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Personal ornaments, an element of archaeological ma-
terial culture often overlooked, encapsulate some of
the richest potential sources of information about many
aspects of the prehistoric past, including trade, technol-
ogy, know-how and skill, economy, belief and identi-
ty among others. Studies of the personal ornaments at
Catalhoyilik have a history as long as the excavation
itself, starting with Mellaart’s initial observations in
the 1960s and progressing through a series of variously
themed and detailed specialist reports during the subse-
quent Hodder excavations. Until now the biggest draw-
back has been a lack of regional contextualization of
the finds, which is a necessity given both the temporal
and spatial similarities and continuities within person-
al ornaments at regional and interregional levels in the
Neolithic of southwest Asia. As the author of this vol-
ume, Milena Vasi¢, points out, Catalhdyiik is an ideal
example through which to look at personal ornamenta-
tion because of the extraordinary level of detail in the
excavation methodology, the duration of the project
and consequent abundance of material.

This book is derived from a PhD thesis and is a
broad view of evidence for ornamentation recovered
at Catalhdyiik using the author’s own studies as well
as existing data gathered by a range of specialists. The
data set is large and challenging, encompassing many
centuries of varied occupation deposits as well as the
multiple materials used in personal ornamentation. The
book does not have a typical introduction, but instead
begins with a literature review taking in some debates
around human appearance and its study in the archae-
ological record. A couple of paragraphs give a brief in-
troduction to the book, indicating that burials will be a
central source of evidence in the subsequent chapters.
While the proliferation of personal adornment with
the onset of settled life is highlighted (3), this appar-
ent increase in ornament use probably has more to do
with the available data, particularly in Turkey where
excavations of Epipalaeolithic contexts are sparse,
than with the reality of prehistoric life. The introduc-
tion to the meaning of ornamentation (4) would have
been strengthened by reference to existing work on the
subject (e.g. Kuhn and Stiner 2007; Stiner 2014), and
while it is true that discussion relating to ornamentation
(beyond typology and technology) was inadequate 20
years ago, this is certainly no longer the case. There is
a lively and active research interest in ornamentation
in the region that is rapidly helping to make up for the
previous slowness of research and publication in terms
of both basic data and debate about use and meaning of
ornaments within Neolithic communities.

The next chapter aims to contextualise the site of
Catalhoyiik with a description of the Neolithic, lean-
ing into some of the prolific theoretical debate about
neolithization and focusing on Anatolia and a slight-
ly wider region of southwest Asia. A description of
research at Catalhdyiik is followed by an overview of
previous work on the site’s various ornament assem-
blages, including adjacent studies, faunal finds, wall
paintings etc. The chapter finishes with a discussion of
the methodology used in the book. Subsequent chap-
ters move on to an exploration of Catalhdyiik’s per-
sonal ornaments from various angles, starting with a
laudably broad exposition of everything that might be
considered part of ornamentation, including clothing
and pigments, based on findings of previous research.
References to key texts on several subjects including
typology, fluorapatite (Bursali et al. 2017a, b), marble
bracelets (Unliisoy 2002) and early copper technolo-
gy, could have been used to strengthen the discussion.
Fluorapatite, for example, is a material of very limited
source, undoubtedly brought to Catalhoyiik as part of
long-distance distribution networks, the typology and
particularly technology of which is somewhat confused
throughout the remainder of the book (e.g. 24, 28,
98), leading to the material’s wider significance being
missed. The knock-on effect is that conclusions, for ex-
ample about material preferences in bead manufacture
(98), that have already been discussed by others (see
detailed data and discussions in Bursali ez al. 2017a, b)
are presented as new. There is some uncritical use of
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terminology, particularly in the word “fake” to refer to
imitation of red deer canine beads — a subject that has
already been debated in terms of the intentions of bead
makers (Choyke 2001).

The next two chapters (4 and 5) focus on the con-
texts of ornaments from non-burial and burial depos-
its at Catalhdyiik (Fig. 1). The non-burial deposition
of ornaments, particularly deliberate deposition and
identification of the end of use life (such as disposal in
middens) is crucial to thinking about the types of value
attributed to different items. This is a complex subject
as a result of the many contexts, often with interpre-
tational problems, such as house fills and secondary
deposition in architectural materials, and the discus-
sion presented is interesting and important. The short
section on workshop areas (53) is tantalising — there
is obviously much more still to be said on this subject,
particularly relating to what they contain, and the scale
of use of different materials. Given that object biogra-
phy is of vital importance in interpretation, particularly
when looking at value and identity, there are further
references that would have provided more contextu-
alization in terms of re-use, re-shaping and re-combi-
nation (such as examples in Chapman and Gaydarska
2015; Karul 2018).

The next chapter presents what is effectively the heart
of the book, the ornaments found within burial contexts
at Catalhdyiik (Fig. 2). Burial at the site was under
floors in houses and often involved multiple individuals

buried in a single space during a sequence of separate
burial events over time. As a result, the role of orna-
ments within the grave context is frequently difficult to
define on an individual basis because of the disruption
caused by multiple episodes of burial activity and post
depositional processes. The author has succeeded in
disentangling as much evidence as possible from these
complex graves, taking care to emphasise quality over
quantity in order to draw valid conclusions, and presents
results by area of the body followed by a general discus-
sion of funerary practice. As with other chapters, the
reader needs a good knowledge of the site (or access to
previous publications by the team) to get the most from
this due to the complexity of the relationships between
the many structures and levels. The overall impression
is that there was little in the way of standardized be-
haviour in the association of personal ornaments with
the dead, and often surprisingly sparse use of ornamen-
tation which is an important finding, given elaborate
ornamentation use in earlier Neolithic burial contexts,
particularly in northern Mesopotamia. As with other
chapters there are issues in the details — evidence of
painted decoration associated with the human body from
burials at Kortik Tepe and Hasankeyf Hoylik (Miyake
et al. 2012; Erdal 2015) could have helped with the
question of pigment use. Likewise, there is much evi-
dence for the use of “spacer” beads from other sites
which adequately answers some of the questions about
how they were used (Ozdogan 1994; Karul 2018).

Fig. 1
(Photo: J. Quinlan, Catalhdylik Research Project)

Artefacts found in the neck region of an infant (skeleton 17457) in the North Area.
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Fig. 2
(Photo: J. Quinlan, Catalhdylk Research Project)

Chapter six is a discussion of ornament chronology
and temporality. The tables are useful here — making
it obvious that the disc bead is predominant in every
period of the site, while most other ornament types
are comparatively very rare indeed. It is notable that
beads are associated with both fill contexts and mid-
dens throughout time, implying a high level of aban-
donment of items of ornamentation. Many of the orna-
ments were made at other locations, and materials were
procured from elsewhere, information which could, in
future, be used to construct a more nuanced interpreta-
tion of chronological activity at Catalhdyiik. Evidence
from Asikl (Yelozer 2018; Yelozer and Sonmez 2018)
and Boncuklu Hoytiks would add significantly here to
a diachronic perspective on changes in bead use, as
both sites show much about what happened in the lead
up to the settlement of Catalhdyiik, including existing
technologies, material use, and formal preferences that
likely influenced what took place at the latter site.

The final chapter is a general discussion of what is
currently known about the production and use of or-
naments at Catalhoyiik and some tentative interpreta-
tion. The reader is left with the feeling that much of
the author’s work is being held back for forthcoming
publications, which are referenced frequently. While
there was potential here, if only briefly, to put the site
in wider context, comparing materials and practices
across a wider region, Catalhoyiik is left somewhat iso-
lated. This causes apparent surprise about phenomena

Beads found in association with a child (Skeleton 10529) in the South Area of Catalhdyik.

that are already well documented for the Neolithic of
southwest Asia such as the longevity of, and slow rate
of change within, ornamentation practices (111).

Referring back to the theoretical framework with
which the book started would have rounded off the
discussion and avoided leaving the reader with un-
managed expectations. In a sense this also affected the
contents — several recurring issues revolve around gaps
in reading which, if remedied, would have saved the
author much work as well as strengthening the results.
Terminology causes two significant issues throughout
the book. The first is tying the narrative to “the Middle
Eastern Neolithic” which implies a geographical unity
that is difficult to support with archaeological evidence.
This book, quite understandably, makes reference to
sites within a small portion of the huge region, there-
fore generalizations such as “across the Middle East”
for most of which region no evidence is presented,
needlessly weaken otherwise strong and useful conclu-
sions (see below).

The second terminological obstacle is bead typology.
While the author has constructed, in visual and tabular
form, a new typology, justifiably aiming for neutrality
and avoidance of the interpretational baggage of exist-
ing systems, no mention is made of existing literature
on the subject (e.g. the classic Beck 1928 and Bar-Yosef
Mayer 2013). Here again decontextualization of the site
in the region rears its head — the formally and techno-
logically distinctive “butterfly” form originating in the
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Euphrates Basin, which plays a role in the Catalhdyiik
assemblages, as well as details of well-investigated or-
nament technology, could have been explored through
earlier research (e.g. Garfinkel 1987; Calley and Grace
1988; Grace 1990; Altinbilek et al. 2001; Caneva et al.
2001; Fabiano et al. 2004; Gurova et al. 2013; Groman-
Yaroslavski and Bar-Yosef Mayer 2015).

While I have highlighted some weaknesses in inter-
pretation, overall, the book makes an important further
contribution to our knowledge of a significant assem-
blage of Neolithic ornaments from a large and long-
lived site and in many respects is a useful resource, par-
ticularly in terms of the data presented. The collation of
data from various studies, and their reconsideration in
the light of further first-hand study has added new di-
mensions to existing knowledge of the site’s ornamen-
tation-related artefacts and provided a foundation for
further interpretation in the light of regional data sets.
The burial data is particularly valuable given the re-
gional lack of both suitable contexts/ recording and de-
tailed publication on the subject. Vasi¢ rises well to the
task of streamlining the largest and most complex of
the region’s datasets, highlighting key aspects of how
inhabitants of the site interacted with ornaments and
beginning to tease out the details of how they might
have presented themselves to others.

Emma L. Baysal
Department of Archaeology,
Ankara University, Ankara
elbaysal@ankara.edu.tr
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