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SNAKE FIGURES IN THE PRE-POTTERY NEOLITHIC PERIOD'
CANAK COMLEKSIZ NEOLITiK DONEMDE YILAN FiGURU

SMEEBHUJHBIE N30BPAKEHUSA JOTI'OHYAPHOT'O
HNEPUO/JA ITIOXHU HEOJIUTA

Bahattin CELIK"

(0V/

Yilan, genellikle her inangta Sliller diinyasi ile iligkilidir. Zehiri 6liimciil olabildiginden
ve deri degistirebildiginden, pek cok mitolojilerde khitonien bir 6zellige sahiptir. Yani
yilan, 6liimii ve ayn1 zamanda Sliimsiizliigii temsil eder. Tirkiye’nin Gilineydogu Anadolu
Bolgesi'nde, Canak Comleksiz Neolitik Dénemde yasayan Neolitik topluluklar, taslarin,
kaplarin ve kemiklerin iizerine yogun olarak yilan figiirleri resmetmiglerdir. Yilan
figlirlerini neden yaptiklarini heniiz tam olarak bilemiyoruz. Gobekli Tepe’de yer alan
dikilitaglar tizerine resmedilen hayvanlara bakildiginda, hem insanlarin faydalandiklari
sig1r, ceylan, esek, domuz, tilki gibi hayvanlari, hem de akrep, yilan, ériimcek ve aslan gibi
insanlar i¢in tehlikeli hayvanlar1 resmettiklerini gérmekteyiz. Kortik Tepe'deki mezarlarda
bulunan tas kaplar ve kemikler {izerine yapilan figiirlerde de ayn1 sekilde faydali ve zararh
hayvanlarin resmedilmis oldugu goriilmektedir. Bu ¢alismada, daha 6nceden tespit edilmis
yilan kabartmalarinin nerelerde bulundugu ve bolgede yeni bulunmus olan yilan
kabartmalar1 tizerinde durulacaktir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Yilan, Yilan Resmetme Teknigi, Canak Comleksiz Neolitik
Donem, Kiilt Yapilari, Dikilitaglar.

ABSTRACT

The snake is generally associated with the world of the dead in almost all faiths. The
snake features chthonian property in majority of the mythologies as its poison can be lethal
and as the snake molts its skin. That is, the snake represents the death as well as
immortality. The Neolithic societies inhabited the Southeastern Anatolia Region of Turkey
during Pre-Pottery Neolithic Period depicted snake figures intensively on the stones,
vessels and bones. Yet, we are not sure why such societies depicted the snake figures.
When we look at the animals depicted on the pillars at Gobekli Tepe, we can observe that
the livestock exploited by the societies of that era, such as cattle, gazelles, donkeys, pigs,
foxes as well as the wild animals that are dangerous for the people of that era, such as
scorpion, snake, spider and the lion were depicted. The figures carved on the stone vessels
and bones discovered at the graves (burial sites) in Kortik Tepe also depict both beneficial
and depredatory animals. This study will deliberate the sites where the snake reliefs were
discovered until this day as well as the snake reliefs recently discovered in the region.
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AHHOTAIUA

TpaauuonHo 3Mer0 BO Bce BpeMEHa OTHOCHJIM K ITOTYCTOPOHHEMY MHUPY HEOOBIYHOE
crierduyeckoe BBIICICHNE a2 U cOpachblBaHUE YCIIyH y 3MeH B MH(OJIOTHH 3aHUMAceT
0co00e MECTO MMEHHO 3Mes acCOLMHMPYETCsS CO CMEPThIO M Oe3BBIXOAHOCThIO B foro-
BOCTOYHOH 4actH Typrmu ObUIM HaiileHBl KaMHH M HaarpoObs 4eloBeKa, Ha KOTOPBIX
ObIIM W300paXKeHHsl 3MeH, NPHHAUISKAIIHE K JOTOHYApHOMY IEPHONY SIIOXH HEONUTa
Ocraercs HencclneOBaHHBIM (haKT N300pakeHUS Takux GUTryp MeranuTHdecKkne KOJOHHBI
B ['eGexnu-Temne ykparieHsl pe3p00i MO KaMHIO ¢ M300paKEHHUEM TaKUX KUBOTHBIX Kak
KOpOBa, ra3elib, 0Cel, CBUHbS, JINCA, & TAK)KE UMEIOTCSI PUCYHKH CKOPIIMOHA, 3MeH, NayKa 1
1IbBa, KaK 0cO00 OIACHBIX U JKM3HH 4enoBeka. Ha MOIMIBHBIX IUIMTaX M HAAIHCAX B
KepkyT -Temne takxe oOHapyXeHbI H300pa)KCHUS JKUBOTHBIX, KOTOPBIX MOJPA3ACISIIOT Ha
OIIAaCHBIX M TOJIE3HBIX. B Hamiell paboTe MBI UCCIENyeM XPOHOJIOTHIO TaKHX PUCYHKOB U
TIPHUHAUIC)KHOCTh 3MEEBHUIHBIX pelibe)OB K TOH MIM MHOW MECTHOCTH.

KiroueBble cioBa: 3Mes, TEXHUKA N300paKEHHUS 3MEH, JOTOHYAPHBINA MEPHO]] SMOXH
HEOJINTA, KYJIbTOBBIE COOPYKECHHUS, METATMTHYECKIE KOJIOHHEI.

Introduction

Snake reliefs are frequently encountered at Pre-Pottery Neolithic Period societies that
emerge as the first sedentary societies at Southeast Anatolia Region and Northern Syria.
Numerous snake figures were discovered at Cafer Hoylik in Malatya, at Cayonii and Kortik
Tepe in Diyarbakir, Hallan Cemi and Hasankeyf Hdoyiik at Batman, and Gobekli Tepe,
Nevali Cori and Karahan Tepe settlements at Sanliurfa. Moreover, snake figures were
discovered also at Jerf el Ahmar, Tell Abr 3, Mureybet and Tell Qaramel settlements in
Northern Syria. Usually, such snake figures were engraved to the stones or the bones by
employing embossing or engraving technique, and the snakes were mainly depicted with
triangular heads, zigzag shaped bodies, with short length and dwarfish figures. Several
snake figures, on the other hand, were depicted with round head sections and long bodies.
In particular, majority of the snake reliefs fabricated on the pillars at Gobekli Tepe dated to
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic Period were depicted with triangular heads. Again, at Gobekli
Tepe, some snake figures were depicted in a water course in order to create a background,
or intertwined snakes were depicted to form a mesh-like pattern. Snake reliefs were formed
on the bone and stone vessels at Kortik Tepe settlement, which dates further back than
Gobekli Tepe, and the body of the snake were depicted differently at such reliefs as if
trying to achieve different patterns on the body. The snake figures also appear as an
indispensable element on various finds from all cultures and civilizations also during the
post-Neolithic periods. The snake figures are also encountered frequently on some seal
impressions and colored vessels during the Chalcolithic Period subsequent to the Neolithic
period.

The SnakeFigures in Pre-Pottery Neolithic Period

The precursor snake figures during early Pre-Pottery Neolithic Periodare observed at
Kortik Tepe(Ozkaya and San 2007: 28-29, Fig.15, 18; Ozkaya and Cogskun 2011: 96, 99,
Fig. 20-23). The snake figures at Kortik Tepe are generally engraved on burial gifts. The
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snake figures engraved on some stone vessels and animal bones left as burial gifts were
depicted with triangular heads, zigzag shaped bodies with patterns (Ozkaya and Coskun
2008: Res. 16-18; Ozkaya 2009: 6, Fig. 8). Such patterns should have been formed in order
to indicate the species of the snake depicted. In fact, the lines that extend parallel to the
body at the central part of some snake figures (Ozkaya et al. 2013: 40, 59, 61; Ozkaya and
Coskun 2008: Res. 17-18) are observed at adder snakes that still inhabit the region (Picture
1). In particular, even the tongue of the snakes was depicted on the stones and bones.

Snake reliefs with very long body section (Coskun et al. 2010: Fig. 2a) or zigzag
patterns that resemble the body of the snake (Coskun et al. 2010: Fig. 2b; Ozkaya and
Coskun 2011: Fig. 17, 19) were depicted occasionally at the brims and occasionally at the
trunk of the stone vessels discovered at Kortik Tepe. The patterns of this type that resemble
the body of the snake are most probably the symbolic representations for the snakes. Zigzag
shaped patterns are worked on stone vessel parts discovered at Tell Abr 3 settlement in
Syria, which are similar to those discovered in Kortik Tepe (Yartah 2004: Fig. 18.2,4;
2005: Fig. 7.1). Furthermore, zigzag patterns were discovered on a stone plate unearthed at
an area contemplated to be a cult building within said settlement (Yartah 2004: Fig. 9.4, 10;
2005: Fig. 2.4). Similar snake patterns made on stones rather in the form of grooved stones
or flat engraved stones of approximately 6 cm X 3 c¢m in size mostly unearthed in Jerf el
Ahmar settlement in Syria (Stordeur et al. 1996: 1, Fig. 2a-c) were also encountered in
many other settlements. Likewise, snake-shaped figures with “V” shaped heads and long
zigzag shaped body were discovered as engraved on grooved stones and flat engraved
stones at Tell Abr 3 (Yartah 2004: 155, Fig. 18.3; 2005: 5, Fig. 7.3) and Tel Qaramel
(Mauzurowski and Yartah 2001: 304, 307, Fig. 10.630,636,638; Fig. 11) settlements. The
snake patterns made by employing both engraving and relief method on flat engraved
stones like the ones at Jerf el Ahmar are also discovered at Gobekli Tepe (Schmidt 2007:
Fig 12; 2011: 52, Fig. 12; Schmidt and K&ksal-Schmidt 2014: Fig. 3).

Moreover, snake figures were also depicted on bone spatula discovered at Kortik Tepe
(Ozkaya and Coskun 2011: 99, Fig.36,37). This type of bone-engraved snake patterns was
encountered in many of the Neolithic settlement sites. Bone spatulas in the form of the
body of a snake were also unearthed at Hallan Cemi (Rosenberg 2011: Fig. 16) and
Malatya Cafer Hoyiik (Cauvin et al. 2011:7, Fig. 24.2; 2007:108, Fig. 24.2). A bone
arrowhead discovered at Mersin Yumuktepe was produced in the form of the body of a
snake (Caneva 2007: Fig. 23; 2012: Fig. 27-28). Snake figures were also discovered at
Aksaray Kosk Hoyiik as reliefs made on ceramics (Oztan 2012: Fig. 31). And again, a
vessel discovered at Nigde Tepecik-Ciftlik settlement contains a relief with zigzag patterns
in the form of the body of a snake (Bigakei et al. 2012: Fig.30-31,33). Stylized forms that
resemble the body of a snake were depicted on painted vessels at Sanliurfa Mezraa Teleilat
(Ozdogan 2007: Fig. 61.63; 2011: Fig. 67,69) and also at Mersin Yumuktepe (Caneva
2007: Fig. 21; 2012: Fig. 27).

Snake reliefs engraved on pillars are encountered frequently at Gobekli Tepe (Peters
and Schmidt 2004: 183-184, Fig. 10-12, Tab. 2). A snake figure made on the stone by
employing engraving technique is present only on a single specimen out of the artifacts
discovered at Gobekli (Beile-Bohn et al. 1998: Abb.27.5). Only the rear part of the head
section of what contemplated to be a life-size sculpture was revealed in Nevali Cori
(Hauptmann 1999: 75-76, Fig. 10; 2011: 96, 98, Fig. 11a-b). This section of said sculpture
piece contains a short snake relief with triangular head and zigzag shaped body
(Hauptmann 2007: 142, 144, Fig. 10). Furthermore, zigzag patterns that symbolize a snake
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were also encountered at Gobekli on some of the stone vessel pieces that we recognize from
Kortik Tepe (Schmidt 2013: Abb. 8.2; Beile-Bohn 1998: Abb. 26.2). In addition to the
foregoing, snake reliefs formed by short and long intertwining snakes with triangular heads
were discovered particularly on the pillars (Schmidt 1999: 13-15, Taf. 5, 8). Depictions of
other animals in addition to the snake reliefs are also observed on some pillars (Schmidt
and Koksal-Schmidt 2014: Fig. 1-2,4). In general, the snake reliefs on majority of the
pillars unearthed at Gobekli Tepe were used for filling the gaps on the pillars (Schmidt
2013: Abb. 5).

Recently Discovered Snake Figures

Recently, settlements with similar cultural characteristics with Gobekli Tepe were
discovered in Sanlurfa region (Celik 2015a: 9-22). Snake reliefs were encountered on “T”
shaped pillars and some other pillars unearthed at such settlements. Snake reliefs were
identified on sides two pillars discovered at Karahan Tepe, one of the recently discovered
settlements. The snake relief on one of the pillars (Picture 2) was depicted with round head
and long body part (Celik 2000: 6-7, Fig. 1; 2011: Fig. 8-10). The other snake relief
(Picture 3), on the other hand, was depicted with triangular head (Celik 2011: Fig. 11).
What is interesting here is that both reliefs were discovered on pillars arranged in
juxtaposition, but revealed as a result of illegal excavations (Celik 2011: Fig. 8). This fact is
significant as it demonstrates existence of two snake reliefs within the same building.
Likewise, snake reliefs were discovered also on different pillars erected within a building at
Gobekli Tepe. Moreover, zigzag patterns were also identified on the stone vessel pieces,
which we recognize from Kortik Tepe, discovered at Karahan Tepe (Celik 2000; Fig. 4b;
2011: Fig. 24.7) and Ayanlar Hoyiik settlements (Ercan and Celik 2013: Fig. Drawing la-
d).

Recently, a new snake relief is discovered at the Pre-Pottery Neolithic settlement at
Ismail Kalesi (Celik 2015b: 92, Res. 16) located beside Sumakli Village 50 km east of
Sanlwurfa (Picture 4). This snake relief differs from the snake reliefs at Gobekli Tepe as the
head section of the relief is depicted in oval form. Presence of a vertical groove, however,
located immediately beside the head reminds us the grooves engraved at the sides of the
pillars at Gobekli Tepe (Becker et al. 2012: Fig. Abb. 12). The purpose of such grooves
made on the pillars at Gobekli Tepe is indicated to be for hanging the ornaments (Becker et
al. 2012: 25). The body part of the snake resembles the short and zigzag shaped body parts
of the snakes recognized from Gobekli Tepe and Karahan Tepe (Schmidt 1999: Abb.Taf. 5;
Celik 2011: Fig. 11).

Assessment and Conclusion

The snake reliefs depicted with round head and long body discovered at Karahan Tepe
represent a unique discovery as no such other snake depiction has been discovered at any of
the archeological sites in the region until this day (Picture 2). Only several snake figures
depicted on grooved stones and flat engraved stonesby employing engraving technique
discovered at Jerf el Ahmar settlement have resemblance to Karahan Tepe snake relief
(Stordeur 1996: Fig. 2b,d). No snake species that inhabit the region resembles the Karahan
Tepe snakerelief. Karahan Tepe snake with head section depicted in the form of a disk
might be a cobra. The possibility where such relief might have beendepicted based on
actual observation springs into mind taking into consideration the fact that existence of the
cobra species is recently discovered in the region (Baran 2005: 159). The other snake relief
with triangular head identified at Karahan Tepe, on the other hand, shows similarities with
the snake figures recognized from settlements such as Gobekli Tepe, Nevali Cori, Jerf el
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Ahmar, Kortik Tepe, Tell Halula, etc. (Picture 3). Such similarity is important as it
demonstrates how frequently the travelling artisans that create such works wander around
the region.

If we consider the snake relief discovered at Sumakli Village Ismail Kalesi, this relief
doesn’t resemble the snakefigures discovered at Nevali Cori, Karahan Tepe and Kortik
Tepe. This relief bears similarities and similar features only with the snake reliefs with oval
head section depicted on the sides of the pillar no 57 unearthed at Gobekli Tepe (DAI
2014:133-134, Fig. 13). The body part of Ismail Kalesi snake with almost oval head
section, on the other hand, has similar features with many shapes that resemble snake
bodies as discovered in Gobekli Tepe (Picture 4). Here, we should mention that the
snakerelief at Ismail Kalesi is made in a more realistic fashion as it greatly resembles the
heads of the snakes that inhabit the region today (Picture 1).

In conclusion, there are some very dangerous snake species that roam Southeast
Anatolia Regionand Northern Syria (Baran 2005: 151-152,158-159). The lebetine viper
(Macrovipera lebetina) considered to be the most dangerous species can be frequently
encountered in the region (Baran 2005: 151). These snakes most probably roamed in the
vicinity of the settlements during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic Period. It is highly probable that
the people from that period depicted the snakes due to their lethal characteristics and as
they were most probably considered to be immortal as they molt their skin. Regardless of
the underlying reason, snake figures were frequently depicted in the region during the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic Period and this tradition has survived for a long time during the
subsequent periods.
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Picture 1: A Lebetine Viper (Macrovipera lebetina) from Besta Faki Settlement.

Picture 2: "T" shaped Pillar with Snake Relief from Karahan Tepe.
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Picture 4: A Snake Relief from Ismail Kalesi Settlement.

233



