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CHAPTER 7

PALEODEMOGRAPHY OF ANATOLIAN POPULATIONS 
FROM NEOLITHIC PERIOD TO OTTOMAN PERIOD

Ahmet İhsan AYTEK1

INTRODUCTION

The skeletal system is the hardest part of the body and can be preserved for a 
long time.  Therefore, that is the most important body part for the researches for 
once living populations. Biological anthropologists, who work on human skeletal 
remains, try to bring to light the demographic features of these ancient popula-
tions with the help of skeletal material. The data, such as age, sex, diet, profession 
etc., can be understood by the examining the skeleton of the individuals, since all 
of these features leave traces on the bones.

Anatolia has been settled by a lot of different civilizations due to its geographic 
position. It has been hosting humans for at least 1.2 million years and different 
parts of it has been populated by different groups. The early attempts to work on 
these ancient populations go back to early 30’s by the first biological anthropolo-
gists in Turkey (Günay & Şarbak, 2015). From these first studies up to today, the 
number of anthropology departments and biological anthropologists has been 
increasing day by day and thus the osteological studies as well.

In the last 90 years (from 1930 to 2019), numerous studies focused on anthro-
pological analyses of skeletal material of ancient populations. Although the early 
studies just focused on the fundamental data such as age and sex of the individu-
als, later studies reveal much more data from the skeletal material.  

Despite of this high number of researches, there is just a few general overview 
of demographic structure of Anatolian populations. On the other hand, Şenyürek 
(1947) published an overview about the longevity in ancient Anatolian popula-
tions. Totally 112 individuals from 10 different archaeological sites used for the 
study. The age distributions are; 0-12 (13), 13-20 (8), 21-40 (22), 41-60 (15), 61+ 
(4) for Chalcolithic, 0-12 (2), 13-20 (2), 21-40 (10), 41-60 (2), 61+ (1) for Bronze, 
0-12 (2), 13-20 (2), 21-40 (7), 41-60 (2), 61+ (1) for Iron, 0-12 (3), 21-40 (6), 
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but most of the archaeological excavations do not assign anthropologist and thus 
a lot of information are lost. Furthermore, the situation becomes worse when the 
excavation has to finished rapidly. 

Although the data, about the age of death, gives important information about 
the demographic structures of periods, it is very important to keep in mind that 
the number of age-determined individuals is highly low when we compare with 
the total number of individuals. In this study, there are 9803 adult individuals 
and just % 37 of them are known for their age of death (3625 individuals). On the 
other hand, age of death of % 45.5 of total sub-adults is presented in study. The 
main reason of this low percentage in adult ages is rely on that the given ages for 
sub-adults have shorter intervals than adults. The wide age ranges, such as 30-60, 
were not used in this study. Nevertheless, the results give important data about 
the chances in age of death throughout history. With the beginning of Bronze age, 
the number of middle aged and old age individuals went into an upward trend. 
Furthermore, the increase in the number old adult also can be a good indicator 
of the accuracy of results since it is well-known that life span has been increasing 
throughout history. For the sub-adults, between % 30 to 60 of sub-adults died until 
the end of third life year from Neolithic to Ottoman, and there is a decrease in sub-
adult death from Neolithic to Ottoman. There is an exception in Byzantine period 
which can be interpreted as the result of bad health conditions in Medieval age.  

The number of anthropological analyses on human skeletal remain is grow-
ing very rapidly especially in the last two decades. Nevertheless, it would not be 
wrong to say that it is below its potential when we think about the archaeological 
background of Anatolia. To increase paleodemographic data from skeletal mate-
rial, it is necessary to (1) establish more scientific cooperation between archae-
ologists and anthropologists, (2) assign more anthropologists to archaeological 
excavations and (3) train archaeologists about fundamental human osteology. 
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