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To day, I want to talk about the work I’ve been do ing these last years,
which is dif fer ent from the job I did in Prov i dence. It’s an ar che o log i cal re -
search about the im por tant changes and de vel op ments re lated to no tions 
of ar chi tec ture that pre vailed in the late Paleolithic age and what they can
tell us about the de vel op ment of man kind.

The Paleolithic is the pe riod of time be tween 2 mil lion years and 10.000 years 
ago. The next pe riod is the Mesolithic, which is the time of tran si tion to the
Neo lithic. The dates of the Neo lithic change ac cord ing to the sites but it could
be said that it ranges be tween 9.000 and 6.000 years ago.

In 1934, Gordon Childe, a great fa mous ar che ol o gist, pre sented the the ory
about the Or i gins of Ag ri cul ture, which with a few slight mod i fi ca tions has
been ac cepted un til to day. The ti tle of the book was New Light on the Most
An cient East and there he sug gested that mod ern so ci ety was founded on
ag ri cul ture rev o lu tions. This means that the Neo lithic be gan with the do mes ti -
ca tion of plants and an i mals and from this point, there were fun da men tal
changes to the or i gin of big civ i li za tions.

The site of ag ri cul tural trans for ma tions is the pres ent area of Libya, Is -
rael, Egypt, Syria, Iran and Iraq. The ear li est do mes ti cated ce real was
bran, thir teen thou sand years be fore pres ent. Sheep, goats and cows
were do mes ti cated ap prox i mately one or two thou sand years later.

One of Gordon Childe’s main ar gu ments is that civ i li za tion started with
the do mes ti ca tion of plants and an i mals be cause peo ple were able to
pro duce a sur plus of crops to feed peo ple who were not work ing in the
fields or watch ing the cat tle.

I have no ob jec tion with that part of the ar gu ment, but I have no ticed that
other archeologists, fol low ers of Childe, who work in this area have not
re marked or made any com ment about the ear li est hu man build ing in Abu 
Hureyra, dat ing back to about thir teen thou sand five hun dred years ago,
five hun dred years be fore the ear li est rye crop. I have won dered why they 
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did not con sider reg is ters of early ar chi tec ture that had been duly reg is tered.

Pre vi ous to this time, archeologists had found re mains of huts in a site called Ohallow 3 in the
North of Is rael, which date back eigh teen thou sand years ago. In that pe riod peo ple were hunt ers
and har vest ers and this site was a tem po rary dwell ing, but en vi ron men tal con di tions al lowed its
pres er va tion.

How ever, the first hut or house which is built with stone, mud and wooden posts is the one of the
Abu Hureyra. It is what is called an un der ground house where the earth has been moved away and
it is lined with stone. Ar che ol o gists have found re mains of posts which prob a bly were used to hold
up a roof made of branches.

The next old est house or per ma nent dwell ing has been found in a site near Mureybit from about
twelve thou sand years be fore pres ent time. It is made of stone, it is cir cu lar, it has a dome roof and
what is most in ter est ing is that in side it is di vided by in ter nal walls. There, the archeologists found
re mains of a quilt, un der which there were el e ments made of stone such as lay ers of stone prob a -
bly used for sleep ing, heath and burial places. What is im por tant in these two sites is that the burial
was in side the house and it’s the first time that buri als have been found in side a dwell ing.

In the Paleolithic, there were a few shal low burial places scat tered over the ground. Most of these
oc curred in set tle ments, the most fa mous of which is Je ri cho. The im por tance about these set tle -
ments is that all of them have stone walls and the houses were clus tered in side. In Je ri cho the
walls were of ten ten me ters high and eight me ters thick. By the way, in Je ri cho was the fa mous
tower and there are two the o ries about it, one is that it was de fen sive and the other is that it has
some thing to do with ir ri ga tion.

I have ex plained all this is be cause it is sup posed that with ag ri cul ture, peo ple’s ideas change. It’s
ac cepted that with the con trol of the plants and an i mals by hu man be ings, no tions of ge om e try,
math, ar chi tec ture and oth ers be gin to de velop.

How ever, in or der to build any of these three build ings –the un der ground house, the dome roof or Je ri -
cho’s set tle ment, there is more than dig ging a hole, stick ing up a post, or putt ing a fence over and pil ing
piles of stones be cause if there is no no tion of cal cu lat ing, ev ery thing can fall apart. In or der to make
houses such as these, that last a hu man life time, a new type of think ing had to evolve. We can not for -
get that, in fact, there are forces of na ture that have to be con sid ered, no mat ter if the dwell ing is that of a 
hunter or a farmer. For ex am ple, when build ing a house, one of the fac tors that have to be taken into ac -
count is that there has to be a gap, which is the door, oth er wise, you can’t go in and out. When you build
some thing like an arch way, which would be a door, the weight of the roof and the force of grav ity have to
be taken into ac count.

In fact, the first door ways built in stone build ings, that is, the holes in a wall, had to be built in such a
way that the flow of weight was dis trib uted. This is how the first and most com mon form of arch way
was cre ated, and it has been found all over the early civ i lized world. In fact, no other form of arch -
way was found in South east Asia, no other than a post, and it was not un til about two thou sand five
hun dred years be fore Christ that the Egyp tians dis cov ered the cube which al lows a wider area,
since the hor i zon tal stones take their own weight and dis trib ute it down the pil lars.
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The next thing that has to be taken into ac count when build ing a per ma nent house in such a way
that it does n’t col lapse, is that the house can en dure ex ter nal forces like wind, rain or grav ity and
any thing else that can cause such forces; walls and roof have to com bat these pres sures. At the
same, there are in ter nal forces pro duced by fur ni ture and peo ple mov ing in and out, which have to
be com pen sated so as to avoid the house from col laps ing by the lin tel of the door; this re quires cer -
tain tech niques.

An other ex am ple of the in vis i ble forces that press a build ing is what is called shear. When one per -
son wants to build a house, he/she has to clear the area, that is, he/she has to re move bush, wood
and other things so as to have a flat sur face where to build. Once the field is clean, the con struc tion
starts and the col umns have to be leaned at an an gle of shear so as to com pen sate any move -
ments of the Earth, oth er wise the house col lapses.

So, by trial and er ror, peo ple liv ing in these houses some two or five thou sand years ago de vel oped 
a whole set of new ideas of what we call Ge om e try, which in Greek means mea sur ing the Earth.
That does n’t mean that the word as such was used in the Palaeo lithic, but that in one way or an -
other they had to have some ideas of the el e ments of ge om e try. This is how a new way of think ing
was be ing de vel oped.

As so ci ety ex per i mented with build ing over a pe riod of five hun dred and two thou sand years be fore 
to day, they also ex per i mented with ab stract and com plex con cepts. For ex am ple, when we talked
about Obeah, we said that al though we don’t see it, when a per son falls ill or has an ac ci dent, we
think ev ery thing is be cause of Obeah. Maybe the same thing hap pened with early ar chi tec ture.
Peo ple learned of these ab stract con cepts when the build ings fell down. It’s hap pen ing still to day of 
course. I watched it hap pen in San Andres when things did n’t work out well and some times the
houses col lapsed.

Now we come to the ques tion of the cul ti va tion of plants and the do mes ti ca tion of an i mals. I want to say
that a dwell ing is not a sim ple place of shel ter, and when ever there is a new de vel op ment, no mat ter
how un timely, like ag ri cul ture rev o lu tion, be fore that, there was a tech nol ogy. In other words, tools are
nec es sary to pro duce some thing new that had n’t been pro duced be fore. I want to sug gest that the tech -
nol ogy ac quired in the build ing of hu man houses and set tle ments was the one used to make ag ri cul ture
and the do mes ti ca tion of an i mals pos si ble.

The great prob lem we still have with ag ri cul ture to day, for ex am ple, when gov ern ments have to de -
cide about plant ing ge net i cally mod i fied crops, is sim ply a new step into tak ing con trol over plants.
The prob lem is to keep them sep a rated from con ven tional and wild seeds, just as it hap pens with
an i mals: you have to sep a rate those whose ge net ics has been mod i fied with a pur pose from those
that be long to the wild.

The fun da men tal tech nique for do ing this sep a ra tion is a wall. Let’s think about how to keep the do -
mes ti cated cat tle sep a rated from the wild cat tle, es pe cially at night. It could be a sim ple ar range -
ment of four walls with a door or a gate, but in stead of be ing made of stone, it could be made of
wood or tree branches.

Now, I want to ex plain this with some ex am ples taken from con tem po rary stud ies of tribal peo ple,
who have re pro duced the way of life of the Paleolithic. In the Trobiand Is lands, for ex am ple, crops
are sur rounded by hedge. In side is the yam, which is their main crop. Lines of creeper are set
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across the crop, build ing magic cor ners where prac tice is done against spir its that might harm the
crop. The next ex am ple is of rice fields I have taken from peo ple with whom I lived in Mad a gas car.
There, peo ple en cir cle the rice with wa ter lines which make a sep a ra tion be tween the wild and the
do mes ti cated rice, and some times they build low walls around the wa ter lines for pro tect ing the
rice. The way Ipugaos grow their crop in the Phil ip pines is a great ex am ple too. They make ter -
races where rice, yam, sweet peas and other crops are grown; these ter races form slopes that act
like walls.

But let us not for get what all this is about. What I want to sug gest here is that the main tech nique for
do mes ti cat ing plants has been taken from ar chi tec ture. And this is why I think we find hu man peo -
ple houses be fore we find do mes ti cated crops and an i mals.

I have ex am ined all those civ i li za tions from China to South Amer ica where the do mes ti ca tion of crops
was in dig e nous, that is not in tro duced by a cer tain gov ern ment. A sim i lar time gap seems to oc cur be -
tween the time houses ap peared, and the grow ing of plants and do mes ti cated an i mals, ev ery where ex -
cept in China. There, the gap is just from one to three hun dred years.

Let us see what hap pened with ar chi tec ture. When a house fell down, for ex am ple, peo ple prob a -
bly won dered “why has my house fallen down?” One an swer could be “well, I made a bad build ing”; 
an other an swer could be “well there are mys te ri ous forces like spir its, which are knock ing my
house over”. This would be some thing dif fer ent from the forces of spir its that sur round for est or
moun tains where hunt ers and har vest ers live. So, what I am sug gest ing is that the be gin ning of
think ing about, on the one hand ge om e try or en gi neer ing, and on the other hand re li gious forces,
has its lo ca tion in ar chi tec ture.

An other fea ture which is in tro duced with ar chi tec ture is ori en ta tion and that takes place around the
door. In one way or an other, the house’s face is there where the door is placed, be it front, side or
back. There is where the build ing is fo cused. So, for ex am ple in South east Asia, houses al ways
face the se cret moun tains where their an ces tral dwell ing is. And, in New Zea land, the Maori al ways 
try to make their houses fac ing the sea, be cause they came from across the sea and this is where
their an ces tors are.

So, since a house is more than hu man pro tec tion, other type of knowl edge starts to be de vel oped
around it. Af ter ar chae ol o gists found re mains of buri als in side houses, they found what is called
sec ond ary buri als. That means, when the corps is taken out of the grave and it is put in a spe cial
place. In Cori, for ex am ple, there is a big build ing, larger than any of the houses in the set tle ment.
The top most of the build ing looks like one of these post boxes; in side are skulls and un der neath is
the rest of the body. At the same time, in side the house, they found a skull which has shells for
eyes, its nose is re made, lips have some kind of make up and it is mounted in a pub lic post. So, we
find that in the early Neo lithic there is some thing go ing on with re spect to houses and death and it is 
as so ci ated with ar chi tec ture. The most sig nif i ca tive thing is that the build ings of the dead be gin to
be larger than the build ings of the peo ple who are alive. Be fore that, it was just graves in side the
houses and if you think about what hap pened af ter then, you have the great est geo met ri cal build -
ings in the world with a few dead bod ies, the pyr a mids.

Let’s see an other as pect in which the house is more than just shel ter. One could sug gest that
houses re pro duce hu man fig ures, where the back part is the head, some rooms are arms and the
front part is the legs. The house and the body be come sym bols of each other with their parts
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com ing to gether as if rep re sent ing and sus tain ing a hu man cos mol ogy that con tains both good and 
bad sci ence, and all spir its.

Now, I want to sug gest how a build ing im poses its rules on peo ple. Just im age this build ing, some -
body is walk ing from the front and if he/she wants to see some one in the ad min is tra tion, he/she has 
to go im me di ately to the left; if he/she goes im me di ately to the right, he/she sees the li brary and if
he/she wants a book that’s where he has to go. If he/she wants to see any of the pro fes sors or
some thing like that, he/she has to climb the stair cases be cause it is where they are. It‘s the build ing 
that is guid ing him/her. And if he/she wants go to a con fer ence he knows that he/she has to go left,
into this room.

It’s the same in houses. There is one place for cook ing, an other for eat ing, an other for sleep ing, an -
other for en ter tain ment, an other for tele vi sion; some times the tele vi sion is in the same en ter tain -
ment room, but what ever it is, there is al ways a dis tri bu tion of space that im poses rules, the rules of 
the house.

What I am go ing to sug gest is that in the be gin nings of ar chi tec ture, we can find the be gin nings of
rou tine, be cause the rules of a house don’t only ap ply to space, they also ap ply to time. Peo ple
usu ally sleep at night, eat dur ing the day, watch tele vi sion in the eve ning and this es tab lishes a rou -
tine. And all this will de velop in the Neo lithic with huge pal aces, tem ples and very com plex rou tines
or rit u als.

To fin ish I want to ana lyse two Co lom bian ex am ples for show ing you what I want to say. One is the
prehispanic roads near Medellín stud ied by Pro fes sor Julia Rave of Na tional Uni ver sity at
Medellin, and the other is the fig ures of San Agustin.

When I saw Julia´s pic tures, the first thing that called my at ten tion was their fan tas tic de sign. They
are won der ful ar chi tec tural and en gi neer ing build ings, where a har mo ni ous dis tri bu tion of weight
takes place. The larg est stones are at the bot tom and the small est stones at the top, so there is an
ex cel lent dis tri bu tion of the forces that in ter vene. In these build ings just as in the Neo lithic stone
build ing, there is a com bi na tion be tween ar chi tec ture and en gi neer ing which al low the du ra bil ity of
these build ings.

Both in these roads and in San Agustin stat ues, peo ple marked the land scape with ge om e try. Al -
though what San Agustin has is mono liths from grave yards, if you look at ten tively you can see geo -
met ric fig ures such as cir cles and rect an gles on them. The use of ge om e try, be it to rep re sent
an i mals or spaces is com mon all over the world, and it most prob a bly has its be gin nings in
ar chi tec ture.
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