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Introduction

Straddling the continents of Europe and Asia, Turkey occupies a unigue position both
geographically and culturally. Its history traverses millennia, woven from the vibrant
threads of countless human civilizations that have flourished, competed, and left
enduring legacies upon its soil. The nation that today is called Turkey stands as a
crossroads—not only of continents, but of epochs, faiths, and ideas. This book, A
History of Turkey, seeks to explore and illuminate this complex tapestry, tracing the
emergence and transformation of civilizations that have shaped not only Anatolia but,
in many ways, the wider world.

The journey across Turkey’s history begins deep in prehistory, in caves and early
settlements like Gobekli Tepe and Catalhdyuk, where some of humanity’s first
experiments in settled life, religion, and social organization took place. The land’s
fertility and strategic position attracted migrating peoples, traders, and empires. Its
central plateau and coasts were home to the enigmatic Hattians, the mighty Hittites,
and the legendary Lydians—peoples whose innovations, such as the earliest known
coinage, have echoed through time.

As centuries passed, Anatolia was drawn into the expanding empires of Persia and
Greece, becoming a stage for the ambitions of kings like Cyrus the Great and
Alexander the Great. Later, it was reshaped by Rome, which left deep imprints in
culture, religion, and urban life, and then as the Byzantine heartland, it became a
bastion of Christianity, scholarship, and imperial power. Religious, linguistic, and
cultural transformations during this time formed the crucible from which modern
Turkish identity would, much later, emerge.

The arrival of the Seljuks and subsequent migration of Turkic peoples marked a pivotal
moment—the forging of the region’s enduring Turkish character. The rise of the
Ottoman Empire, born in the Anatolian frontier, brought centuries of dominance,
creativity, and complexity. Ottoman rule traversed triumph and decline,
industrialization and reform, as the empire grappled with a changing world, the
challenge of nationalism, and, finally, the ravages of the First World War.

The 20th century saw the forging of the modern Republic of Turkey under Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, whose radical reforms sought to reconcile tradition with modernity and
to build a new secular, national identity. Since then, Turkey has continued to evolve,
navigating political turbulence, economic transformation, and debates over its place in
the world—a country ever balancing its storied past with its ambitions for the future.

This volume explores, chapter by chapter, the forces and events that have shaped
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Turkey from the earliest settlements to the present day. It aims not only to recount
great events and powerful leaders but also to recognize the resilience and diversity of
the peoples of Anatolia. In the pages that follow, readers will travel through layers of
time, witness the rise and fall of empires, the transformation of society, and the

constant interplay between tradition and change—a history as dynamic and enduring
as the land itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: Prehistoric Anatolia and the Dawn of
Civilization

The story of Anatolia, the vast peninsula that forms the majority of modern Turkey,
begins not with empires or written records, but in the deep mists of prehistory. Long
before monumental cities rose and fell, this land was a stage for some of humanity's
earliest steps, witnessing the transition from nomadic hunter-gatherers to settled
communities and the very dawn of civilization. The geographical position of Anatolia,

acting as a natural bridge between continents, ensured it was a vital corridor and
crossroads for early human migration and cultural exchange.

Evidence of human habitation stretches back as far as 1.2 million years ago, with a
stone tool discovered in the Gediz River providing a tangible link to these ancient
occupants. Paleolithic, or Old Stone Age, sites are scattered across the peninsula,
notably in caves like Yarimburgaz near Istanbul and Karain Cave near Antalya. These
ancient shelters offer glimpses into the lives of early humans who relied on hunting
and gathering to survive. Remains of animal bones and evidence of plant use have
been found, painting a picture of their subsistence strategies. The walls of some
Mediterranean caves even bear the marks of early artistic expression in the form of
murals.

As the last Ice Age waned and the climate grew milder, around 10,000 BCE, a
significant shift began to occur in Anatolia, particularly in the southeastern and central
regions. This was the start of the Neolithic period, a revolutionary era sometimes
called the "Neolithic Revolution" because of the profound changes it brought about.
Humans began to experiment with cultivating plants and domesticating animals,
gradually moving away from a purely nomadic existence towards a more settled
lifestyle. This transition wasn't necessarily a sudden switch but rather a gradual
process, with hunter-gatherers in some areas adopting farming techniques over time.

One of the most astonishing testaments to this period is Gobekli Tepe, located in
southeastern Anatolia. Dating back to the 10th millennium BCE, GObekli Tepe is a site
of monumental importance, featuring massive carved stone pillars arranged in circular
enclosures. These megaliths, some weighing up to 50 tons, predate Stonehenge by
thousands of years and offer compelling evidence of complex social organization and
shared symbolic beliefs among hunter-gatherer communities long before widespread
agriculture. The intricate carvings on the pillars, depicting wild animals and abstract
symbols, provide rare insights into their worldview and ritual practices. While its exact
purpose remains debated, Gobekli Tepe is widely interpreted as a ritual or ceremonial
center, possibly serving as a gathering place for dispersed groups. The discovery of
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domestic structures at the site also suggests that some level of settled life was
associated with these monumental constructions.

Following the era of Gobekli Tepe, other significant Neolithic settlements emerged
across Anatolia. These early villages marked a further step towards sedentary life and
the establishment of agricultural communities. Sites like Cayonu in the east, dating to
around 7250-6750 BCE, show evidence of early farming and animal husbandry,
including the domestication of the dog. The layout of Caydnu suggests a planned
settlement with a central square and buildings constructed of stone and mud.

Further west, in the Konya Plain of south-central Anatolia, arose Catalhdyuk, one of the
largest and most well-preserved Neolithic settlements known. Inhabited from
approximately 7500 BC to 5600 BC, Catalhoyuk was a sprawling proto-city that housed
a population estimated to be in the thousands. The inhabitants of Catalhdyuk lived in a
unique, densely packed community where houses were built directly against each
other, with access typically gained through openings in the roofs, effectively making
the rooftops the "streets" of the settlement.

Excavations at Catalhdyuk have revealed a wealth of information about daily life in the
Neolithic. The houses were constructed of mudbrick and often featured intricate wall
paintings and relief carvings depicting scenes of hunting, animals, and geometric
patterns. These artistic expressions offer valuable clues about the beliefs and cultural
practices of the people who lived there. The presence of burials beneath the floors of
houses indicates a close connection between the living and the dead.

Catalhoyuk demonstrates a society increasingly reliant on agriculture, with evidence
of domesticated crops and animals. The transition to farming in Anatolia appears to
have been largely driven by the local hunter-gatherer populations adopting these new
practices, rather than solely by the arrival of new peoples. The abundance of obsidian,
a volcanic glass used for tools, found at Catalhdylk and other Neolithic sites points to
the existence of extensive trade networks across Anatolia during this period.

Other notable Neolithic sites across Anatolia, such as Nevali Cori, Asikli Hoyuk, and
Hacilar, further illustrate the regional variations and developments of this
transformative era. Asikli Hoyuk, for instance, is recognized as one of the oldest known
villages in Central Anatolia and shows early evidence of lime burning and even
trepanation, a form of surgery.

The Chalcolithic period, or Copper Age, followed the Neolithic, beginning around 5500
BCE. This era saw the initial use of metal, specifically copper, alongside stone tools.
Sites from this period, including those at Hacilar and Mersin Yumuktepe, show a
continuation of settled life and the gradual integration of metalworking into existing
technologies. The spread of bronze metallurgy arrived in Anatolia from the
Transcaucasian Kura-Araxes culture in the late 4th millennium BCE, marking the
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beginning of the Bronze Age in the region.

The transition from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age in Anatolia was a slow but
impactful process, laying the groundwork for the more complex societies and empires
that would later emerge. The early inhabitants of Anatolia, from the hunter-gatherers
of the Paleolithic to the settled farmers of the Neolithic and the first metalworkers of
the Chalcolithic and early Bronze Age, demonstrated remarkable adaptability and
ingenuity, shaping the fundamental trajectory of human development in this vital
region. Their innovations in agriculture, architecture, social organization, and symbolic
expression created a rich foundation upon which the future history of Turkey would be
built.
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