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Abstract

This paper presents an overview of the diverse forms of zoomorphic and anthropomorphic
representations in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) of south-west Asia. The importance of
observing the nature of these figures is related to the key socio-economic transformations
that emerge during the Neolithic transition, such as animal domestication, the appearance of
large sedentary villages and the adoption of new techniques of food procurement. In fact, the
interconnection and systems of communication in preliterate growing and developing soci-
eties, such as those of the Neolithic, must have been characterised by a system of figurative
and non-figurative symbolic forms that enabled the establishment of large and structured
cooperative organisms. It is argued that the deployment of animal and human representations
in the PPN follows particular regional and chronological traditions that show how social in-
teraction is subjected to cultural responses that vary from one geographical region to another
regardless of settlement demographic levels. Finally, it is also hypothesised that some depic-
tions could be considered as symbols encoding linguistic signs and forming part of emerging
formalised systems of communication.

Introduction
The extraordinary socio-economic developments of the Neolithic have deeply changed not
only human forms of subsistence but also social interaction and communication systems
as communities gradually shift from hunting-gathering to a more sedentary lifestyle (Kuijt
2002; Ozdogan, Basgelen and Kuniholm 2011; Braidwood 1972). In particular during the
Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN ¢. 9700-6600 cal BC) in south-west Asia (or otherwise known as
the Near East), the gradual adoption of agricultural and pastoralist practices, technological,
architectural and economic developments show a new relationship which human commu-
nities adopt with the natural environment (Smith 2011; Vigne 2011; Zeder 2011). Further
changes in the social environment during this prehistoric phase are evidenced in the con-
structions of compartmentalised rectilinear structures, monuments, richly decorated public
buildings, sometimes dedicated to ritual performance, and in the formation of unprecedented
large settlements where hundreds of co-resident individuals were able to live together and
collaborate (Duru et al. 2021; Kuijt and Goring-Morris 2002; Schmidt 2012; Watkins 2005).
The PPN transition has been traditionally divided in two main stages: the early phases,
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA) lasting approximately 9700 to 8600 cal BC and the
late phases of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic, the PPNB, which begins 8500 and lasts until 6600
cal BC. Introduced by Kenyon and colleagues more than 50 years ago (1956; Kenyon and
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Holland 1982), this chronological division is largely based on most frequent socio-economic
changes that are evident especially in the Levant, such as the transition from oval to rectilin-
ear architecture, developments in lithic technology and in the forms of food production and
storage. However, it is important to bear in mind that these developments are also observed
in other regions of the Near East but at different time, pace and social contexts. For example,
while pastoralism and nomadic way of living seem to emerge in the latest phases of the PPNB
in the desert area of the southern Levant (Rollefson 2011), such changes are not visible in
other regions, like in the earliest phases of Catalhdylik east occupation in central Anatolia,
where during the same chronological period 6900-6600 BC — from Level XI, the first forms
of pottery manufacture are recorded in a less nomadic and more permanent growing village
environment (see Cessford 2005: 20; 2007).

Within this context of socio-economic transformations, the employment of figural and
non-figural representations has also been subject to significant developments occurring in
several Near Eastern regions (Verhoeven 2002). The best known and significant expansions
in the array of types of figural art are seen in the manufacture of finely decorated figurines
and sculptures, which are generally made of clay, plaster or limestone, reliefs on stone mon-
uments or other architectural installations, modelled human skulls and other incised porta-
ble objects (Croucher 2012; Dietrich et al. 2014; Kuijt and Chesson 2005). Many different
interpretations have been proposed with regard to the deployment of such representations
also in relation to abstract/geometric depictions that are also quite common in the Neolithic
repertoire. The appearance of new forms of representations have been often interpreted as a
deliberate intent to foster community cohesion (perhaps in conjunction with ritual practices),
identity, communication and religious behaviour (Benz, Gebel and Watkins 2017; Hodder
2018; Kuijt 2002). The present paper will focus of the diverse animal and human symbolic
forms in their socio-cognitive and demographic context and will propose a further interpre-
tative possibility in the conclusion.

Cognitive archaeology and the importance of figural representation in the PPN

Cognitive archaeology is the field of research that deals with the analysis and interpretation
of symbolic artefacts. Traditionally in archaeology, the manufacture, the style and the deco-
rative elements of an object are an expression of the character of a culture in conveying idi-
osyncrasies or a specific meaning and functionality (Holloway 1969; Geertz 1973; Sinclair
1995). Such conceptual framework has put the basis for the discussion of prehistoric arte-
facts and their possible symbolic significance on an individual and community level. Since
the earliest Palaeolithic engraved objects (e.g. perforated shell beads and engraved bones at
Blombos Cave in South Africa; see Henshilwood and d’Errico 2011), it has been assumed
that displaying figurative, schematic or geometric forms is evidence of symbolically trans-
mitted information, although there is no well-defined agreement among scholars on what
type of archaeological evidence can be associated with symbolic behaviour (see Wynn and
Coolidge 2009). More recently, some work has proposed an interpretative model that sees the
objects and their ‘social life’ as generative engine of knowledge transmission (e.g. Appadurai
1986; Knappett 2005; Malafouris and Renfrew 2013). These approaches reflect what Clark
(2012) defines the ‘Porous’ attitude in the academic debate on cognition that synthesises the
cognitive processes within the indistinct field of the body and the external world. Such view
places significant value on cultural products as they are not simply an output of individual
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mental abilities. Instead, the materiality, form, and arrangement of the objects themselves
allow a given artefact to fully assume its cognitive role within the social body.

This latter perspective on human-thing relationship fits well in the context of prehistor-
ic materials (perhaps too conveniently), especially when analysing the management and
production of cultural forms in the Neolithic. In fact, artefacts, including figural objects,
are often rearranged, moved, and recycle taking on multiple roles during their use-life. For
example, sculptures are reused as architectural elements at Nevali Cori (Verhoeven 2013:
28-29) and probably at Gobekli Tepe as well (Dietrich, Notroff and Dietrich 2018), while
figurines and particularly human skulls are intentionally buried in structured repositories
after probably being exposed and circulated in certain environments and through ritual forms
(Bonogofsky 2006; Croucher 2012). Unknowing directly the semantic value and mental pro-
cedures through which preliterate individuals conveyed their cultural outputs, the interpre-
tation of the possible cognitive roles the objects could have assumed is eased if human cog-
nition is seen as, for example, distributed in the environment and in other humans (Salomon
1993) or embedded in things (Haugeland 1995).

Recognising that external objects are more than just a production of individual mental
states, it is clear that performing an analysis of prehistoric artefacts, both figurative and
geometric, is vital in understanding the cultural response to environmental and socio-polit-
ical changes that human groups implemented, including the degree of which human-things
relationships become increasingly entangled in the course of evolution as argued by Hodder
(2012). This is particularly important for the Neolithic transition, as a series of radical social,
economic and political changes are visible in the archaeological record. Therefore, symbols
and related ritual practices must have assumed a relatively important role during these radical
changes. In turn, icons displaying animal, human and other natural forms can be considered
as forms of representation that incorporate social value and meaning for Neolithic communi-
ties (Benz and Bauer 2013).

A final observation about the importance of representational systems in the Neolithic as
well as in other prehistoric periods is given by theories and approaches to human sociality.
The social brain hypothesis is notoriously the best known theory of the effects of social
bonding on the evolution of the human mind (Dunbar 1998). In this regard, it is argued that
the number of social interactions is limited by the cognitive capacities an individual is able
to perform within his or her social context (Dunbar 1992; 2003; 2010). In other words, in an
environment of a growing number of co-resident members belonging to the same commu-
nity, the communicative and cooperative endeavours are inevitably affected by the number
of face-to-face direct relationships each individual is able to maintain. Hence, it is argued
that Neolithic large communities must have adopted alternative forms of organisation to
address the challenges related to information dispersal (Coward and Dunbar 2014). Within
this framework, figural and non-figural representations stand out as vital symbols that foster
collaborations among members of large communities where oral communication is no longer
a sufficient method in the transmission of communicative propositions.

Anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figural representations in the PPN

The production and use of figurative objects are phenomena observed in most Near Eastern
Neolithic settlements, particularly from the 10" millennium onwards. This section summa-
rises the main archaeological evidence for the presence of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic
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figural objects drawing from the author’s doctoral project (Cartolano 2022). Observations on
the distribution and variety of animal and human representations are obtained from archaeo-
logical reports and academic papers in which archaeological finds are described. The objects
(n=1402) have been collected and studied from a substantial and regionally varied set of PPN
sites (n=64) located in Anatolia, Levant, Mesopotamia and the Zagros (Fig. 1). Considering
that some areas of the Near East have been more investigated than others for this prehistoric
phase (e.g. the Levant) and that a large body of archaeological artefacts has not yet been pub-
lished, this paper aims to look at the nature of these forms of figural representation rather than
focusing on the frequency of the objects emerging from the archacological record. In addition,
further discrimination of the type of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms of representation
is carried out with the intention of including objects that resemble human and animal forms in
the analysis and excluding occurrences of geometric or abstract representations.

Figurative representations in the PPN are expressed through the drawing or engraving of
images on flat surfaces or the fabrication of 3D artefacts that schematically, ambiguously or
clearly resemble figurative elements that can be considered anthropomorphic or zoomor-
phic. A very common type of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic representations (including
phallomorphic) are the small 3D modelled clay artefacts that have often been referred to as
figurines. Their sizes and shapes vary, and while some of these objects are ambiguous, poorly
preserved or found (perhaps intentionally) broken and discarded in middens, others are finely
decorated as for example in the detailed depiction of clothing in the figurine assemblage of
Nevali Cori (Morsch 2002: 155). Sculptures and statues larger than clay figurines appear
consistently during the PPN period, particularly in some areas of the Near East such as the
Levant and Anatolia. Notoriously, the statues of ‘Ain Ghazal, dated to the mid-PPNB, were
made by applying plaster to bundles of reeds tied with ropes. Limestone sculptures are often
found in the Urfa region, sometimes placed in association with stone monuments and archi-
tectural installations such as the T-shaped pillars at Gobekli Tepe which have been interpreted
as a schematic human representation (Dietrich et al. 2012; Clare et al. 2019: 105).

A considerable high number of figurative motifs engraved on portable objects can be
found on many PPN sites. Chlorite vessels, which are common in the region of the Tigris
basin in south-eastern Anatolia (e.g. Kortik Tepe and Hallan Cemi), are often decorated with
geometric drawings and animal figures such as snakes, birds, aurochs and other four-legged
animals (Ozkaya and Coskun 2011; Rosenberg 2011). Incisions on small portable objects
such as shaft straighteners, pestles and plaques depicting mostly zoomorphic figures are also
seen in many regions of the Near East, including central Anatolia. Other forms of represent-
ing human and animal images involve modelling of skulls, wall installations of animal bones
(mostly bucrania) or manufacturing plaster masks or pendants.

Neolithic figural representations are rarely seen in isolation. A number of animal and human
artefacts are part of compositions with other figural objects as in the case of some stone arte-
facts at Nevali Cori where animal and human images are mixed together (Hauptmann 1999)
or instead adorned with geometric motifs, while other 3D representations are intentionally
placed in caches (e.g. the 24 animal figurines found in a pit at ‘Ain Ghazal, McAdam 1997:
131), or in association with building features (e.g. the slabs of Tell ‘Abr 3; Yartah 2013). Such
attitude in linking forms of representation indicates the deliberate intention to express not only
single symbolic messages but also to create a more complex milieu in which narratives and
cultural traditions can be proposed and transmitted for generations. This behavioural trait is
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also supported by the fact that objects are occasionally reused, moved, replaced in different
locations, reinterpreted in other ways and ultimately discarded as communities develop and
change their identity, organisation and communication systems over the centuries.

Cognition, populations and figural objects

One of the most extraordinary phenomena of the Neolithic transition is the appearance of
large-scale settlements in which communities gather and work together in a much less mobile
environment. Already in the PPN timeframe, sites covering an area of more than 6 hectares are
seen in southern Levant (e.g. Basta, ‘Ain Ghazal) as well as in the northern territories of the
Fertile Crescent (e.g. Abu Hureyra and Gobekli Tepe). While in some regions of the Near East
this expansion in site extension is not observed (e.g. central Zagros), increasing demographic
trends persist also in the Late Neolithic as in the case of Catalhdyiik in central Anatolia. It is
important to bear in mind that the majority of Neolithic sites are small-scale settlements and
that large settlements are not numerous. Anyhow, the appearance of extended centres for the
first time in human history suggest that communities manage to successfully overcome chal-
lenges related to social scalar stress (Johnson 1982), in other words the cognitive stress due
to increasing population densities (Kuijt 2000), without recurring to fission-fusion or other
social phenomena that spread groups into smaller units (Aureli ez al. 2008).

Micro-scale estimating population parameters have been recently developed by Birch-
Chapman (2017; see also Hemsley 2008) allowing absolute measurements of prehistoric site
population levels and people per domestic dwellings at given phases of occupation. Although
applying these estimating population parameters encounter a series of methodological chal-
lenges such as building function and structural contemporaneity (see also Birch-Chapman
and Jenkins 2019), such ranges of estimates can be a reliable source of information of the size
of the groups interplaying within the same social environment. By calculating the numbers
of dwellers in this way, it is likely that some large settlements with a large number of houses
(or other unidentified structures that may have been used for domestic purposes) may have
housed hundreds of people at some point during their occupational span.

The idea that large-scale PPN settlements needed to produce a significant number of figural
objects for communicative purposes is not supported by the archaeological record. At sites
where the total population is estimated to be rather high and above average (e.g. Gobekli Tepe,
Abu Hureyra and Asikl1 Hoyiik: see Cartolano 2022), an abundant record of figural objects
is not always observed. Even in extensively investigated occupational phases (e.g. Asikl
Hoyiik Level 2; Esin and Harmankaya 1999), the number of anthropomorphic/zoomorphic
artefacts can be quite low. Conversely, in sites with low population densities, the number of
items can occur in large quantities as for the case of Ganj Dareh (0.1 hectare site extension
approximately) where more than 900 humanoid and zoomorphic figurines have been found,
although only a few have been published (see Eygun 1992). Similarly, the evidence in domes-
tic structures do not seem to follow a pattern with regard to the frequency of anthropomorphic/
zoomorphic images in small domestic units (e.g. ~2-4 people per dwelling at Jerf el-Ahmar
phase moyenne; Stordeur 2015) or larger ones (e.g. ~6-11 people per dwelling at Abu Hureyra
phase 2B; Moore, Hillman and Legge 2000). Acknowledging that occurrences of objects in
archaeological deposits can be influenced by taphonomic processes or by the type of material
used for creating symbolic artefacts (perishable or durable), the production of anthropomor-
phic and zoomorphic forms of representation does not seem to depend on demographic factors,
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i.e. the number of co-resident dwellers. On the other hand, the decision-making regarding the
employment of animal and human images seems to be tied to other reasons more related to
cultural processes that are essentially unbound to demographic trends.

Geographical and diachronic trends

As previously highlighted by Schepens (2015), the deployment of figural and geometric/
schematic representations is influenced by distinct regional trends. With regard to the rep-
resentation of animal and human images, the most marked differences are mostly seen be-
tween southern Levant and the northern territories of the Fertile Crescent reflecting perhaps
North-South variable trajectories observed in the socio-economic systems as argued by some
scholars (Belfer-Cohen and Goring-Morris 2014). Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 schematically display
patterns of regional traditions and main chronological developments regarding the produc-
tion and use of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic forms of representation in the Near East. A
particular emphasis in burying and hiding artefacts in structured deposition and/or in relation
to mortuary practices is observed in many sites of southern Levant. The frequent occurrenc-
es of skull depositions, concealing artefacts such as figurines and statues below flooring
surfaces (e.g. ‘Ain Ghazal; Schmandt-Besserat 2013) or inside containers (at El-Hemmeh;
Makarewicz and Austin 2006) or other bones buried in pits as observed in Kfar Hahoresh
and Yiftahel (Milevski et al. 2008; Goring-Morris and Horwitz 2007), suggest that commu-
nity relation to animal and human figures is often expressed imaginatively (by concealing
objects) or commemoratively (by association with mortuary rituals).

On the other hand, figural representations in northern Levant and south-eastern Anatolia
(particularly sites within the so-called region of the ‘Golden Triangle’; see Kozlowski and
Aurenche 2005: 46) seem to be related to non-domestic structures and through the employ-
ment of non-portable artefacts on several occasions. Pillars, architectural installations, sculp-
tures, and reliefs on slabs or on other flat surfaces are common finds observed in sites in
the Urfa region as well as in Syrian sites along the Euphrates (e.g. Dja’de, Jerf el-Ahmar,
Mureybet, Tell ‘Abr 3). Although a very diverse range of practises is visible in settlements
belonging to the same geographical region (see for instance the large number of small port-
able objects retrieved in mortuary contexts at Kortik Tepe; Benz et al. 2018; Ozkaya and
Coskun 2011), a prominence in displaying larger representations in unordinary structures is
generally seen in the northern territories such as the enclosures of Gobekli Tepe, the large
circular buildings of Tell ‘Abr 3 and Jerf el-Ahmar or richly decorated structures such as the
maison aux peintures at Djade (Coqueugniot 2014: 103).

Considering a more restricted number of archaeological records in the peripherical regions
of the Near East due to research focus and quantity of published materials, the manifestations
of symbolic practices in central Anatolia appear to occur more frequently at the household
level through building installations (e.g. bucrania) and handling small objects such as fig-
urines, plaquettes and grooved stones that are often thrown out in midden areas, or found
within building debris or deliberately buried in domestic spaces. In lower Mesopotamia and
the Zagros area, miniature animal representations are often seen in quite large quantities.
Particularly clay figurines in the Zagros mountains tend to be quite small and are often re-
lated to food economy (e.g. goats; see Broman Morales 1983; Wengrow 2003: 142-143).
Therefore, it cannot be excluded that these latter clay objects might have been used in the
same way as tokens, namely for administrative purposes.
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With regard to the diachronic developments of animal/human forms of representations, the
following observations can be made. At the onset of the PPN forms of representations seems
to be quite varied are proposed through a wide range of objects including tools, platelets,
small portable objects and large engravings. As previously pointed out by Danielle Stordeur
(2010) on animal symbolism and domestication, a predominance of representing wild animal
species such as snakes, birds of prey and scorpions is strongly perceived in the PPNA period.
While this emphasis on portraying wild species is much less visible in the later phases of the
PPN, an increase of representation of domesticates in the PPNB symbolic repertoire is uncer-
tain as the identification of animal species in figurative items is often difficult or problematic.

A further change in the relation of symbolic practices is manifested in the communal
display of figural depictions. In the PPNA there is a strong emphasis on showing animal and
human symbolism in non-domestic areas, such as public buildings, courtyards, and open ar-
eas, perhaps accompanied by a socio-economic system centred around communal sharing of
resources, which is a typical practice of the late Epipalaeolithic and early Neolithic cultural
entities. From the beginning of the 8" millennium instead, the tendency to display anthropo-
morphic or zoomorphic symbolism in public domain is less pronounced, while an increase in
symbolic items in houses is observed in some areas (e.g. central Anatolia). Although many
public structures are also found at PPNB sites (e.g. Cayonii, Asikli Hoyiik, Beidha), zoomor-
phic and anthropomorphic figures are not frequently found within these enclosures and also
tend to be more ambiguous and schematic. In fact, motifs become more standardised during
the course of the Neolithic (see Benz ef al. 2018) and increasingly linked to forms of human
representation, which could suggest a growing interest in employing figurative objects for
human-related issues.

The above-mentioned diachronic and regional trends suggest that the deployment of an-
imal and human images follow non-linear and non-homogeneous trajectories that might be
associated with the culturally-varied and changing relationship PPN communities in the Near
East manifest toward their natural and built environment. The socio-cognitive niche (Sterelny
and Watkins 2015) in which individuals are born and develop seems to be constructed on and
being subjected to the growing interdependence between individual mindset, the objects (in-
cluding figural representations) and the surrounding environment that evidently varies from
region to region. Thus, community responses to changing socio-economic environments in
the Neolithic period, which are visible in symbolic and ritual practices, seem to depend more
on the typology and quality than the quantity of relationships that individuals establish.

Conclusion

The fact that figural representations vary from one region to another suggests that animal and
human symbolic forms have to some extent contributed in different ways to the process of
externalisation of thoughts and beliefs, acknowledging that such forms of symbolism, while
changing considerably during the PPN transition, appear consistently in the Neolithic ar-
chaeological record. These diverse modes of representation can be related not only to general
cultural divergences but also to the diverse communicative methods and linguistic expressions
through which knowledge transmission is implemented. Therefore, it cannot be excluded
that some human and animal figures in the PPN were also perceived as written messages.
Conceiving writing in the broader sense, namely as a system of communication of ‘relative-
ly specific ideas in a conventional manner by means of permanent, visible marks’ (Boone
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2004: 313), the application of standardised figurative forms and their relation to other more
schematic or geometric graphic signs can be interpret as a new deliberate intent to express
structured meanings in written format (see also Morenz 2014). Evidence of these signs is
observed for instance in the small decorative objects depicting stylised animal and geometric
forms at Jerf el-Ahmar and Tell Qaramel in Syria (Stordeur, Helmer and Willcox 1997: 284;
Mazurowski and Kanjou 2012), possibly in some plaques of Boncuklu in central Anatolia
(Baird et al. 2012: 243) and through linear incisions on other portable tools (e.g. at Nemrik
9; Mazurowski ef al. 1997). In the same way that the token system represented as early as
the Neolithic a widespread and common method of dealing with administrative matters that
influenced the production of the first written tablets in the Uruk period (Schmandt-Besserat
1992), similarly it cannot be ignored that the system of figural representations that flourished
particularly in the Neolithic transition may have played a significant role in the development
of cognitive abilities in preliterate societies leading eventually to the invention of writing in the
following prehistoric periods. Further work is needed in this regard to explore the possibility
that animal and human representations in the early Neolithic were not just a cultural expres-
sion of human-world relationship or seen as simple mnemonic devices, but also that some of
these figural representations could have been part of a more structured and formalised system
of graphic codes in which symbols were read and used as vehicle of knowledge exchange.
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Fig. 1: Map of PPN sites selected for this study: 1.Abdul Hosein; 2.Abu Gosh; 3.Abu Hureyra;
4.Adryaman; 5.”Ain Ghazal; 6.Akarcay Tepe; 7.Ali Kosh; 8.Asikli H.; 9.Ayanlar H.; 10.Basta;
11.Beidha; 12.Beisamoun; 13.Boncuklu H.; 14.Boncuklu Tarla; 15.Cafer H.; 16.Catalhdyiik East;
17.Cayonii; 18.Dhra’; 19.Dja’de; 20.el-Hemmeh; 21.Ganj Dareh; 22.Ghuwayr I; 23.Gilgal I;
24.Gobekli Tepe; 25.Giirciitepe; 26.Hallan Cemi. 27.Hamzan Tepe; 28.Harbetsuvan Tepesi; 29.Jerf el
Ahmar; 30.Jericho; 31.Karahan Tepe; 32.Kfar HaHoresh; 33.Kocanizam Tepe; 34.Kortik Tepe; 35.Kurt
Tepesi; 36.Munhata; 37.Mureybet; 38.Nahal Hemar; 39.Nemrik 9; 40.Netiv Hagdud; 41.Neval1 Cori;
42.Qarassa, North; 43.Qermez Dere; 44.Ras Shamra; 45.Salibiya IX; 46.Sefer Tepe; 47.Sheikh Hassan;
48.Sheikh-e Abad; 49.Shkarat Msaied; 50.Tash Tepe; 51.T. ‘Abr 3; 52.T. Abu Suwwan; 53.T. Assouad;
54.T. Aswad; 55.T. Halula; 56.T. Qaramel; 57.T. Ramad; 58.T. Sabi Abyad II; 59.T. Seker al-Ahei-
mar; 60.Wadi Faynan 16; 61.Wadi Shu’eib; 62.Yeni Mahalle; 63.Yiftahel; 64.Zahrat adh-Dhra’ 2
(H.=Hoyiik, T.=Tell)
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Fig. 3: Chronological developments of animal and human symbolic forms in the PPN
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