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ARCHAEOLOGY

SANLIURFA. At around 12,000 years old, 
Göbekli Tepe in south-east Turkey has 
been billed as the world’s oldest temple. 
It is many millennia older than Stone-
henge or Egypt’s great pyramids, built in 
the pre-pottery Neolithic period before 
writing or the wheel. But as Unesco 
meets in Bahrain in late June to decide 
whether to add it to its list of World Her-
itage Sites, should it also be regarded as 
the world’s oldest piece of architecture?

Archaeologists are fascinated by 
Göbekli Tepe, an artificial mound spread 
across eight hectares at the top end of 
the Fertile Crescent near the present-day 
city of Sanliurfa. It features a series of 
circular sunken structures that had been 
occupied for a thousand years before 
they were back-filled and abandoned. 

Construction techniques vary but 
in the most elaborate there is a ring 

of T-shaped monolithic columns with 
a pair of larger, carved T-columns at 
the centre up to five metres tall. These 
not only supported a roof (for at least 
some of their life) but also represented 
abstracted human figures that were part 
of a belief system that is not yet under-
stood. They are sculptural as well as 
structural, with animal figures in relief. 

The largest circle is 17m by 25m 
but geotechnical surveys suggest there 
are bigger structures waiting to be 
unearthed. The earliest limestone mon-
oliths were quarried locally but stones 
were later transported long distances. 
The communal effort involved in this 
endeavour must have involved hundreds 
of people at a period when most social 
groups had no more than 25 members. 

Göbekli Tepe was built by hunter-gath-
erers, apparently before the Agricultural 
Revolution when fully permanent settle-
ments came into being with plant culti-
vation and animal herding. Rather than 

architecture being the product of organ-
ised societies, as has long been thought, 
there is new thinking that, in fact, it may 
have been the organisation needed to 
build on such a scale that helped usher 
in agriculture and settled society. 

Archaeological definitions of archi-
tecture tend to be broader than those of 
design professionals; it includes struc-
tures that create artificial space with, 
say, mud bricks, smoothed floors and 
right-angles. Architects tend to separate 
building—a simple vernacular shelter 
assembled out of utility—from architec-
ture, in which conscious design that goes 
beyond the utilitarian comes into play. 

Moritz Kinzel, an archaeologist and 
architect based at Copenhagen Univer-
sity who is working on the site, says: 
“Building becomes architecture not just 

because it is monumental but because 
of technical solutions and perceptions of 
space—it has a mindset.” Göbekli Tepe 
also goes beyond the human scale. He 
reminds us, however, that the domes-
tic and the ritual cannot be separated 
to the degree they are today, and that 
older houses with ritual components 
have been discovered at sites in Jordan 
and the southern Levant. 

Kinzel argues that the design experi-
mentation found at Göbekli Tepe should 
encourage us to avoid chicken-and-egg 
arguments about the primacy 
of architecture or agricul-
ture. Instead, the site illus-
trates a cusp period, with 
architecture emerging 
alongside more complex 
organisations that pro-
duced surpluses and gradu-
ally shifted from gathering 
wild crops to farming. Some 
of the earliest domesticated 
wheat was found in the 
area and the Göbekli Tepe 
stones feature depictions of 
dogs—the first animal to be 
domesticated by humans. It 
was a trial and error period, 
an age of architectural and soci-
etal experiment at the beginnings of 
the Agricultural Revolution rather 
than one preceding the other. 

“Permanent buildings do not 
necessarily reflect permanent 
settlements,” Kinzel says, suggest-
ing seasonal use at Göbekli Tepe. 
The construction process of the 
monumental structures may have 
triggered [people] staying longer, 
forcing them to invent new 
ways of dealing with arising new 
challenges.”

Current thinking is that 
Göbekli Tepe may not have been 
solely a cult centre but had other 

social and economic functions such as 
feasting, exchanging goods and finding 
partners and other activities that pro-
moted a common social identity. The 
architecture may mark the beginnings 
of class society and patriarchy. 

Noting the functional as well as aes-
thetic purpose of Göbekli Tepe’s T-col-
umns, an architectural researcher who 
works with Kinzel, Dietmar Kurapkat 
from the Ostbayerische Technische 
Hochschule Regensburg, Germany, 
has written: “It is no exaggeration to 
label these… buildings with the term 
architecture.”

When Unesco’s World Heritage Com-
mittee begins its meeting, as we go to 
press, it will no doubt have such ques-
tions uppermost.
Robert Bevan

Is this the world’s first architecture?
Scholars say the organisation needed to build the temple at Göbekli Tepe may mark the beginnings of the class society and patriarchy

The  12,000-year-old site in  south-east 
Turkey is being considered for Unesco 
World Heritage listing

A column with a carving of a dog—
the first domesticated animal

Göbekli Tepe was built 
by hunter-gatherers, 
apparently before the 
Agricultural Revolution

LIVERPOOL. A project to study, record 
and conserve the Calderstones in Liv-
erpool is under way. Originally part 
of a Neolithic burial chamber, the six 
megaliths take their name from Calder-
stones Mansion House to which they 
were moved in 1845. A glasshouse on 
the estate had served as their home for 
50 years but the plan is now to treat and 
study them before they are reinstalled at 
the site, which is being revamped as part 
of a major rehabilitation of the house 
and grounds.  

Phase one of the project involves 
assessing the condition of the carved 
sandstone rocks. This includes taking 
three-dimensional scans of the group 
to record their decorative carvings and 
present state of preservation. This work 
is being carried out by the London-based 
private firm, Orbis Conservation. This 
phase also involves looking at the best 

methods to lift them from the ground 
so they can be treated without damaging 
the stones and their decoration. 

Hans Thompson from Orbis says 
fluctuations in temperature and humid-
ity levels in the glasshouse have resulted 
in an accumulation of black carbonisa-
tion. One of the main issues, he says, 
will be to remove the salts and water 
that have seeped into the stones from 
the ground. When the stones are rein-
stalled in their new location and con-
figuration (they had been arranged as 
a stone circle in the 19th century but 
will be reset in two lines as they would 
have been originally) between two new 
gardens, they will be placed back in the 
earth with a protective membrane to 
prevent further water absorption. 

The aim is to reinstall the Calder-
stones later this year.
Emily Sharpe

Liverpool’s Neolithic 
stones get some TLC
The Calderstones are being studied, recorded and 
conserved before their reinstallation 

The six megaliths 
were 3D-scanned 
before treatment 
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