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Figured Lifeworlds and Depositional Practices
at Catalhoyiik

Lynn Meskell, Carolyn Nakamura, Rachel King & Shahina Farid

The corpus of figurines from Catalhoyiik has attracted the attention of diverse audiences
but there has been an overwhelming focus on a selection of female figurines, many of which
lack exact provenience. Excavation from 1961 to 1965 yielded more mundane examples
classifiable as anthropomorphic, zoomorphic and abbreviated forms. New work attempts to
balance the picture through various methods and strategies. The research presented here
collates the artefacts from these early seasons with those retrieved from 1993 to 2006 to
gain a fuller understanding of figurine practice. The figurines almost exclusively represent
secondary deposition. We can now assess the number and type of figurines deposited in
buildings, middens, burials and elsewhere. Reassessment of the entire corpus has prompted
interrogation of the category of ‘figurine’ and reconsideration of the taxonomies along
with other artefacts and image production at Catalhdyiik. Depositional practices at the site
suggest processes of mobility and circulation that have rarely been considered in studies
of figurines. Typical ‘representational” or aesthetic approaches imply that the figurines
were a special category with particular values of religiosity and gender; but attention to
the archaeological context can imply meaning from the material practices within which
“figurines” were enmeshed.

Catalhoyiik

Catalhoyiik was well known to local villagers before
James Mellaart and others identified it in surveys of
the Anatolian plateau in the 1950s. Mellaart (1962;
1963; 1964; 1965; 1966; 1967; 1975) went on to excavate
the site in the 1960s. These excavations were confined
to an estimated four per cent of the East Mound in the
southwest section and two small trenches in the Chal-
colithic West Mound. Throughout his publications,
both scholarly and popular, Mellaart’s reconstructions
and isometric drawings of houses or shrines and
their internal decoration captured the imagination of
various audiences and they still do (Hodder 2006b,
15; Meskell 1998b). Much was made of the figurines,
particularly as the ‘female’ examples were marshalled
for a metanarrative of matriarchy and mother goddess
worship that raised considerable controversy (Meskell
1995; 1998a,b; Hamilton 2006; Gimbutas 1989; 1991;
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Mellaart ef al. 1989). Catalhdyiik was also touted as
one of the largest early sites for the Neolithic. Numer-
ous recent excavations have challenged much of this
notion that it was exceptional.

New excavations began under lan Hodder in 1993.
While Mellaart’s might well be termed “extensive’, the
current project would best be described as ‘intensive’
(Hodder 1996; 2000; 2005; 2006a). The site is currently
dated from 7400 to 6000 cal. Bc and is considered late
in the central Anatolian sequence (Hodder 2006b, 15;
Cessford et al. 2006). Yet, revisions notwithstanding,
Hodder maintains that the ‘narrative character of
the wall paintings remains unparallelled in the Near
East for this date. The sheer amount of the art — its
concentration in so many houses in one site — remains
particular. Indeed, the main mystery of Catalhoyiik
remains the question of why all this art and symbol-
ism, this flowering of imagery, should occur in this
place at this time” (Hodder 2006b; 16). In this article,
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we focus on one important corpus within what Hod-
der and others (Last 1998) generally term ‘art’ — the
figurines — and, where appropriate, we do link these
objects to other visual forms, whether wall paintings or
plastered features (see also Nakamura & Meskell 2004;
2006; Meskell & Nakamura 2005). In general, we can
say that the paintings display images of wild animals
rather than domesticates, hunting and baiting, and
other intense human-animal interactions. The plastered
forms almost exclusively feature the skulls, horns and
teeth of wild animals. The figurines depict animals in
the main, cattle being represented the most.

We diverge from many prior treatments of figu-
rines in that we are not primarily offering an aesthetic
analysis of their potential ‘meanings’. Rather, we are
working from a more contextual perspective based
on a depositional analysis of the artefacts. Hodder
has argued that the specific depositional practices at
Catalhoyiik are another feature that renders the site
distinctive. As he and the team have amply demon-
strated, through much of the site’s sequence we are
offered a richly textured window onto the details of
daily life. For example, on an annual or even monthly
basis, lime-rich floor and wall plasters were resurfaced
in thin layers as revealed by hundreds of layers of
plaster, thus enabling micromorphological analysis
(Matthews 2005). Middens too are finely layered, so
that individual dumps of refuse from the hearth can be
identified (Hodder et al. 2007). Both the specific depo-
sitional practices outlined here and the soil conditions
have permitted excellent survival of carbonized plants,
phytoliths and animal and human bone, alongside
clay and plaster objects. For instance, when a house
was abandoned, an event that happened at regular
intervals (Hodder & Cessford 2004), paintings were
covered over, and ovens and other internal features
sometimes carefully filled with earth (see below). Dur-
ing abandonment, the upper walls were demolished
and the lower half of the house often carefully filled in
with fairly clean soil, thus preserving the lower parts.
New dwellings used these earlier filled-in houses
as their base. As a result of this technique, the East
Mound has accumulated some 21 metres of deposit in
approximately 18 layers of occupation (Hodder 2006b,
17). The dwellings were densely packed together so
that, in most phases, there were no streets, another
distinctive characteristic of the site. There are other
general patterns throughout the settlement’s history.
Entrance to the dwellings was through the roof and
evidence of ladders or stairs has been found, using
the same hole that allowed smoke from the oven to
escape. The main oven was often built directly beneath
the ladder or stairway. The larger rooms contained
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many burials under the very same white plastered
platforms where people probably slept. Houses also
included features such as large wooden posts, ovens
and small storage rooms. Yet some dwellings had
more elaborate benches, installations of bucrania
and other plastered features and different kinds of
wall paintings including bands of colour, geometric
designs and figurative depictions.

A fuller account of the current excavations and
specialist reports can be found in the six published
volumes, numerous articles and the annual excavation
reports (www.catalhoyuk.com). The work presented
here is part of ongoing research and will be open to
scrutiny and revision in future seasons.

What is a figurine?

In 2004, a new team began examining the figurine
corpus at CatalhOyiik with a different set of questions
and concerns (Meskell & Nakamura 2005; Nakamura
& Meskell 2004; 2006). An immediate priority was to
rethink the language we employ to describe what are
ostensibly pieces of shaped clay. This has implications
for any recording and analysis of finds and our arrival
coincided with the construction of a new site-wide
data base devised by Mia Ridge and Sarah Jones. A
vocabulary shared by specialists working on ceramics,
clay balls and clay building materials also enables and
facilitates a wider cross-taxonomic analysis. We have
similarly dispensed with previous terminologies used
by Mellaart and Hamilton, such as ‘humanoid’, ‘ex
voto’, “schematic’, ‘mother goddess” and ‘fat lady’, as
they cannot be disassociated from problematic narra-
tives from art and religion.

The first level for data entry for all clay specialists
is Object Category, for which we specify the term ‘figu-
rine’. The next is Object Type, divided into ‘figural’,
‘indeterminate’, ‘non-diagnostic’ and ‘geometric’.
We are most concerned with the first two categories,
with ‘figural” clearly designating figurine forms or
fragments thereof, and ‘indeterminate’ designat-
ing probable figurine fragments that display some
trait characteristic of a known form. Typically, these
indeterminate pieces are small and likely were parts
of horns or limbs. The designation “non-diagnostic’
refers to shaped clay that is suggestive of a demon-
strable figurine form but the term does not include
scrap from manufacture or unidentifiable fragments
collected from heavy residue sorting. The difference
between ‘indeterminate’ and ‘non-diagnostic’ is
ostensibly a matter of degree: indeterminate pieces
are suggestive enough for us to assign to them a
form (anthropomorphic, zoomorphic or abbreviated),
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while non-diagnostics remain too ambiguous for us to
surmise anything about the original form. In our gen-
eral tallies of figurines by Object Form, these values
include both figural and indeterminate types, while
non-diagnostic pieces remain separated out. Finally,
we do occasionally come across pieces that appear to
be bead blanks, miniature clay balls or ‘tokens’. These
latter objects are described as ‘geometric’.

The choice of the word ‘figural’is key here. Figural
denotes a form of signification that relies on imagery and
association rather than on rational or linguistic concepts.
This may seem to be a more fitting definition than the
more common term, ‘representation’. The notion of
representation entails a remove from the real; it depicts
a likeness, rendition or perception rather than the imme-
diacy of the object in question. It is not enough to say that
these figurines are visual proxies, as we contend that
they were things in themselves with their own spheres
of interaction. By calling them representations, we might
incorrectly infer that figurines stand in for something real
and reflected that reality, of someone or something; but
these objects were not necessarily referents for something
else tangible; they could have been experienced as real
and tangible things in themselves. They may not be
simply emblematic or allegorical, as the term ‘figuration’
might imply. This is not to argue that figurines were
necessarily agentive (Meskell 2004; 2007; Mitchell 2005)
but such possibilities should not be dismissed from the
outset through an elision of language.

The Object Forms are anthropomorphic, zoomor-
phic, abbreviated, phallomorphic and hybrid. While
terms such as ‘anthropomorphic’ and ‘zoomorphic’
are generally understood, we devised the category
‘abbreviated” to account for the broad range of
condensed, truncated human and animal types that
typically present only a head and torso; in some cases
these figures also depict the suggestion of lower limbs.
‘Phallomorphic’ refers to figural artefacts that clearly
emulate male genitalia. Some examples are explicit
and echo the now famous examples of male imagery
found at sites including Gobekli and Nevali Cori
(Schmidt 2002; Hauptmann 2007). Those examples
that combine aspects of human and animal form
have been designated ‘hybrid’, while others that are
clearly figural but non-specific are labelled as ‘inde-
terminate’. We should also emphasize that, given the
three-dimensional form of figurines, some examples
are suggestive of hybrid forms when viewed from
different perspectives (e.g. human/phallus, human/
animal, human/skeleton). While, from a compositional
standpoint, these do not piece together features from
different beings, their over-all forms are suggestive of
visual puns or bodily transformation.
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The figurines were manufactured from fine, natu-
rally clean clays. The makers chose a high clay content
fabric for crafting the expedient, small, well-smoothed,
sturdy figural pieces with minimal effort. Fabric
with more inclusions or sand would have required
more working, modelling, smoothing and heating to
achieve a similar product. Catalhdyiik figurines were
not subjected to high firing. The vast majority could
be described as lightly baked or passively baked by
the sun, by being adjacent to ovens and hearths, or
by burning in middens. Our current corpus appears
to consist of a range of black back swamp and marl
fabrics in, approximately, a 3 to 2 ratio. Compared to
industries such as ceramics and building materials,
figurine production required basically no preparation
beyond selection and acquisition of a relatively small
amount of material. Clay sources would have been
close by and readily available and, therefore, might
have been used over long periods. Just as the figurines
were expediently manufactured, so too the gathering
of the source materials was expedient.

For the purposes of this article, we focus on the
major higher-order categories of anthropomorphic,
zoomorphic and abbreviated. At present count, zoo-
morphic figures predominate. What might it mean
to have a wider focus on animals than people and,
specifically, the notion that figurines are proxies of a
‘mother goddess’? Similar patterning has been found
at other Neolithic sites across the Middle East (Kuijt &
Chesson 2005; Verhoeven 1999). Depictions of animals
predominate in wall paintings, plastered features and
the figurine corpus, yet Mellaart and others have never
advocated animal worship or totemism, nor do we.

Yet it is critical to point out that theories of matri-
archy and the worship of a female divinity have been
espoused on the basis of a very small data set, and one
that has been challenged by the recent excavations. For
example, the splayed figures that were moulded and
plastered on walls which Mellaart considered female,
are now considered more likely to be animal forms,
given the recent findings of splayed bear imagery
and faunal remains at the site (Tiirckan 2005). In fact,
visually, these plastered features connect most directly
to the figurine corpus, specifically the articulation of
bucrania, horns and the depiction of cattle generally.
They combine parts of real animals (e.g. skulls or horns)
and were then typically plastered over to resemble
living animals. The connections between skeletal and
bony elements and plastered, fleshy constructions
have been explored elsewhere in relation to specific
Catalhoyiik figurines (Meskell 2007). While there are
clear overlaps between these media, the figurines are
portable, as opposed to the plastered objects fixed in
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C.H 2002 5505.X C.H 1999 4121.D2 C.H 2003 8624.X1 MELL 1984.14 595 C.H 1999 SF +H.7 C.H 2004 11015.X1

MELLET.324.1 VIL.E C.H 1998 3053.X1 C.H 2002 5576.X1 South C.H 1999 4256.H1 C.H 2002 5446.X1 South C.H 2000 6666.H1

Figure 1. Abbreviated forms.

MELLET 334.2 VIL.E MELLET 317.1 VILE C.H 2002 5575.H3 C.H 2003 8795.X3 C.H 1999 4194 H2 MELLET 336.1 VIL.E

C.H 2002 5672.X C.H 1998 3502.X1 C.H 1998 3227.H4 C.H 1999 5294 .H1 C.H 1999 6151.X1 C.H 2002 5672.X

Figure 2. Zoomorphic forms: quadrupeds (top) and horns (bottom).
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houses. In the following sections, we attempt to move
beyond a visual reading of individual objects to the
spatial analysis of the 1990s figurine corpus.

Deposition

From the outset, one of our larger goals was to per-
form a site-wide analysis of the figurine assemblage
through time and space. Based on this preliminary
information, we have found that a number of factors
make intra-site comparison challenging. For instance,
not surprisingly, Mellaart in the 1960s, the current core
excavation team, and the recent semi-autonomous
Turkish, Polish, Greek and North American teams,
digging different areas (the 4040 Area, South Area)
with different methods, have produced sometimes
different archaeological ‘records’.! Whereas the BACH
(Berkeley Archaeologists at Catalhdyiik) team spent
five seasons excavating a complete single building
(Building 3), recovering 141 figurines, in other areas
portions of various buildings were excavated in one
season. TP (Team Poznan) has found very few figu-
rines; in the 2006 season, only three examples were
recovered from very disturbed contexts from various
buildings. This might be significant given that this is
very close to where Mellaart excavated in the later
levels and found the iconic seated female figure that
has become synonymous with the site (Mellaart 1967;
1975). Working at the top of the mound, the Polish
team have encountered significant later intrusive
features such as Roman burials and rodent burrows.
Considering these variations, we decided that the most
appropriate method would be to examine figurine
density across the site and through time. Since the
excavations are ongoing and some trenches have
only recently been opened up, figurine counts alone
could skew patterning around frequency, circulation
and discard.

Despite these limitations, we still maintain that it
is useful to make some general comparisons between
figurines found in association with buildings and
figurines found in large middens and between exterior
walls. Significantly, more figurines come from these
external areas, which are all secondary deposition;
and, of these figurines, most come from middens (590).
One notable pattern that emerges in the comparison of
building and non-building deposition is that the dis-
tribution of figurine types remains the same (Table 1).
Zoomorphic forms dominate, followed by abbreviated
forms and then anthropomorphic forms. Although not
conclusive in itself, this general result supports the
idea that figurines were circulated rather than kept
and guarded. Notably, all form types are found in
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Figure 3. Catalhdyiik, showing excavation areas on the
East Mound.

secondary building and discard contexts (for specific
parallels at Nevali Cori, see Morsch 2002), contradict-
ing the idea that the elaborated human forms might
have been treated differently from the more expedi-
ently made animal and abbreviated forms.

Since archaeologists tend to privilege stone
over clay, we were interested in determining whether
specific types of figurines were deposited in midden
as opposed to buildings. We discovered that stone
figurines are found in both midden and buildings,
which suggests that there was no distinction between
the treatment or deposition of stone and clay figurines.
Up till the end of the 2006 season, 61 of some 1966
examples are stone, only 3.1 per cent. From a modern
perspective, we might expect that carved stone pieces
were considered as more labour-intensive, more pre-
cious or more ritually charged pieces by their makers.
Most of the stone figurines from Catalhdyiik were
found during the 1960s, but those excavated since
the 1990s with exact provenience suggest that they
were deposited no differently from their seemingly
humbler clay counterparts. Of the eight stone figurines
found during the current excavations, four come from
buildings and four from external or unstratified con-
texts (Table 2). Taking a larger view, this pattern may
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Table 1. Figurine types found in buildings and outside.

Like the obsidian, stamp
seals, and so on, Catalhoyiik

A;:’I;r(;gg- Abbreviated | Zoomorphic | Non-diagnostic Other ﬁgurines come from secondary
P Total |  deposits, mostly midden and
Location | Figs | % | Figs | % Figs | % Figs % Figs | % fill (Tables 4 & 5). The mid-
Buildings | 20 | 6 50 | 14 | 109 | 31 105 30 65 | 19 | 349 den number is especially high
External | 49 | 8 | 72 | 12 | 223 | 38 | 166 | 28 | 80 | 14 | 590 | because vastswathesof midden
excavated in the 4040 and South
areas produced enormous
Table 2. Deposition of stone figurines (B. for Building). amounts of materials, including figurines, during the
2006 field season. Again it is notable that figurines
LT HiOR Deposition have not been found intentionally placed on benches,
1505.X1 Phallus Mldderf/ FonStr“Ctlon around hearths or buried with individuals but, rather,
411601 | Human unstratified were retrieved from the mix of materials used to fill
5189.X1 Abbreviated? (fragment) | B.17 - construction houses after abandonment. as well as from other
7814.X1 H idd . . !
8 uman mecen deposits and middens. It has been suggested that both
10264.X1 Human B.58 - fill 11
- the abandonment of houses and subsequent filling
10475.X2 Human B.42 - fill . d itten bv both tical and boli
1132453 | Human B.A2 - il in was un eryglrl ten by both practical and symbolic
12102.X1 | Human midden motives, possibly in an attempt to maintain continuity

further indicate that, irrespective of material chosen,
there was some consistent classification of ‘figurines’
for the inhabitants of Catalhdyiik. This should not
be assumed a priori, as type of material chosen may
indicate specific contextual hierarchies of production,
use, value, meaning and deposition.

Most Catalhoyiik figurines are from middens
rather than houses (Table 1). This is a general pattern
across the site for all materials. However, shell, bone
and obsidian were periodically curated or cached in
houses and these have been interpreted as materials
preferred for the crafting of memory or long-term social
identity. Since these materials were consistently cached,
embedded and buried, it is striking that figurines were
not typically treated this way. Depositional practices at
other Neolithic sites (see Gebel et al. 2002; Kuijt & Ches-
son 2005; Verhoeven 2002) often indicate protective,
magical and ancestral concerns. We have to ask why
figurines at Catalhdytiik were not intentionally placed
in burials, in foundation deposits, around platforms,
ovens and basins, plastered into house features or left
on floors. Perhaps ease of manufacture and ubiquity
meant that they were considered commonplace and
easily reproducible, thus not ‘special’. Conversely, an
argument could be marshalled to the effect that their
very frequency and quotidian characteristics suggest
that they were central to the Catalhoytik lifeworld:
they may have operated not in some separate sphere
of ‘religion’ or ‘ancestor worship” but, rather, in the
practice and negotiation of everyday life. Ideas of
cult and religion, while seemingly commonplace in
archaeological narratives, do not find much purchase
with the actual figurine data at Catalhoytik.
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across generations or lineages (Hodder 2006b, Ch. 6).
These practices were repetitive, time consuming and
meaningfully enacted. Some of the fills were carefully
processed or even screened, as in Buildings 1, 4 and
5. The amount of soil that went into filling Building 5
is comparable to the amount of mudbrick and earth
that could have been obtained from the destruction
of the upper walls and roof (Hodder et al. 2007). But
there are also cases of houses filled with midden when
they were not to be rebuilt, as for Building 2. Earlier,
Mellaart (1967) also noted large amounts of burnt
material and construction debris in buildings that
constituted another kind of fill. Additionally, there is
some evidence that different fills were placed in dif-
ferent rooms within a single building at Catalhdytik.
One might deduce that there were various methods
appropriate for filling a house in throughout the site’s
history, and that each was carefully executed (Hodder
et al. 2007).

Focus on house life-cycles and their distinct pro-
cesses of infilling, reuse and abandonment provides a
practical analytical horizon for the study of figurine
work, since here our attention is drawn to process
rather than to a defined space or product. Work by
Cessford on dating house life-cycles at Catalhdyiik is
salient to our analysis, since any easy determination
of observable phases for houses is complicated by an
elaborate and unending repertoire of rebuilding and
replastering practices. Using various measurements,
he demonstrates with a reasonable level of agreement
that the life-span of houses was from 50 to 80 years
(68 per cent probability) or from 45 to 90 (95 per cent
probability). These results are broadly comparable
with ethnoarchaeology that posits that mudbrick
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buildings in semi-arid climates tend to last 50 to 100
years (see Cessford et al. 2006).

In order to get at both site-wide and localized
patterning, we worked strictly with the volume of
sieved fill from individual houses and middens to
ascertain the density and type of figurines present.
Most useful are those buildings excavated by the cur-
rent project, particularly those fully excavated, with
substantial volumes, and which do not significantly
overlap with buildings excavated in the 1960s.

One of our first tasks, then, was to investigate the
density of figurines retrieved during the current excava-
tions and to try and work in a limited comparison with
the earlier, less reliable, data from Mellaart’s excavations
where possible. In fact, such a comparative analysis is
necessary. If one were to take the Mellaart finds at face
value, specifically the published pieces, and thus ignore
the wide variation in figurine types, one might posit
that two rather different settlements had been dug (Mel-
laart 1962; 1964; 1965; 1966; 1967; 1975). Mellaart would
have uncovered a large number of impressive stone and
clay pieces, whereas the new project would have found
more mundane clay examples of quadrupeds, horns
and bucrania, and abbreviated forms. Although we
have found a few impressive examples, the mundane
dominate numerically.

Might this discrepancy be explained by differ-
ences in excavation methods and goals or does it, in
fact, present some kind of meaningful patterning?
Clearly, we need some dialogue between the two
periods of excavation, despite the fact that exact
contexts are not available, given the lack of specificity
in recording during the 1960s (Todd 1976). The scale
and speed of the early work uncovered a dazzling
array of materials but lacked the benefit of the cur-
rent team'’s contextual methods. This is evinced very
clearly with the figurine corpus. As was typical of the
1960s, most of the noteworthy objects (totalling only
277 figurines) were hand selected while most of those
considered more ‘ordinary” were neither recorded nor
kept. Moreover, since Mellaart’s workmen were rap-
idly excavating one house per day;, it is not surprising
that they did not record the exact provenience of each
figurine. Excavated deposits were not sieved either,
which accounts for the differences in retrieval rates
between the two projects.

One way to explore this scenario is to re-excavate
Mellaart, to literally work in his areas and through his
spoil heaps. Under the aegis of a wider EU educational
programme called TEMPER, a children’s summer
school is conducted every year (Bartu Candan et al.
2007). Part of the children’s activities on site is to
excavate and sieve the 1960s spoil heap and we now
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have a much clearer idea of what Mellaart’s team
missed, overlooked or even discarded. Our numbers
indicate that he missed significant amounts of whole
figurines (abbreviated and zoomorphic), along with
figurine fragments, non-diagnostic pieces, shaped clay
pieces and scrap that is probably ceramic debitage
(see also Morsch 2002). The school project removed
approximately 23,050 litres of dry sieve from Mel-
laart’s spoil over several years,? retrieving some 52
clearly identifiable figurines to date. This gives us a
density of 2.51 figurines per kilolitre, rather high in
comparison with the buildings on site (see discus-
sion and Table 3 below), and a clear indication of the
materials that were missed in the 1960s.

Materials from the current excavations in Mel-
laart’s area (now called the South Area) also contribute
to balancing out the profile of the 1960s excavation.
The current figurine data base includes these older
materials, recorded in appropriate detail, yet, since
contextual information is missing or minimal for most
of these finds, they cannot be used in analyses that
directly target patterning over time and space. Our
analyses of figurine densities are based on data col-
lected from the recent excavations at Catalhdytik. The
densities presented here are the ratio of figurines to
kilolitre of the total material excavated from buildings
prior dry sieving for individual small finds. Despite
protocol stipulating that every unit excavated should be
documented and its dry sieve volume and small finds
recorded, several points regarding our excavation data
must be made. First, the dry sieve volumes reported for
each unit, while well noted in the excavation reports,
are not the most accurate estimates possible, given the
excavation conditions, not absolute quantities; but they
indicate the relative proportion of contents from each
building at this stage in the excavation process. Sec-
ond, we do not include in our analyses buildings that
have only a small proportion excavated by the current
project, such as those in the South Area where Mellaart
left small portions of houses unexcavated. These tend to
have few or no figurines and yield almost no deposit for
dry sieve, such as Buildings 7, 8, 16, 21, 22, and 40. Other
buildings, in the new 4040 Area, only partly excavated
at the time of writing, will not be considered in detail
here, but in future work. These include Buildings 47,
54, 55 and so on (see Table 3).

Building biographies

As outlined above, figurines and shaped clay objects are
largely found in secondary contexts (Table 4); within
buildings, figurines most commonly appear in fill
(Table 5). Only very occasionally have they been found
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even near floors in buildings. In the current excava-
tions, we do not see the patterns that Mellaart evinced,
namely that anthropomorphic figurines were retrieved
from special or cultic areas associated with features
such as platforms, shrines, grain bins and so on. For
example, Mellaart (1964) described finding a ‘goddess
figurine” painted red in an associated shrine. We too
have found red paint on clay figurines but none from
such grandiose contexts since the whole notion of what
constituted a ‘shrine” has been cogently deconstructed
(Hodder 1996). Mellaart often claimed that figurines
were found only in ‘shrines’, whereas the more rigor-
ous excavations over the past decade have shown them
to be consistently in rubbish and fills alongside vast
quantities of animal bone, plant remains, ground and
chipped stone and other small finds.

In general, we must remember that figurines
and fragments of figurines were deposited in these
fills and dumps alongside many other cultural and
organic materials. Although these are secondary depo-
sition contexts, such assemblages still provide useful
information concerning the range of figurine practice
at the site. While the broader site-wide patterning
suggests that all figurines were treated equally and
randomly, the resolution at the building level could
present a somewhat different story. In the buildings,
the assemblages vary significantly, from quantity of
figurines to the assemblages of form types. However
inconclusive, certain building complexes are quite
suggestive.

In terms of quantity and density, Building 3
presents a striking example. Excavated by the BACH
team over several seasons, this house produced the
largest quantity of figurine materials (141), over four
times more than the building with the next highest
quantity (Table 3). This high number in itself may not
necessarily be significant and we must also compare
the Building 3 figurine density with others from the
same levels (VII-VI): Buildings 1, 5 and 49. Building
49, which dates to Level VI, had a similar and even
slightly higher density than Building 3’s. However,
Building 49 had a significantly lower dry sieve volume
and figurine total than Building 3, and its assemblage,
comprising almost exclusively quadrupeds, is rather
different from the spread of figurine types most com-
monly found within buildings (see discussion below).
The composition of the Building 3’s assemblage, on the
other hand, matches closely the more common pattern
we see in buildings across the site. Given these differ-
ences, comparisons between these two buildings are
rather uninformative. More telling is the comparison
of Building 3 with other fully excavated Level VII-VI
buildings that have comparable dry sieve volumes.

146

Buildings 1 and 5 from Levels VII-V are interesting in
this regard: by comparison, Building 3 does appear to
have a significantly higher density of figurines (Table
3). This may suggest that Building 3 was associated
with more intensive figurine activities. Although the
fragmentary nature of the assemblage and its second-
ary deposition do not offer detailed information on
these activities, there is some indication that figurine
quantities are higher in the northern ‘clean’ part of the
house than in the southern ‘dirty’ (i.e. occupation) part
of the house. At present, we do not have densities for
these specific areas and cannot confirm if these num-
bers reflect a significant difference in deposition.

Yet the general picture of Building 3 does show
one important aspect of figurine practice, namely
that, regardless of form, most clay figurals seem to
have been very commonplace, disposable and mobile.
The midden associated with Building 3, Space 85, has
a very high density compared to the building and
other midden spaces from Levels VII-VI across the
site (Table 3). Furthermore, the composition of the
Building 3 and Space 85 assemblages is very similar.
Zoomorphic forms are the most common, followed
by abbreviated and then anthropomorphic forms,
and the figurines from both areas are very fragmen-
tary. Evidence from Building 3 does suggest, as we
observe across the site, that figurine practices were
not necessarily confined to the house interior. The
high density of figurines in midden rather supports
the idea that these were everyday objects and practices
that circulated between different spaces and contexts.
The similarity in type distribution of the midden
and Building 3 assemblages lends further support
to the idea that clay figurines were rather ‘mundane’
objects. There does not appear to be a certain type of
figurine that is treated differently by the occupants of
this building; rather, all types were found with equal
frequency in buildings and in midden.

This picture clearly deviates from the traditional
idea of figurine practice at Catalhdyiik espoused by
Mellaart (1967) and Gimbutas (1989; 1991). If Building
3 did, in fact, house some form of intensified figurine
production and activity, then these practices clearly
did not articulate any kind of reverent religious or
ritual expression, especially those related to notions
of a ‘mother goddess’ or fertility.

In terms of assemblages associated with particular
buildings, Buildings 42 and 49 stand out from the rest.
Building 42, in the South Area (Fig. 4), has revealed
a number of interesting characteristics and associa-
tions. Although severely truncated and therefore not a
complete building, excavators were able to reveal the
southern part of the building, which was extremely
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Figure 4. Plan of the South Area, Catalhéyiik.

well preserved (Chaffey & McCann 2004). They noted
a particular division of space where activity focused
around two platforms and a bench in the eastern part
of the building. Initially, the excavators were inclined
to interpret this space as perhaps ‘different’ from the
typical Catalhoyiik house. The space formed a single
layout that was maintained throughout the building’s
life, with the platform and bench features, ‘clean” and
‘dirty’ spaces remaining constant. However, such con-
servation of layout and division of space is typical of
many houses, and while Building 42 has some interest-

ing features, it is not so different as to support a claim
that its purpose was less ‘domestic’ or more ‘ritual’.
There are, nevertheless, some interesting aspects
of Building 42’s assemblage. A foundation burial con-
taining a female holding a plastered skull was dug.
Second, the only two figurines to come out of Building
42 (Figs. 5-6) were, notably, both elaborated human
forms depicting limbs and head or face features, and
made of stone. Such human stone figurines have been
the rarest finds of the current excavations. While their
deposition in building and redeposited burial fill sug-
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Figure 5. 10475.X2: front (L) and back (R) views (7.5
cm high x 4.9 cm wide x 3.5 cm thick, 84 g).

gests that these were not highly revered, ‘inalienable’
objects, the plastered skull burial and figurine forms
associated with Building 42 might articulate a focus
on persons or certain treatments or aspects of the
human body. Given the particularities of Catalhdyiik
house life cycles, we might consider the possibility of
the biography or use lives of certain figurines as being
connected to a particular house or place. This idea
does not imply that such figures were static religious
objects of worship; rather, they might have belonged
to a certain spatiotemporal setting or genealogical line-
age. Although the effort made to preserve and main-
tain the building in its original plan is not unique to
this house, such concern, coupled with the interment
of a rather elaborate burial assemblage and durable
human figurines in house and burial fill, does seem to
articulate a special concern for human relations within
this household during its main use and perhaps after-
wards. These practices — one concealed and carefully
structured, the others haphazard yet very durable
— somehow served to bring an intense focus to this
household: perhaps its multigenerational duration
reinforced a concern for durability and memory. State-
ments crafted in durable media or contexts in some
sense strive to become objects of memory, as if created
for descendents. Even when these memory anchors
are not visible, they may continue to ‘work” in being
remembered, forgotten and rediscovered.

It is also interesting to consider the different
scales of these two figurines. While 10475.X2 appears
to depict a female form with hands held up to its
chest and is of substantial size, 11324.X3 is a small
androgynous form. Given the occurrence of both
relatively large (palm-sized) and extremely small
(fingertip-sized) elaborated forms within the Catal-
hoyiik assemblage, we have often wondered about the
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Figure 6. 11324.X3: front (L) and back (R) views (2.8
cm high x 1.4 cm wide x 1.1 cm thick, 2.5 g).

significance of this difference. We have noted previ-
ously that the human figurines tend to receive a rather
non-sexualized treatment; genitalia are not depicted,
but rather buttocks, stomachs and breasts are empha-
sized (Nakamura & Meskell 2006). In toto, the human
figurines from the current Catalhdyiik excavations do
not articulate the reproductive life cycle of pregnancy,
birth, adolescence and death. We have found only one
figure p