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Abstract
The Taş Tepeler ('Stone Hills') landscape in southeastern Turkey comprises twelve Pre-Pottery Neolithic sites — including Göbekli Tepe, Karahantepe, Sayburç, and Sefertepe — active between approximately 9,600 and 8,000 BCE. This paper applies the Field Companion Protocol (FCP) of the Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM) to all publicly available data from five completed excavation seasons (2021–2025), scoring each principal site across six observables and evaluating the landscape against the four DSSM stabilization criteria.[footnoteRef:1] [1: Anthony Vondoom, "The Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM): A Cognitive–Ritual Framework for Early Monumentality and Cultural Continuity," SSRN, 2025. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.6003734.] 

Four principal sites achieve DSSM saturation (composite FCP scores of 8–11/12; all four stabilization criteria confirmed at landscape level). Subsistence evidence confirms the communities responsible for this symbolic landscape were largely hunter-gatherers, with animal domestication beginning approximately one thousand years after the monumental program was already in full operation.[footnoteRef:2] The assessment documents the nature, scale, and structural organization of symbolic activity at Taş Tepeler and identifies its stage classification, stabilization pathway, and key analytical implications within the DSSM framework. [2: Türkiye Today, "Who Built Göbeklitepe? Hidden World of Taş Tepeler's Hunter-Gatherers," March 11, 2026.] 
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0.  The DSSM Framework: A Reader's Guide
The Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM) is a cross-disciplinary analytical framework for identifying and comparing symbolic stabilization events across human history.[footnoteRef:3] Its core claim is that symbolic systems do not emerge as a consequence of agricultural surplus, sedentism, or administrative complexity — they precede and enable those developments by providing the coordination infrastructure that makes large-scale collective action possible. The model integrates cognitive anthropology, archaeology, and comparative symbolic analysis.[footnoteRef:4],[footnoteRef:5] [3: Anthony Vondoom, "The Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM): A Cognitive–Ritual Framework for Early Monumentality and Cultural Continuity," SSRN, 2025. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.6003734.]  [4: Merlin Donald, Origins of the Modern Mind: Three Stages in the Evolution of Culture and Cognition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991).]  [5: Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, and Political Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).] 

0.1  The Four Stabilization Criteria
A symbolic system S is considered DSSM-stabilized when it satisfies all four of the following criteria simultaneously:

	Criterion 1 — Intergenerational Repetition: S reproduces reliably across ≥3 generations, independent of any single individual carrier.
Criterion 2 — Spatial Constraint: S imposes structure on space, movement, or behavior in ways that are recurrent and non-arbitrary.
Criterion 3 — Cross-Media Redundancy: S is expressed in ≥2 distinct media (material, ritual, landscape, linguistic).
Criterion 4 — Persistence Under Stress: S maintains recognizable form across ecological disruption, demographic pressure, or political reorganization.



0.2  The Four Stages
DSSM maps symbolic systems through four developmental stages. These are analytical categories, not a deterministic sequence — societies may remain at any stage indefinitely.[footnoteRef:6],[footnoteRef:7] [6: Joseph Henrich, The Secret of Our Success (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016).]  [7: Kim Sterelny, The Evolved Apprentice: How Evolution Made Humans Unique (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012).] 

1. Stage 1 — Embodied Symbolic Familiarity: Recurrent motor-ritual patterns; no durable external encoding.
1. Stage 2 — Ritualized Repetition: Stabilized ritual sequences; oral transmission; spatial memory anchors.
1. Stage 3 — Material Amplification and Externalization: Community size approaches ~500 persons; symbolic load exceeds biological transmission capacity; material substrates become structurally necessary.
1. Stage 4 — Cognitive Offloading and Institutional Emergence: Writing, law, and administration as compression of pre-existing symbolic load.

0.3  The Field Companion Protocol (FCP)
The FCP provides a reproducible scoring rubric for applying DSSM criteria to archaeological sites. It scores Evidence Strength (E) and Symbolic Specificity (S) independently on a 0–2 scale for each of six observables. The final composite score per observable is min(E, S), preventing high symbolic specificity claims from outrunning evidentiary support. Maximum composite score: 12. Saturation threshold: ≥7/12 with no observable scoring 0.[footnoteRef:8] [8: Anthony Vondoom, "The Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM): A Cognitive–Ritual Framework for Early Monumentality and Cultural Continuity," SSRN, 2025. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.6003734.] 


	FCP Observables:
MA  Mnemonic Architectures — spatially encoded structures that preserve and transmit knowledge across generations without writing.
SS  Symbolic Stabilization — recurrence of the same symbolic forms across time, sites, and media.
EC  Externalized Cognition — transfer of cognitive load (memory, social roles, coordination) into material or spatial substrates.
SR  Symbolic Regulation — use of symbolic systems to enforce behavioral norms or manage collective action.
DSA  Distributed Symbolic Authority — evidence that symbolic competence was socially distributed, not monopolized.
PSA  Portable Symbolic Anchors — miniaturized or mobile symbolic content enabling transmission across distance.
Scoring: 0 = Absent  |  1 = Present, partial or contested  |  2 = Clearly present and well-evidenced  |  Final = min(E, S)



1.  Overview and Data Sources
The Taş Tepeler project was launched in 2021 by the Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism. It encompasses twelve Neolithic excavation sites across the Şanlıurfa region of southeastern Turkey, all dating to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN) period, c. 9,600–8,000 BCE.[footnoteRef:9] As of the 2025 excavation season — the project's fifth year — 219 scientists from 36 academic institutions across 21 countries are involved.[footnoteRef:10] The assessment below draws on all publicly available data from official ministry briefings, peer-reviewed publications, UNESCO documentation, and specialist archaeological reporting through May 2026.[footnoteRef:11] [9: Necmi Karul, Taş Tepeler: The Land of Great Transformation, presentation (Istanbul: Istanbul University / Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2021).]  [10: Daily Sabah, "Dawn of Civilization Reborn: Türkiye's Taş Tepeler Takes the Lead," November 27, 2025.]  [11: UNESCO World Heritage Centre, "Göbekli Tepe," WHC Nomination File, 2018. https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1572.] 


	Score key:
Green = 2 (clearly evidenced)  |  Yellow = 1 (partial or contested)  |  Red = 0 (absent)  |  Final = min(E, S)



2.  Site-by-Site FCP Scoring
2.1  Göbekli Tepe
The anchor site and UNESCO World Heritage Site (2018). Active c. 9,600–8,000 BCE. Approximately 10% excavated; geophysical surveys confirm an estimated 20+ enclosures remain buried. The site underwent multiple building phases — Layer III oval enclosures transitioning to Layer II rectangular structures — with continuous T-pillar grammar throughout.[footnoteRef:12],[footnoteRef:13] [12: Klaus Schmidt, "Göbekli Tepe: The Stone Age Sanctuaries," Documenta Praehistorica 37 (2010): 239–256.]  [13: UNESCO World Heritage Centre, "Göbekli Tepe," WHC Nomination File, 2018. https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1572.] 


	Observable
	E
	S
	Final
	Evidence Summary

	MA — Mnemonic Architectures
	2
	2
	2
	20+ circular/oval enclosures, 10–30m diameter; T-pillars up to 6m, weighing 16 tons; bilateral central pillar pairs with peripheral bench arrangement; spatial axiality replicated across all enclosures; architectural program active for 1,600 years across multiple building phases.

	SS — Symbolic Stabilization
	2
	2
	2
	Identical T-pillar grammar across Layers III and II; zoomorphic vocabulary — snakes most common, followed by foxes, vultures, wild boar, aurochs, cranes, scorpions — consistently deployed; anthropomorphic encoding (arms, hands, belt, loincloth) on central pillars confirmed in all major enclosures.

	EC — Externalized Cognition
	2
	2
	2
	Pillar 43, Enclosure D: headless human figure beneath scorpion and vulture — narrative scene encoded in stone; human figurine placed as votive offering inside Structure D wall (2025 season) = individual memory deposited permanently in architectural substrate.

	SR — Symbolic Regulation
	2
	2
	2
	Spatial layout encodes access hierarchy: peripheral pillar ring contains and channels movement toward central pair; no domestic function in earliest phases — site structurally dedicated to collective symbolic activity; regulated enclosure lifecycle (decommissioning followed by new construction above).

	DSA — Distributed Symbolic Auth.
	2
	2
	2
	No administrative artifacts; no identifiable specialist priestly class; shared iconographic vocabulary across 200km landscape implies community-wide symbolic competence; coordinated quarrying and transport of multi-ton pillars without coercive hierarchy = distributed symbolic motivation.

	PSA — Portable Symbolic Anchors
	2
	2
	2
	Stone vessels, shaft-straighteners, and small figurines sharing Taş Tepeler iconographic vocabulary; same motifs at miniaturized scale; UNESCO confirms imagery appears at contemporaneous sites across the region, confirming inter-site symbolic transmission.

	COMPOSITE — Göbekli Tepe
	12 / 12



2.2  Karahantepe
Located 35km east of Göbekli Tepe. Dated c. 9,500 BCE. The 2025 season produced the first T-shaped pillar with a three-dimensional human face — confirming the long-held interpretation that T-pillars are anthropomorphic encodings — alongside a 230cm phallic human statue and a second human figure in a 17-meter ritual structure.[footnoteRef:14],[footnoteRef:15] [14: Karahantepe.net, "Second Human Statue at Karahan Tepe Revealed," December 4, 2025.]  [15: Mehmet Nuri Ersoy, briefing at Karahantepe Visitor Center, Şanlıurfa, November 26, 2025. Reported by Xinhua News Agency, "Türkiye Announces New Neolithic-Era Findings from Major Archaeology Project," November 27, 2025.] 


	Observable
	E
	S
	Final
	Evidence Summary

	MA — Mnemonic Architectures
	2
	2
	2
	250+ T-shaped pillars found in situ; rock-cut ritual chamber carved directly into bedrock; 17-meter ritual structure with fully clarified floor plan (2025 season); spatial organization centers the human body — a distinct but formally equivalent architectural grammar to Göbekli Tepe.

	SS — Symbolic Stabilization
	2
	2
	2
	2025 T-pillar with three-dimensional human face confirms anthropomorphic encoding is stable and intentional across multiple construction phases; phallic imagery, anatomically realistic human statues, life-scale figures = recurrent symbolic register centered on human body and identity.

	EC — Externalized Cognition
	2
	2
	2
	230cm statue of man holding phallus = life-scale human figure as symbolic object; skulls with hundreds of deliberate cut-marks and controlled fire exposure = post-mortem ritual processing externalized onto the body; the human skull as durable mnemonic object, the deceased made permanent in the symbolic economy of the living.

	SR — Symbolic Regulation
	2
	2
	2
	Rock-cut architecture encodes spatial regulation in bedrock itself — irreversible; ritual structures architecturally separated from domestic and subsistence areas; access to ritual chamber physically constrained by rock-cut entrance geometry.

	DSA — Distributed Symbolic Auth.
	2
	2
	2
	Female figurines found in multiple domestic contexts alongside monumental public sculpture = symbolic production confirmed at household scale; no identifiable specialist class; labor mobilization for 250+ pillar construction = community-wide participation.

	PSA — Portable Symbolic Anchors
	2
	2
	2
	Double-faced human figurine motif shared with Sayburç; bead-scale version of this motif found at Sefertepe (2025) confirms miniaturized portable transmission of the same symbolic content across the landscape at personal scale.

	COMPOSITE — Karahantepe
	12 / 12



2.3  Sayburç
Notable for the first confirmed narrative relief scene in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic: two humans, two leopards, a snake, and a boar in a compositionally structured scene.[footnoteRef:16] The 2025 season revealed a sculpture of a deceased individual with a stitched mouth — the most explicit symbolic representation of death yet documented in the landscape.[footnoteRef:17] [16: Necmi Karul, Taş Tepeler: The Land of Great Transformation, presentation (Istanbul: Istanbul University / Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism, 2021).]  [17: Türkiye Today, "Stitched-Mouth Neolithic Statue from Sayburç Reshapes Understanding of Death Rituals in Taş Tepeler," November 28, 2025.] 


	Observable
	E
	S
	Final
	Evidence Summary

	MA — Mnemonic Architectures
	2
	2
	2
	Stone circles cut into bedrock; carved benches; stone-walled domestic remains alongside communal structures — symbolic encoding integrated into the full built environment, not confined to dedicated ceremonial spaces.

	SS — Symbolic Stabilization
	2
	2
	2
	Hunting/ritual narrative scene compositionally structured (non-random); human figure with V-shaped necklace — a motif shared across Taş Tepeler sites; stitched-mouth death statue; tightly arranged skull and limb bone burial niches = multiple recurrent symbolic registers confirmed across seasons.

	EC — Externalized Cognition
	2
	2
	2
	Stitched-mouth sculpture with shell-fragment eye sockets = explicit externalization of the phenomenology of death onto a durable object; the deceased encoded as a symbolic artifact, making individual memory permanent in stone.

	SR — Symbolic Regulation
	2
	2
	2
	Public buildings display formal artistic programs = symbolic content administered at communal level; burial niches with tightly arranged crania and limb bones = regulated mortuary practice with spatial constraints on how the dead are positioned and preserved.

	DSA — Distributed Symbolic Auth.
	1
	1
	1
	Small female figurine (baked clay) found inside a domestic building = household-level symbolic production confirmed. Evidence for full social distribution of symbolic authority still accumulating across excavation seasons; current data does not resolve the degree of centralization.

	PSA — Portable Symbolic Anchors
	2
	2
	2
	Double-faced human figurine motif shared with Karahantepe; V-shaped necklace on relief figure matches representations at multiple sites = portable symbolic lexicon confirmed in circulation; bead-scale version confirms miniaturized transmission.

	COMPOSITE — Sayburç
	11 / 12



2.4  Sefertepe
Located at the eastern edge of the landscape. The 2024 season revealed a skull room containing 22 human crania without mandibles or post-cranial bones — deliberate curation.[footnoteRef:18] The 2025 season produced two stylistically distinct face reliefs and exotic material beads (jade, labradorite) confirming long-distance exchange networks.[footnoteRef:19],[footnoteRef:20] [18: Anatolian Archaeology, "At Sefertepe, Tiny Carvings and a 10,000-Year-Old Skull Room Reveal an Unexpected Symbolic World," December 1, 2025.]  [19: Arkeonews, "A Stunning Taş Tepeler Discovery: 12,000-Year-Old Human Faces Emerge from Sefertepe," November 26, 2025.]  [20: Hurriyet Daily News, "Sefertepe Artifacts Reveal Ancient Craftsmanship," December 10, 2025.] 


	Observable
	E
	S
	Final
	Evidence Summary

	MA — Mnemonic Architectures
	2
	2
	2
	Quadrangular buildings with lime-clay mortar floors, benches, and platforms; 10 pillars (3 T-shaped, 7 quadrangular) with geometric motifs; skull room as dedicated mortuary architecture — the dead spatially encoded within the settlement structure.

	SS — Symbolic Stabilization
	2
	2
	2
	Skull room: 22 crania without mandibles or post-cranial bones — deliberate selection and curation confirmed; face-carving tradition confirmed across both 2024 and 2025 seasons; geometric motif assemblage (limestone object with 13 circular carvings) = recurrent non-utilitarian symbolic production.

	EC — Externalized Cognition
	2
	2
	2
	Skull room as ritual archive — the dead encoded as collectible symbolic objects; double-faced bead = symbolic duality miniaturized into a portable personal object; two face reliefs (one bold, one spectral) externalize shifting conceptual states — presence and absence, identity and transformation — onto durable stone.

	SR — Symbolic Regulation
	1
	1
	1
	Regulated mortuary practice confirmed (skull curation, dual burial modes). Regulatory apparatus is primarily mortuary rather than broadly behavioral; architectural scale of regulatory structures smaller than principal monumental sites. SR=1 on current evidence.

	DSA — Distributed Symbolic Auth.
	1
	1
	1
	Exotic materials (jade, labradorite, not locally available) confirm multi-community exchange networks and distributed symbolic production. Degree of internal social distribution of symbolic authority within the Sefertepe community not yet fully documented.

	PSA — Portable Symbolic Anchors
	2
	2
	2
	Jade and labradorite beads (non-local), snake-head shaped beads, geometric-incised beads, double-faced serpentinite bead = richest portable symbolic assemblage in the landscape per site; confirms Sefertepe as a node in a long-distance symbolic exchange network.

	COMPOSITE — Sefertepe
	10 / 12



3.  Landscape-Level FCP Summary
The following table aggregates FCP scores across all excavated Taş Tepeler sites. Mendik Tepe and Ayanlar Höyük are scored on 2024–2025 initial trench data only; both are early-stage excavations and scores will be revised as evidence accumulates.[footnoteRef:21],[footnoteRef:22] [21: Free Republic / Baird, "New Site Discovered in Turkey Could Be Older Than Göbeklitepe," August 2025.]  [22: Karahantepe.net, "Göbekli Tepe Wasn't Alone: Ayanlar Höyük Proves It," April 2026.] 


	Site
	MA
	SS
	EC
	SR
	DSA
	PSA
	Score / Status

	Göbekli Tepe
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2
	11/12 — 4/4 criteria

	Karahantepe
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2
	2
	11/12 — 4/4 criteria

	Sayburç
	2
	2
	2
	2
	1
	2
	9/12 — 4/4 criteria

	Sefertepe
	2
	2
	2
	1
	1
	2
	8/12 — 4/4 criteria

	Çakmaktepe
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	5/12 — 3/4 criteria

	Mendik Tepe
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	2/12 — 1/4 criteria

	Ayanlar Höyük
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	2/12 — 1/4 criteria



All four principal sites achieve DSSM saturation. No principal site has any observable scoring 0. The landscape as a whole satisfies all four stabilization criteria.

4.  DSSM Four-Criterion Assessment
The following table applies the four DSSM stabilization criteria to the Taş Tepeler landscape as a whole, treating it as a single integrated symbolic system — which the architectural, iconographic, and portable artifact evidence supports.

	Stabilization Criterion
	Verdict
	Evidence Base

	Criterion 1 — Intergenerational Repetition
	✓ PASS
	Göbekli Tepe active c. 9,600–8,000 BCE — 1,600 years of continuous symbolic activity across multiple building phases with consistent T-pillar grammar. Karahantepe, Sayburç, and Sefertepe independently confirm the same symbolic vocabulary across a minimum 4–6 community generations.

	Criterion 2 — Spatial Constraint
	✓ PASS
	Circular enclosures 10–30m diameter; bilateral central pillar pairs; peripheral pillar benches; axial orientation — replicated independently across 12 sites spanning 200km. UNESCO confirms the shared network testifies to a close social system in the core region of Neolithisation.

	Criterion 3 — Cross-Media Redundancy
	✓ PASS
	Symbolic content expressed across monumental limestone pillars, bas-relief and high-relief carving, portable beads (jade, labradorite, serpentine), domestic figurines (baked clay, limestone, chlorite), human skull curation, and architectural spatial encoding. Minimum 4 distinct media confirmed.

	Criterion 4 — Persistence Under Stress
	✓ PASS
	Symbolic system active across the Younger Dryas recovery (11,700–10,500 BCE) and into the early PPNB (8,800–8,000 BCE). Landslides at Göbekli Tepe triggered repair and reconstruction rather than abandonment. Symbolic grammar persisted through multiple structural damage events spanning centuries.



	DSSM Verdict: 4/4 criteria satisfied  |  Composite FCP (principal sites avg.): 9.75/12
Stage: 3 (Material Amplification and Externalization) with incipient Stage 4 signatures  |  Pathway: Distributed/Network with emerging Stone-Anchor features



5.  DSSM Evaluation
5.1  Stage Classification
Taş Tepeler satisfies all Stage 3 indicators: community sizes sufficient to approach the ~500-person coordination threshold (implied by the labor scale of multi-ton pillar quarrying across a 200km network); symbolic load clearly exceeding biological transmission capacity (12 sites maintaining shared vocabulary, mortuary practices, and portable symbolic anchors across spatial distance); and material externalization functioning as a structural necessity rather than a cultural option.[footnoteRef:23],[footnoteRef:24] [23: Edwin Hutchins, Cognition in the Wild (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995).]  [24: Clive Gamble, Settling the Earth: The Archaeology of Deep Human History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).] 

Two incipient Stage 4 signatures are present. At Göbekli Tepe, a human figurine was deliberately placed inside a wall as a votive offering (2025 season)[footnoteRef:25] — proto-institutional behavior in which a symbolic object is formally deposited within architecture as a permanent record. At Sefertepe, the skull room functions as a ritual archive[footnoteRef:26] — a dedicated spatial substrate storing collective ancestral identity across generations. Neither is yet administrative, but both represent the logic from which administrative systems eventually emerge. [25: Daily Sabah, "Dawn of Civilization Reborn: Türkiye's Taş Tepeler Takes the Lead," November 27, 2025.]  [26: Anatolian Archaeology, "At Sefertepe, Tiny Carvings and a 10,000-Year-Old Skull Room Reveal an Unexpected Symbolic World," December 1, 2025.] 

5.2  Stabilization Pathway
The landscape maps to the Distributed/Network stabilization pathway: symbolic coherence maintained across dispersed ritual centers through shared iconographic grammar, without centralized administration.[footnoteRef:27] Two features suggest Stone-Anchor characteristics are beginning to emerge: Göbekli Tepe's 1,600-year occupation creates a degree of spatial anchoring atypical of pure distributed networks; and the consistent replication of T-pillar grammar across 200km implies a normative symbolic authority operating at landscape scale. The mechanism of that authority — pilgrimage, seasonal aggregation, specialist transmission — remains an open research question. [27: Bruce G. Trigger, Understanding Early Civilizations: A Comparative Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).] 

5.3  Subsistence Evidence
Archaeological and genetic evidence confirms that the communities responsible for the Taş Tepeler symbolic landscape were largely hunter-gatherers: subsistence based on hunting of gazelle, wild cattle, goat, and pig; intensive processing of wild cereals; communities described as 'neither fully settled farmers nor simple foraging bands.'[footnoteRef:28] The first confirmed wheat domestication in the region dates to approximately 8,500–8,000 BCE — a minimum of one thousand years after the monumental symbolic program was already in full operation at Stage 3 saturation.[footnoteRef:29] [28: Türkiye Today, "Who Built Göbeklitepe? Hidden World of Taş Tepeler's Hunter-Gatherers," March 11, 2026.]  [29: Jacques Cauvin, The Birth of the Gods and the Origins of Agriculture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).] 

5.4  Site Differentiation
The four principal sites carry distinct symbolic identities within a shared structural grammar: Göbekli Tepe is zoomorphic-dominant; Karahantepe is anthropomorphic-dominant; Sayburç introduces narrative composition and explicit death representation; Sefertepe specializes in intimate-scale mortuary and portable symbolic production.[footnoteRef:30] This pattern — structural homology with content differentiation — is the expected Stage 3 signature. It distinguishes a distributed symbolic network from a Stage 4 administrative system, which would produce standardization from above rather than local variation within a shared framework. [30: Cambridge Archaeological Journal, "Geometry and Architectural Planning at Göbekli Tepe, Turkey." Published online January 14, 2020. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0959774320000104.] 

5.5  Negative Test Cases
Mendik Tepe and Ayanlar Höyük currently score 2/12 FCP. DSSM predicts two possible outcomes as excavation continues: either these sites represent an earlier developmental stage (Stage 2 transitional, below the material externalization threshold) or they are Stage 3 sites with evidence not yet exposed. Mendik Tepe's distinct architectural style — smaller pillars, no T-shape — is consistent with a parallel symbolic tradition operating at a different scale or stage. Both are active test cases for the threshold prediction.[footnoteRef:31],[footnoteRef:32] [31: Free Republic / Baird, "New Site Discovered in Turkey Could Be Older Than Göbeklitepe," August 2025.]  [32: Karahantepe.net, "Göbekli Tepe Wasn't Alone: Ayanlar Höyük Proves It," April 2026.] 

6.  Key Symbolic Registers
6.1  Death Management
Every principal site engages systematically with death: skull curation with deliberate cut-marks and fire exposure at Karahantepe[footnoteRef:33]; skull room with 22 curated crania at Sefertepe[footnoteRef:34]; stitched-mouth death sculpture at Sayburç[footnoteRef:35]; votive figurine placed in wall at Göbekli Tepe.[footnoteRef:36] In DSSM terms, this represents externalization of the most cognitively demanding symbolic challenge any community faces: maintaining social identity and coordination continuity across the death of individual carriers. The Taş Tepeler evidence shows communities that had developed institutional-precursor solutions — in stone, bone, and spatial architecture — for encoding the dead as permanent symbolic objects within the living community's built environment. [33: Science Advances, "Modified Human Crania from Göbekli Tepe Provide Evidence for a New Form of Neolithic Skull Cult," Science Advances 3, no. 6 (2017): e1700564.]  [34: Anatolian Archaeology, "At Sefertepe, Tiny Carvings and a 10,000-Year-Old Skull Room Reveal an Unexpected Symbolic World," December 1, 2025.]  [35: Türkiye Today, "Stitched-Mouth Neolithic Statue from Sayburç Reshapes Understanding of Death Rituals in Taş Tepeler," November 28, 2025.]  [36: Daily Sabah, "Dawn of Civilization Reborn: Türkiye's Taş Tepeler Takes the Lead," November 27, 2025.] 

6.2  The Anthropomorphic Turn
The T-pillar was always implicitly anthropomorphic — arms, hands, and belt confirmed on the central pillars of Göbekli Tepe's Enclosure D.[footnoteRef:37] Karahantepe makes this encoding explicit, culminating in the 2025 discovery of a T-pillar with a fully carved three-dimensional face.[footnoteRef:38] This trajectory — from implied to explicit anthropomorphic encoding — may represent a threshold moment in which the symbolic system begins encoding specific persons (ancestors, role-holders) rather than only categorical forms. [37: Klaus Schmidt, "Göbekli Tepe: The Stone Age Sanctuaries," Documenta Praehistorica 37 (2010): 239–256.]  [38: Mehmet Nuri Ersoy, briefing at Karahantepe Visitor Center, Şanlıurfa, November 26, 2025. Reported by Xinhua News Agency, "Türkiye Announces New Neolithic-Era Findings from Major Archaeology Project," November 27, 2025.] 

6.3  Portable Symbolic Economy
Jade and labradorite beads at Sefertepe are non-local materials, documenting exchange networks extending beyond the immediate landscape.[footnoteRef:39] The double-faced human figurine motif appears first at Karahantepe and Sayburç as architectural-scale objects, then as bead-scale personal ornaments at Sefertepe — showing the miniaturization of monumental symbolic content into portable form for personal transmission.[footnoteRef:40] This is the DSSM PSA mechanism operating at full resolution: symbolic coherence maintained across spatial distance through miniaturized portable anchors, without central administration. [39: Arkeonews, "An 8,500-Year-Old Micro-Carved Bead — and a 10,000-Year-Old Skull Room — Reveal Sefertepe's Hidden Symbolic World," November 30, 2025.]  [40: Hurriyet Daily News, "Sefertepe Artifacts Reveal Ancient Craftsmanship," December 10, 2025.] 

7.  Summary Conclusions

1. DSSM saturation confirmed: all four stabilization criteria satisfied at landscape level; all four principal sites achieve individual FCP saturation (scores 8–11/12).
1. Stage classification: Stage 3 (Material Amplification and Externalization) with incipient Stage 4 signatures present at Göbekli Tepe and Sefertepe.
1. Stabilization pathway: Distributed/Network with emerging Stone-Anchor features; symbolic coherence maintained through shared grammar across 200km without centralized administration.
1. Subsistence evidence: the communities responsible for this symbolic landscape were largely hunter-gatherers. Agriculture followed monumental symbolic construction by approximately one thousand years.[footnoteRef:41] [41: Türkiye Today, "Who Built Göbeklitepe? Hidden World of Taş Tepeler's Hunter-Gatherers," March 11, 2026.] 

1. Site differentiation confirms Stage 3 prediction: structural homology with content differentiation across sites is consistent with a distributed symbolic network rather than an administered system.
1. Death management is the primary symbolic register: systematic, multi-modal engagement with death is present at every principal site, indicating that social continuity across individual mortality was the central organizing demand on the symbolic system.
1. Portable symbolic economy confirms a functional long-distance transmission network: non-local materials and miniaturized motif versions at Sefertepe document exchange and symbolic transmission across spatial distance without administrative infrastructure.
1. Mendik Tepe and Ayanlar Höyük are active negative test cases: DSSM predicts their low scores will either remain stable (Stage 2 tradition) or rise as excavation exposes buried Stage 3 evidence.[footnoteRef:42],[footnoteRef:43] [42: Free Republic / Baird, "New Site Discovered in Turkey Could Be Older Than Göbeklitepe," August 2025.]  [43: Karahantepe.net, "Göbekli Tepe Wasn't Alone: Ayanlar Höyük Proves It," April 2026.] 


	On the Taş Tepeler landscape as an empirical case:

The four principal sites collectively represent the highest-scoring, most comprehensively evidenced DSSM Stage 3 case in the current global archaeological record. The subsistence data provides a clean test condition: a fully saturated symbolic system, operating at Stage 3 across twelve interconnected sites, in communities that had not yet domesticated plants or animals. The causal sequence documented here runs from symbolic stabilization to coordinated labor mobilization to incipient sedentism — not the reverse.
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