not beyond the geographical area of the Kebarian and
Natufian cultures. Throughout the Near East, the Upper
Paleolithic era has only been minimally explored, and
requires a brief glance to distant Europe for parallel
examples. There is no shortage in this area of either
women or bull motifs from the Upper Paleolithic peri-
od. The area in which “Venus” statuettes from the mid-
dle Upper Paleolithic have been found reaches from the
Pyrenees almost to the Ural (Bosinski 1987: 60 Ill. 54),
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Fig. 5 Göbekli Tepe. U-shaped monolithic limestone,
entrance to "dromos" of Enclosure C. 

Fig. 6 Göbekli Tepe. Large ring made of limestone. 
Diameter: ca. 0.60 m.



and the women depicted in the reliefs at Angles sur
l’Anglin appear almost life-sized (Iakovleva and Pinçon
1997). The cave paintings of Franco-Cantabrian areas
are full of bulls, even if it is often a bison being repre-
sented and not an aurochs. In the shaft scene of Lascaux,
we see an ithyphallic man falling before a Bison, and a
bird on a staff-shaped object below. The deep symbolic
value contained in this representation cannot be denied.
The art of the Ice Age is moreover full of bracket, lattice,
and ladder signs, and club-shaped, broom-shaped, bell-
shaped and triangular or trapezoidal shaped signs
(Bosinski 1999). Small stone slabs have been found with
additive, complex representations, like those from Jerf
e l - A h m a r, Tell Qaramel and from Göbekli Tepe, and
there are predecessors as early as the Palaeolithic (e.g.,
J.K. Kozlowski 1992: 176, fig. 126). Hardly anything in
the material culture of the PPN is really new in com-
parison to the Upper Paleolithic, not even sedentarity
and the construction of residential buildings. One salient
fact remains: we know all this rather from the far reach-
es of Europe, but almost nothing from the Upper
Palaeolithic cultures of the Near East.

It is difficult to imagine a monument like that of Göbekli
Tepe existing without any “prehistory” that reaches back
to the Old Stone Age. One can thus concur with the per-
spective that claims, “Göbekli Tepe should thus most
likely be viewed as the culmination of final Paleolithic
developments rather than as the initiation and emerg e n c e
of new ideas” (Goring-Morris and Belfer-Cohen 2002:
73). The Upper Paleolithic of upper Mesopotamia remains
all but unknown up to the present day. It has been said
that a true comprehension of the Neolithisation of the
Near East must await a more adequate investigation of
the late Upper Paleolithic history between the Tigris and
Euphrates. The key to this period may indeed lie here, and
not in the Natufian culture of the southern Levant, which
may actually turn out to have been a marginal region.
This is not to suggest that the appearance of the late
Upper Paleolithic and of the Epipaleolithic in upper
Mesopotamia can be expected to connect seamlessly

with the southern Levant. It is quite unclear how this gap
in the research will eventually be filled in. 

The land between the upper courses of the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers forms an area which has been figura-
tively described as the “belly” of the Fertile Crescent,
or the  Golden Triangle” or “triangle d’or” (Aurenche
and Kozlowski 1999). It is a massive area that has bare-
ly been explored by archaeologists. For historical rea-
sons, the research first described the beginnings of a

Neolithic way of life in the southern Levant, in the
western wing of the Fertile Crescent, which was thus
identified as the birthplace of the Neolithic. However,
the available sources – above all those sites in the Urfa
region and here especially Göbekli Tepe – indicate that
the process of Neolithisation can be reconstructed in a
modified form in upper Mesopotamia as well.  

I n c r e a s i n g l y, Neolithic innovations are being identi-
fied in the upper Mesopotamian region, such as the intro-
duction of Helwan points (Gopher 1994), or the domes-
tication of einkorn wheat (Willcox 2002; cf. Colledge,
Conolly, and Shennan 2004 and discussion).  The earli-
est origins of the Megalithism can be located among
these developments. Monumental architecture, part of
external symbolic storage as Watkins pointed out (2004),
renders power visible – not necessarily in the sense of a
hierarchical ordering, but in the sense that, “it ... seems
evident that there must have been some sort of a control
mechanism monitoring all that was happening” (Özdoğa n
2002: 157).

The reason why building activity at Göbekli Tepe came
to an end in the MPPNB cannot yet be determined. As
G. Rollefson’s discussion of the southern Levant in the
PPNB in this volume illustrates, ritual centers may have
begun to be established within settlements during this
period. This could indicate that at least some specific rit-
ual activities were being shifted increasingly into set-
tlements themselves. Perhaps developments of this kind
were responsible for the end of Göbekli Tepe. On the
other hand, it may be that the settlement of ‘Ain Ghazal,
the main basis for Rollefson’s discussion, was built on
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Fig. 7 Göbekli Tepe. Door-like stone frame made of lime-
stone.

Fig. 8 Göbekli Tepe. Large basalt artefact of unknown 
function. Length: ca. 0.75 cm.



an older sacred site. Therefore, the appearance of ritual
buildings might simply represent the continuation of an
existing tradition. It may well be that rituals that had
always been carried out in living quarters and not asso-
ciated with any particular location were then placed in
an architectural setting. In any case, the ritual complex-
es within settlements are found in upper Mesopotamia as
early as the PPNA, for example, in Jerf el-Ahmar and
in Tell ‘Abr 3. A more thoroughgoing investigation of
this point falls outside of the framework of this discus-
sion. However the ritual complexes within settlements
may have developed, it seems very probable that at least
in Upper Mesopotamia, the people of the early villages
were indeed familiar with ritual centers located far away
from their settlements.

The model of a Stone Age cultic community sketched
out here combines diffusionist and polycentric elements.
New achievements were brought out in the “market” of
community gatherings into the ritual centers and became
known and more broadly disseminated in this fashion. In
these places, a confluence of society’s innovative poten-
tials occurred. Taken as a whole, the evidence seems to
justify the notion that ritual centers were predecessors
to the Central Places of later periods, given that many
elements contained in ritual centers anticipate the essen-
tial features of the latter. The use of the word “hiero-
glyph” here – in the literal sense of “holy sign” – will
certainly not go without misunderstanding, as discussed
above. Nonetheless, in the face of the new and spectac-
ular findings in upper Mesopotamia its use seems com-
pletely appropriate.

There must have existed numerous “ritual centers” in
the Stone Age. The archaeological evidence suggests
that Göbekli Tepe was one of them. It was a “Theatre of
Memory” … “in which the essentials dramas, rituals and
myths could take their meaning” (Watkins 2004: 19).
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Introduction

Notwithstanding the truly spectacular nature of Neolithic
discoveries in the Near East over the past 25 years our
frames of reference remain very tenuous. Ultimately, we
are provided with only an opaque window in terms of
the nature and meanings of the observed phenomena. In
the following note we relate very briefly, in general terms,
to just a few of the broader issues raised by Schmidt and
Rollefson in their respective accounts. This appears to be
more constructive than focusing on the specifics, some
of which we agree with and some of which we would
interpret or emphasize differently.

The Nature of Neolithic Changes 

Perhaps the most significant issue concerning the
Neolithization process is the fact that it encompassed a
combination of Palaeolithic phenomena together with
events and procedures that had never been previously
experienced or addressed. In this sense the origins of the
Neolithic represent both ‘ends’ and ‘beginnings’, but
with little obvious canonization, which contribute to
make matters extremely difficult to generalize about. We
should remember that what can be observed in the archae-
ological record is not always the straightforward equa-
tion of ‘the larger’ equals ‘the central’ in terms of over-
all importance (and see below). It seems that early
Neolithic socio-cultural belief systems can be charac-
terized primarily by their flexibility, and the lack of stan-
dardized hierarchical practices. In this we concur with
S c h m i d t ’s observation concerning the continuation of
the ‘old, shamanistic order’ (as opposed to Cauvin’s ‘new
order’) being the more appropriate approach given our
present state of knowledge. 

Terminology and Frames of Reference

Our perception of the Neolithic is frequently marred by
modern geography. Here we have in mind the termino-
logical ‘minefield’ of place names commonly employed
in various papers, such as “Mesopotamia”,  “Anatolia”,
“Turkey”, “Syria”, “Israel”, “Jordan”, and “Palestine”,
all problematic in one way or another. Thus, following
the recent suggestion of Gebel (Neo-Lithics meeting in
Fréjus, February 2004) we believe it is preferable to use

topographic and phytogeographic zones as basic terms
of reference. Within this context we believe that the entire
area south of the barrier of the Taurus and Zagros moun-
tains should be related to as part of a single, compre-
hensive geographical continuum, which for want of a
better term, we can call the ‘Levant’. Within the Levant,
we observe four main provinces – in the south, the
Mediterranean province (including the Damascus Basin),
bordered on the south and east by the arid province; and,
to the north, the Middle Euphrates and the Upper Tigris
provinces. 

Furthermore, the terminology applied to observed
socio-cultural and cosmological phenomena is commonly
influenced by post-Neolithic paradigmatic frameworks.
We are thus ‘knowledgeable’ and ‘comprehend’ t h e
observed phenomena in retrospect. Yet, one should bear
in mind that time can and does change the meaning of
things that superficially appear similar, never mind the
dramatic appearance of phenomena not observed earli-
er. The nature and significance of ‘high place’ or ‘ritual
l o c a l i t y ’ can and demonstrably do change through time,
e . g ., the long-lasting cultic areas of Tell Megiddo
(‘Armageddon’), or the “Dome of the Rock” in Jerusalem,
both of which have been loaded with a series of differ-
ing belief systems tied in with the same specific loca-
tion. Here, one may also refer to long-lasting symbols
such as the ‘swastika’, the ‘star of David’, and even
monolithic stelae (masseboth), the meaning and sym-
bolic connotations of which changed radically through
time. Of course, we are also cognizant that ritual local-
ities can eventually die out and be completely forg o t t e n ,
e.g., various Megalithic monuments in Europe, etc.

For historical reasons most comparisons and analo-
gies of Near Eastern Neolithic cultic phenomena have
centered on later local entities – Dynastic Egypt, Sumerian
and Assyrian Mesopotamia, Biblical narratives, etc. W h i l e
these are undoubtedly valid, perhaps we should also con-
sider wider ranging comparisons where the beginnings
of sedentism, expanding communities, and subsistence
changes are all relevant. Indeed in-as-much as we may
discuss hierarchies of ritual/cultic phenomena, we should
nevertheless remember that they operated within spe-
cific contextual settings. Thus, frames of reference can
be drawn from Neolithic and Megalithic Europe (see,
e.g. Thomas 1999; Jones 2005; Renfrew 2001; Whittle
1985, 1997). The American Southwest, beyond the recent-
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ly popular ‘pueblos’ similarities and comparisons
(Stordeur 2000, Stordeur et al. 2001), can also be used
to provide further insights into aspects of the Near Eastern
Neolithic archaeological record, e.g., the LPPNB ritual
round structures at ‘Ain Ghazal may be viewed as the
equivalent of North American ‘sweat lodges’.

Location of Central Places 

The archaeological evidence for the scale of various
Neolithic phenomena remains open to speculation. W h i l e
we concur that Göbekli Tepe was most definitely a cen-
tral place in terms of the northern Levant, we really do
not know whether it was the central place, as intimated
by Schmidt.  Göbekli is, indeed, situated in a prominent
watershed location at the headwaters of the Balikh Va l l e y
and another, northward flowing tributary of the Euphrates.
Yet, a mere 50 km away, the still to be systematically
investigated site of Karahan Tepe is also located in a
watershed situation between the Balikh and Khabur
Valleys; the site is reputed to feature some 250 T- s h a p e d
pillars on the surface (Çelik 2000). This raises the pos-
sibility that ritual ‘territories’ (for want of a better word)
were more tightly packed than some researchers have
hypothesized.  This, of course, is without a priori mak-
ing direct comparisons as to the specific functions of
both sites within the broader system, and indeed whether
the system functioned at all within a hierarchical, or
‘optimal’ framework. 

Concerning the claimed singularity of the Delphic
amphictyony (see Schmidt herein), one should bear in
mind that, initially, there were at least six amphictyonies
reported in historical Greece (an ‘amphictyony’ c o m-
prises “a body composed of dwellers around…” or “a
league of neighboring communities centered around a
sacred locale”); some were contemporaneous for vari-
ous spells of time, so that their geographic ‘packing’ w a s
originally much tighter than Schmidt allows for (see also
B e l f e r-Cohen and Goring-Morris 2002 concerning analo-
gies with the concept of the Greek amphictyony). Being
aware of this, we may question the validity of the 12,000
k m2 religious ‘catchment’ area around Göbekli proposed
by Schmidt in his exposition.

Furthermore we should note that ‘central places’ d o
not necessarily have to be geographically central or indeed
even prominent in the landscape. Many such ritual/cul-
tic localities are associated with natural phenomena,
whether prominent or secluded in the landscape, such as
‘high places’, caves, springs and the like. Sometimes
elements of both can be observed in the same locality –
e . g ., Upper Palaeolithic Franco-Cantabrian decorated
caves, PPNB Nahal Hemar cave, as well as sub-recent
examples from Australian aboriginal and South A f r i c a n
Khoisan sacred localities. One should remember that the
location of any particular ‘ritual locality’ may relate to
both public and private rituals (and see below).

Function of Central Places and Rituals

It appears that archaeologists are prone to ‘flights of
i m a g i n a t i o n ’ while trying to reconstruct the causes for
spiritual activities, sometimes forgetting or ignoring the
ultimately ‘pragmatic’ reasons underlying such behav-
iours. Thus, for example, the repeated, annual aggrega-
tion of groups engaged in ritual activities at certain locales
can be best explained as a mechanism for the retention
of a viable genetic pool, and the need to maintain a 
specific population size. Indeed Schmidt refers to
Palaeolithic/Epipalaeolithic aggregation sites (even
though he does not use the term – see Conkey 1980;
Hovers et al. 1988) without considering their being the
means to propagate the genetic pool, which undoubted-
ly reflects a more pressing underlying need than simple
social ‘communication’. The main achievements of such
‘ a l l i a n c e s ’ ( f o rged through blood ties, common ances-
tors, shared beliefs, etc.) coming into the open in ‘cen-
tral localities’ lie in their representing mating systems
which ultimately provide a biological security web; we
are sure that such nets existed already from at least the
Upper Palaeolithic. Of course, we concur that there were
also other important side benefits, such as the exchange
of information, rare materials, gifts and technical know-
how.

In the final analysis it is the central locations them-
selves that were important, more than the actual ‘shrine’
or ‘temple’associated with that particular locale. Concrete
evidence for gods inhabiting their ‘houses’ (i . e . t e m p l e s )
appears only much later; and we actually do not know
whether the beginning of this belief coincided with the
Neolithization process. Since we are discussing the ear-
liest beginnings of what perhaps later became central
places in the sense of ‘sacred precincts’ and canonized
religious practices, we need to be especially cautious of
the terms employed. For it is by no means obvious that
all early Neolithic ritual behaviours ended up being di-
rectly incorporated within the later religious frameworks
(Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris 2004).

Concluding Remarks

It is fascinating to observe the presence of pictograms
and associated symbols which provide an indication of
how early Neolithic communities almost ‘made it’ into
the realm of canonized religion and religious institutions
(Goring-Morris and Belfer-Cohen 2005). We agree that
there were clearly more than the bucrania and the moth-
er goddess (Cauvin 2001), although one should con-
stantly be aware of regional and chronological variabil-
ity throughout the PPN Levant. Indeed, the PPN symbolic
lexicon in the northern Levant differs significantly from
that in the south. We definitely do not see a single pan-
Levantine centre of innovation from which all influences
emanated, whether cultural, economic, social or ritual.
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Most of the issues raised in the papers by Schmidt and
Rollefson directly pertain to the ritual-c u m- p r o t o -
religious aspects of the Neolithic and their interrela-
tionships with other archaeologically observed (or
inferred) phenomena. Still, various areas of research are
bidding their time, such as the influence of the domes-
tication process on the human outlook concerning her/his
universe and his/her place in the natural order of things
(e . g ., Valla 1990, 1999, 2002). How did changes from
nuclear to extended family residences (and perhaps back
again) impact the role of private and public ceremonies
and the hierarchies of ritual activities and locales? We
know little, if anything concerning the changes com-
munities, groups and individuals underwent in their con-
cepts of ‘personhood’ and ‘society’ (e.g., Fowler 2004,
and references therein). 

The plethora of new data available is truly astound-
ing, providing room for speculation and flights of imag-
ination. Yet ultimately, we should resign ourselves to the
limits to which we can really comprehend the mindsets
and frames of reference of early Neolithic societies in
the Near East. It is imperative to remain flexible and
open-minded – we cannot cross the ‘tees’ (‘t’) and dot the
‘eyes’ (‘i’) when it comes to reconstructing the spiritu-
al realms of the emerging Neolithic societies. 
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In this brief response to the articles by Gary Rollefson
and Klaus Schmidt, I wish to focus primarily on the use
of the concept of ritual and, secondarily, on the reasons
why researchers working in the prehistoric archaeology
of the Levant have turned to the concept in recent years.

The two papers presented here are welcome for the
important reason that “ritual” needs to be regarded as a
legitimate and serious area of research in Levantine pre-
h i s t o r y, and not simply used as shorthand for material
that does not fit with archaeologists’ perceptions of
“domestic”, or as a nebulous term for material that we
do not recognise or understand.

The last decade or so has seen increasing emphasis
being placed on “social” and “symbolic” factors, such
as ritual, in explanations of how and why sedentism,
agriculture and domestication came about. Why should
this be? The answer partly lies in the nature of the archae-
ological material encountered at a number of Epi-
palaeolithic, Prepottery Neolithic and Pottery Neolithic
sites from across the Levant and Anatolia. We could men-
tion here Kfar HaHoresh (Goring-Morris 2000), with its
extraordinary range of mortuary deposits, or Jerf el-
A h m a r’s architecture and carved stone pebbles (Stordeur
2000). Similarly, the remarkable lime plaster statues from
‘Ain Ghazal (Rollefson 2000), the massive stone mon-
uments of Göbekli Tepe (Schmidt 2001), the animal sym-
bolism of Çatalhöyük (Hodder et al. 2000), and the buri-
als and architecture from Mallaha/Eynan (Valla et al.
2002). These discoveries – and others mentioned by
Rollefson and Schmidt – have led to some difficult inter-
pretive challenges in recent years. In a Levantine archae-
ology still dominated by functionalism, social evolution
and processual perspectives (Flannery 1998) – just how
is this material to be interpreted?

Some researchers have turned to structuralist-influ-
enced perspectives similar to those developed by André
Leroi-Gourhan and Jacques Cauvin to address the appar-
ent “symbolic” and “ritual” elements represented at these
sites. For instance, Valla has argued that “the Natufian saw
domestication as an appealing way in which to introduce
the animal into society. They thereby opened the way to
the unlimited expansion of the ‘humanized’ world at the
expense of nature” (Valla 1995: 187). Similarly, Belfer-
Cohen and Goring-Morris observe, “This was the time
when humans took upon themselves not only the domes-
tication of plants and animals, but also the domestica-
tion of the landscape – nothing remained ‘natural’ o r

immutable anymore. While places within the landscape
were most probably also previously imbued with sym-
bolic significance, there were now conscious efforts to
tame and/or influence localities within the landscape that
were not necessarily beneficial in terms of the purely
functional mechanisms of optimal foraging” (Belfer-
Cohen and Goring-Morris 2002: 144) and, “…the mech-
anisms that helped to resolve the resulting tensions
imposed by sedentism. There is a wide-ranging consen-
sus that the search for these mechanisms should be
focused in particular on the ritual and symbolic aspects
of the archaeological record” (ibid.).

So, there seems to be some measure of agreement that
ritual, after many years of neglect and/or wary treatment,
should be a focus of archaeological study, hence the arti-
cles under discussion here. But what exactly do prehis-
torians working on this Levantine material mean by “rit-
ual”? In the two papers under discussion here – and in
the Epipalaeolithic/Neolithic literature in general – there
is little consideration of what defines “ritual” beyond a
tacit assumption that it equates with deposits that archae-
ologists regard as “symbolic”. It appears unproblemat-
ic to refer to architecture, landscapes and artefacts as
“symbolic” or “ritual”, as if such things have meaning
prior to, or autonomy from, human agency and social
practice. But there can be no such thing as a “symbolic
landscape”, a “ritual object”, a “ritual site”, or a “ritual
structure”. Ritual is a social practice not a material form.
Ritual is made up of actions, not things. Even a cursory
reading of the social anthropological literature and the
mature and theoretically sophisticated debates on ritu-
alization (e . g . Bell 1992; Connerton 1989; Goody 1977;
Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994; Lewis 1980) makes this
c l e a r. Further, I am concerned with Rollefson’s view that
“changes in [PPN] ritual activity are probably related to
changes in environmental conditions”, as if ritual prac-
tice is some kind of adaptive strategy. While changes in
ritual knowledge and practice may indeed occur when
the material conditions which they inhabit are altered,
this cannot be reduced to a simple correlation.

S i m i l a r l y, “symbolism” is an embodied act or process
of metaphorical or metonymical association. Landscapes,
architecture and objects can have no meaning prior to
their involvement in human agency, whether that is a
particular perception of a landscape or the deployment
of an object in a particular social practice. Ritual prac-
tice may make reference to landscapes, objects, people
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(both living and dead), animals, trees, rivers and build-
ings, as well as non-material phenomena such as histo-
ries and memories, by using symbolic associations, but
none of these things are ever “ritual” or “symbolic” in
their own right. Such interpretations also serve to repro-
duce the Cartesian separation of nature/culture,
sacred/profane, mind/body. Given the now substantial
anthropological critique of this dichotomous “Western”
form of interpretation, it appears increasingly inappro-
priate for social transformations that occurred in the dis-
tant past, and tells us more about modern ways of think-
ing about the world than those of the people who
inhabited the worlds we are trying to study.

Where does this leave the notion of “ritual centers”?
The term itself perpetuates the Western “ritual/domes-
tic” dichotomy. It is important to realize that places where
rituals are carried out, and the objects used, will also be
encountered in the daily routines of life. Those routines
may be organized with reference to, for instance, gods,
spirits or ancestors, they may reproduce ideas of gender
and identity, or they may express divisions of status
between people. The organization of sites and archaeo-
logical deposits are therefore likely to be structured
according to particular cultural values without actually
deriving from ritual practices. Indeed, many societies do
not distinguish ritual practice from secular/domestic prac-
tice, and what anthropologists routinely identify as rit-
ual is generally considered practical and effective action
by its practitioners. In other words, ritual knowledge is
built out of the same material conditions as everyday
life. It cannot be analysed as though it somehow has a life
of its own. So, for example, although there are no “domes-
tic residences” at Kfar HaHoresh or Göbekli Tepe, the rit-
ual practices carried out at these places would have been
informed by the knowledge and structures of everyday
life. In this way, the two are socially and culturally em-
bedded.

Finally, it is worrying that Rollefson describes Ronen
and A d l e r’s 2001 article, “The walls of Jericho were
magical” as a “post-processual interpretation”. The lack
of familiarity with postprocessual approaches that this
statement shows, indicates a failure to engage with the
one body of archaeological writing which has actually
grappled with questions of ritual and ritual practice for
more than two decades now. This is exemplified by the
use of the term “religious” by both authors. “Religion”
carries with it a number of theoretically thorny issues.
Yes, we may be able to identify elements of a dominant
symbolism at any given period or site (e.g., representa-
tions of animals), but to label this “religion” in the pre-
historic context would require some very sophisticated
reasoning, not simply speculative claims for the exis-
tence of “mythical founder groups”, “skull cults” or
“ancestor deities”. Where do these terms come from?
And how can the existence of such constructs be demon-
strated rather than asserted?

The archaeology of the Epipalaeolithic and Neolithic
Levant is currently undergoing fundamental changes. It
has long been apparent that environmental and socio-
economic models are inadequate for the task of inter-
preting the type of material discussed in Rollefson’s and
Schmidt’s papers, and it should now be faced that cul-
tural ecology and human behavioural ecology cannot
account for the nature of the archaeological evidence
coming from these sites. The interpretive challenge now
facing us is how to construct adequate theoretical per-
spectives with which to think through the complex rela-
tionships between the structures of everyday life and the
structures of ritual practice (Bradley 2005; Boyd 2005)
which resulted in the organization of the archaeological
material we now see before us.

A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s. Thanks to the editors of N e o - L i t h i c s
for the kind invitation to join the dialogue, and to Zoë
Crossland for helpful comments.
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Introductory Remarks

Both keynotes argue that various sorts of ritual central-
ity became a characteristic of ritual life in the increasingly
territorial PPN communities. Implicitly, they explain that
– on the one hand – the PPN agglomeration and domes-
tication of spiritual spaces and spheres led to the existence
of ritually specialized places, and – on the other hand –
that ritual practice and daily life were not separated to the
extent we know from modern times. The keynotes dis-
tinguish little between ritual centrality and ritual cen-
ters, and hardly speak about the nature of the other-
worldly powers addressed in ritual. Both keynotes use a
number of concepts and perceptions (e . g . , a n c e s t r a l / s k u l l
cult, ritual center = cultural catalyst, amphictyonies) as
well as making statements on findings (e.g., communal
religious buildings) to prove the various forms of ritual
c e n t r a l i t y, which sometimes overreaches the archaeo-
logical evidence (e.g., when special and unexplainable
features or groundplans become a subject of ritual in
interpretation). 

While one may not accept certain views or interpreta-
tions in the keynotes, one must state that their reflec-
tions go in the right directions, for many aspects of the
archaeological evidence occurring the past 25 years point
to ritual centrality as a major key in the comprehension
of the Early Neolithic developments. Before a dialogue
is continued on individual ritual findings, a basic approach
needs to be made for the general and hopefully mutual

understanding of the character of the processes in which
Early Neolithic ritual centrality was embedded. I see five
aspects relevant for this discussion, for which I present
my considerations while having both keynotes in mind:

Reflection 1: On Agglomeration

Agglomeration was the motor and impetus of PPN ritu-
al centrality; they caused the domestication of ritual, its
regional diversity and temporal variability, and created
increasingly varied ritual and magical practices in space,
time and non-material spheres. While we have to expect
that its Epipalaeolithic ritual substratum was character-
ized by supra-regional traditions, we must understand
that these were dissolved in a hitherto unknown differ-
entiation of ritual life in the PPN. This does not mean
that religious differentiation and strong ritual identities
did not exist in pre-PPN times: reduced or missing archae-
ological evidence of ritual for mobile bands should not
make us underestimate the quality of and need for ritu-
al identity in the Epipalaeolithic: they did not express
ritual identity in ways sedentary people do. 

Secure food resources allowed all sorts of agglomer-
ation processes, and agglomeration processes were the
adaptive answer to secure food resources. Many differ-
ent concepts helped in this framework to form corporate
identities, characterized by progressive population dynam-
ics and new ways in the exploitation of natural and human
resources. Progressively developed corporate structures
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also needed to be supported by beliefs and spiritual val-
ues on which they agreed to function. Purely socioeco-
nomic identities would not have been sufficient to reg-
ulate the new intra- and intersite conflict levels occurring
within these agglomeration processes. We need to expect
that religion became more – if not the most important –
binder for corporate identities beyond any social or eco-
nomic levels.

Whatever the concepts were – expressing in ritual loca-
tions, ritual family understanding, ritual performance of
life cycles including the otherworldly cycles, – they had
the goal of providing a corporate identity in creating and
mastering agglomeration. An important aspect of help-
ing Early Neolithic agglomeration processes is the con-
tinuous differentiation of social status. This differentia-
tion is acquired or accomplished or is ascribed by values
and products mutually understood and accepted. 

Reflection 2: On Domestication

The term domestication – in its non-scientific meaning
– appears to be an appropriate understanding for
approaching all sorts of early house and village-based
ritual expressions. To domesticate the dead by burying
them in the inhabited house, to control and exchange
with otherworldly powers by giving them a place in the
houses and settlements: this characterizes the funda-
mentally new ritual behavior at the beginning of settled
life. It involves the personification of otherworldly pow-
ers and the direct exchange with them through stable
locations. Simply put: ritual became domesticated, and
ritual centrality is an expression of that.

Reflection 3: On Regional Diversity

From the beginning, we observe a considerable region-
al diversity in ritual expression. Regional diversity and
temporal variability cannot be separated in reconstruct-
ing ritual interaction spheres through time and across
geographical zones. In general, and with the informa-
tion we have so far, we can possibly expect a higher
degree of joint band-/ group- oriented ritual identities in
the north of the Levant and family-based ritual central-
ity in the south of the Levant. This does not mean that
ritual centers in the north were sites and in the south
were houses (note that this reflection contains the dif-
ference between ritual centers and ritual centrality). As
the site of Kfar HaHoresh (M–LPPNB) shows, we may
have had also (mortuary and) cult sites shared by sur-
rounding communities in the south, giving evidence that
the south was not restricted to ritual family centers sup-
porting exclusively the regional continuity of practices
and religious understanding. It is astonishing to observe
that regional diversity is even accompanied by local
d i v e r s i t y. For example, completely different mortuary
practices are observed in the roughly contemporary sites

of Ba'ja and Basta, where family burials (Ba'ja) contrast
with individual burials (Basta), witnessing different post-
mortem family concepts on a local scale.

Reflection 4: On Temporal Variability

So far our understanding of ritual development and thus
of ritual centrality is based on a few open windows for
a period of some 4 to 5 millennia. Much guesswork is
involved in interpretation, but without the acceptance of
a necessarily preliminary character of statements we
would not progress in discussion. Findings like Göbekli
Tepe will require a lot of testing of our hypothesis, even
basic reconsiderations of the interpretative accesses and
frameworks used, until we reach closer to historical truth.
So far we can only expect that the Göbekli evidence wit-
nesses a glance on the temporal variability of the Near
Eastern ritual centrality. But we should be careful with
expecting too much shifting in ritual basics and princi-
ples: more we have to expect such shifts in the human 
ritual expression. There might be a stronger continuity 
in ritual thinking between the Epipalaeolithic and
Protohistoric times than the ritual performance in the
archaeological record shows. Specifically, we should
consider that the early sedentary religions of the Near
East prepared the ground for the later religious tradi-
tions, a matter still ignored in Near Eastern archaeo-
logy.

Sedentary foragers should not be mistaken as repre-
senting Epipalaeolithic ritual life (keynote Schmidt), but
instead they should be understood as having developed
a site-bound incipient Early Neolithic ritual life using
an Epipalaeolithic heritage. Large parts of Göbekli Te p e
are not known yet, and many Göbeklis remain to be dis-
covered: What if Göbekli has a residential PPNA n u c l e-
us t e p e (for which the settlement debris appears to exist)
that hosted group sanctuaries of local or sub-regional
importance? What if many Göbeklis hosted buildings
serving individual group identities under the umbrella
of a supra-regional belief in a Late Epipalaeolithic tra-
dition? Would that understanding meet more what we
have to expect from an Epipalaeolithic substratum rather
than the  amphictyony concept borrowed from later reli-
gious developments?

For the south, or better: for LPPNB ‘Ain Ghazal, I
consider central sanctuaries used by all inhabitants of a
settlement still a matter of debate, since some of the
archeological interpretations can be questioned. But one
may say that this hypothesis is more than likely to become
confirmed. Such a stage of development would go along
with the strong indications that we deal in ‘Ain Ghazal
already with a cone-shaped chiefdom, which we seem
not to have in the other mega-sites (flat-topped chief-
doms). The mega-sites phenomenon (to which also sites
like Ba'ja and Ghwair I belong as part of their settlement
systems and interaction sphere, contrary to what Gary
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Rollefson expresses in his keynote) could have witnessed
both: the family ritual center (house shrines) as well as
the community ritual center (settlement sanctuaries). 

Reflection 5: On Ritual Practice

In the archaeological record of ritual we mostly deal with
mortuary practices, magical practices and ritual archi-
tecture. A thorough comparative analysis of the many
practices would help to identify shared ritual spheres,

and to isolate centrality features from the more general
ritual expression. While magical practices appear not to
be relevant for the centrality discussion, mortuary prac-
tices and architectural expression are. The problem of
using ritual practice as an aid to identify ritual centrali-
ty comes from the fact that evidences of ritual practice
as of now still appear as mostly isolated or incompara-
ble findings. Thus, ritual practice is addressed here just
as a possible future source of understanding ritual cen-
trality.

Many thanks to the editors for inviting me to participate
in this dialogue about “The Early Neolithic Origin of
Ritual Centers” in Western Asia. In the invitation it is
stated that during the early Neolithic the “increasing
socio-economic complexity of the PPN, triggered by the
various aggregation processes of a progressive seden-
tism, also used ritual and symbolic identities to support
the corporate behaviour. This need for aggregation and
new sedentary corporate identities created regional, col-
lectively maintained and frequented centers promoting
ritual unity. This ...is the view offered for wider discus-
sion in the discipline”. Here, definitions of ‘ritual’ and
‘ c e n t e r’ are apparently assumed to be clear. A s i m i l a r
attitude is found in the two key papers by Schmidt and
Rollefson. At least both papers appear to take a common
understanding of ‘ritual’ for granted. This is not entire-
ly unproblematic, considering the recent (and no longer
so recent) problematization of this concept within the
scholarship of religion (e . g . , Bell 1992), as well as in
archaeology (e . g ., Brück 1999; Christensen & Wa r b u r t o n
2002; Verhoeven 2002a, 2002b). Instead of problema-
tizing ‘ritual’ and,  hence, ‘ritual centers’, in light of
recent scholarly debate, the key papers implicitly pro-
mote a view of ‘ritual’ as: 

1) a social mechanism, the function of which is to 
glue together multiple ‘segmentary societies’ in an
A m p h i c t y o n y-like corporation with common ritual iden-
tity and corporate strategies of land use, hunting e t c .
(Schmidt); or 

2) as a special kind of activity that facilitated social
integration within an evolutionary trajectory (Rollefson). 

In both cases, of course, this is with reference to ‘reli-
gion’. With this view, ‘ritual centers’ become understood
as foci of such activities, and their appearance and dis-

appearence is explained in terms of whether particular ‘rit-
ual practices’ or ‘ritual centers’ at various levels of social
integration fulfill their integrative purpose or not. 

This is hardly a contribution to theoretical advance in
the discipline. However, the two papers do offer useful
reviews of empirical evidence, diagnostic of ‘ritual cen-
t e r s ’ at various levels of integration. They also offer inter-
pretations that may stimulate some, including myself, to
rethink previously held views. However, they do not
really help us to approach an understanding of ‘ritual’
or ‘ritual centers’ beyond function, or how these came into
being. Perhaps, therefore, in light of recent developments
in archaeological thinking, it is time to expand our quest,
and ask if it is not possible to understand ‘ritual’ as social
action and to subject it, as such, to archaeological enquiry.
Such an understanding of ritual has been most pointed-
ly formulated by Catherine Bell. In Ritual Theory, Ritual
Practice (1992), Bell deconstructed the concept of ritu-
al, rejected it as a universal category of ‘sacred’ a s
opposed to ‘profane’ or ‘utilitarian’ a c t i v i t y, and ques-
tioned its interest as a research topic. In contrast she
introduced the concept of ‘ritualization’, denoting a strate-
gic way of acting by which some practices in a given
social system distinguish themselves vis à vis other prac-
tices as privileged, ‘more important or powerful’ (p. 90).
Hence, ritualization can only be understood in its spe-
cific cultural context (p. 93). Marc Verhoeven has recent-
ly offered a helpful discussion and archaeological oper-
ationalization of these concepts, and a framework for
analysis and interpretation which can help archaeolo-
gists to understand ‘ritualization’ as a strategic way of act-
ing, ‘rituals’ or ‘ritualized’ activities as social practices
in context, and to approach the study of such social
dynamics in prehistory archaeologically (Ve r h o e v e n
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2002a). This involves the mechanism of ‘ritual framing’
(p. 26f) which sets up contrasts between the activity in
question and other social practices within the system by
“creating a special place, a special time, and by the use
of uncommon objects” (p. 27). Whereas such a frame-
work should not be raised to iconic status, it certainly
already has produced interesting results (e . g ., Ve r h o e v e n
2002b). 

With this in mind, I feel tempted to ask if it might not
be interesting to begin to reinterpret the archaeological
evidence, reviewed in the two key papers, in terms of
such recent approaches. This would shift the focus of
investigation from function to social dynamics in context,
and perhaps allow us to understand the reviewed mate-
rial, not merely as indicators of ‘ritual’ or ‘ritual cen-
ters’, but in terms of the way it helped to mediate social
differentiation in early Neolithic societies. 
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A Social Context for Göbekli Tepe – A Response
to Klaus Schmidt

Göbekli Tepe is the clearest example of a site with struc-
tures signifying nondomestic social activities. The enor-
mous labor of extracting the pillars from bedrock, shap-
ing them, and lifting them into position is unprecedented
for the PPN, let alone any other period for some thousands
of years. What is equally remarkable is that a series of
such structures was built, suggesting that they were
sequential and that construction itself was the ritual.
Once built, the structures – perhaps deliberately buried
– were replaced with another building. In other words,
one building was in use at any given time, and a new
one was built according to some determined period of
elapsed time or event. An alternate view is that several
buildings were in simultaneous use, implying that more
than one social unit met and interacted at Göbekli Tepe.

Both the physical location atop the highest local hill and
the extraordinary nature of the buildings leave little doubt
that they were intended to impress, but whether gods or
man we cannot say. Clearly these structures could have

served a number of roles, for examples as meeting places
or for ceremonies or rituals. One can imagine hunter-
gatherers meeting to organize a collective hunt and resid-
ing at the site for some time while they worked on a
building. I see no way that work on one building, let
alone, the dozen reported existing, could have been
accomplished without large numbers of people over a
period of many months if not years. Consequently, there
should be evidence of this, although perhaps not on the
hill itself. There are, for example, dozens of bedrock
mortars (compare Natufian El Wad) at Göbekli Tepe and
at Karahan, suggesting a lot of food processing (seeds
or nuts) by many people. This evidence suggests an occu-
pation in late spring when the wild cereals were ripe. I
suggest that this may have been the terminal season of
occupation that began during the early spring while the
weather and working conditions for heavy labor were
optimal, and foods were abundant.

Göbekli Tepe seems not to have had antecedents in the
late Paleolithic of the region, insofar as it is known. T h i s
is not surprising because much of southeastern A n a t o l i a
was still rebounding from the Late Glacial Maximum.
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In particular, it may have been too cold and arid to sus-
tain a locally rich fauna and flora suitable for human
exploitation. However, following the Younger Dryas, in
the Climatic Optimum, there were optimal conditions
for the spread of vegetation and with it, herds of herbi-
vores. In this context one might see Göbekli Tepe as a cel-
ebration of seasonal abundance as herds of animals moved
north with the ripening vegetation, available for slaugh-
ter by hunters massed for the occasion. The forms depict-
ed on the stelae may have reflected the complexity of
these periodic surges of wildlife. Wildlife also included
ripening grasses which required massive labor over short
periods to harvest eff i c i e n t l y. One may regard the struc-
tures as religious in nature, but equally they could just
reflect the ebb and flow of life itself and provide the are-
nas for dancing and telling tales of hunts and times past.
If large harvest had been undertaken, the structures may
have been used, in part, for the storage of grain and per-
haps dried meat.

There is a parallel to these ideas in the hunters of the
American West, admittedly far removed in time and cul-
ture from Göbekli Tepe. The hunters congregated in
camps that included hundreds of household units during
the late summer when the bison were in their prime.
Using tightly regulated hunts, the Indians slaughtered
hundreds of bison that were immediately skinned and
stripped of meat while they lay in the field. Taking advan-
tage of the high temperatures, low humidity and strong
wind, the Indians dried strips of meat for use throughout
the winter. In preparation for the hunt and in celebration
of its success they held dances and a religious ceremo-
ny known as the Sun Dance which was carried out in a
circular enclosure that had a tall pole in the center to
which celebrants attached themselves by cords inserted
through their skin.

The circular form of ritual spaces and meeting hous-
es is found in many cultures, as monuments like
Stonehenge and Indian buildings of the A m e r i c a n
Southeast, or the kivas of the Southwest attest. The cir-
cular form is also commonly found in the late
Epipaleolithic and the earliest Neolithic, so one may see
the form as natural, even if the buildings at Göbekli Te p e
are unusually elaborate.

The idea that there may have been an ancient amph-
ictyony is interesting, especially as it incorporates notions
of geographic space with cultural practices. All societies
have geographic limits, often coincident with dialectic
communities which, in turn, are likely to comprise an
interacting, intermarrying population. Over the long-
term, if they are to maintain biological viability, such
groups must comprise a minimum of 400-500 people,
well within the range where humans can recognize indi-
viduals as part of the group. My point is that if a central
place existed, one would expect each such grouping to

have one. It would be interesting in this connection to
try to chart the potential geographic range out from each
center, using resource availability as one guide. Among
settled farmers this might be a rather limited radius, say
30-50 km, whereas with hunters and gatherers it might
be vastly larg e r, depending on seasonal shifts of resources
whether game animals or ripening grain.

Ritual Centers in the Southern Levant 
– A Response to Gary Rollefson

Ritual architecture does not necessarily imply religion;
for example, we construct “ritual” or “communal” archi-
tecture in which we play football or baseball. Rituals are
sets of actions that are repeated at intervals according to
strict formula which may entail ideas about spirits, gods,
natural processes, or predictable order that ensures a
desired outcome (as in games). I think it unwise, there-
fore, to link ritual inevitably to religion. Rollefson’s sug-
gestion of a two-part aspect to ritual – domestic and com-
munity – seems likely and while intuitively comfortable,
is also empirically-based. It remains to be determined,
however, whether this represents a sequence or is relat-
ed to site size. There is no argument that the PPNB buri-
als display elements of ritual. What is interesting, how-
ever, is that there are far from enough bodies to account
for the populations at the sites. Where are the other bod-
ies and what does their absence say about those who
were treated through in-site burial?

Monumental architecture inspires awe and is often
done in a competitive milieu where there is more than one
player. The problem with the Jericho wall and tower is
that there is no apparent “adversary” with the means to
retaliate in kind or that inspired the Jericho wall. In short,
one either thinks of aberrant individual megalomania or
something more mundane, such as protection against
floods. It is hard to find a context for a structure that is
a sample of one. In this sense, we are better able to assess
the Göbekli Tepe-type structures because they lack
domestic features, occur at more than one site and there
are some possible antecedents.

Terminology can only be resolved when we can iden-
tify function. Until then, “non-domestic structures” may
be the most suitable designation. In a preoccupation with
structures one should not ignore non-domestic and poten-
tially ritual spaces, such as plazas. Clearly, where there
is evidence of burial crypts or storage or caching we
need not equivocate, but in many cases “non-domestic“
should serve. This does not preclude making allusion to
parallels, such as k i v a s that, depending on size, may serve
either a family/clan or the community. ‘Ain Ghazal’s cir-
cular/apsidal structures resemble kivas, structures that
serve a range of activities beyond religious ones.

Neo-Lithics 2/05 31



The two papers discussed below study the origins of the
ritual centers in the Ancient Near East. Before starting
to discuss the information presented by Gary Rollefson
and Klaus Schmidt, it may be suggested that the whole
concept of “ritual centers” which were established dur-
ing the Neolithic should be questioned. This is the aim
of this dialogue. Moreover, several questions and inquiries
must be raised, such as: why were the Neolithic people
the initiators of building up such ritual centers? W h a t
were the reasons behind such an ideological change?
Did this new achievement have something to do with a
change of way of life? Is it related to climatic or/and
economic changes during the Neolithic period which
had a very big influence on the survival of people? Could
it be related to the development of the level of social 
life and thought? Can we describe it as an ideological
change? 

These questions need to be answered before starting
discussing the origin of the Neolithic ritual centers.

M o r e o v e r, even if the participants in this dialogue
agreed upon having Neolithic “ritual centers”, one would
still suggest that those built up in Anatolia were differ-
ent from those in the Levant, not only in date and the
way of construction but perhaps also in the concept
behind building such structures. This is due to the facts:
first published by the excavators of the Neolithic sites
at Urfa region (Schmidt 2001; Özdoğan and Başg e l e n
1999) and repeated by Schmidt (c f . his paper under
review). The buildings assigned to hunters and gather-
ers excavated at Hallan Çemi, Göbekli Tepe and Nevalı
Çori are earlier in date than those found at all Neolithic
sites that yielded ritual building belonging to farming
communities and excavated in the Levant (cf. Rollefson’s
paper herein). Thus, and due to the differences in time,
type of economy and social level, it may be deduced that
the ideology of the Anatolian Neolithic builders of such
buildings is in a way or another different from the ide-
ology behind those in the Levant. 

To enforce their idea that “ritual centers” were estab-
lished during the Neolithic, the authors tried to compile
pieces of several archaeological evidence published by
the excavators of the Natufian and Neolithic sites exca-
vated either in the Levant or in Anatolia. For example,
Schmidt writes that there is no evidence of ritual cen-
ters belonging to a period earlier than the 10th millennium
BC, and what has already been explored in A n a t o l i a
belongs to the Neolithic period. A c t u a l l y, Rollefson also

denies the idea of having any cultic structure found at a
Natufian site in the Levant. 

Let us now discuss each of the two papers separately:

Rollefson

According to Rollefson, a “cult building” is the one that
housed religious ceremonies. In his study he examines
the changes in ritual activity starting from the Natufian
to the end of the LPPNB, and bases his discussion on
studying the changes in architectural styles, burial prac-
tices, and art objects. He tries to correlate these three
factors with the social change that took place in the
Levantine Neolithic societies. 

As regards the Natufian, Rollefson denies that either
Mallaha or Wadi Hammeh 27 produced a building that
may be described as a “cultic center”. If this is true, then
what about the artistic objects excavated at several
Natufian sites such as Umm Zweitineh and the decorat-
ed decapitated skulls found at Mallaha? (Cauvin 1994,
1978). We think that such artistic objects are indirect
indicatives for some kind of ritual practices rather than
exhibiting only artistic skills.

To turn to the PPNA ritual centers, Rollefson presents
a study of the communal architecture which was
unearthed at Jericho. He mentions what Bar-Yosef pub-
lished concerning the exposed tower at the same site
which was perhaps of a ritual nature (Bar-Yosef 1986:
161). However, and as Rollefson assures in his study,
this claim is still debatable and under examination.

Rich information about rituality which has been
obtained from the excavated MPPNB sites spread all
over the Levant is presented by Rollefson. This richness
is reflected in the architectural remains, burial practices
and customs, and artistic objects. Some architectural fea-
tures which have been excavated at Jericho and Beidha
and were published as non-domestic buildings by the
excavators are discussed.

We assume that Rollefson is completely right by using
the plastered skulls excavated at several MPPNB sites in
the Levant as an indication of ritual practices. However,
to add to what has been suggested by Schmandt-Besserat
and Bonogofsky, it may be proposed that those skulls
belonged to high-ranking people in the society or heroes
regardless of their sex.

Several artistic objects such as the masks excavated at
the sites of ‘Ain Ghazal, Basta and Nahal Hemar should
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be considered as clear evidence of some kind of ritual
activities or even cults.

Despite the fact that Rollefson offers MPPNB archae-
ological evidence of ritual practices, we are not com-
pletely convinced that those sites served as ritual cen-
ters. If they were centers, then several other
contemporaneous sites must be found in the vicinity of
those centers. For example, the excavated major MPPNB
sites in Jordan are very few in number (‘Ain Ghazal,
Abu el-Hudhud, Wadi Rum, Beidha, and Shekaret
Mes’ied), and as far as we know there are no other
MPPNB sites found in their surroundings.  Thus, the use
of the term “sacred on-site buildings” seems more accept-
able for such sites excavated in the Levant dating from
the MPPNB.

Nevertheless, we argue that the presence of ritual cen-
ters in the Levant became clearer during the LPPNB.
Based on the archaeological evidence belonging to this
period, most of the information offered by Rollefson is
deduced from the results of the ‘Ain Ghazal excavations.
There, curvilinear, rectilinear and apsidal buildings
defined as ritual buildings were uncovered (Rollefson
and Kafafi 1996). We agree with Rollefson that the exca-
vated curvilinear structures in the North Field at ‘Ain
Ghazal give the impression that they were not built for
domestic use. But it must be noted that unfortunately no
archaeological objects described as cultic or ritual objects
were found inside those buildings. 

Our own personal observation suggests that, in the
southern Levant (Jordan and Palestine) villagers used to
and are still building special houses in which they gath-
er in the evenings, known as diwan or madhafa. In this
room a fire-place is built in the center of the floor and 
people use to sit around it and chat about all kind of 
subjects. Also, it should be mentioned that each clan of
the village has its own d i w a n or m a d h a f a. It is worth
noting here that it has been suggested that the site of
‘Ain Ghazal was occupied by several clans during the
LPPNB (Kafafi 2004).

Usually this room does not contain any household
equipment except those used to make tea or coffee, as
well as carpets and mattresses for sitting. However, some-
times and especially in the winter people used to pray
inside the d i w a n instead of going to the mosque.
Therefore, it may be argued that the excavated non-
domestic houses in the Levant may have had a socio-rit-
ual function. If this was the case at ‘Ain Ghazal, it means
that the site was never used as a ritual center in the strict
sense of the term.

Schmidt

Klaus Schmidt, the excavator-in-chief of Göbekli Tepe,
mentions that the majority of the excavated 10th and 9th
millennia structures cannot be classified as residential
and the site never served as a village settlement. 

In describing a Neolithic “ritual center”, Schmidt arg u e s
that it is clearly different from other settlements because
of their distinct geographical setting and the type of 
the excavated archaeological material inside them. The
T-shaped pillars carved with several figures found at
Göbekli Tepe represent a clear indication of an ideolo-
gy that may be explained as ritual. This type of mono-
liths reminds us of the menhirs or messebots which are
dated to the historical periods. Scholars argue that these
upright erected stones have had a ritual function. For
example, Early Bronze Age (ca. 3500-2000 BC) people
in Canaan used to visit the places were these m e n h i r s
were built and perform their prayers in front of these
megalithic stones (Worschech 2002; Körber 1994;
Grässer 1972; Albright 1934). Furthermore, those Early
Bronze megalithic features were built in areas outside
the settlements and were visited by people who lived in
their vicinities (Zarins 1977). This may support Schmidt’s
argument that the site of Göbekli Tepe has to be seen as
a “ritual center”. As Schmidt notes, “ritual centers” in
Anatolia started as early as the 10th millennium BC at
Hallan Çemi. Furthermore, ritual buildings were also
excavated at Çatal Hüyük which is dated to the end of the
7th and the 6th millennia BC. The excavator of Çatal
Hüyük proposed that it might have served as a ritual cen-
ter for its surrounding regions (Hodder 1996; Hodder
and Mathews 1998; Mellaart 1967).

The term “amphictyony” used by Schmidt to identify
isolated temples or ritual buildings fits very well with
the site of Göbekli Tepe. Isolated temples are also known
from the Late Bronze Age period (ca. 1550-1200 BC)
in Jordan. Best examples may be offered from the A m m a n
Airport temples in the vicinity of the modern city of
Amman (Herr 1983, 1977a-b, 1976) and Al Mabrak
(Yassine 1988).

The area between the upper courses of the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers has become during the last decades a
t a rget for scholars studying the Neolithic period. T h e
results of excavations conducted at several sites such as
Göbekli Tepe and Nevalı Çori have produced consider-
able archaeological evidence of the first steps of an ide-
ological change amongst the Neolithic communities who
lived in that region. Instead of carving “Venus” figurines
or painting the walls of caves as in the Upper Palaeolithic
of Europe, people in the Upper Tigris and Euphrates
region had their own “ritual centers” in the 10th millen-
nium BC. In the meantime, the Natufians of the south-
ern Levant continued to produce human and animal fig-
urines that may indicate ritual practices. This leads us
to the question: Did people worship GOD(S) before
knowing what “God” means? 

To sum up, we agree with Rollefson and Schmidt that
people had always performed ritual practices in differ-
ent ways and styles. But when it comes to the use of the
term “ritual centers” it may be suggested that it differed
in Anatolia from what it was in the Levant in the way of
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understanding it. To explain, we assume that in the Urfa
region, it is clearly evident that sites like Göbekli Tepe
might have served as a regional ritual center, while ‘Ain
Ghazal functioned only as a local one.

It should be acknowledged that the information pre-
sented by Rollefson and Schmidt is of great importance
and opens new doors for scholars studying the Neolithic
and the Neolithisation. We would like to seize this op-
portunity to congratulate both colleagues on their sin-
cere efforts in following a scientific approach and mak-
ing available all this information for scholars to consider,
and the people in charge of the newsletter N e o - L i t h i c s f o r
publishing all information related to the Neolithic.
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The authors are to be congratulated for directing renewed
attention towards the spatial organization of ritual and
social organizations on the Neolithic landscape. Detailed
discussion and analysis of the Neolithic social landscape
are long overdue, as our reconstructions have tended to
be settlement-based, with limited consideration of the
potential interconnections within and between commu-
nities. At the core of these two essays are a series of crit-
ical unexplored questions. First, there is the question of
whether or not ritual centers existed in the Neolithic?
Second, if ritual centers did exist in the Neolithic, then
what criteria can be used by archaeologists to identify
them? Third, what were the social, ritual, and political
contexts in which such centers were situated?  

Criteria: How Do Archaeologists Identify and
Define Ritual Centers?

How do we identify and define ritual centers, structures
and activity areas? In his essay Klaus Schmidt explores
what makes a settlement a ritual center. In Gary
R o l l e f s o n ’s essay the central debate is what makes a
structure a “family ritual center at the household level”,
or to put it another way, how do we identify ritual activ-
ities within a settlement? These are, without question,
the critical material foundations upon which any dis-
cussion of ritual centers must be initially situated. It is,
in fact, the task of individual excavators using these terms
to explicitly outline for other experts how a specific pat-
tern differs from other known patterns at the site they
are excavating, and just as importantly, why this pat-
terning is sufficient to support arguments to warrant the
labeling of a structure or site as being ritually focused.
The two authors, needless to say, provide important first
steps in moving us towards this goal.

It is very helpful, for example, when Schmidt presents
an explicit list of objects and iconographical motifs that
he views as important to understanding possible shared
relationships between Göbekli Tepe and other settle-
ments. Clearly similar material culture highlights the
past existence of some form of social and economic inter-
face between people within many of these communities.
Having noted this, I am not convinced that these shared
practices support the argument that Göbekli Tepe was a
regional ritual center. He notes that none of this would
have been possible without significant control of labor:
a point that I strongly agree with. I agree, moreover, that

these patterns reflect social connections, but it remains
to be demonstrated that such materiality (especially the
similar use of imagery noted) support a model of a sea-
sonal pulsing of people into and out of Göbekli Tepe as
a regional ritual center, rather than shared artistic, icono-
graphic and architectural styles. Along other lines Schmidt
a rgues, “Given the monumental pillars and stone circles,
as well as the sort of sculptures and reliefs found there,
it could hardly be classified as anything other than as a
sacred site”. If I understand his argument correctly, it is
the issue of scale of structures and imagery that sets
Göbekli Tepe apart from other settlements. Does this
mean it is not a residential site? Why should it not be
both? Although largely focused at a much smaller scale,
Rollefson also provides an understanding of how archi-
tectural differences in Levantine Neolithic communities,
and specifically ‘Ain Ghazal, can potentially be used to
identify the past location of ritual activities. In many
ways this is a more complex challenge because at times
the architectural differences are subtle and may be relat-
ed to changing building function. 

Tracking Ritual: Scale and Context

Depending upon how you read the two papers, the two
authors focus our attention on ritual at two very differ-
ent scales: structural and regional. The fact that their dis-
cussions flow between the regional to structural scale is
entirely understandable and should not unnerve the read-
e r. This, in fact, accurately reflects debate among
researchers today as to the materiality of ritual. So what
are the materials correlates for ritual? Under what con-
ditions should we be looking at the scale of material
objects, distinct activity areas, structures, individual set-
tlements or the scale of the region? Rollefson spends
major portions of his essay addressing how individual
structures at different settlements, such as ‘Ain Ghazal,
Beidha and Jericho, were the focus of ritual activity. For
example, he argues that at ‘Ain Ghazal the six apsidal
buildings may have served as “a ritual center for one or
more houses that were occupied by related families”.
Elsewhere Rollefson (1998) notes how these buildings
differ from other structures within the settlement. What
remains elusive, however, is an understanding of what
kinds of activities occurred in these buildings, why we
should label them as ritual versus domestic structures,
and perhaps critically, if more rigid and formal terms
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such as ‘temple’ can be applied to Neolithic structures.
Schmidt focuses on a very different scale of analysis:

the site as a regional center for social and ritual life.
Schmidt shifts the focus of discussion back to the impor-
tance of intra-site patterning, and understandably devotes
considerable time to the question of how this helps us
understand the current situation. From his perspective
Göbekli Tepe was a place where people came together
on specific ritual occasions, presumably seasonal, and
that this form of ritual economy had a catchment of 200
km radius around Göbekli Tepe and involved many of the
most important Neolithic sites known.

I am sure that Rollefson is correct when he argues that
specific buildings are different in organization, design,
and building materials. I believe that further study is
required, however, before arguing that differences are
s u fficient to determine that a specific structure was built
and used for dedicated ritual purposes, let alone apply-
ing terms such as temple. Should these be termed ‘ritu-
al structures’? Or be viewed as domestic dwellings?
A l t e r n a t i v e l y, should we devote time to develop models
that envision how people in the past used space in a flex-
ible integrated manner? To his credit, Rollefson does
address some of these issues elsewhere (Rollefson 2004),
and I think that it is critical that in the future researchers
move forward in their considerations of how we can
develop integrated social models of Neolithic ritual prac-
tices, and how or if such practices are observable through
material culture.

Ritual Centers? Where Is the Center and Where
Is the Outside?

In adopting the term ‘ritual center’ we are invoking an
interpretative model of opposition between core-periph-
ery zones, or as Schmidt points out, a central place model.
My question is very simple: central to what? Similar to
Gebel’s (2004) discussion of the LPPNB mega-sites, I
think that to be convincing arguments for a ritual center,
be it Göbekli Tepe or Kfar HaHoresh, must both employ
explicit criteria for identification, as well as articulate
the social, economic, and ritual relationships of these
settlements versus other ones. If some of the sites dis-
cussed by the two authors are ritual centers, then what
did things look like outside of these settlements? This is
a critical consideration, one that has only recently received
attention by researchers (see Bienert 2004; Gebel 2004;
Hole 2000; Kuijt 2004; Rollefson 2004; Simmons and
Najjar 2004 for important considerations of related top-
ics). 

How might ritual and social systems change through
time? And can this be seen on the landscape? This is,
needless to say, a topic beyond that asked of Rollefson
and Schmidt, and they are not to be held accountable for
this. Having noted this, I want to briefly draw our atten-
tion to this question and argue that until demonstrated

otherwise, we need to assume that ritual and social sys-
tems were dynamic, changing, and likely different for
d i fferent periods of time. Contrary to the monolithic
social and ritual model of Cauvin (2000), we need to
demonstrate regional continuity through time in social and
ritual practices, rather than assume that it existed. This
is particularly important when thinking about regional
ritual, political and economic systems through different
periods. I have previously argued (Kuijt 1994) that there
was sufficient archaeological evidence to recognize a
form of settlement hierarchy in the PPNA. While over-
stated on some levels (I now believe that there was con-
siderable economic and political independence within
and between regional settlements), I still believe that
part of this argument is on the money: select settlements
in the PPNA, such as Jericho, probably existed as a
regional focal point for social and ritual practices. Does
this mean that Jericho served as a ‘ritual center’? A s
Hole (2000) points out, this is a more difficult question
and depends on what criteria are employed and how one
defines this term. Whatever position one takes on this,
it is clear that we have to be very careful in using these
terms for different periods let alone geographical areas.
We need, in short, to build interpretive models for indi-
vidual periods and places.

In many ways the core premises to this forum is that
ritual centers existed in the past. I wonder, however, to
what extent we have gotten ahead of ourselves in the
search for ritual centers. Do we have a solid understanding
of regional settlement systems through time? To what
extent are we focused on the process of labeling ritual,
rather than developing interpretative models that recog-
nize the co-existence and integration of ritual, economy,
and residence in Neolithic life? While my view on these
questions appears to differ from Schmidt and Rollefson,
their direct discussions of these issues are to be applaud-
ed for advancing our understanding and debate in sev-
eral important ways.
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Both Gary Rollefson and Klaus Schmidt are to be com-
mended for their research commitment concerning the
early Neolithic in two markedly different regions of the
eastern Mediterranean. Their discoveries have marked-
ly changed traditional scholarly understanding of ‘what
h a p p e n e d ’ during the Neolithic period in the Middle East.
My comments are made from the perspective of research
conducted at the tail end of the process that led to the
rise of ritual centers in the eastern Mediterranean – name-
ly, the Chalcolithic period (ca. 4500 – 3600 BC) in the
southern Levant.

When comparing the 10th and 9th millennium BC
Neolithic from the two research areas – Rollefson work-
ing in the southern Levant, and Schmidt’s work in
Anatolia – one is struck by the profound diff e r e n c e s
between the material culture record that characterizes
these areas. Everything in Anatolia is on a larger scale
than what is found in the southern Levant – whether we
are considering the village size, production, or evidence
for ritual architecture. Anatolia and its achievements
seem to dwarf the southern Levant in much the same
way that the Ottoman Empire towered over the polities
of their southern neighbors during the historic 15th to
early 20th centuries. This seems to be the case for the
entire archaeological record of Anatolia compared to that
of the southern Levant. The new evidence from Göbekli
Tepe for ‘megalithic’ scale architecture with ritual reliefs
and symbolic decoration are unequivocal – large num-
bers of people were required to build and erect the T-

shaped pillars at this site on a scale that dwarfed social
projects in the preceding period. While Schmidt sug-
gests this kind of social project ‘may have been as vast
in scale as the construction of the Obelisks in Pharaonic
E g y p t , ’ a more sober and appropriate general parallel
would be the construction of megalithic monuments in
Europe, and in particular, those in Neolithic Wessex at
places such as Stonehenge and Avebury (Renfrew 1973).
Unlike the Wessex sites, which have been mapped and
excavated for over 200 years, explorations at Göbekli
Tepe are still in their infancy. Thus, the jury is still out
as to whether there is or there is not evidence of domes-
tic habitation at the site. To tackle this problem, a rigor-
ous excavation sampling design is needed to explore 
the site in a systematic manner. Clarifying the question
of domestic space at Göbekli Tepe will have a pro-
found impact on Schmidt’s (2005 and this volume) asser-
tion that early Neolithic ritual centers evolved before 
the emergence of sedentism and all the social recon-
structions that go with it.

With the exception of PPNA Jericho, the kind of mon-
umental architecture unequivocally linked to ritual activ-
ity observed in Early Neolithc Anatolia is absent in the
southern Levant. Thus it is much more difficult to find
the kind of Early Neolithic evidence for regional inte-
gration, so apparent at sites like Göbekli Tepe in A n a t o l i a ,
in the southern Levant in the PPNA through PPNC
sequence. There is a consensus amongst researchers that
“non-domestic” buildings and spaces existed at south
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Levantine Early Neolithic villages such as Beidha (Byrd
2005), ‘Ain Ghazal (Rollefson 2000), and others. What
these non-domestic spaces were used for is up for inter-
pretation but they seem to have functioned on the local
village level. While Rollefson admits his suggestions for
ritual architecture at ‘Ain Ghazal in the MPPNB are
based on extremely small excavation samples (ca. 200
m2), his suggestion that there is evidence of ‘definitive
ritual architecture’ in the LPPNB is still open to ques-
tion. From the published reports, it seems that the ‘Ain
Ghazal buildings identified with ritual activities were
found void of ritual objects. Without the discovery of
unequivocal ritual remains on the floors or in the fills
associated with buildings identified as cultic or ritual,
the leap from the profane to the sacred can not be made
without serious caveats. The spectacular plaster statues
from ‘Ain Ghazal have not been found in clear contex-
tual proximity to the buildings identified as ritual. This
is a problem. At my own excavations at Chalcolithic
Gilat (Levy in press), following Renfrew’s (1985) sug-
gestions for an ‘archaeology of cult,’ rooms were only
interpreted as cultic if they were found with demonstra-
bly argued ritual objects such as figurines, ritually defined
ceramics, ‘incense’ burners, and other objects. In the
Chalcolithic context at Gilat, using petrography and
source identification, hundreds of the small ritual objects
were shown to come from a wide range of source areas
throughout southern Israel and Jordan – over a 200 km
radius from Gilat. Based on these data for inter-region-
al interaction, it is possible to build a model of pan-
regional ritual integration, that I believe, is not yet pos-
sible for the Early Neolithic as it is for the Chalcolithic
period.

As Alan Simmons (2000) points out, with the growth
of the LPPNB ‘mega-sites’ such as ‘Ain Ghazal, there is
an apparent non-existence of ‘smaller “hamlets” or sup-
port sites.’ He and others relate the growth of these huge
sites to the process of population agglomeration in the
context of population movement from the west into
Jordan. Similarly, according to Rollefson and others (this
volume and Gebel & Hermansen 2000: 20), LPPNB
domestic architecture, at ‘Ain Ghazal and other Jordanian
sites, had taken on a “pueblo”-like organization, with
structure blocks that housed multiple families in con-
trast to the single-family dwellings of the MPPNB
(Rollefson 1997). The pueblo analogy seems most appro-
priate for characterizing the LPPNB and perhaps the
MPPNB as well. The conundrum for south Levantine
prehistorians researching PPN social organization (and
the structure of ritual organization is deeply linked to
this), is the seeming absence of the smaller hamlets or
satellite sites surrounding the PPN mega-sites. Long ago,
Carneiro (1981) observed that regional polities or chief-
doms were organized along political principles, marked-
ly different from the autonomous village sites and char-
acterized by two-tier settlement hierarchies with centers

that coordinated economic, ritual, and political life. T h e
absence of PPN two-tier settlement hierarchies and local
ritual practice that focused on the ‘skull cult’ and plas-
ter ancestor figures suggests that the rise of the PPN
south Levantine mega-sites arose not as inter- r e g i o n a l
ritual or socio-political centers (something that might be
a rgued for Early Neolithic Anatolia), but as Simmons
and other have suggested, centers of refuge for popula-
tions from the west. The kind of rank political org a n i-
zations that evolved in the following Chalcolithic peri-
od, were not achieved during the LPPNB when people
were coping with the influx of larger populations over a
punctuated period of time. 
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Klaus Schmidt’s discussion of “Neolithic hieroglyphs”
– in the sense of Neolithic sacred signs – reminds me of
a conversation with I. J. Gelb, the author of A Study of
Wr i t i n g, during a visit to the Oriental Institute of the
University of Chicago in the late 1970s. Gelb was of the
opinion that tokens might not be the only precursor of the
cuneiform script but that other parallel symbolic sys-
tems could have converged to create writing. At that time
there was no evidence to support Gelb’s view. Namely,
the systematic studies of pottery motifs by Perkins (1963)
and of glyptic designs by Frankfort (1971) had failed to
show any convincing link to cuneiform signs. Indeed
this remains true in the light of latest pottery and glyp-
tic studies. (Collon 1987). However, the recent identifi-
cation of “Neolithic hieroglyphs” repeatedly found in a
ritual context in different sites, drawn in the same tech-
nique, form and style and in recurring clusters, suggests
that the Neolithic cultures created at least two major
symbolic systems. The first to be studied was the token
system, which from the 8th millennium BC served to
count and record concrete, daily life units of staple goods
(Schmandt-Besserat 1996). Now it has become appar-
ent that a second parallel symbolic system existed to
express the intangible. This new discovery might well
prove Gelb’s insight to be right.

When writing appeared, ca. 3200-3000 BC lists of
goods transacted including farm products (grain and ani-
mals), raw materials  (wool, wood, metal), finished prod-
ucts (oil, bread, perfume), as well as  manufactured goods
(furniture, tools, textiles) were entered on the Uruk tablets
with signs that derived from 4th Millennium urban tokens,
and ultimately from the age-old Neolithic tokens. In my
forthcoming book, After Wr i t i n g, I will show that, ca.
2700 BC, writing finally reached beyond accounting to
serve funerary, votive and dedicatory functions. As con-

ceived by Gelb, the signs necessary to fulfill these new
religious roles could conceivably have been drawn from
repertories of symbols that also had their roots deep in
prehistory.

A systematic catalogue of the abstract and animal
designs left in the Neolithic cult centers will be neces-
sary to probe this hypothesis. Perhaps André Leroi-
G o u r h a n ’s exhaustive study of Paleolithic wall art in
France and Spain, which not only records the shape of
individual signs but also their associations, context and
location, can provide a valuable model.
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Introduction

Ritual and religious practices and associated material
symbolism, be it in an anthropological or an archaeo-
logical context, are among the most fascinating aspects
of human society. Perhaps this is foremost because it is
in ritual and religion that we often enter very strange
worlds and come upon objects that defy direct functional
explanations, inviting us on intellectual travels that can
be extremely rewarding. Therefore, it is a pleasure to
enter into dialogue with two colleagues who have exten-
sively excavated at and published about, respectively,
‘Ain Ghazal and Göbekli Tepe. Their important work
has provided valuable and fascinating evidence of ace-
ramic Neolithic ritual and symbolism, furthering our
understanding of early Neolithic society in the southern
Levant and Upper Mesopotamia, respectively. Mainly
taking these key sites as points of departure, Rollefson’s
and Schmidt’s papers present clear overviews of proba-
ble ritual centers in these regions, enriched by (hypo)the-
ses concerning the roles of such places. This review will
first present comments regarding both papers, followed
by some general remarks about the role of ritual in the
Near Eastern Neolithic.

The Southern Levant  

Rollefson presents us with a clear and convincing
diachronic overview of ‘special’ buildings in the south-
ern Levant. Obviously, these buildings are different from
surrounding contexts and have a number of special –
non-domestic – features which suggest ritual functions.1
He also provides an intricate analysis in which ritual
practices and changes therein are related to socio-eco-
nomic developments in the various aceramic Neolithic
periods. A number of important interpretative issues
raised invite the following comments and remarks.

First, although Rollefson points out that the manipu-
lation of human skulls in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic could
have had various – not mutually exclusive – meanings,
he explains these practices in his analysis almost solely
in terms of ancestor veneration. It is indeed very likely
that detached, decorated, cached, etc. human skulls
referred to ancestors, but there is much archaeological and
anthropological evidence indicating that there was/is
more to human skulls. Thus, it could be argued that,
while ancestors, as mythical persons, were probably wor-

shipped in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, human skulls, plas-
tered as well as unplastered, were perhaps especially
honoured because they were the seat of life-force, which
could be used to ensure fecundity – to the fields, domes-
ticated animals and women – and well-being (Ve r h o e v e n
2002b). Moreover, apart from ancestors, skulls may have
been selected for special treatment because some per-
sons were regarded as cultural heroes (perhaps success-
ful hunters). And what about the links between human
and animal skull manipulations at Kfar HaHoresh? In
sum, Rollefson is most likely on the right track, but it
would seem that the traditional ancestor interpretation
could be developed further to get more out of it. Also,
other explanations for the manipulation of human skulls
could be explored.

Second, in Rollefson’s account Late PPNB ‘megasites’
feature prominently in explaining the emergence of rit-
ual centers. The idea is that ritual buildings at these sites,
believed to have housed very considerable populations,
served to integrate communities which lived in times of
social and economic stress. Elsewhere (Verhoeven in
press), I have critically assessed the ‘megasite phenom-
enon’, and found that, at the moment, there is no secure
evidence to argue for the existence of huge settlements
and related large populations. If we look, for instance, at
the excavated areas of these large sites, it appears that
‘ o n l y ’ around 0.04 % (Wadi Shu’aib) to 2% (‘Ain Ghazal)
at the most has been exposed. Nevertheless, megasite
reconstructions seem to be based on the implicit suppo-
sitions that (1) the type and density of the structures in
excavated areas is representative of the site as a whole,
and (2) the horizontal extent of cultural materials for
each site is representative of the actual extent of the site
while occupied, and (3) occupation density is constant in
all areas of the site. These are problematical assump-
tions. For one thing, they lead to an underestimation of
open areas. Moreover, it can be argued that instead of
constant occupation density in all areas of the site, occu-
pation shifted from one area to another in the course of
time. Ultimately this resulted in a large occupied area, a
megasite. Thus, the site as we see it today may never
have been entirely covered with architecture and popu-
lated at one point in time. What is more, precise dating
of surface material to indicate contemporaneous occu-
pation in different parts of sites is hazardous. It is beyond
doubt that there were very large sites in the Late PPNB,
but as yet it is not clear whether they were occupied over
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their entire surface at one point in time. As a result, it
cannot be assumed at present that the megasites were
the homes of thousands of people, who lived there on a
y e a r - round basis. We should make a clear distinction
between s i t e s and s e t t l e m e n t s. In fact, there are many
more problems with the megasites concept, which I can
obviously not go into now. The main problem, howev-
e r, is that megasites are at the basis of interpretations
about important socio-economic issues, including over-
exploitation of resources, social and economic stress,
population decline, widespread site abandonment, and
the social functions of ritual centers. It seems that as yet
that basis is far from secure.

Third, we should be cautious about the public nature
of rectangular ‘communal ritual buildings’. From a recon-
struction of the estimated number of persons in PPNB rit-
ual buildings at ‘Ain Ghazal, Nevalı Çori, Çayönü, and
Göbekli Tepe (Verhoeven 2002b, table 6) it appeared
that these could contain limited numbers of people only,
perhaps not more than twenty at the most. Clearly, not
the entire community could participate in rituals carried
out in these buildings. As Rollefson suggests for ‘Ain
Ghazal, it is indeed likely that, if these buildings were
communal, groups (‘corporate units’) sent representa-
tives.

Fourth, Rollefson’s hypothesis, like the majority of
reconstructions of the role of ritual in the Neolithic, is
derived from a functional perspective. In these views,
ritual served to counterbalance social stress by means of
integrative practices of communal ritual, foremost (sec-
ondary) burial. While it is undoubtedly the case, as we
know since Durkheim, that ritual has a very important part
to play in societal regulation, this is not the only func-
tion. In fact, ritual is a multi-dimensional phenomenon,
and, besides the functional perspective popular among
many archaeologists, there are many alternative approach-
es which may be rewarding when applied to archaeo-
logical data (Verhoeven 2002a). Moreover, the functional
perspectives as presented are much too general, and rather
a-historical. They do not explain specific shapes, loca-
tions, functions, meanings, etc. of ritual features and
artefacts. Rather, in a largely deductive fashion, these
are slotted into convenient theoretical frameworks.
A l t e r n a t i v e l y, various ritual dimensions (e . g ., social func-
tion, ideology, aspects of performance, symbolic and
structural meanings) could be explored in a more inter-
active deductive-inductive, or hermeneutical, manner.  

Fifth, concerning problems of terminology (“What to
call the special buildings”?), Rollefson may, without
realizing it, have provided a satisfactory answer when
writing “There are several considerations to ponder when
selecting identifying tags for ritual architecture.” Perhaps
the latter term, or ritual buildings, provides the most
‘ v a l u e - f r e e ’designation. “Communal cult building” incor-
porates a notion about collectiveness that may not always
be warranted.

F i n a l l y, I would be hesitant to suggest, as Rollefson
does in his concluding remarks, that ritual was more
important and complex in the Neolithic than in preced-
ing periods. Certainly, from an archaeological point of
v i e w, it is more visible, but, to use a well-worn concept,
absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. It is quite
conceivable – actually to be expected, given ethnographic
cases – that Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers were actively
involved in many kinds of complex rituals, which not
necessarily left any traces. Moreover, the presence of
burials with possible gifts in the exceptionally well-pre-
served (waterlogged) Epipalaeolithic site Ein Gev I near
the Dead Sea should remind us of the role of formation
processes in generally not or weakly stratified Palaeolithic
open-air sites.

Upper Mesopotamia

S c h m i d t ’s lucid paper concerning ritual centers and their
role in neolithization in Upper Mesopotamia raises a
number of interesting topics as well. Two general issues
invoke comment. First, the ideas about a concentration
of skills and know-how and about interaction and
exchange at Göbekli Tepe make much sense and should
perhaps have been presented in more detail (e . g ., Ingold
2000). The same holds for the amphictyony or cult com-
munity concept. In particular, with regard to the central
ritual function of Göbekli Tepe it would perhaps be
rewarding to explore the ideas about totemism further. In
this regard Peters and Schmidt (2004: 210) write: “... the
presence of a series of broadly contemporaneous enclo-
sures each with a unique iconography could imply that
each space demarcated by pillars was frequented by one
or more ‘clans’ (at different times?).” Clearly, the issue
of contemporaneity is important here. A n y w a y, at Göbekli
Tepe there may have been a contradictory situation, i . e .,
a communal site with separate structures. If so, would
this indicate collectivity (“a common religion”) and sep-
aration at the same time? This raises other questions:
why would this be so? At what levels would this oper-
ate? And so on. 

A second comment concerns Schmidt’s proposal to
investigate the deep – Upper Palaeolithic – history of
the Neolithic. Although it is not very helpful to refer to
the European Upper Palaeolithic, it is indeed important
to incorporate a historical perspective. Current research
is making it increasingly clear that the Early Neolithic is
much less ‘Neolithic’ than originally thought, with basic
traditional characteristics such as the domestication of
plants and sedentism being quite late in the sequence. In
general, the picture that now emerges is one of long-term
continuities on the one hand and regional diff e r e n t i a t i o n
on the other. For instance, from a detailed analysis of
the process of domestication in the Near East – in my
view not only pertaining to plants and animals, but also
to people, objects and supernatural beings – it appears that
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this set of human manipulations probably started as early
as the Epipalaeolithic Kebaran (Verhoeven 2004). 

Neolithic Ritual

F i n a l l y, it is fitting to make a few brief and general com-
ments about Neolithic ritual and ritual centers. First, for
the PPNB as a whole, the notion of ritual centers pre-
supposes a site hierarchy, consisting of (1) ‘normal’,
domestic, sites where conspicuous ritual objects like rit-
ual buildings or large statuary were absent, (2) settle-
ment sites where ritual buildings, large statuary, e t c . w e r e
present (e . g ., ‘Ain Ghazal, Nevalı Çori, Çayönü), (3)
special ritual sites, with no (e . g ., Göbekli Tepe) or restrict-
ed (e . g ., Kfar HaHoresh) domestic activities (Ve r h o e v e n
2002b). Of course, as Rollefson rightly points out, such
typologies have to be made relevant to specific space
and time frames.

Secondly, an inherent danger in using the term ‘ritual
centers’ is that it supposes that outside of these centers
ritual was ‘peripheral’, or of less significance. Rather, it
seems that ritual played different roles in different con-
texts. For the PPNB at least, a distinction can be made
between (1) individual rituals; (2) household rituals
( R o l l e f s o n ’s houses as “family ritual centers”) and (3)
public rituals, each of different importance at different
site types. To go a step further, it can be argued that rit-
ual was central to the early Neolithic way of life. There
is much evidence (e.g., burials under house floors, cir-
culation of human skulls, animal depictions of anthro-
pomorphic stelae) that Neolithic societies in the Near
East did not make clear distinctions, as many of us do,
between, e . g . , nature and culture, people and animals,
or sacred and profane spheres of life (Verhoeven 2004).
It rather seems to be the case that they had a holistic out-

look on life, in which humans, plants, animals, materi-
al objects and supernatural entities and beings were relat-
ed, manipulated, giving meaning, and used in many dif-
ferent contexts, including what we now term ritual.

Note

1 The concept of ‘framing’ (Verhoeven 2002a; 2002b) denotes this
special character of ritual objects and contexts. One wonders,
though, if the apsidal and circular buildings at ‘Ain Ghazal had
some special domestic/‘industrial’, rather than a ritual, function. 
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These two papers represent two very different approach-
es to the question of the role of “ritual centers” in the
early Neolithic. Rollefson’s premises link processual and
post-processual themes to social development, whereas
Schmidt uses the conceptual case of a “ritual center” to
approach “culture”. Both arguments hinge on the prob-
lem of “identity”. Schmidt contends that through their
roles as “cultural catalysts” the “ritual centers” provid-
ed the foundations for shared identity and thus the basis

for sedentary society. Rollefson stresses the failure of
an identity to emerge at the end of the process and assigns
this to material causes. Obviously, the two approaches are
both complementary and contradictory, and extremely
important because they touch upon the crucial relation-
ship between “culture” and “society” at the very dawn
of sedentary society.  

42 Neo-Lithics 2/05

Comment

Early Neolithic Ritual Centers

David A. Warburton 
Department of the Study of Religion, University of Aarhus <dw@teo.au.dk >



Schmidt

The very character and chronological priority of Göbekli
Tepe assure it a decisive place in human history, and thus
we allow ourselves to start here. In viewing Schmidt’s
theses, it is worth stressing that it would be almost impos-
sible to distinguish these “theses” from an empirical list.
The facts that Göbekli Tepe was a “ritual center” (6) and
that its creation preceded “the emergence of sedentary
communities” (1) are undisputed characteristics rather
than theses (unless Schmidt himself revises the dates).
Although open to discussion, one could forcefully arg u e
that churches and temples confirm that such “ritual cen-
ters continued to play a fundamental role” (2) long after
the early sedentary communities had been forgotten, and
the same institutions force one to agree that “ritual 
centers served as a cultural catalyst” (5). Unless some-
one revises the understanding of the landscape at
Stonehenge, one must also agree that “ritual centers can
be clearly differentiated from settlements by their dis-
tinct geographical setting” (3). Thus, one can suggest
that only nitpicking could find anything controversial
here. 

The only room for debate would be the concept that
“ritual centers” served the same tasks as “those of cen-
tral places of later periods” (4). Here it must be said that
the purely empirical statements of the other theses (1-3;
5-6) fundamentally contradict this. According to
Christaller – who invented the “central place” for all
practical purposes – “central places” are related to towns
and cities where goods and services are exchanged. For
Christaller (1966), it was the convenience of exchange
and the presence of an urban center with a surrounding
rural population which served as the fundamental prem-
ise of a central place as he understood it. It is thus impos-
sible for a central place as Christaller understood it to
be “clearly differentiated from settlements by their dis-
tinct geographical setting” (3). Thus, we will take the
liberty of assuming that Schmidt does not really mean
this, but rather that such ritual centers continued to “ful-
fil” the same tasks through time. Since one cannot dis-
agree with this, then we could assume that Schmidt’s list
of theses is simply a list of the characteristics which dis-
tinguish Göbekli Tepe and permit it to be identified as a
major “ritual center”.  

H o w e v e r, Schmidt also introduces Mumford, and
specifically refers to the distinction between a city and
a village, with the suggestion that the shrines at Göbelki
would permit it to be identified as an incipient “city”. In
his study of central places, Christaller (1966: 195-197)
specifically stated that the exceptions to his methodol-
ogy were to be understood as “deviations not explain-
able by economics”. Thus Christaller’s approach was
purely material and discussed hierarchies dictated by
economics in which cities did not play the essential role:
villages, towns and cities were all part of a hierarchy of

“central places”. In Mumford’s approach, the city dif-
fers distinctly from other types of settlement.  

Thus, eff e c t i v e l y, the approaches of Mumford to cities
and Christaller to central places are discussions of two
d i fferent phenomena. They cannot legitimately be com-
bined, for Mumford would permit Göbekli to be a cen-
tral place without a settlement whereas Christaller would
deny that it could be one of his central places since it
would be a “deviation not explainable by economics”. It
need hardly be pointed out that Christaller’s approach is
dependent upon the existence of a large and ancient
sedentary society, whereas the early Neolithic was the
historical basis from which such a society arose. In this
sense, one can argue that Mumford’s approach is much
more valuable for Schmidt’s purposes (and for Near
Eastern Archaeology as a whole) than Christaller’s since
it provides the basis for the emergence of the first cities
before economics.

H o w e v e r, this lesson has nothing to do with Schmidt’s
central thesis, which is based on his empirical confir-
mation that Göbekli Tepe was a central place before
sedentarism. Here, he posits that the “Stone Age cen-
ters” played a “religious role” and served as a platform
for “verbal communication”, meaning that they were
places of exchange for “ideas, goods and people”.
However, he then steps back and admits that he cannot
state what took place at Göbekli, and even specifically
stating that it is unknown whether the buildings with the
pillars were subject to limited access or whether in fact
the buildings were “bustling with activity”. 

Such caution is warranted, but in doing so Schmidt
actually oversteps the evidence. It should be evident that
if there were “more than 200 megalithic pillars” at
Göbekli alone, then the labourers and craftsmen required
would rarely have had a moment of peace. And if the
villages within a radius of 200 km around Göbekli all
contributed to the construction, then the commotion will
have been far from local, with constant movement
between the villages and the center. In fact the later
Mesopotamian and Biblical testimony suggests that the
gods themselves would have been disturbed by the din.
And this impression is enhanced by the information that
there were in fact additional such centers in the Urfa
province.

From here, Schmidt proceeds on to argue that this can
serve as the basis for an amphiktyonia, and a shared sym-
bolic system which might be a religion. He then revives
the discussion about bull cults and the Venus figurines,
and makes projections about Palaeolithic links. He can
justly argue that “hardly anything in the material culture
of the PPN is really new in comparison to the Upper
Palaeolithic”, and this allows him to share the view of
Göbekli as “the culmination of final Palaeolithic devel-
opments rather than as the initiation and emergence of
new ideas” (Goring-Morris and Belfer-Cohen).

N o w, as far as the present author is concerned, the fact
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that there is a major gap in the record for the Upper
Palaeolithic in the Near East is the least of the problems
with this approach, but let us move slowly.

Schmidt suggests that using the concept of an “amphik-
tyonia”– meaning something like a social organization
in which a cult center which served the people who were
living around it – might be premature. However, the sug-
gestion is in fact justified by his own discussion. T h e
term itself may not be useful – since it will attract ety-
mological, philological, historical, and theological crit-
icism – but one cannot possibly avoid recognizing that
the structures at Göbekli and elsewhere were not sim-
ply created and erected by a couple of bored hunter- g a t h-
erers who happened to drop by the place once or twice
in a century. This was obviously a communal effort of
extraordinary dimensions and brought together several
distinct communities. Furthermore, the very persistence
of the pattern of monumental construction demands that
one admit that it was widely accepted as a legitimate
s a n c t u a r y, for otherwise the efforts would either have
been abandoned or brought to an abrupt halt.

Whether one can legitimately conclude that the exis-
tence of a common sanctuary reflects the existence of a
shared understanding which one could term “religion” is
more difficult. It is also not entirely clear that this serves
a useful purpose, since – like amphiktyonia – “religion”
also has some precise definitions (all of which depend
upon communication, discourse, etc.) and risk generat-
ing a discussion which neglects the principal features
which Schmidt has in fact excavated, identified and
named: a “ritual center” which relied upon some kind
of shared ideology among a large group of people in a
l a rge region at the beginning of the history of seden-
tarism. Here it would be impossible to disagree with
S c h m i d t ’s observations about both the requirements and
the repercussions. 

In closing this note, therefore, we will note that we
contend that Schmidt’s initial list is not a list of theses,
but rather a simple confirmation of what he has discov-
ered (confused by one misleading reference to central
places). Instead, we suggest that Schmidt can actually
argue a different set of theses.  

The only crucial difference is that we would state that
the structures at Göbekli are simply incompatible with
the statement that “hardly anything in the material cul-
ture of the PPN is really new”. One wonders exactly
what he thinks that he has excavated??? We would state
that Schmidt can argue that Göbekli was a ritual center,
and that the existence of this ritual center led to the cre-
ation of social and village alliances, and to craft spe-
cialisation, and to the emergence of social hierarchies, and
to a common sense of identity, and that these contributed
to the emergence of a new economic system. In fact,
Schmidt himself stresses exactly these points, but seem-
ingly draws the opposite conclusion from that of the cur-
rent author, who assumes that there is something dra-

matically new, whereas Schmidt seems to imply that it
represents some kind of continuity.

H o w e v e r, the existence of the ritual center was depend-
ent upon these same features: i . e ., Göbekli is itself an
artefact testifying to a transformation in the behaviour of
human societies. It also had an impact on societies all
around it, for these gradually changed as well, ushering
in the most important change in human history. It is utter-
ly new and different and itself dependent upon new forms
of social organization.  

Neglecting this aspect and stressing continuity com-
pletely misses the change. It also allows Schmidt to sug-
gest that the “ritual centers” of the “Stone Age” must
simply be discovered.  We would argue that his own dis-
coveries are the proof that they cannot be discovered.
S c h m i d t ’s work is the greatest contribution to date to the
a rgument that archaeological evidence confirms that
monumental cult centers are characteristic of humans
since the PPN but not before. We would also argue that
the same evidence suggests that the change was a fun-
damental social change without any economic or tech-
nological aspects. Yes, they were “Stone Age” in terms
of technology and economy, but they were “modern” in
the sense of mobilising a unity of purpose in a common
and monumental endeavour. The origins of the state and
of religion can be sought in this social transformation.
Obviously these were still far off, but Göbekli brought
them into sight. For us, at least.

Rollefson

Rollefson begins his list of theses with the contention
that “social identity” among hunter-gatherers was based
“on small groups” (1). This is what the current writer
would view as the fundamental contrast with Schmidt’s
e fforts to view Göbekli as related to the Palaeolithic since
these small groups did characterize the age before the
Neolithic, while villagers and larger groups are the hall-
mark of the Neolithic (and since). Needless to say, we are
only too happy to note that Rollefson begins his paper
with a remark that “pre-Neolithic ritual structures are
not well documented, if they existed at all”.

It is evident that for Rollefson, social changes and iden-
tity play the key role. The need for “corporate identity
intensified” with sedentism (2), and was fortified by a
dual system with the skull cults at household level (2-
3) and an ancestor cult using statuary at the village level,
with a “corporate ritual building” (4). Somehow, com-
munity solidarity emerged, and was not threatened by
competition for resources during the early PPN (5). An
exodus to the highlands brought people into rather more
forbidding territory (6) and conflict ensuing from this
apparently led to an increase in ritual and communal
activity in the LPPNB (7). Ultimately, the rituals proved
inadequate and the society collapsed. The character of
these theses differs distinctly from that of Schmidt’s
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(where it was difficult to disagree), since each of them
involves some rather heroic assumptions, of which
Rollefson is completely conscious, as he argues his points
in the paper.

The most important initial point is to stress that if our
interpretation of Schmidt’s material is correct, then we
would argue that the value of a shared ideology was the
premise upon which the subsequent economic revolu-
tion was founded. Without the social change, there would
have been no economic change. It follows that Rollefson’s
a rgument – that the society collapsed when the rituals
could no longer maintain peace – would seem to match
the current author’s line of thought. However, we would
not necessarily argue that what was important in 10,000
B.C. was still decisive in 6500 B.C. A lot had changed,
and let us look at Rollefson’s view of these changes.

Rollefson begins his discussion in searching for the
evidence of ritual structures in the PPN. Obviously it is
much easier to argue that Göbekli was a ritual center
than that the walls of Jericho represent a similar phe-
nomenon. This is not to say that they may not have served
a post-processual role, but they certainly look as if they
might have performed some processual role.  The argu-
ments for other structures from most MPPNB sites appear
to be strained, and Rollefson makes the prescient point
that the only site which seems almost unequivocal in
terms of interpretation, Kfar HaHoresh, does seem to
continue the tradition evident from Göbekli. Under the
circumstances, the evidence that the MPPNB statues
from ‘Ain Ghazal were probably put on display some-
where deserves attention – as does the absence of evi-
dence of such statues in the LPPNB. The same applies
to the “skull caching”, which seems to go into decline.  

O b v i o u s l y, one must allow for the caveat that this may
be the result of excavations, and that some changes can
be expected, but it would appear that the LPPNB does
represent a “dramatic change”. The villages are much
larger and there seems to have been a larger variety of
burial customs – a sure-fire hint that “values” were not
being maintained. By contrast, the evidence of the archi-
tecture in the village at ‘Ain Ghazal suggests a decisive
change in the communal ritual architecture, and Rollefson
is correct to move on to the discussion of its social import.

Here, one must take some distance from the details of
the matter. Clearly cutting off heads is not what we under-
stand under “respect for our elders”, and certainly spe-
cial treatment assigned to the skulls of children cannot
be construed as “ancestor worship” if that term is to have
any specific meaning. We think Rollefson doth protest
too much.  

And, in fact Rollefson notes that there was some weak-
ening in “whatever integration might have been facili-
tated by [Kuijt’s] MPPNB community-wide […] skull
caching”. In fact, the community stress levels of the
MPPNB villages will have differed by several orders of
magnitude from those of the LPPNB, and one wonders

if this approach to “ancestor cults” as a specific form of
communal ritual has really brought us closer to under-
standing events. If the skull caching was not maintained
in the burgeoning communities of the LPPNB, there does
not seem to be much reason to suggest that it played an
important unifying communal role in the smaller vil-
lages either.

From here, Rollefson’s remarks are closer to specula-
tion than analysis, as we lack the data to confirm any of
the assumptions about ancestor worship, statues, cults,
etc. let alone the uses of the skulls or any hypothetical
baptisms, etc. The evidence of the buildings at ‘Ain
Ghazal allows us to find a mooring post. Clearly,
Rollefson is correct that these ritual buildings were impor-
tant, and clearly they represent the crucial break with
the past: “the broken threshold of manageable ceremo-
nial scheduling”. And clearly correctly, Rollefson notes
that whatever long term inadequacies the rituals of the
PPN revealed, they did seem to have served some pur-
pose for several thousand years – which is not bad.

“Social” and “Cultural” “Meanings”

Whereas Rollefson focuses on the social issue of grow-
ing communities and the need for cohesion, Schmidt
seems to assume that “alliances”, “exchanges” and “com-
munication” arise spontaneously. Obviously, the arg u-
ments of Kuijt and Rollefson are based at least partial-
ly upon the evidence of the collapse of the social system
upon which the PPN was built, and view the emergence
of the social system as a remarkable achievement. By
contrast, Schmidt’s use of the amphiktyonia model at
least superficially gives the impression that the applica-
tion of the model “explains” the phenomenon of Göbekli
and thus allows any related social phenomenon to be
dismissed. In effect, the argument that certain minor ele-
ments of the small arts represent cultural continuity from
the Palaeolithic allows Schmidt to disregard the social and
cultural importance of the architecture, which is certainly
unprecedented. Rollefson has clearly viewed the emer-
gence of this created communal ritual space as both a
cultural and a social phenomenon, and linked this to
social and cultural change.  

Regardless of the details and the fact that certain aspects
can easily be projected back to the Palaeolithic, it appears
difficult for the present writer to assume that there were
not major social changes taking place, and that these
social changes led to cultural changes. The means by
which ideas were communicated – the imagery, ritual
activities, or less probably verbal metaphors – will obvi-
ously have relied on forms of expression inherited from
the past. This does not permit one to speculate that the
“meaning” remained constant – nor can one assume that
there will have been any means of assuring that the dif-
ferent members of the communities shared any given
“meaning” in a fashion recognizable to us. It is clear that
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some kind of “social meaning” will have preceded the
emergence of “cultural meaning”.  

These distinctions differ fundamentally from the dif-
ferent forms of “meaning” which would emerge in the
following millennia (based upon s i g n i f i a n t / s i g n i f i é o r
upon “etic/emic” approaches, etc.). It is extremely dif-
ficult for the current author to assume that “meaning”
could be easily conveyed to and shared by even a small
group of people at this time, when symbolic communi-
cation was still in its infancy. Were one to agree with
Schmidt that Göbekli played some kind of role for all
of those villages within a radius of 200 km, one would
be confronted with the concept of a communication of
ideas on a monumental scale.  

Given some of the common shared elements in the
PPNB assemblages from the region of the entire Near
East, one would have to concede that there must have
been some substantial sharing of some forms of sym-
bolic expression. However, the mere existence of Göbekli
allows such speculation to be dismissed, for it is incon-
ceivable that it could possibly have been constructed 
and used unless appreciated and respected by a very larg e
and necessarily heterogeneous group of people. The exis-
tence of the buildings simply demands that they were
appreciated. However, this does not mean that we can
project a consensus on a shared “meaning” into this dis-
tant past.  

Even today, there is very seldom complete agreement
on meanings (and one does not need to discuss Neolithic
“ritual centers” to have fundamental disagreements: even
clearly printed texts in a world with dictionaries and
encyclopaedias give rise to misunderstandings and dis-
putes, as someone who teaches in a theological faculty
can testify). However, at that time in the PPN, it might
have been very difficult to actually establish that some-
one else had a different understanding and thus dis-
agreements may not have arisen and thus not inhibited
interaction. This type of disparate and variant shared
understandings of meaning would appear to be a rea-
sonable possible explanation for the longevity of some
of these PPN customs, and thus shared “meanings” may
have played no role. 

The current writer would suggest that the development
of “social meanings” which contributed to social cohe-
sion were the preconditions for the emergence of “cul-
turally based shared meanings” which are clearly visible
in the Bronze Age, but even at that time here were dif-
ficulties. Marik (2003) has suggested that a simple cul-
tural misunderstanding lies at the center of a Sumerian
myth, and one can easily imagine that cultural misun-
derstandings based upon radically different interpreta-
tions of symbols will have been a greater problem in the
PPNA than later. For the current writer, Rollefson may
be proceeding a bit too deep into the development of
symbolic meanings (when suggesting that specific cer-
emonies may have had meanings comparable to our own)

whereas Schmidt does not seem to recognize the possi-
bility that the PPN may have been the period which laid
the foundations for “alliances”.

Temples and Shrines

The current author would argue that the architecture here
is highly informative about the emergence of “social
meaning” and cohesion—and this can usefully be trans-
ferred to the specific terminology. Both of these papers
deal with this terminological difficulty in a hesitant man-
n e r. One reason is certainly the result of the treatment
of “cult” activity during the era of the dominance of the
post-processual paradigm. Another is doubtless the idea
that somehow the term “temple” is too laden with “mean-
ing” for it to serve a useful purpose. The current writer
would advocate that this legitimate hesitancy may not
serve a useful purpose, since the buildings being dis-
cussed here are so obviously “cult buildings” that dis-
cussion can be justifiably transferred to another level. 

Whatever else they may be, these buildings are evi-
dently the link between the end of the early Neolithic
and the historical periods. Since the time of ‘Ain Ghazal,
l a rge ritual structures have been found within the settle-
ments, and frequently at the same sites (to take the sim-
plest example, one can refer to the Omayyad mosque in
Damascus which lies on a site occupied by religious
buildings for at least two millennia, and probably many
more). This represents a very different phenomenon than
the structures at Göbekli which were not erected within
an urban context. Were we to take the amphiktyonia
model – that Göbekli drew people from around it – then
we can see that rituals created the social system, and that
the social system created the economic system which
followed. Once established, these rituals were pursued
in communal buildings in the villages which arose as a
result of the contacts emerging through exchanges.  

According to this model, the actual architecture plays
a far more important role than any specific ideas about
the rituals or the possible content and meaning of any
discourse. We would argue that terms such as “sanctu-
ary”, “temple” or “shrine” can justifiably and usefully
be applied to these buildings. We would also argue that
this is clearly a very different type of structure than the
domestic houses used for skull caching or indeed the
caves which served as cemeteries in the Palaeolithic. We
would argue that it is here that we can see a crucial social
difference.

It is also quite clear that Çatal Hüyük represents a dif-
ferent tradition which was apparently an anomalous dead
end since the key to the ritual centers which created the
basis for, and survived, the Neolithic was the concept of
shared spiritual space (as temples and shrines) rather
than that of the domestic ritual space at Çatal Hüyük.

At this point, it is worth stressing that the creation of
this monumental ritual space was the key element for all
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Before reaching the two discussion papers, I find it nec-
essary to take issue with the introductory paragraph.
Those of us invited to participate were given the con-
text within which we should approach the two discus-
sion papers; we were advised that the “need for aggre-
gation and new sedentary corporate identities created
regional, collectively maintained and frequented centers
promoting ritual unity”. This account of the emergence
of sedentary, village societies pre-supposes that the sym-
bolic cultural elaboration of the early Neolithic, specif-
ically the emergence of corporate ritual activities, pro-
vided the social “glue” necessary to hold together the
n e w, permanently co-resident, large-scale social units
that are represented by the settlement sites of increasing
size. 

R o l l e f s o n ’s paper pre-supposes the same notion. It
forms a useful adjunct to his experience at ‘Ain Ghazal
and his interpretation of the excavation findings in terms
of a rapid and dramatic expansion of population brought
about by the arrival of groups from other disintegrating
communities. In such circumstances, Rollefson asserts,
new rituals with new meanings were required to provide
the cohesiveness that would allow these greatly enlarg e d
societies to hold together in the face of the increasing
difficulties that they encountered in the management of
their dwindling economic resources. The idea that reli-
gion constitutes the social “glue” that holds societies
together is an old one, going back to Karl Marx, Friedrich
Engels, Emile Durkheim, and Max We b e r. However, (a)
it is only one of six or seven theories concerning the
function of religion in human societies, and (b) it is sub-

stantially discredited by those who make a special study
of religions, religious practice and religious belief. Pascal
B o y e r, an anthropologist specializing in religious ideas,
for example, convincingly de-constructs the cluster of
functionalist theories of religion as necessary to socie-
t y, or those who wield power in society (Boyer 2004:
26-31). James T h r o w e r, who professes the history of reli-
gions, devotes one chapter to the discussion of religion
as social construct while seven others consider other
types of theory (Thrower 1999: 161-201). In short, we
cannot assume that social functionalist theories of reli-
gion are the generally accepted understanding of the phe-
nomenon. As Thrower points out, such theories have
generally been proposed by those who are themselves
non-religious or anti-religious; they are not views that
have been generally espoused by theologians, or reli-
gious believers.

We can now observe that it is going to be difficult to
explain the extraordinarily rich early Neolithic phe-
nomena that relate to ritual, ceremony, symbolic archi-
tecture and visuo-symbolic representation. Even dis-
cussion of the phenomenon of ‘The Early Neolithic Origin
of Ritual Centers’ is difficult at the present time for other,
more archaeological reasons. Rollefson sketches in var-
ious kinds of evidence for visuo-symbolic representa-
tion, the treatment of the bodies, and in particular the
heads, of selected dead persons, and sites where non-
standard, non-domestic, and therefore putatively com-
munal buildings for religious ceremonies, can be iden-
tified. For the southern Levant, which is the best
investigated area within southwest Asia, he can identi-
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later forms of religious architecture. The rituals and the
beliefs would change and their meanings were never
fully established, but the concept of shared ritual space
is the foundation of human society as we know it. In
their analysis, Rollefson and Schmidt have struggled
with some difficult issues and raised questions which
one cannot answer. On some issues we disagree, and on
some the discussion is still open, but on one matter we
trust that there is room for agreement: the current writer
would argue that in their work as excavators both
Rollefson and Schmidt have made fundamental contri-
butions to the understanding of the appearance of what
later became religious space.  
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fy only one candidate for ‘ritual center’, the recently dis-
covered and still-being-investigated Kfar Hahoresh
(Goring-Morris et al. 1998). Nahal Hemar, too, is a non-
domestic context where a number of objects can be iden-
tified as being primarily symbolic, but, as Rollefson says,
it is hard to raise it to the level of being a ritual center.
Schmidt, as the excavator of Göbekli Tepe, has no dif-
ficulty in defining that site as a ritual center, but no other
similar center has so far come to light across the north-
ern third of the hilly flanks zone. Whatever the territo-
ry of which Göbekli Tepe was the religious centre, it
should not be unique. At present we simply do not know
what other such centres look like, or how closely spaced
or far apart such centres were. And Göbekli Tepe, like
Kfar Hahoresh, is a recent discovery that is still being
investigated. We can be sure that we do not yet know
much of what the site contains. It would be easy to say
that discussion and any attempt to reach conclusive ideas
about these sites is premature. But we cannot wait until
the information base at our disposal is ideal, because it
never will be; and we do not move forward except
through interrogating the evidence, trying out new ques-
tions, and discussing among ourselves the questions, the
problems, and the evidence as we see it.

Schmidt suggests a different perspective for Göbekli
Tepe from the social functionalism of Rollefson’s pro-
posal. There is a danger of circularity in his argument,
for he hangs his thesis on the idea that cities first grew
up around important shrines, citing Lewis Mumford 
who used it in The City in History (Mumford 1961). But
Mumford himself had picked up the idea from the spec-
ulations of ancient Mesopotamian specialists. Schmidt
therefore proposes that Göbekli Tepe is the prototype of
a cult centre, dating millennia earlier than the classic
Sumerian cities, synchronous with or even ante-dating the
earliest sedentary village communities. The thesis needs
some development if it is to be taken seriously, for there
is an extensive gap between Göbekli Tepe and those
proto-literate southern Mesopotamian settlements that
lead on into the cities and great temple-institutions of
the proto-historic period. There is an interesting and
potentially helpful analogue, I think, in the spatial analy-
sis of the ritual monuments of the Neolithic and Early
Bronze Age of the central southern England that was
tried by Colin Renfrew (1973). That prehistoric land-
scape is practically devoid of archaeologically visible
settlement, but Renfrew used the chronology of the mon-
umental burial mounds, henges and multi-vallate enclo-
sures to chart the changing social systems. The problem
with Schmidt’s suggested territory for Göbekli Tepe is that
it stretches out over 200 km from the supposed cult cen-
tre, and includes various settlements that each had dif-
ferent communal buildings that show evidence of ritual
or ceremonial use and contain vivid pieces of visuo-sym-
bolic representation of their own. Perhaps this is where
Schmidt’s import of central place theory might be use-

fully employed. The classic settlement landscape of cen-
tral place theory contains urban centres surrounded by a
series of secondary towns, each of which is a local cen-
tre for a series of still smaller, simpler settlements. Urban
centres in Europe have their cathedrals, while smaller
places have their lesser churches. But we should be wary
of seeing parallels between social, economic and eccle-
siastical hierarchies and the settlement landscape of the
early Neolithic in southwest Asia. Central place theory,
devised for the analysis of modern, western settlement
patterns and their social and economic relationships, can
have no place in the quite alien socio-cultural landscape
of the Neolithic.

L a t e r, Schmidt turns to yet another possible analogue,
that of the ancient Greek amphictyony, the confedera-
tions of city-states which established their meeting-places
at an important cult centre. And that leads Schmidt to
allude to peer polity interaction spheres, though only to
remark that amphictyonies “go far beyond” what is
defined as an interaction sphere. However, he does not
explain how or why an amphictyony should not be an
example of a peer polity interaction sphere. For me, the
peer polity interaction sphere provides a very useful
model for the kind of nested networks of communities
that I prefer to think of (Renfrew 1986; Watkins in press).

Schmidt points back into the Palaeolithic, at least the
Upper Palaeolithic of Europe, for the origins of the visuo-
symbolic representation that we see in such a rich con-
centration at Göbekli Tepe. But, in company with Jacques
Cauvin, I am struck by the quantum leap in visuo-sym-
bolic representation that seems to take place between
the Epipalaeolithic and the early Neolithic. Within south-
west Asia, the contrast between the Upper Palaeolithic
and Epipalaeolithic on the one hand and the early
Neolithic on the other is particularly stark. While the
cognitive capacity to make and “read” two- and three-
dimensional symbolic representations may begin to show
itself among Homo sapiens in parts of Europe before
30,000 years ago, something of a different order became
possible around 12,000 years ago in southwest Asia.

As some readers will already know, I prefer to formu-
late the story in terms of the cognitive and cultural co-
evolution of the human mind. Peter Wilson (1988) has
elaborated the cognitive challenge that was posed to peo-
ple who began to live in sedentary village communities
(for southwest Asia, in the Epipalaeolithic period). A s
the numbers of co-resident inhabitants of these seden-
tary communities grew, they required new modes of
thinking, imagining and representing in order that new
kinds of community could be formed. It has been esti-
mated that the modern human brain/mind is biological-
ly capable of operating as long as the social group does
not exceed 120-150 (Aiello & Dunbar 1993; Dunbar
1996, 2004). In communities that are larger than that,
we need abstract constructs like “neighbour”, “commu-
nity” and so on, and we need to be able to recognize

48 Neo-Lithics 2/05



who, beyond our immediate kin, we may trust. T h e
anthropologist Anthony Cohen has described just how
complex and abstract is the construction and mainte-
nance of the concept of community (Cohen 1985). 

Cohen’s fundamental concern was to make the point
that communities are symbolically constructed in the
minds of their members (or recognized as different in
the minds of members of other communities). The con-
struct of community defined by co-residence became
possible for humans only with the emergence of minds
that were capable of operating in terms of symbolic cul-
ture. Cohen concludes that ‘the consciousness of com-
munity has to be kept alive through manipulation of its
s y m b o l s ’ (Cohen 1985: 15). Symbolic culture and minds
capable of operating with systems of symbolic repre-
sentation were obligatory for the formation and mainte-
nance of communities in which trust and the ability to
detect ‘free-loaders’ were essential (Dunbar 1999; Wa t k i n s
2003).

What is even more difficult to comprehend is why indi-
vidual communities spent so much effort on the con-
struction of higher levels of network (interaction spheres),
but all the symbolic practices and symbolic representa-
tions that Schmidt and Rollefson refer to illustrate that
over large areas communities engaged in wide-scale
interaction. This is a subject that I have taken up in the
lengthy essay that is now in press, and this is not the
place to begin to repeating that discussion.
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I would like to thank all of the participants in this dia-
logue for the comments and suggestions that they have
made in this dialogue, and particularly to those directed
at my contribution. The views represent a broad spec-
trum of insights that generally complement each other,
but occasionally they also conflict; and the same might
be said as to how they pertain to the views I expressed
in my paper, although in a couple of instances the con-
flicts appear to be the result of a misinterpretation of
what I was trying to convey. (The fault is therefore mine
for not being clear enough).

There are a couple of themes that thread through some
of the commentaries. One of these has to do with “cen-
ter” and “centrality”, and as Warburton noted, even with
dictionaries, misunderstandings arise. Belfer-Cohen and
Goring-Morris rightly point out that “large” and “cen-
tral” are not necessarily correlated, but neither are they
mutually exclusive under certain circumstances. T h e
“central place” term as a ritual center used by Schmidt
places Göbekli Tepe in the “middle” of something
(although not necessarily in a modern hierarchical
arrangement, as Watkins suggests), and this geographi-
cal location in a given territory or region has a different
connotation than a “center” within a settlement that is
primarily devoted to ritual observances. The LPPNB
megasites in highland Jordan are settlements (popula-
tion centers1) in which ritual activities were probably
celebrated in a hierarchy of ritual locations (ritual cen-
ters), including households, larger kinship units, and
communal foci.  

Another common point of contention is the meaning
of “ritual” in a number of senses. For Boyd, ritual is only
“social practice” (a view Hermansen would evidently
support), and that there are no ritual “things”. But “rit-
ual things” d o exist; there are places, structures, and
objects that exist only because they are important in rit-
ual performance; there is bread, which has no ritual sig-
nificance, but there is also the communion wafer, which
has no “value” beyond its ritual/religious meaning. Hole
notes that ritual activity is not exclusively related to reli-
gious ritual, although it is also the case that sport com-
petition in public settings often invokes religious over-
tones, as was the case among the Aztec and Maya. I also
agree with Hole that some structures, such as k i v a s ( a n d
even the sweat lodges cited by Belfer-Cohen and Goring-
Morris), might serve mundane purposes in addition to
religious ones: churches, synagogues, and mosques across
the world sponsor events in their religious settings that
relate to fundraising for social purposes that are not

directly related to religion, such as the recent efforts for
tsunami and earthquake relief.

Other motifs crosscut some of the commentaries, but
I would like to address some of these on a case-by-case
basis since there is sometimes an obvious misunder-
standing of what I intended to say.

G e b e l ’s contribution has several important aspects,
especially the concept of “domestication of ritual” (also
alluded to in Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris), where
ritual becomes directed towards a central focus of the
community. Gebel notes that population agglomeration
led to internal conflict as well as competition between
population centers, and there was a concomitant per-
sonification of spiritual powers at the household and set-
tlement levels and an inward communal focus that led to
increasing regional diversity – not regional homogene-
i t y, – a position also taken by Kafafi; Levy also notes
that while Göbekli Tepe may represent regional inte-
gration, nothing of the sort appears in the southern Levant.
Gebel mentions that I did not include Ba’ja as part of
the megasite phenomenon; it is true I do not consider
Ba’ja a megasite in terms of its small size, but its size does
not place Ba’ja outside the megasite system of interac-
tion2; indeed, the density of population within the con-
fines of the m e s i t a on which Ba’ja is located suggests
that the pressures of population packing in sites such as
Basta and ‘Ain Jammam were just as severe at Ba’ja,
with consequent equivalent pressures on social and eco-
nomic organization.

Marc Ve r h o e v e n ’s lucid piece raises a couple of points
to which I would like to reply. The first involves ritual
complexity (also discussed by Kafafi), and while I am also
a fan of the adage of absence of evidence and evidence
of absence, I think there is a pretty clear indication that
at least the Neolithic material expression of ritual does
seem more intricately and intensively developed com-
pared to the Epipaleolithic. Burials, including grave
goods, are known from both ends of this cultural spec-
trum, and while there are instances of “rich grave goods”
in the Epipaleolithic, there seems to be a progressive
increase in ritual “elements” through time, particularly
in the focus on skulls in the Late Epipaleolithic (Early
Natufian) and subsequent frequencies in the PPNA and
MPPNB, not to mention the “portraiture” involved 
with plastered skulls, as well as an increasing attention
to animal and human figurines through time3. On a more
specific note, I would also like to mention that the cir-
cular cult building at ‘Ain Ghazal (Ve r h o e v e n ’s foot-
note) is unlikely to have been either a domestic or “indus-
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trial” structure in view of the eight reflooring episodes,
each of which was painted red. This degree of “refloor-
ing intensity” is unmatched in any other structure, in
cluding MPPNB buildings that witnessed as many as
four new lime plaster floors superimposed directly 
atop each other (and interpreted as reflecting a mini-
mum of three new floors over at least three subfloor 
burials).

Kuijt also calls a ritual interpretation for the various
“public buildings” into question. Could the LPPNB apsi-
dal buildings have been domestic structures? If so, 
they were the only dwellings that did not include floor
hearths. In the same vein, the larger LPPNB “communal
cult structures” at ‘Ain Ghazal would have been the 
only domestic structures that did not include lime plas-
ter floors. Were the apsidal and larger public buildings
d e d i c a t e d to ritual? As mentioned above, some activi-
ties unrelated to ritual may have taken place in all of
these structures. But especially in view of the concen-
trated efforts in creating the large terraces/platforms
before the erection of both of the larger edifices, it is
most probable that community ritual was the principal
focus for these buildings.

Boyd’s concern that I equate changes in ritual activi-
ty with changes in the environment might result from
taking my phrasing too literally, and I suspect he did not
understand the importance I placed on the social envi-
ronment that had changed with a doubling of population
at ‘Ain Ghazal in such a short time (a view supported to
some extent by Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris). My
appreciation of cultural change doesn’t include sporadic
alterations in wind direction, relative humidity, or min-
eral rights as individual or collective prime movers, but
clearly the residents of LPPNB ‘Ain Ghazal (and Basta,
es-Sifiya, et al.) were suffering stresses (including pres-
sures from the physical environment) greatly magnified
compared to the MPPNB social environment. If there is
a “correlation” between changes in ritual performances
and physical environmental change, it would be at a level
far removed from a direct cause-and-effect relationship;
u l t i m a t e l y, there may have been an environmental calami-
ty involving minor climatic changes that forced the
translocation of large numbers of people into the high-
lands of Jordan, but this was not the immediate cause of
a ritual change. 

It would appear that David Warburton and I are essen-
tially in agreement in many aspects of the dialogue, with
exceptions in some points that involve opinions based
on our personal interpretations of the information. But I
would like to reply to the minor situation where I “protest
too much”. In fact, I’d like to protest some more:
O b v i o u s l y, children beneath the age of procreation could
hardly be revered as ancestors! But the criteria for skull
separation are not clear, and there are several options to
identify a person (child or adult, male or female) suit-
able for selection as the vital connection to the ancestral

past. Primogeniture is only one option, and another impor-
tant one could be the identification of a child who had
reached some stage in a person’s rite du passage, such
as the family’s first child to reach a naming ceremony
after weathering the >30% infant mortality rate at ‘Ain
Ghazal (Rollefson 2004: 169-170).

Despite some odd statistics relating to the role of reli-
gion and whether one is a pro-religion person or not, I
fully agree with Watkins’ view that cognitive develop-
ment is directly related to population size and density,
and this is an important desideratum in recognizing reli-
able members of a community. In the courses I teach I
stress that in communities of a couple of hundred peo-
ple, there is intense familiarity with every member of
that collection of people, and each person is well-known
in terms of mutual rights and obligations, as well as rep-
utation based on gossip. But this community intimacy
breaks down with population growth, so that by the time
there are a couple of thousand people in the village, there
are also “strangers” about whom there can be much sus-
picion and distrust. It is in this sphere that I suggest the
old MPPNB kin-based village structure became inca-
pable of maintaining social cohesion, and that the ritu-
al/religion sphere was one arena to maintain an other-
wise increasingly conflicting collection of special interest
groups.

Hermansen is clearly uncomfortable with a structur-
al-functionalist interpretation of ritual, and he stresses
that a concept of “ritualization” is more appropriate for
understanding what transpires socially from the Late
Epipaleolithic through the PPN. The situating of some
practices apart as “more important or powerful” than
others is, I think, subsumed under Verhoeven’s “special
place[s], special time[s], and the use of uncommon
objects”, all of which were included in my paper. T h e
apsidal, circular, and large rectangular LPPNB structures
at ‘Ain Ghazal are ritual buildings (c f . Boyd) not simply
because they differ substantially from contemporaneous
domestic dwellings at ‘Ain Ghazal, but because it is like-
ly that important rituals were practiced in these unique
settings. Simply because rituals may have had an even-
tual functional component in the interpretation doesn’t
preclude the likelihood that such ritual activities and
objects and locations can be construed in other ways.
But show us how.

Levy brings up the important notion that if structures
d o n ’t contain ritual objects, those structures can’t be
regarded as cultic in nature. In the case of ‘Ain Ghazal,
ritual identification of the LPPNB structures would have
been more secure if they had collapsed in some earth-
quake-induced conflagration that sealed the building
contents under a “destruction layer”. Instead, all of the
buildings seem simply to have been abandoned, and what
ritually associated objects there may have been (aside
from hearths and “altars”) likely were disposed of “prop-
erly”, just as the MPPNB statuary received a burial cer-
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emony instead of being dumped unceremoniously on a
rubbish heap.

I agree with both Simmons and Levy that the rise of
LPPNB megasites was not due to some perceived “need”
for a ritual center that dominated the local landscape by
its size. Instead, it has been my contention that the sud-
den explosion in size and population of earlier MPPNB
sites such as Wadi Shu’eib and ‘Ain Ghazal, and the
founding of large population centers such as Basta and
‘Ain Jammam, was the consequence of massive migra-
tion of the residents from the deserted farming settle-
ments in the Jordan Valley and the highlands and coastal
plain to the west. That these population centers existed
l a rgely as a single-tiered settlement pattern (based on
the quality and extent of current survey data) has not
been explainable so far, but it is also entirely plausible
that smaller LPPNB hamlets/villages did exist in prox-
imity to the megasites, and that they have simply escaped
detection in survey transects. This is a critical problem,
as Kuijt observes in his call for a better understanding of
settlement systems. What are described in survey reports
as sites relating to the Neolithic often are restricted to
broad categories such as “PPN” or “PN”, and small sites
in either of these categories are rarely investigated by
excavations in Jordan, rendering survey data useless in
terms of the specific problems we are addressing here.

In summary, there is an abundance of information in
the archaeological record that seems to be related to rit-
ual and religion and to an elaborate scheme of partici-

pation in such events right from the beginning of the
Neolithic period in the eastern Mediterranean region. To
understand these rites, locations/centers, associated mate-
rial objects, and the effects on local (and regional?) pop-
ulations is hardly an easy goal, and it is unlikely that a
consensus on this objective will be achieved anytime
soon. But exchanges such as this dialogue allow us all
to put our cards on the table, showing what we have and
suggesting where we can lead next. 

Notes

1 Verhoeven’s questions concerning the “reality” of the LPPNB
megasite (arbitrarily, a site larger than 6-8 hectares) phenomenon
are acknowledged, but it must be admitted that nothing like a meg-
asite situation existed at any time during the MPPNB or before,
and after the collapse of the LPPNB megasites, they would not be
witnessed again until Yarmoukian Sha’ar Hagolan at the earliest.
Calculating population sizes is admittedly difficult, but the scale of
structure size, configuration, and density far exceeds anything seen
in the MPPNB.
2 I did not include Ghwair I in the discussion of the LPPNB mega-
site system because all of the numerous radiocarbon dates from
this site do not include any LPPNB occupations, despite the
sophistication and “pueblo-like” arrangement of rooms and room
blocks. While we might suspect an occupation that persisted long
into the LPPNB period, we need more secure dates.
3 Granted, much of the ritual paraphernalia of the Epipaleolithic,
including figurines, may have been fashioned in wood or on other
organic remains, including animal skins, but the same applies to
organically based ritual paraphernalia in the MPPNB and LPPNB,
for which Nahal Hemar is a good example.

First I would like to thank the numerous contributors
who have commented on the papers presented by Gary
Rollfeson and myself in the “Forum Dialogue” in Neo-
Lithics. Every opinion, whether in agreement with our
views or not, is helpful, as it is obvious that Near Eastern
Neolithic research today faces a situation that is some-
what different from the state of research of the previous
years with its well-ordered and established system of
Early Holocene societies and its broad opinio commu-
nis about the developments from the hunter and gather-
er societies of the Upper Palaeolithic to the village farm-
ing communities of the Neolithic period. Due to
unforeseen circumstances I was not able to discuss every
single comment in detail and ask the contributors and
the readers for their understanding.

I never held my short synthesis of the results of the
research done in the Urfa region, written in summer 2005

and published herein, to be more than a very prelimi-
nary statement. Several aspects will need to be elabo-
rated and modified, for the excavations at the main site
of the region, Göbekli Tepe, are far from being com-
pleted and the exploration of several other known sites
in the vicinity such as Hamzan Tepe, Karahan or Sefer
Tepe have not even begun.

But the preliminary character of my paper is not because
there is need “to develop a rigorous excavation sampling
design to explore the site in a systematic manner”, as
Thomas E. Levy calls for in his contribution. For him,
the explorations at Göbekli Tepe are still in their infan-
c y. Levy is kindly trying to excuse and to explain the
immature status of research at Göbekli Tepe by com-
paring it with the prehistoric research in Western Europe,
where our knowledge about sites like Stonehenge and
Avebury is based on archaeological excavations done
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for more than 200 years. In that point Levy is undoubt-
edly right. Stonehenge could be mapped without any
excavations, for instance in the 19th century by the young
Flinders Petrie, who became one of the most famous
Egyptologists – as there was no need to undertake years
of excavations to uncover the large stone circles of west-
ern Europe. That is the essential difference: the megalithic
monuments of Göbekli Tepe had been invisible, unknown
and unexpected until 1996. They had been completely
buried in an artificial mound, and their discovery was
not the result of a short survey or a little dig in an unex-
plored region, but of more than 20 years of archaeolog-
ical research in the Middle Turkish Euphrates region of
the German-Turkish “Urfa Project”. 

Some papers imply that the group working at Göbekli
Tepe should just use the contemporary standards of exca-
vation techniques, and all open questions would soon be
resolved. But to me, the situation seems to be the con-
trary: some colleagues might need to update their knowl-
edge about the situation in the Northern Fertile Crescent
in the 10th and 9th millennia BCcal, which has changed
in the last years in comparison to our knowledge about
other regions of the Near East. In that regard I would
like to stress one fact again: the enclosures at Göbekli
Tepe are similar to Stonehenge with respect to their
dimensions, both the diameter of the enclosures and the
height of the standing stones (at Stonehenge the Sarsen
stones are about 5 m high; the partially excavated cen-
tral pillars of enclosure D at Göbekli Tepe are expected
to be of the same height). But the stone circles at Göbekli
Tepe are completely buried beneath an artificial hill. A n d
there are not only the four large enclosures partially
uncovered by the excavations so far. Geophysical map-
ping attested to about 20 large stone circles inside the
mound of Göbekli Tepe, which is 300 by 300 m with a
maximum height of 15 m. That is the problem facing the
excavations. The excavation team working at Göbekli
Tepe does not need to change its strategy how to exca-
vate the site in a proper way and to understand what is
domestic and what is not. Sometimes it has to adapt
methods similar to those of mining companies. 

A further aspect common to the stone circles at Göbekli
Tepe and that of Stonehenge is that we don’t have a lot
of reliable information about their true function.  It is
only obvious that both sites belong to quite similar enig-

matic and mythical spheres. Given the infancy of the
status of work done at Göbekli Tepe, it is too early to
wonder about the lack of validated knowledge – but at
Stonehenge, after 200 years of research–? 

The Urfa Project has been working in the region for
slightly more than 25 years, starting in 1979 with Hans
Georg Gebel’s survey in the Middle Turkish Euphrates
region and the discovery of the settlement of Nevalı Çori,
which was excavated by Harald Hauptmann and Adnan
Mısır in the following years from 1983 to 1991, un-
earthing not only an Early Neolithic settlement but a
building of ritual function as well as spectacular large-
scale limestone sculptures. After the flooding of Nevalı
Çori when the Atatürk Dam reservoir was filled in win-
ter 1991, the Urfa Project continued, first with a number
of study seasons in the Urfa Museum. The excavations
of the LPPNB settlement at Gürcütepe and at the site of
Göbekli Tepe followed, beginning in 1995 with investi-
gations done by the author in cooperation with the late
Adnan Mısır, and since 1997 with Eyüp Bucak. Within
eleven seasons, several thousand cubic meters of debris
were removed at Göbekli Tepe, but it is still not enough
to enable a better understanding of the site, for which
we will need a few more years. The excavations at
Göbekli Tepe will have to remove thousands and thou-
sands more cubic meters of debris before we can under-
stand the general layout of some of the enclosures. 

As mentioned in the beginning, it lies outside my pres-
ent intentions and the scope of this reply to discuss all
contributions in detail. In closing, I would just like to
repeat Schmandt-Besserat’s reference to I.J. Gelb’s insight
that more than just a token system was behind the origins
of writing in Sumer and Elam. Schmandt-Besserat’s
request that a systematic catalogue of the abstract and
animal designs left in the Neolithic cult centers will be
necessary to test whether the hypothesis is justified. Such
a catalogue will hopefully be included in one of the fol-
lowing volumes on the Urfa Project, to be published in
the near future. For the time being, a preliminary and
quite popular description of the results of the Urfa Project
has recently been published in my book “Sie bauten die
ersten Tempel: Das rätselhafte Heiligtum der Stein-
zeitjäger – Die archäologische Entdeckung am Göbekli
Tepe”. München: C.H. Beck, 2006.
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