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Abstract:

The striking wall paintings uncovered in the excavations at Çatalhöyük have fascinated archaeologists and non-archaeologists alike, and many interpretations of their content and meaning have been proposed.  This article re-evaluates the claim that one of these paintings is a map of the village, with Hasan Dağ erupting above it.  It is argued that the excavator’s first interpretation of the objects depicted in the painting, i.e., that they are a leopard skin above a panel of geometric design, is in fact a far more reasonable one, when this painting is contextualised within the entire corpus of painting and other art objects found at the site. Implications of this re-interpretation for our understanding of Neolithic spatial and symbolic representation, and the origin of map-making are considered, as well as the importance of the depiction of animals and felines in the Neolithic period.

Fig.1:  the wall painting photographed in situ (Mellaart 1964: pl. Vb)
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In 1964, James Mellaart published an interim report on his third season of excavations at the Neolithic site of Çatalhöyük (Mellaart 1964a).  The importance and uniqueness of this site had already been realised by archaeologists, but something even more surprising had come to light during the 1963 season. Mellaart had uncovered a painting on the wall of one of the site’s many shrines, which could be interpreted as a map; a bird’s eye view of the closely packed buildings at the site, over which loomed a massive erupting volcano.  

Fig.2: a reconstruction of the wall painting [from Ülkekul 1999]
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The volcano was identified as a representation of Hasan Dağ; this mountain has two peaks, as did the object in the upper register of the ‘map’, and it was thought to be the source of the obsidian used and traded by the Çatalhöyük people.  Çatalhöyük’s elaborate architecture, rich material culture and art traditions were thought to be a result of its control of the obsidian sources in Central Anatolia (Mellaart 1967), and this painting seemed to show the people’s awareness of, and respect for the volcanoes from whence came their wealth.   
With the publication of a monograph on the site (Mellaart 1967), the claim that the world’s first map was had been created by Neolithic people in Anatolia became widely known, and the Çatalhöyük map achieved great fame beyond archaeology.  Mellaart’s interpretation of this painting has become accepted worldwide, and has been accepted by cartographers and historians.  The painting has been described as ‘the greatest find in cartographic history’ (Brock 2001).  

Even vulcanologists are indebted to this interpretation wall painting; the official database of the Smithsonian Institution’s Global Volcanism Project uses the Çatalhöyük  ‘map’ to provide the eruption history for the Central Anatolian volcanoes: (http://www.volcano.si.edu/world/volcano.cfm?vnum=0103-002  accessed July 2007).

Cartographers have accepted that the Çatalhöyük map is the earliest example of cartography: in the authoritative volume on the history of cartography (Harley and Woodward 1987), the earliest known map is said to be the Çatalhöyük map (Delano Smith 1987:57, and see also Ülkekul 1999).  Although some Palaeolithic rock art has been interpreted as representing landscape features, cartographers generally conclude that this rock art is not really ‘mapping’ in terms of its function and importance (Lewis 1987), unlike the Çatalhöyük ‘map’.  The Çatalhöyük map stands alone:  there is no evidence for the development of cartography from this point, as the next oldest known maps were created in the literate, urban societies of Mesopotamia, about 4000 years later. 

It is not generally known, however, that when this wall painting was first uncovered, Mellaart believed that the main element actually represented a leopard skin (Mellaart 1964b).  Only later did he alter his interpretation to identify this element as an exploding volcano and the lower panel as a bird’s eye view of the settlement.  As we have seen, this later interpretation became canonical in the literature.

But looking closely at the wall painting, (Figure 1) and situating it within the corpus of art objects at Çatalhöyük, it is clear that the original interpretation is much more likely to be the correct one.  The painting is unlikely to be a map of Çatalhöyük, but rather depicts a leopard skin in the upper register, while the lower section is one of the very typical geometric patterns commonly found at the site.  

The wall painting is located on two walls of ‘Shrine’ 14 in level VII.  Level VII is at about the middle of the period of occupation of the site (there are about ten earlier building levels).  

The ‘leopard skin’ element measures about half a metre across, and about 30 centimetres from top to bottom. The lower pattern covers a much larger area and spreads almost three metres across the bottom of one wall, and rounds the corner to spread onto the adjoining wall.  The image was outlined with red pigment; the leopard skin was filled in with a slightly lighter, orange-red colour.  As was the common practice at Çatalhöyük, the painting was made on a white-plastered surface.  It was covered over with successive layers of unpainted plaster, and it is not clear how long the painting would have been visible. 

Microstratigraphic study of a section through a plastered wall in Building 5 (Matthews 1998) revealed at least 70 layers of thick white plaster, separated by thinner, soot-impregnated layers.  Matthews suggested that the thick layers were once-yearly thorough re-plasterings, and the thinner layers were perhaps the results of the monthly replenishing of the plaster surface.  Boivin (1999) arguing by analogy with her ethnoarchaeological study of plastering in rural Rajasthan, suggested that the Neolithic plasterings were timed to coincide with festivals and special life-cycle events, such as births and marriages. 

Last (1998, 2006) and Matthews (1998) both suggest that the periodicity of the painting episodes may indicate a link to rituals of inhumation under the building floors.  In high traffic areas paintings and plaster may have been renewed more frequently.  Indeed, wall paintings at Çatalhöyük are quite rare; for the vast majority of the time most buildings’ walls were plain white in colour.  Areas subject to heavy wear may have required more frequent renewal; but it is certainly possible that the painting was visible for at least a year.

The upper register

Leopards and leopard skins are depicted in wall paintings, large sculpture, and portable sculpture, at Çatalhöyük and at other Neolithic sites in Anatolia and the Levant.  At Çatalhöyük, there are three different conventions for representing the patterns on leopard’s pelts:  simple dots, incised dots, and circles with inwardly pointing chevrons.  In general, these conventions are linked to the limitations of the surface being decorated.

The circles with inwardly pointing chevrons are found on molded plaster reliefs (see Figure  3e), and on painted pottery (which appears late in the occupation of the site, in contrast to the depiction of leopards, which tends to be earlier). In several later paintings, notably the large so-called hunting scenes, human figures are depicted wearing stiff ‘skirts’ and head coverings that are painted with simple dots. The skirts are conventionally depicted as two wide triangles connected at their base, with two sharp points.  They are twice as long as they are wide, and are filled in with dark-coloured dots (see fig.3a), similar to the appearance of a stretched, prepared leopard skin. Incised dots are used in three-dimensional sculpture to represent leopard skins as well (see fig.3d).

Figure 3a: details of leopard-patterned stiff ‘skirts’
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Mellaart 1967: pl.XIII
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Mellaart 1967: pl.62
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detail from Mellaart 1967: pl/LVIII
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detail from Mellaart 1967: pl LVIII
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detail from Mellaart 1966: pl.LXV(a)
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Mellaart 1966: pl.LXb, detail from drawing by R. Ludovici/

Figure 3b:  detail of the ‘volcano’ section (photo: author)
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Figure 3c:  a leopard stalking prey (photo: Scotch Macaskill)
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Figure 3d: figurine depicting human astride spotted leopard (Mellaart 1967:pl.86)
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There are other example of the depiction of leopards above a non-representative panel: in these cases, however, the lower panel is simply painted red, with no geometric design (see figs. 3e and 3f). 

Figure 3e:  detail of painted leopard relief above plain red panel (Mellaart 1966: pl.XXXIX [a])
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Figure 3f: detail of painted leopard relief (Mellaart 1966: pl XXXVII[a])

[image: image13.png]



The sinuous back, curved belly and spotted pelt of a leopard  (see fig.3c) have also been beautifully reproduced on a clay stamp seal from the upper levels of the site (see fig.3g), possibly also in a fragmentary painting found at Umm Dabaghiya in Iraq (Kirkbride 1975) (see fig.3h), and on the well-known figurine of the enthroned goddess from Çatalhöyük (see fig.3j).

Figure 3g: clay stamp seal (Çatalhöyük Research Project)
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Figure 3h: reconstruction of painting from Umm Dabaghiya
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Figure 3j: detail of leopard ‘throne’
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The lower register

The pattern of the lower register might seem to be similar to the site plans, as it consists of  rectangular units with a central void and smaller voids at corners; this is somewhat similar to the layout of Çatalhöyük houses, which tend to have a central area and smaller storerooms on either side (see figs. 4 and 5).

Figure 4:  plan of building level from Mellaart excavations (Mellaart 1967: fig.9)
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Figure 5:  close-up of ‘house’ from painting (photo: author)
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This resemblance of the geometric pattern to the excavation plans is cited as one of the strongest reasons the picture is identified as a map:  Smith 1987:73 points out that  ‘It would be difficult to see in this rectangular pattern anything of cartographic relevance were it not for the extraordinary resemblance of the rectangles in the wall painting to those drawn by the archaeologists as part of their excavation plan’. However, for the thousand years it was occupied, the site would never have looked the way the archaeologists saw it.  The method of two-dimensional recording used by archaeologists, adopting an ‘objective’ bird’s eye view to record data, is a unique, specialised method of recording observed archaeological features.  The inhabitants of the site would almost certainly have not understood their village as an exposed horizontal layer (a very archaeological concept!), with their roofs absent and walls partly removed, but rather a conglomeration of different levels.

The various reconstructions of the entire site, both those of Mellaart’s artist Grace Huxtable, and those made by Josh Pollard (see fig.6) , are much closer to the way the settlement would have looked to its inhabitants, and these are very different from the geometric panel.  

Figure 6:  site reconstruction by Josh Pollard, Science Museum of Minnesota
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These geometric designs below the leopard skin are better understood as part of the very common (though their abundance is under-represented in the published discussions of the paintings at the site) tradition of painted panels, placed along the lower registers of house walls.  The ‘map’ pattern is entirely consistent with the standard range of motifs used in other buildings:  a cell-like structure, repeated in horizontal lines, often with borders or frames enclosing each cell.

Figure 7a:  examples of geometric patterns at Çatalhöyük
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Mellaart 1967: pl.XVIII[b]
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Mellaart 1967: pl.XLIII[b]
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Mellaart 1967: pl.34
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Mellaart 1967: pl.42
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Çatalhöyük Research Project
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Mellaart 1967: pl. XLIII[b]
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Mellaart 1966: pl.XLII[b]

Figure 7b:  detail of the lower register of the ‘map’
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Thus the ostensible similarity with the excavation plan is fortuitous, rather than meaningful; the similarity with the other geometric designs is marked, and is more logical.  The geometric design depicted in the ‘map’ painting is clearly a variation of the standard repertoire of geometric designs.

Taking photographs and sourcing obsidian
In Mellaart’s 1967 monograph, a photograph of Hasan Dağ is included (Mellaart 1967 Plate 1), from an angle with accentuates its two peaks.  This photo was not taken from Çatalhöyük, however, but rather from the Aksaray-Nevşehir road, looking south toward the peaks, rather than east towards them, which would have been the orientation from Çatalhöyük. The photograph of Kara Dağ in the 1967 volume (Mellaart 1967 Colour Plate II) was indeed taken from the mound, but Kara Dağ is not a volcano.

Additionally, though Hasan Dağ has two peaks, when viewed from the direction of Çatalhöyük the higher peak is on the left and the smaller on the right; in the ‘map’, this is reversed.  Mainly because of this reversal of the peaks, Ülkekul (1999:65) believed that the ‘map’ depicted Melendiz Dağ, also an extinct volcano, located near Niğde in Cappadocia. Melendiz Dağ has three peaks, however; discounting the third, (as it ‘seems to be in a separate position’ (1999:66)) Ülkekul claimed that the heights of the peaks are in the same proportions as those depicted on the ‘map’.   To photograph Melendiz Dağ, Ülkekul had to travel as far east as Aksaray, choosing a vantage point on the Aksaray-Ulukısla road.

Fig. 8: Mellaart’s photo of Hasan Dağ (Mellaart 1967: pl.1)
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Fig. 9: Ülkekul’s photo of Melendiz Dağ (Ülkekul 1999)
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Fig. 10: modern map of the approximate locations from which these photographs were taken:  A=Çatalhöyük, B=approximate location from which Mellaart photo taken, C=approximate location from which Ülkekul photo taken. 1=Hasan Dağ, 2=Melendiz Dağ.
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In addition, recent sourcing work on the obsidian from the site (Carter et. al., 2006) has indicated that Çatalhöyük’s obsidian was primarily being procured from the southern Cappadocian sources of Göllü Dağ-east, and Nenezi Dağ, with no evidence whatsoever for the use of obsidian from Hasan Dağ.  Moreover, obsidian from Hasan Dağ has yet to be identified from any archaeological site; its poor working qualities and difficult access may mean that it was never exploited in prehistory (Chataigner 1998: 292-3).

The original interpretation

Mellaart’s description and interpretation of the wall painting are couched in more tentative terms in his earliest publication of the season’s work, which appeared in February 1964, just a few months after the field season had ended (Mellaart 1964a).

In this report, Mellaart admitted that his first impression of the large object in the upper register was that it depicted a leopard skin.  He then suggests the alternative explanation of the painting (that it is a volcano above a map of the town) and offers some reasons for preferring the alternative rather than the first impression. His discussion is tentative. But by the time of publication of the official Interim Report in Anatolian Studies of that year (Mellaart 1964b) he had removed any reference to the original interpretation.  It is stated authoritatively that the painting is obviously and neatly a map of the site with an erupting volcano above it; the line of logical inferences arguing for this interpretation, included in the February 1964 article, is omitted.

The full discussion of the painting as it appeared in the February 1964 article (as this is not widely available) is included here.
‘The larger shrine to the east, VII.14, produced one of the most extraordinary wall-paintings found at Chatal Hüyük [sic]).  Nine feet in length it covers both walls above the main platform which was covered red with fine reed matting.  The subject represented is extremely hard to interpret and we are fully aware that our interpretation may not be the right one.  However, any interpretation will have to take into account one important point; the wall-paintings at Chatal Hüyük were not mere decoration or doodling, they served a definite and religious purpose, after which they were covered up.  As our architect was quick to point out, the 80 or more squares strung out along the bottom in rows or terraces vividly reminds one of the plan of a town, and one has only to compare the plan, its internal divisions into platforms, benches etc. to see that this is indeed a possibility.  On the other hand, we know that at Chatal Hüyük there were no streets of passages, but houses were built up against each other like the cells of a honey-comb.  Nevertheless, we believer that this is a representation of a town, almost certainly Chatal Hüyük itself, rising in terraces, as we know it does, but portrayed in the way children will draw.  If we concede this point, then the strange object in the back which looks at first sight like a leopard’s skin, becomes more intelligible, for wherever one looks from the top of the mound, twin-peaked mountains surround the plain.  There are the twin cones over Konya, the twin peaks of the Karadağ and in the far distance the twin peaks of Hasan Dağ, the volcano above the town of Aksaray.  At first sight the object by itself may be interpreted as a leopard skin, with the extremities cut off, and blood spurting from it.  But this hardly explains the streaks and dots painted above the right hand ‘peak’ or the dots to the right beyond the ‘skin’ and why should anybody want to paint such a scene for religious reasons?

‘If, on the other hand, we try to identify this object with the distant, twin-peaked volcano (visible from Chatal Hüyük) of Hasan Dağ, and when we realise that it was from here or nearby that the Neolithic people obtained their obsidian, a volcanic glass which is the most prized and earliest commodity of trade, and perhaps the basis of Chatal Hüyük’s wealth, then perhaps it is not a far cry to suggest that what was shown here was an eruption of Hasan Dağ.  Far from being an unusual subject, a volcano outburst of the obsidian mountain was a threat to Chatal Hüyük’s existence, a sign of anger, (or perhaps the reverse if more obsidian were produced) of the goddess of nature, and as such a highly relevant subject for pictorial composition.’
By the time of his report in Anatolian Studies in 1964, Mellaart’s fascination with this striking painting is undiminished, but the manner in which he presents it has been tidied up considerably, and the initial uncertainty has been almost removed.  In this description (1964b:55), he admits that ‘The interpretation of the subject depicted is, of course, subjective (and perhaps controversial) but it seems likely that the eighty of more squares drawn along the base in rows of terraces represent the view of a town and one has only to compare Fig.11 [the same plan of level VII referred to in Mellaart 1964a] with Pl. VIa [artist Grace Huxtable’s version of the wall-painting, not the wall painting itself] to see that this is indeed a possibility.’ The linking of Hasan Dağ with Çatalhöyük’s economy is presented more strongly in the Anatolian Studies report:  ‘Hasan Dağ had a special importance for the Neolithic inhabitants of Çatal Hüyük, for it was the source of obsidian, the volcanic glass from which they made their tools and weapons, beads and mirrors, the commodity which they exported far and wide.  The exploitation of the obsidian fields and a monopoly in the obsidian trade was probably the basis of Çatal Hüyük’s wealth.’

And by the time Mellaart published his monograph about Çatalhöyük, in 1967, he admits no uncertainty, and makes no attempt to persuade.  The painting is firmly identified as a volcano and town plan, without the possibility of any other interpretation: ‘In the foreground is shown a town with rectangular houses of varying sizes with internal structures reminiscent of Çatalhöyük houses clearly indicated…. A clearer picture of a volcano in eruption could hardly have been painted…. It is not difficult to localize this picture:  Hasan Dağ (10,673 feet) is the only twin peaked volcano in Central Anatolia and it lies at the eastern end of the Konya Plain, within view of Çatalhöyük.’ (Mellaart 1967:176).  Thus, the original, tentative interpretation is presented as fact.

A senior member of the excavation staff, however, was less sure of the identification:  ‘The suggestion that these forms represent houses, or house plans, is the most reasonable so far proposed, but the details cannot be correlated with the actual house plans found on the site.... Immediately above these rows of 'houses' is situated a twin-peaked formation painted in pink, with a red outline and covered with red dots.  Above the right-hand peak red dots and lines are visible.... When Mellaart published the painting, he believed that Hasan Dağ was one of the sources of obsidian for Çatalhöyük, and the mountain would thus have been of special significance to its inhabitants’ (Todd 1976).

Therefore, we see that Mellaart’s first impression of the painting was that it depicted a leopard skin; and his reasons for arguing that it was an erupting volcano were based on the erroneous assumption that Hasan Dağ was the source of obsidian, the belief that it would be more logical to depict a source of economic prosperity, and the similarity between the lower panel and the excavation plans his team were making.

However, as it is now clear that most of these reasons are not as strongly supported as they once were, we can suggest that the original interpretation was correct:  the painting depicts a leopard skin with a geometric panel below it.  This has far-reaching implications, for the history of map-making as well as for the understanding of the symbolic importance of animals at Çatalhöyük.

On making maps

Maps are important:  the development of map-making was as significant to human life as was the development of literacy.   Therefore, it is essential that we are quite sure that this ‘first map’ is actually a map.  

The development of mapping has implications for understanding cognition, social organization, and religious/ritual beliefs.  Certainly, the cognitive ability to transfer spatial consciousness to a two-dimensional surface would have been a development of intelligent behaviour attained very early in the evolution of humanity (Renfrew 1982, Harley and Woodward 1987).  And we know that by at least 35,000 years ago, humans were able to reproduce mental images onto permanent physical surfaces, creating technically accomplished cave art at Lascaux, Altamira, and other European sites.  But the process of actually making a map, including reducing a space, constructing analogies between two-dimensional and three-dimensional space, and representing distant features is a significant development of abstract thinking and symbolic representation (Robinson 1982).

Map-making also brings about a change in how humans understand their place in the natural and cultural world.  Maps condition humans’ ideas of their relationships to the world around them, and in many societies they express more than the tangible landscape; they express spiritual, mythical space, cosmological space, as encoded in the landscapes of the tangible world  (Harley and Woodward 1987).  Ideas about spatial relationships are part of a culture’s world view or ontology, and this is true for Western societies as well.  Turnbull has suggested that maps are central to Western culture’s way of thinking, and warns that ‘Western ontology is in part reinforced by the centrality of maps in Western thinking and culture.  Therefore, because of this possible circularity, one must be careful not to take one’s own view as definitive of all maps’ (Turnbull 1989:1-2).

Anthropologist Tim Ingold has claimed that as people move through a landscape, they are in the world, not on it:  ‘for its manifold inhabitants, journeying along their respective ways of life, the world itself has no surface’ (Ingold 2000:241).  Orientation and wayfinding is based on an ordered series of landmarks; one moves from one to the next and so on (Golledge 2003). The ‘bird’s eye view’ that we take for granted in modern map-making is a particular and specific representation of a world with a surface, viewed from a single imaginary point in the sky above.  But this dislocation of human perception from being ‘within the world’ to being above and beyond it develops in a specific social circumstance, arising within specific social structures (Wood 1993:50).  The cognitive change involved in moving the human viewpoint to an entirely imaginary location, from which the world’s surface can be authoritatively surveyed, rather than understanding place as a series of vistas through which the individual moves, is enormous. If the people at Çatalhöyük did live with this dissociation from the world, and indeed if they believed the world had a two-dimensional surface which could be conceptualised as if looked down upon from directly above, then this is a major implication for our understanding of their world-view, and is utterly unique in the Neolithic period.  

Map-making is absent from any other Neolithic culture, and indeed throughout the prehistory of the Near East, no other maps have been found until those of the literate, urbanised societies of Mesopotamia (for example, Fig. 11), thousands of years later. (though there may be earlier map-making in China: Black 1997) These later maps clearly do encapsulate a bird’s eye view of cities and their surrounding territories.  Dislocation from the landscape, the existence of  systemised abstract representational schemes, and the need for permanent information storage, are much more credible in these complex societies with a fully developed tradition of written records, and far-flung economic relations with other literate societies.

Figure 11:  map of Nippur, c.1500 BC
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Hilprecht Collection, Friedrich-Schiller Universitat, Jena. photo: www.henry-davis.com

This co-evolution of cartographic sign-making and literacy was also noted in Mesoamerica (Wood 1992), leading to Gartner’s claim that ‘Although informal mapping (the analogical expression or performance of spatial knowledge) may well be a human universal, it has been argued that formal mapmaking  (the inscription of spatial knowledge) tends to arise as a discourse function only within highly organised, bureaucratic societies.  The conditions necessary for formal map-making include the demands of agriculture, private property, long-distance trade, militarism, tribute relations, and other attributes of redistributive economies’ (Gartner 1998:257).

In fact, small scale, landlocked societies generally do not need permanent records of direction and orientation (Delano Smith 1987:59).  Prehistoric maps are most likely to have been made in the process of communicating esoteric knowledge, through the use of cosmological symbolism.  If maps were actually made in early prehistory, it is unlikely that they were made with the same purposes as modern maps, i.e., as wayfinding aids or objects for information storage.  

Delano Smith points out that prehistoric maps are usually identified as such by ‘spontaneous recognition’ (Delano Smith 1978:59); the discoverer is struck by the resemblance of the prehistoric image to his or her understanding of what a map should look like.  However, by holding our experience of the conventions of historical maps in mind when we look at prehistoric images, we are limiting our potential understanding of prehistoric thought.  We should instead consider how, and why, prehistoric understanding of landscapes, the relationships between them, and the conventions governing their representation, might be different from our own reasons and conventions.  

Pre-literate, traditional societies certainly do symbolically represent spatial information (Woodward and Lewis 1998), but the appearance of these representations very rarely looks anything like a Western bird’s eye view of a territory.  The Australian aboriginal toa (Sutton 1998), the Luba lukasa memory board (Bassett 1998; see fig.12), the Marshall Islands sea chart (Finney 1998; see fig 13), and the Native American’s shaman’s drum (Lewis 1998), look like abstract art; they are nothing like Western cartography, and without the interpretative guidelines provided by native informants it is unlikely that a Western eye would recognise any spatial information encoded in these objects. 

Figure 12: Luba lukasa memory board
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Roberts and Roberts 1996:40. photo Thomas Q. Reefe


Figure 13: Marshall Islands sea chart 
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photo: the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Therefore, we see that as a pre-literate, small scale society, Neolithic Çatalhöyük would be an extremely unlikely place to expect to find the first cartographic map.  And, even if there were spatial information being depicted in the art at the site, it would almost certainly not resemble modern cartographic mapping as we recognise it.

The importance of leopards:
One of the reasons for Mellaart’s reluctance to accept that the painting depicted a leopard skin, is perhaps his inability to understand why anybody would want to paint something that he considered so unimportant in such a prominent place.  To Mellaart, it seemed more sensible to paint the volcano; the source of raw materials, wealth and trade goods.  Yet the leopard is a striking, powerful, and persistent presence at Çatalhöyük, and obviously fascinated the inhabitants of that site, as well as those at other sites in the region.

One of the important implications of re-classifying the painting as a depiction of a leopard skin, rather than the source of economic wealth, is to underline the importance of the non-economic explanations of prehistoric behaviour and beliefs.  There are many ethnographic and archaeological arguments for a greater recognition of the symbolic or ritual importance of animals in human societies, rather than the ‘rational’ economic  (for example, see Simoons 1968, Douglas 1975, Walsh 1989, Crabtree et. al. 1991, Grant 1991, Keswani 1994, Wengrow 2001).  Given what we know about people’s lives in the Neolithic, the idea that human-animal relationships were governed only by economic decisions is less likely, and less parsimonious, than seeing them as reflecting ritual, symbolic, or social needs.  Indeed, archaeologists working on the Mesolithic and Neolithic of Europe have now discarded their beliefs that food production and economic control of plant and animal resources dominated the culture and rituals of pre-agricultural and early agricultural societies (Bailey 1994). The ‘nature of prehistoric rationality’ (Brück 1999) should be an aim of our investigations, not something we assume a priori.  

The ritual and symbolic importance of leopards to the people of Çatalhöyük can perhaps be explained by their behaviour and habits. In the present day, leopards do not move further north than the Toros mountains, south of the Konya plain.   The Anatolian leopard, Panthera pardus tulliana, consists of only a few scattered individuals in southwest Turkey, and its extinction is inevitable (Borner 1977).  In the Pleistocene, however, leopards were found all across Africa, Asia, and Europe as far west as England (Fisher and Simon 1969). Nonetheless, for the Neolithic inhabitants of Çatalhöyük leopards would have been a rare sight, as they (especially females) are notoriously difficult to observe in the wild. These animals are solitary and secretive, and mainly nocturnal (Bailey 1993).
The relationships between the Neolithic people’s subsistence animal species, and the leopard, may also be significant in explaining the roles of the depictions of leopards.  At Çatalhöyük, wild goat was hunted (Russell and Martin 2005), wild cattle were of great importance (Russell and Martin 2005) and vultures were objects of fascination (Mellaart 1964a, 1967; Russell and McGowan 2003).  In open areas, such as would have been present around Neolithic Çatalhöyük, modern leopards’ main prey is wild goat (Bothma and Le Riche 1986).  Leopards never take adult cattle, nor birds; especially not the large scavenging birds such as vultures. Leopards’ kills are not generally scavenged by vultures, because the leopard usually caches its prey in trees, making it invisible to the birds.  So the main prey of the leopard is also an important prey of humans; but the leopard does not interact with the two other animals that fascinated the Çatal people, the vulture and the wild cattle.

In addition, leopards very seldom take humans as prey, and they will not take an erect hunter; but they will scavenge human cadavers if they find them (Bailey 1993).  The scavenging of cadavers was thought to be important in the role of the vulture at Çatalhöyük, but perhaps the leopard was part of this ritual as well.  [Osteological study of human skeletons found in the current excavations, however, has not indicated that human bones were scavenged (Hamilton 1999)]

An example of some of the possibilities for the significance of leopards and leopard skins comes from the cattle-keeping groups of East Africa.  These societies often have a great deal of ritual around leopards and leopard skins. Although the connection between the prominent role of cattle and leopard (and leopard-skin) ritual may be coincidental, it is notable that the Neolithic people of Çatalhöyük also placed great importance on cattle while being fascinated with leopards and leopard skins.

The Mandari are an East African cattle-keeping group (Buxton 1973) who have an important ritual when a hunter kills a leopard.  An old woman has to paint the killer’s body with leopard-like spots, and a dance is performed.  The skin of the killed leopard, which has been on display in a prominent and important location (the meeting-tree) during the dancing, is kept by the killer and worn at subsequent dances.  Buxton explains: ‘It is prestigious to kill a leopard and wear its skin, both because the animal is dangerous and its killing brave, and also because of the qualities of leopard itself.  A historical myth describes how one land-owning chief rewards a favourite client by giving him a leopard-skin to wear, at the same time handing over to him duties in connexion with woodland and game.  There is no rule, however, that in the ordinary context only chiefs and their relatives can wear leopard skins.’ (Buxton 1973:49) The Mandari explain that ‘leopard is like person’, and, ‘we dance for it as we dance for a dead relative’ (Buxton 1968:41). Unlike the hyena, which is also a predator, but which has very little ritual attached to its killing, leopards are considered worthy predators in their cunning and skill.  Their spotted skins are also considered to be very beautiful (Buxton 1968:42).

Evans-Prichard (1956) wrote about the ‘leopard-skin priest’ of the Nuer (another East African cattle-keeping society), who resolves conflicts and disputes.  The Nuer usually name this man ‘earth priest’, as he has an association with depth and soil.  The leopard skin is his ‘badge of office’, and Evans-Prichard mentioned that the spotted patterns of this skin may have a symbolic association with the intermediary role that the priest takes – spotted patterns being neither one thing nor the other – though he concluded that the skins were probably worn because they were ‘visually attractive and bold’ (1956:291).

It is also tempting to note an ethnographic parallel for the connection between the leopard and another of the animals that fascinated the people at Çatalhöyük  - the horns of aurochs.  MacDermot (1972) published a photograph of Thiwat, a Nuer man, wearing two leopard teeth attached to a leather thong around his neck, the shape forming a pair of horns.

Leopard bone is virtually absent at Çatalhöyük, with so far only a single find of a worked specimen in a burial.  Although physical remains of leopards are rare in the Neolithic. there are a few examples. At the Natufian site of Salabiya 1 in the Jordan Valley (Crabtree et. al. 1991) a leopard’s second phalanx was found, which had with cutmarks across the plantar surface, perhaps indicating that its skin was removed. At the PPNA site of Wadi Feynan 16, talons from wild cat were excavated (Mithen 2001).  All of these finds come from the extremities of the leopard body; which indicates that leopard skins, rather than entire leopards, were more likely to be present in habitation sites (as was the case for wild bear at Çatalhöyük; depictions of this animal are abundant, but physical remains are limited to one claw - the skin was present, but not the animal). If this is the type of physical remains of leopard we should expect to find at Neolithic sites, then its absence in sites excavated before the late 1970’s may be explained by the lack of sieving of deposits; small bones like phalanges and claws are unlikely to be recovered by hand collection alone.

Depiction of the leopard and its skin, however, are unequivocally abundant and striking throughout the prehistory of the eastern Mediterranean. Uyanik (1974) identified depictions of leopard among the (presumably pre-Neolithic) petroglyphs surveyed near the Tigris in eastern Anatolia. (Freh and Uyanik 1957, Uyanik 1974).   Carved reliefs of large felines, variously identified as panthers, lions and leopards, were found at the Aceramic Neolithic sites of Nevalı Çori and Göbekli Tepe (Hauptmann 1997, Bird 1999)

A small carved stone head, with human facial features and feline ears, was found at the PPN site of Shillourokambos in Cyprus (Guilaine 2001). At Bouqras in eastern Syria, a leopard was included in the abundant representations of animals: a basalt grinding stone was decorated with an incised leopard with spotted skin. The site was dated to the second half of the seventh millennium (Vogel and Waterbolk 1967, cited in Akkermans et.al. 1983).

Mallowan (1936) reported ‘a number of sherds from that site [Tell Halaf] with drawings of leopard skins, represented exactly as one might see leopard-skin hearth rugs spread upon the floor.  Thus we have on the pottery of the Tell Halaf period a most interesting series consisting of leopards, leopard skins, and leopards' spots or stippling …  I believe that an approximately parallel course of development took place in Iran, where leopards appear on more than one site to be represented only in the earlier levels and later to disappear.’ (1936:50).
Of course the association between leopards and the enthroned female, which has come to be emblematic of Çatalhöyük (see fig.3j), is well-known, and is seen also at Hacılar (Mellaart 1961) and Umm Dabaghiya (Kirkbride 1972) where figurines are depicted wearing leopard skins. This association between female ‘goddesses’ and leopard skins is even found into the first millennium BC (Spivey 1997) where a bronze relief of the Mistress of Animals, dating to the mid 6th C BC, is depicted with ‘pendulous teats’, squatting with legs splayed, throttling two felines. Also later than the Neolithic, the leopard skin was the chief costume and symbolic insignia of the Setem priests of dynastic Egypt.  These priests performed the important and elaborate burial rituals, and the dead person’s successor wore the leopard skin while taking his role in the funerary ritual (Budge 1934).

Implications for interpreting geometric designs

The geometric designs are by far the most common type of decoration found at Çatalhöyük. There are two main types of geometric design:  those with repetitive, cell-like patterns, often enclosed within borders or boundary lines (this is the type within which the ‘map’ falls), and looser, more random net-like patterns, with thinner lines, which almost seem to be doodling.  The first type seems to be located along the lower registers of walls (although the upper registers of walls at Çatalhöyük are rarely preserved).  The second type tends to be painted in red, and is applied to walls, installations, moldings, and plastered animal bones.

It is notoriously difficult to determine the roles that non-representative designs played. They may have had an apotropaic function – warding off evil influences by entangling them in their labyrinthine nets.  However, Jonathan Last (2006) urges that we do not draw a sharp distinction between the representational and the geometric art, as there are ethnographic examples of ostensibly non-representational decoration which actually carry representational meanings for knowledgeable observers.  Additionally, Last claims that this distinction between representational and non-representational art tends to obscure the fact that even geometric designs have social roles and communicate meaning.

Conclusion

With this re-interpretation of this painting, we now have a striking reinforcement of the importance of the leopard and the leopard skin to the Neolithic inhabitants of Çatalhöyük, especially its importance in their rituals of inhumation. New lines of inquiry are opened in our attempts to understand the imagery at Çatalhöyük.   Indeed, we may need to rethink the original interpretations of other art objects at Çatalhöyük (See Russell and Meece (2005) for an attempt at this).

For the Çatalhöyük people, animals and their depictions were clearly vitally important to the social and symbolic world.  Again it is demonstrated that a ‘logical’ assumption that the economic is the most significant sphere of life is far too simple for understanding prehistoric art.  In the modern West, it may be true that the ‘universal use of animal-signs for charting the world’  (Berger 1980:6) has faded; yet surely we have not forgotten that animals are ‘good to think’ as well as good to eat (Levi-Strauss 1964). 

Indeed, there has been a growing tendency for writers in many disciplines to look more closely at how a culture’s ideas of the animal play a primary role in shaping and communicating ideas about human identity (e.g., Baker 1993, Mullin 1999, Fudge 2002).  These writers remind us that to understand a culture’s ideas about being human, we can look to their ideas about what non-humanity is;  only by defining ‘animality’ can we define humanity.  The philosopher Mary Midgley pointed out: ‘The value of animal comparisons here depends on a simple point about what understanding is … Understanding is relating; it is fitting things into a context.  Nothing can be understood on its own.  Had we known no other life form than our own, we should have been utterly mysterious to ourselves as a species.  And that would have made it immensely harder for us to understand ourselves as individuals too.’ (1978:18).
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