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1.

| am very grateful for the invitation to deliver this talk at Tokyo University and for the kind
hospitality | have received during my stay. This is my first visit to Japan. | am finding ita
fascinating country and culture, and excited about my forthcoming visits to museums and
archaeological sites. My talk is about the origin of sedentary farming communities.

Faming first occurred at around 10,000 years ago in the Levant, the region covered by
the modem day countries of Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine and Jordan and which
forms the westem am of the so-called Fertile Crescent. Within the next few thousand
years, famrming independently evolved in several other regions of the world, notably China,
Peru, Mesoamerica and Highland New Guinea. It has since spread to almost all parts of
the planet. | find the spread of farming to Japan and the manner in which this transformed
the Jomon culture fascinating, but my talk today focuses on the Levant whichis the

region | know best and where | undertake my own fieldwork.

The origin of farming was the most important event in the whole history of human kind.
After more than two milion years of living by hunting and gathering, people began to
cuttivate plants and manage animals, leading to domesticated species. By so doing,
they laid the foundations for towns and trade and ulimately the first civilisations. The
reasons for the origin of farming continue to elude archaeologists. There are many
theories but few answers. In this talk | will focus on describing the key archaeological sites
in the Levant that provide the evidence for the origin of farming.

One of the reasons that farming was able to originate in the Levant was the presence of
wild plants and animals that were suitable for domestication. Wild wheat and barley, wild
legumes, wild goats, sheep and cattle were present throughout the Fertile Crescent. But
the archaeological evidence shows that these had been exploited for many 10s of 1000s
of year before domesticated strains evolved. So their presence was a requirement but
not a cause for the origin of farming.

The dimatic changes at the end of the last ice age were crucially important for this
development. On this figure we see the ice-core curve for changing global temperature
from the last glacial maximum at 20,000 years ago to the mid Holocene, 7000 years ago.
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We see how the ice age appeared to come to an abruptend at 14,500 years ago with
dramatic global warming described as the late glacial interstadial. But the ice age retumed
for another 1000 years, a period known as the Younger Dryas. A second spurt of global
warming and increased rainfall at 11,500 years ago proved to be more permanent and
this marks the start of the Holocene, a relatively stable dimatic period. The archaeological
cultures and economies of the Levant comrelate in a general manner with these climatic
periods. During the ice age we have the Kebaran culture of mobile hunter-gatherers.
During the wam interstadial, it seems that some hunter-gatherers became sedentary,
referred to as the Early Natufian. These may have been similar to the late Jomon hunter-
gatherers in Japan. During the Younger Dryas the hunter-gatherers became mobie
again, and then retumed to a sedentary lifestyle at the start of the Holocene with what is
known as the Pre-Pottery Nedlithic A culture. Note that in the Levant, unlike Japan,
pottery was a very late invention coming long after farming had begun. The Pre-Pottery
Neolithic A culture lasted for litle over 1000 years but it was during this period that the
transition to farming occurred. It was followed by the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B culture which
consisted of people who cuttivated domesticated wheat, barley and legumes and herded
goats. As we will see, they also lived in dramatically different types of setlements, those
which we can easily recognise as farming villages. | am now going to describe some of
the key sites in the Levant, seeking to identify the developments that led from mobile
hunter-gatherers to such farming communities. | will begin with the site of Ohalo that
dates to about 20,000 years ago.

Ohalo is located on the shore of Lake Tiberias, otherwise known as the Sea of Galilee. It
was only discovered during the drought years of 1989 and 1999 when the water
receded to reveal archaeological remains.

Itis the best preserved Late Pleistocene site in the Levant with several hut floors, dearly
demarcated by rings of charcoal where brushwood walls had once stood.

Meticulous excavation of these has produced an enormous quality of animal bones, fish
bones and plant remains. Wet sieving in the sea of Galllee looks idyllic and when the
residues have dried archaedlogists have been able to gain a unique insight into the
economy of the late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers. This has shown that an immense
diversity of plant foods had been exploited, including wild barley. And yet the
domesticated forms did not arise for another 10,000 years. So we see that at the height
of the last ice age the hunter-gatherers of the Levant had a wide range of plant foods,
mammals and fish available to them.

I now wish to move on to the Late Glacial Interstadial and briefly look at two sites that fall
into the Early Natufian Culture.

The site of ‘Ain Mallaha is found in Israel and had been located within mix cak woodland
ataround 14,500 years ago. It has been extensively excavated, which has shown the



1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

presence of substantial stone buitt structures, the largest more than nine metersin
diameter. Such investment in architecture, so different from the brushwood huts of Ohalo,
suggests greater commitment o living in a single place by the Natufian hunter-gatherers.

At‘Ain Mallaha, as at several contemporary sites, cemeteries are found in which some
individuals were buried with omate decorations made from shells. Body decoration also
included necklaces made from animal bone and animal figurines were carved. The
ground stone artefacts, such as these massive mortars, suggest an intensive exploitation
of wild plant foods. Taken altogether, this evidence suggests complex hunter-gatherers —
living sedentary lifestyles and with some social stratification. But there are no traces of
domesticated animals or plants.

Similar evidence is found at Tell Abu Hureyra, in Syria. The majority of this Tell derives
from the mud-brick buildings of later prehistoric and early historic setlement. But at the
base of the Tell one finds the remains of circular dwellings occupied by hunter-gatherers
between 14,500 and 12,500 years ago. Once again we see evidence for very intensive
exploitation of plant foods and traces of sedentary lifestyles. Also, the very first signs of
domesticated cereals are found at Abu Hureyra —domesticated rye - but this then
disappears from the archaeological record.

During the Younger Dryas, the sites of ‘Ain Mallaha and Abu Hureyra were abandoned
as the colder and more arid conditions decimated the supplies of wild foods in their vicinity.
The hunter-gatherers of the Levant retumed to highly mobike lifestyles. Nahal Oren is one
of the few sites from this period.

Preservation at Nahal Oren is poor and there is little to see at the site today. It is typical of
the sites of the Late Natufian in providing none of the cultural complexity of the Early
Natufian — neither cemeteries nor art objects. It seems likely that during the arid conditions
of the Younger Dryas the hunter-gatherers of the Levant were struggling to survive. This
may led to experimentation with cultivating wild cereals as an attempt to improve yields
and sustain their populations.

The dramatic global warmming and increased precipitation at 11,600 years ago that
marked the end of the ice age, appears to have led the hunter-gatherers to retum to
sedentary lifestyles, creating settiements similar to those of the Early Natufian. This period
is referred to as the Pre-Pottery Nedlithic Culture A, because it has many attributes of the
traditional Neolithic but an absence of pottery. VWe will briefly look at five sites of this period,
the last of which | am cumently excavating.

The Pre-Pottery Neolithic A was first identified by Kathleen Kenyon at Jericho during her
excavations in the 1950s. As these remains were at the base of the Tell, only a small
area was exposed. But these showed the construction of a massive tower, eight meters
in diameter and a town wall.
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The tower most likely served a ritual function within the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A village, its
intemal area being used for burials. The walls were once thought to be for defence from
other human groups. But the more likely interpretation is that there were for defence
against mudslides, the risk of which had increased owing to deforestation. The tower and
walls of Jericho — monumental architecture buitt by hunter-gatherers - remain unique for a
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A site in the Levant.

For a better view of a Pre-Pottery Nedlithic A setlerment we can look at Netiv Hagdud
that was excavated in the 1980s. Here we have large spatial exposures showing the
present of oval structures, with lower walls made from mud-brick or stone, and upper
walls and roofs from brushwood. The plant remains suggest that although domesticated
strains of cereals had not yet evolved, wild barley was being cultivated.

The evidence for symbolism and ideology from Netiv Hagdud consists of schematic
figurines, which are also found at other sites of this period such as Salibiya IX and Dhra.
Geometric artis also found, while burials are numerous within the settiement, notably
below floors.

The evidence for Neolithic symbolic life was transformed in the 1990s by two excavations
in the northem Levant, Jerf el Ahmar and Gobekli Tepe. Jerf el Ahmar was excavated in
advance of being flooded for the creation of a new lake. It showed rather more complex
architecture than elsewhere, especially a large intemally partitioned structure that may
have been used for grain storage. Also we see at Jerf el Anmar the transition to
rectangular architecture that is characteristic of the next phase of the Neolithic, the Pre-
Pottery Nedlithic B.

Jerf el Ahmar has structures that appear to have been used for communal ritual acivity.
One of these has benches and seems to have once had wooden pillars; another seems
to have had bulls’ skulls hanging on walls. The art from Jerf el Ahmar includes schematic
human heads, while some of the ritual involved the deposition of human bodies that were
lacking their skulls.

. Thereis a strong focus on wild, dangerous animals in the art of Jerf el Ahmar : scorpions,

raptors, felines, snakes and auroch. Some of the most interesting artefacts appear to
have pictograms as if there is a symbolic code in existence.

The theme of wild, dangerous animals is also found at Gobekii Tepe. This is the most
remarkable early Neolithic site that has been found in recent years; it is still under-going
excavation. Gobekli Tepe is a hill top ritual site, contemporary with Netiv Hagdud and
Jericho.

Large circular structures were constructed into side of a hill and lined with benches. Then
tall stone pillars were erected in their interior, these have been quarried and then dressed
with flint tools from the bed rock on the hill.
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The buildings appear to have been used for communal ritual as there have been no finds
of domestic refuse.

Wild animals were depicted on the pillars — foxes, wild boars, waterfowl, auroch and even
spiders. It is interesting that just at the time when people were beginning to domesticate
goat and sheep there should have been such a concem with the wild and dangerous. It
seems most likely that Gdbekli Tepe was an aggregation site for hunter-gatherers living
throughout the Levant, perhaps gathering annually for the performance of rituals and
ceremonies.

| suspect that during the aggregations, wild plant foods had to be intensively exploited
simply to feed large numbers of people. Itis interesting to note, therefore, that geneticists
have traced the origin of domesticated wheat to the Karacadag hills, no more than 50
kilometres from Gobekli Tepe.

I now wish to briefly look at a site in the far south of the Levant, that of VWF16 in Wadi
Faynan that | myself discovered and have begun to excavate. Thisis also a Pre-Pottery
Neolithic A site and is contemporary with the others we have been looking at.

WF16 is located on two small knolls at the juncture between two wadis in a landscape
rich with sites of the Palaeolithic, later Prehistoric and historic periods.

. We have so far made an evaluation of the site by making three small test-renches.

Trench 1 was excavated to examine a small circular structure exposed on the surface.
Surprisingly we found stratified deposits of up to two meters in depth. These consisted of
the horizontal floors from the interior of structures buitt with mud pisé walls. Outside of
these were deep rubbish pits full of midden deposits. These have shown us that the
inhabitants of VWF16 hunted wild goat, and may have begun to manage these herds. A
diverse range of plant foods were exploited, but we have not yet been able to determine
whether any domestic strains were present.

Trench 2 also began as the exploration of a small surface structure. These proved to
have deep stratified floor deposits with a foundation burial —one embedded within a
plaster adjacent to a similarly embedded quem. This was secondary burial, a bundle of
bones that had some removed and others added during the use of this structure.

. Trench 3 had rather larger circular structures but lacked stratified floor deposits. In this

trench a primary burial was found. The skull was still present but had been detached from
the body and placed onto a pillow stone. A small standing stone was also found in this
area, perhaps a ritual focus for the community of this village.

. We have yet to excavate a substantial area at \WWF16. But geophysical survey has

revealed the presence of large buried structures, of an equivalent size to those at Jerf el
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Ahmar and Gdébekli Tepe. By using electrical tomography an even larger structure about
1.5 meters deep has been discovered. | am cumently trying to raise the funds to excavate
this structure.

. Today Wadi Faynan is an arid and aimost treeless landscape. By using the plant and

animal remains from the excavation, we have been able to reconstruct the environment
of 11,600 years ago. | suspect that the inhabitants of WWF16 were cultivating cereals and
legumes in small gardens by the edge of the constantly flowing stream, but remained as
sedentary hunter-gatherers rather than famers.

. The art objects from WF16 are similar to those from Netiv Hagdud by including

schematic figurines and geometric art, and lacking the interest in wild animals as found in
the northem sites of Jerf el Ahmar and Gobekli Tepe. One unique find is a detailed
depiction of a phallus; another object may be an unfinished carving of another.

The Pre-Pottery Neolithic A lasted for just over a 1000 years. The next phase of
settlerent, beginning at around 10,500 years ago, is known as the Pre-Pottery Nedlithic
B. This marks a radical change in setlement with the sudden appearance of much larger
setlernents with rectangular, two storey architecture. These appear to originate in the
northem Levant where one can see such architecture emerge at Jerf el Ahmar, and then
spread southwards. \We have time to brief look at two sites, Ghuwayr 1 and ‘Ain Ghazal.

As we can see here in this picture, Ghuwayr 1 is located a mere 500m from WF16 and
occupation began here immediately following the abandonment of WF16. So it seems
that the people from one settiement probably just moved from one location to another
and, under new cultural influences, constructed a new type of village — a fully fledged
farming village.

The remains of Ghuwayr 1 are now buried below colluvium, but when excavated show
a dense duster of buildings, some of which had been storerooms and some two-storey.
Preservation is excellent, with intemal structure remains and facilities remaining intact.

. The settiement looks as if it could have accommodated several hundred people,

perhaps five or even ten times larger than WF16. Plant processing equipment becomes
even more abundant, and we suspect this is now being used for fully domesticated
cereals and legumes.

Indeed, although the archaeobotanic evidence is still lacking, it seems unlikely that such
setiements could have been sustained without large plots of wheat and barely. Goats
were certainly being herded. The goats themselves may have led to the collapse of such
settiements as their browsing destroyed the surounding vegetation and led to soil
erosion.



42. The largest of the PPNB sites known is ‘Ain Ghazal, now located close to a sewage
works! This has a vast expanse of buildings, probably accommodating several thousand
people. ltis at this site that the famous dlay figures have been found —eight large statues
found within a single pit made from day on straw supports. Some suggest that these are
representations of the detties of the first farmers in the Levant.

43. Jericho also develops as a substantial town during the Pre Pottery Neolithic B, with
houses buitt from mud brick. It was here that we see the development of the skull cult.
This involved not only the display of skulls from the dead but also covering skulls in plaster,
probably to create portraits of ancestors.

44. | must summarise and bring this lecture to and end. | have shown you some of the key
sites from the Levant associated with the origin of farming. Some of these, such as
Jericho were excavated a long time ago, others such as Gobekii Tepe have been recent
and dramatic discoveries. Gradually we are building an understanding of the role they
played in the transition from hunting & gathering to famming lifestyles. Itis clear that the
environmental changes of the late Pleistocene and early Holocene were critical in this
transition. Without the global warming at 11,600 years ago, the cultivation of crops would
simply have been impossible. But had it not been for the Younger Dryas, domesticated
plants and famrming lifestyles might have developed during the Early Natufian rather than
those sedentary hunter-gatherers being forced to retum to mobile lifestyles.

45. ltis clear that in addition to the presence of potential domesticates and environmental
change, two factors preceded domesticated plants and animals. Sedentism came first,
whether in the Early Natufian or in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A, There appears to have
been a strong desire for hunter-gatherers to settie down whenever the environmental
conditions allowed. Second, there appears to have been very substantial developments
in ideology, exemplified by the evidence from Jerf el Ahmar and Gobekii Tepe. It appears
to have been the combination of these four factors that resulted in the first farming
communities that marked the fundamental tuming point in human history.

46. | hope to continue my own research on the origin of farming by further excavations at
WF16 where issues of sedentism, ideology and domestication can be further explored.
Thank you for listening.
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