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T  he transition from a mobile hunter-gatherer lifestyle 
to a settled way of living is one of the most significant 
processes in human history. There were undeniable 

benefits to this process, with increased food security and longer 
lifespans, but there were also negative consequences associ-
ated with an increased density of living. At Çatalhöyük we 
have over one thousand years of continuous occupation from 
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic to Chalcolithic period (7100–5700 
BCE). The settlement changes from a dense agglomeration in 
its earliest phase, where individual buildings are constructed 
wall to wall with no gaps or streets between them, to a more 
open nucleated settlement towards the end of the occupation. 
Large numbers of people living in a fixed location inevitably 
leads to the production of large amounts of waste. One of the 
most significant consequences of these activities is the creation 
of “pollution,” both in the physical environment, and the decline 
in air quality. 

The term midden has traditionally been used in archaeol-
ogy to define a “trash” deposit containing waste occupation 
debris from food processing, fuel burning, and other activities. 
Deposits classified under the category of midden can be very 
heterogeneous (Shillito 2015). The middens of Çatalhöyük are 
one of its distinctive features. Large, expansive deposits with 
exceptional preservation of organic materials, the middens are 
the main source of many of the environmental remains found 
at the site. As well as the materials contained within them, the 
midden deposits themselves have been subject to extensive and 
long running investigation, better to understand their formation 
processes and the activities represented within them (Shillito 
and Matthews 2013; Shillito and Ryan 2013; Portillo et al. 2019). 

Their composition is diverse, consisting of mixed “waste” debris 
including animal bone and shell, charred plant macro-remains, 
pottery sherds, ground and chipped stone, building debris, large 
volumes of ash related to various fuel burning activities, and 
substantial quantities of fecal material from both humans and 
animals (Shillito, Matthews et al. 2011; Garcia-Suarez, Portillo, 
and Matthews 2018). 

The middens are located in areas between buildings, or with-
in abandoned buildings (fig. 1). Recent research on middens at 
Çatalhöyük has developed to explore the health risks associated 
with living in close proximity to these large quantities of waste, 
and the activities associated with them (Shillito, Mackay et al. 
2017). While there has been extensive research on the health of 
the Çatalhöyük population from the osteoarchaeological record 
(Hillson et al. 2013; Larsen et al. 2015), gastro-intestinal and re-
spiratory health (and the former in particular) are more difficult 
to address, as they do not commonly leave traces that can be 
identified on the skeleton. Early studies at Çatalhöyük for ex-
ample identified black carbon residues on the interior surface 
of ribs from three individuals, which have been interpreted as 
evidence for the respiratory disease anthracosis (Andrews et al. 
2005; Birch 2005), although this interpretation is not univer-
sally accepted. There is also the paradox that skeletons showing 
significant traces of disease are likely to be survivors who have 
been subject to illness for an extended period of time, whereas 
an individual who succumbed very quickly to a disease would 
not have time for the skeleton to be impacted. 

Understanding the presence and impact of respiratory and 
gastro-intestinal disease necessitates a multiproxy approach, 
bringing together different methodologies and different strands 
of evidence. This article presents an overview of how this ap-
proach is being used to investigate the relationship between 
human activity, waste disposal, and health in the built envi-
ronment at Çatalhöyük, and how the long-term nature of the 
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archaeological record has the potential to help inform our un-
derstanding of the relationship between health and the built en-
vironment in the present and future. 

Gastro-Intestinal Health

The shift from a mobile hunter-gatherer lifeway with dis-
persed groups to a sedentary lifeway where large groups of peo-
ple live together has been termed the first epidemiological tran-
sition, characterised by an increase in infectious disease trans-
mission, amongst other ailments. The transmission of infectious 
disease is facilitated through accumulation of human waste, and 
it has been argued that intestinal diseases such as parasitic infec-
tions may have been altered during this period of human history 
(Harper and Armelagos 2010; Reinhard et al. 2013; P. D. Mitchell 
2015). The picture is complex as the life cycles of parasite species 
are different, and the changing environment may have facilitated 
the spread of certain parasites while hampering the spread of 
others (P. D. Mitchell 2013). 

Early work on coprolites found within middens at Çatal-
höyük determined that many of these deposits are human (fig. 2; 
Shillito, Bull et al. 2011), determined through fecal lipid analysis. 

The identification of fecal waste as human or animal can be de-
termined on the basis of sterol and bile acid profiles, related to 
diet and gut biochemistry (Bull et al. 1999), and determination 
of coprolite species using fecal biomarker analysis has become 
a well-established method in archaeology (Shillito et al. 2011b; 
Shillito et al. 2013; Prost et al. 2017). More recently this tech-
nique has been combined with the analysis of coprolite contents, 
providing both a species determination and an identification of 
parasites contained within the coprolites (Ledger et al. 2019). 
Two coprolites identified as human at Çatalhöyük were found 
to contain eggs from whipworm. This is the first evidence for 
intestinal parasite infection at a Neolithic town in the mainland 
near east. Both human whipworm (Trichuris trichiura) and pig 
whipworm (T. suis) produce eggs of similar appearance on mi-
croscopy. While pig whipworm eggs are on average a little larg-
er than human whipworm, there is some overlap in their size 
ranges (Beer 1976). By using fecal biomarkers we can make a 
distinction between parasite species that infect different hosts, 
but whose eggs appear morphologically similar, in this case sup-
porting the identification of human whipworm, T. trichiura.

T. trichiura is spread by the fecal contamination of food and 
water. The life cycle involves the infected person defecating; 

Figure 1. Excavation of Building 80 at the end of the 2010 season, showing large midden deposits in the upper left and upper right. Photograph by Jason Quinlan.
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the eggs then mature in a damp, shady environment for one to two 
weeks, when they mature and reach the infective form. If the eggs are 
then swallowed by another person the eggs hatch in the intestines, 
develop into adult worms, mate, and lay eggs, which become incor-
porated into the feces. While the eggs have not yet been observed in 

the midden deposits themselves, it is clear that these depos-
its would have provided an ideal environment for the matu-
ration of these parasites. The concentration of the eggs was 
relatively low at four to twelve eggs/g (Ledger et al. 2019), 
which indicates either a low infection, or could be the re-
sult of taphonomic processes. Parasite eggs can be easily 
damaged or destroyed by postdepositional processes such 
as fungal decay and bioturbation. If the people who depos-
ited these coprolites genuinely had a low number of worms 
in their intestines, they may not have shown symptoms. In 
modern studies, individuals with a significant whipworm 
infection have symptoms ranging from abdominal pain, 
anaemia, and diarrhoea to stunted growth in children (Ste-
phenson, Holland, and Cooper 2000; Bethony et al. 2006; 
Jourdan et al. 2018).

Studies of parasites from other Neolithic sites in the 
Mediterranean have identified a mix of zoonotic species 
such as tapeworm (Taenia sp) and liver fluke (Fasciola sp.) 
which spread from animals to humans, and geohelminths 
such as roundworm and whipworm, which spread between 
humans through contaminated soil and food. In later 
periods in the Mediterranean, the parasite assemblages 
are dominated by geohelminths, and zoonotic species are 
increasingly rare (Anastasiou et al. 2018). One hypothesis 
that has been presented to explain this is the change in 
subsistence patterns from the Neolithic, with a mixed 
subsistence pattern, to a heavy reliance on farming and 
herding from the Bronze Age onwards. At Çatalhöyük, a 
dominance of domesticated cereal crops and domesticated 
animals such as sheep and goat (Bogaard et al. 2013; Bogaard 
et al. 2017; Russell et al. 2013) is more similar to Bronze 
Age and Iron Age populations of the Mediterranean than 
other Neolithic sites where parasites have been found, with 
the hypothesis that the lifestyle and diet of the Çatalhöyük 
inhabitants resulted in a more restricted range of parasite 
species (Ledger et al. 2019). This is a hypothesis to be 
tested in future through analysis of a larger assemblage of 
coprolites from Çatalhöyük. 

Respiratory Health

As with parasite infections, we know from modern 
studies that exposure to the by-products of fuel burning 
causes substantial negative impacts on the environment 
and on health, particularly in low and middle-income 
countries such as Turkey (Babalık et al. 2013). Domestic 
heating is thought to be a greater cause of pollution 
than industry, especially during winter when people are 
more likely to be burning large quantities of fuel indoors 
(Tasdemir, Cindoruk, and Esen 2005; Özden, Döğeroğlu, 
and Kara 2008), and levels of exposure are linked to 
both age and sex (Mentese et al. 2015). Given the large 
quantities of ash present in middens, and the ubiquity of 
fuel burning activities across the site, it is highly likely that 
the inhabitants of Çatalhöyük were regularly exposed to 
respiratory irritants. 

Figure 2. Human coprolite from Çatalhöyük. Photograph by Lisa-Marie Shillito.

Figure 3. Archaeological analyses of fuel remains has traditionally focused on charcoal, which is 
most readily detected within archaeological deposits. Geoarchaeological methods have shown 
that inorganic residue (ash) and organic residues are especially important when characterising 
non-wood fuels, which typically do not leave charcoal remains but are transformed to inorganic 
residue (ash). The component of ash is variable depending on fuel type, with major and trace 
elements (Shillito 2019).
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dung, as well as a range of different types of 
wood in the archaeobotanical record (Asouti 
2005, 2012).

Pilot studies were conducted in Turkey dur-
ing 2017 to assess the feasibility of the idea that 
the methodologies used for monitoring air pol-
lution in modern cities could be applied to ar-
chaeological settlements. Wood and dung fuel 
were burned in a reconstructed experimental 
building (fig. 4), and emissions monitored us-
ing particle counters. Samples of the remaining 
ash deposits were also collected to assess dif-
ferences between particulates produced dur-
ing burning, with observations indicating high 
levels of silica from the burning of dung, as ex-
pected. The levels of fine particulates (PM 2.5) 
measured in reconstructed prehistoric houses 
at Çatalhöyük were at incredibly high levels, in 
one experiment reaching 18,000 μg/m3 within 
20 minutes and fluctuating around that value 
for around 1.5 hours before decreasing (Shil-
lito, Mackay et al. 2017). The WHO guideline 
safe level for PM 2.5 is an average 25 μg/m3  over 
a 24 hour period (WHO 2016). The construc-
tion of houses at Çatalhöyük are likely to have 
contributed to these levels, with very poor air 
circulation. Pollution is exacerbated by a lack of 
ventilation and lack of flues, and the observa-
tions from this pilot study strongly support the 
hypothesis that the prehistoric inhabitants were 
exposed to exceptionally high levels of fine par-
ticulate matter on a regular basis, which is likely 
to have caused serious respiratory health prob-
lems for the settlement.

Lessons from the Past?

Multiproxy studies of middens at Çatal-
höyük are providing unique insights into the 
presence and potential impacts of respiratory 
and gastro-intestinal disease, and how these 
may relate to the change in lifeways that oc-
curred during early sedentism and urbanisa-
tion. Future research needs to integrate these 
approaches with osteoarchaeological analysis 
to explore broader patterns of health and in-
corporate spatial analyses better to understand 
the spatial distribution of fuel burning activities 
and waste deposition in relation to habitation 
areas, and how this changed over time. The GIS 
and Çatalhöyük data archive offer many possi-
bilities in this regard, which are only just begin-
ning to be explored. 

But the Çatalhöyük record offers possibilities 
beyond an understanding of the human past.  
With the advent of the Anthropocene, 

During the early occupation of Çatalhöyük we see the beginnings of pottery 
production in the region, and changes in fuel management strategy, where ani-
mal dung fuel became more prominent over time (Shillito, Matthews et al. 2011; 
Bogaard et al. 2013). There is also evidence that certain fuel-burning activities 
were relocated outdoors (Bogaard et al. 2013; Shillito and Ryan 2013). Fuel in 
the archaeological record has typically been approached through the analysis of 
wood charcoal in association with architectural features such as hearths, ovens, 
and kilns. Non-wood fuels such as animal dung, agricultural by-products, and 
reeds/grasses are more difficult to detect as they are rapidly transformed to ash 
on burning (fig. 3; Canti 2003; Matthews 2010). Geoarchaeological techniques 
have demonstrated the potential for identifying these previously “invisible” fuel 
signals, and numerous case studies now show that techniques such as sediment 
micromorphology, in combination with inorganic geochemistry and microfos-
sil analysis of ash, can identify fuel types when wood charcoal is not preserved 
(Mentzer 2014; Shillito 2012), and when nonwood fuels have been used (Shillito, 
Matthews et al. 2011; Matthews 2016). A wide range of fuel materials have been 
identified in ash deposits at Çatalhöyük, including reeds, grasses, and animal 

Figure 4. A reconstructed building at Çatalhöyük. Photograph by Lisa-Marie Shillito.



172 NEAR EASTERN ARCHAEOLOGY 83.3 (2020)

archae ologists are beginning to look at how we can use the les-
sons of the past to tackle modern day problems, for example 
understanding sus tainable agriculture (Marchant et al. 2018; 
Stump 2010) and historical ecology (Braje et al. 2017; J. Mitchell 
2017). Such studies demon strate the importance of understand-
ing long-term (greater than lifetime) records of human-environ-
ment dynamics in order to make informed decisions regard-
ing modern-day responses to environmental change. As noted 
by Lane (2015), the archaeological contribution so far has been 
constrained to providing a better definition of when humans be-
gan impacting their environments and describing the nature and 
scale of these impacts. 

A recent policy brief developed through the WHO Regional 
Office for Europe was produced in response to the increasing 
awareness of the relationships between culture and health and 
advocates the application of research from humanities and social 
sciences (Napier et al. 2017). The gap between knowledge and 
practice in public health is an ongoing concern, and research 
has shown that policy makers are often faced with complex 
information that can be difficult to access (van de Goor et 
al. 2017). The way that research is reported and framed has a 
strong influence, with media attention and tailored approaches 
facilitating the use of research evidence by policy makers. Both 
traditional and social media have been found to be useful in 
framing problems. Archaeology became an important part of 
Turkish national identity in the 1930s following the establishment 
of the Republic (Tanyeri-Erdemir 2006), and continues to play a 
prominent role today, as “both an economic and a diplomatic 
commodity” (Özgüner 2015). As a World Heritage Site, the high 
profile of Çatalhöyük already attracts significant attention in the 
media in Turkey and globally.

Future research will build on the pilot studies discussed here, 
conducting a systemic analysis of the entire settlement to under-
stand how fuel burning activities and waste deposition change 
over time, and the relationship with a changing settlement lay-
out, and the spatial distribution of fuel burning and fecal waste 
deposition. Simultaneously, the aim is to expand collaborations 
to include anthropologists working on heritage and community 
health, and to understand how archaeology could be used to 
highlight public health issues in Turkey and beyond.
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Özden, Özlem, Döğeroglu Tuncay, and Kara Svitlana. 2008. Assess-
ment of Ambient Air Quality in Eskişehir, Turkey. Environ-
ment International 34: 678–87, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.en-
vint.2007.12.016.

Portillo, Marta, Aroa Garcia-Suarez, Arkadiuz Klimowicz, Marek Z. 
Barański, and Wendy Matthews. 2019. Animal Penning and 
Open Area Activity at Neolithic Çatalhöyük, Turkey. Jour-
nal of Anthropological Archaeology 56: 101–6, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jaa.2019.101106.

Prost, Katharína, Jago J. Birk, Eva Lehndorff, Renate Gerlach, and Wulf 
Amelung. 2017. Steroid Biomarkers Revisited—Improved 
Source Identification of Faecal Remains in Archaeological 
Soil Material. PLoS ONE 12: e0164882, DOI: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0164882.

Reinhard, Karl J., Luis F. Ferreira, Françoise Bouchet, Luciana Sianto, 
J.M.F. Dutra, Alena Iniguez, Daniela Leles, Matthieu Le Bail-
ly, Martín H. Fugassa, Elisa Pucu, and Adauto Araújo. 2013. 
Food, Parasites, and Epidemiological Transitions: A Broad 
Perspective. International Journal of Paleopathology 3: 150–
57, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpp.2013.05.003.

Russell, Nerissa, Katheryn C. Twiss, David. C. Orton, and Arzu Demir-
ergi. 2013. More on the Çatalhöyük Mammal Remains. Pp. 
213–58 in Humans and Landscapes of Çatalhöyük: Reports 
from the 2000–2008 Seasons, ed. Ian Hodder. Catalhoyuk Re-
search Project 8; British Institute for Archaeology at Ankara 
Monograph 47; Monumenta Archaeologica 30. Los Angeles: 
Cotsen Institute of Archaeology Press.

Shillito,  Lisa-Marie. 2012. Preliminary Microstratigraphic Observa-
tions of Ash Deposits and Architectural Materials at Kam-
iltepe, Azerbaijan. Pp. 31–36 in Ancient Kura 2010–2011: 
The First Two Seasons of Joint Fieldwork in the Southern 
Caucasus, ed. Bertille Lyonnet, Farhad Guliyev, Barbara 
Helwing, Tevekkul Aliyev, Svend Hansen, and G. Mirtskhu-
lava. Berlin: Reimer.

 ———. 2015. Middens and Other Trash Deposits. P. 316 in Archaeolo-
gy of Food: An Encyclopedia, ed. Karen B. Metheny, Mary C. 
Beaudry. New York: Rowman & Littlefield.



174 NEAR EASTERN ARCHAEOLOGY 83.3 (2020)

 ———. 2017. Multivocality and Multiproxy Approaches to the Use of 
Space: Lessons from 25 Years of Research at Çatalhöyük. 
World Archaeology 49: 237–59, https://doi.org/10.1080/0043
8243.2016.1271351.

 ———. 2019. Byproducts of Fuel Burning. Figshare, https://doi.
org/10.6084/m9.figshare.11395320.v1.

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, Ian D. Bull, Wendy Matthews, Matthew J. Almond, 
James M. Williams, and Richard P. Evershed. 2011. Biomo-
lecular and Micromorphological Analysis of Suspected Fae-
cal Deposits at Neolithic Çatalhöyük, Turkey. Journal of Ar-
chaeological Science 38: 1869–77, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jas.2011.03.031.

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, Helen Mackay, Scott Haddow, Camilla Mazucatto, 
and Anil Namdeo. 2017. Biofuels and Respiratory Health: 
The Potentials of the Archaeological Record at Çatalhöyük. 
Pp. 353–56 in Çatalhöyük Archive Report 2017, http://www.
catalhoyuk.com/archive_reports/2017.

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, and Wendy Matthews. 2013. Geoarchaeological In-
vestigations of Midden-Formation Processes in the Early to 
Late Neolithic Levels at Çatalhöyük, Turkey ca. 8550–8370 
cal BP. Geoarchaeology 28.1: 25–49, https://doi.org/10.1002/
gea.21427

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, Wendy Matthews, Matthew J. Almond, and Ian 
D. Bull. 2011. The Microstratigraphy of Middens: Captur-
ing Daily Routine in Rubbish at Neolithic Çatalhöyük, Tur-
key. Antiquity 85: 1024–38, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0003598X00068460

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, Wendy Matthews, Ian D. Bull, and James M. Wil-
liams. 2013. Biomolecular Investigations of Faecal Biomark-
ers at Sheik-e Abad and Jani. Pp. 105–15 in The Earliest Neo-
lithic of Iran: 2008 Excavations at Sheikh-e Abad and Jani, ed. 
Roger Matthews, Wendy Matthews, and Yagob Mohammadi-
far. Central Zagros Archaeological Project 1. Oxford: Oxbow.

Shillito, Lisa-Marie, and Philippa Ryan. 2013. Surfaces and Streets: Phy-
toliths, Micromorphology and Changing Use of Space at Ne-
olithic Çatalhöyük (Turkey). Antiquity 87.337: 684–700, DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003598X00049395

Stephenson, Lani, Celia V. Holland, and E. M. Cooper. 2000. The Public 
Health Significance of Trichuris Trichiura. Parasitology 121: 
73–95, DOI: 10.1017/S0031182000006867.

Stump, Daryl, 2010. Ancient and Backward or Long-Lived and Sustain-
able?” The Role of the Past in Debates concerning Rural Live-
lihoods and Resource Conservation in Eastern Africa. World 
Development  38: 1251–62, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.world-
dev.2010.02.007.

Tasdemir, Yücel, S. Siddik Cindoruk, and Fatma Esen. 2005. Monitoring 
of Criteria Air Pollutants in Bursa, Turkey. Environ Monit As-
sess. 110: 227–41, DOI: 10.1007/s10661-005-7866-5.

World Health Organization. 2006. Air Quality Guidelines, Global 
Update 2005: Particulate Matter, Ozone, Nitrogen Dioxide 
and Sulfur Dioxide. Copenhagen, WHO Regional Office 
for Europe, http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_
file/0005/78638/E90038.pdf, accessed September 2020.

Lisa-Marie Shillito is a Senior Lecturer in Landscape Archaeology and Director of Archaeol-
ogy Labs at Newcastle University, UK. She is an environmental archaeologist with expertise 
in geoarchaeology and chemistry. Her research focuses on understanding the relationships 
between people and their environments in the past, and how we can use the long term 
perspectives of archaeology to inform modern day responses to environmental change.

Helen Mackay is a lecturer in geochemistry in the Department of Geography, Durham 
University. Her research investigates environmental change using organic geochemistry, 
palaeoecology and tephrochronology.


