Diskussionen

Unravelling Neolithic Europe?
Opportunities and obstructions in overviewing the European Neolithic

By Silviane Scharl

Since 2009, Oxford University Press has published a number of Handbooks on various topics in
Prehistoric Archacology. With this series, Oxford University Press aims at covering specific topics
— such as the Neolithic of Europe (6500-2500 BC) — as comprehensively as possible. Eventually,
in 2015 the “Oxford Handbook of Neolithic Europe” came out!. Comprehensive, in this case,
refers to regions, finds, analytical methods and interpretive approaches. It is considered to be a
compendium combining up-to-date syntheses with current innovative thinking in order to inform
and inspire the reader. The last part aims at developing key debates for Neolithic studies (p. 3).

These aims could not be more ambitious. Therefore, 56 contributions have been integrated and
arranged into four parts comprising a short introduction (Part I) and conclusion (Part IV) as well
as two parts on “Mobility, change, and interaction at the large scale” (Part II) and “Neolithic
worlds and Neolithic lifeways” (Part III). The last two comprise subchapters headed “Movement of
plants, animals, ideas, and people” and “Sequences of cultural interaction and cultural change”
(Part II) and “Houses, habitation, and community”, “Materiality and social relations”, “Monu-
ments, rock art, and cosmology” and finally “Death, bodies, and persons” (Part III). Dividing the
book into thematic parts rather than chronological or regional sections is promising. This facili-
tates not only the comparison across regions (p. 7) and thus helps to overcome differences in
chronological sub-divisions of the Neolithic, but also enables extending questions on various
aspects of Neolithic life. Certainly, this also enhances the “compelling new perspectives” announced
on the jacket. Various articles provide thought-provoking impulses making the handbook an inter-
esting read.

The contributions are conceptualised in quite different ways. While some provide a good over-
view on the respective topic (including the current state of research, but not always developing new
perspectives), others focus on interpretation and debates without providing detailed background
information, let alone a comprehensive overview. However, taken as a whole, both kinds of contri-
butions add to a quite complex and comprehensive picture of the Neolithic period, since a consid-
erable range of subjects is covered in a more or less detailed way by the enormous number of arti-
cles. Yet, it works out differently in the various parts of the handbook.

Part I: Introduction

The first part aims at giving a short overview and at defining the Neolithic in Europe (p. 4). Thus,
compelling new perspectives could have been developed in this part of the book already; or at least
a thorough summary of the current state of research could have been given. However, the authors
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confine themselves to listing well-known key-words like “agriculture”, “pottery”, “polished stone”
or “novel relations between people, things, animals and places”, stating that “the Neolithic was a
way of life, a way of getting on in and with the world” and that despite of a considerable degree of
variation “archacologists still think it valuable to talk about some societies as Neolithic and others
as Mesolithic or Bronze Age” (pp. 4-6).

This key section of the handbook is a bit disappointing for those, e. g. undergraduate students,
who might have expected to get introduced to more developed statements. Besides, it is not suffi-
cient, as the authors repeatedly do, to refer to the contributions of Thomas and Kristiansen in the
last part of the book, since both articles constitute a very interpretive approach providing a racher
narrow perspective of what “Neolithic” may mean. Moreover, it would have been worthwhile con-
sidering a brief history of the term Neolithic, which could easily have been written from a Euro-
pean perspective, if only to make clear that we are dealing with a European resp. Eurasian concept.
Based on this, a global perspective (as it has been taken for the beginnings of food production
during the last decades, e. g. BARKER 2006; D1amonD 1997; Smita 2001) could have been devel-
oped, looking at definitions and meanings of the concept on other continents.

Part II: Mobility, change, and interaction at the large scale

Chapters 2—7 are concerned with “Movements of plants, animals, ideas, and people”, treated in a
regional approach (South-East Europe, Mediterranean Europe, Central / Eastern Europe and
North-Western Europe), supplemented by the contributions of Shennan on “Languages, genes,
and cultural interaction” and Brown et al. on “Environments and landscape changes”. The latter is
particularly valuable since climatic change or, more generally, environmental factors and their
influence on cultural processes are a major topic in Neolithic research. This is probably due to the
fact that several marked climatic events and climatic shifts fall into this period, e. g. the 8.2 ka
event or the Boreal-Adantic transition and the Atlantic-Sub-Boreal transition. Due to the publica-
tion policy in the natural sciences (short articles in various international journals, barely any com-
prehensive books), there is only a small number of publications so far that would allow for a quick
overview on climatic change and reconstructions, underlying methods and basic proxies. In this
respect, Brown et al. fill a major gap. Table 2.1, for example, gives an excellent overview on impor-
tant climatic shifts during the Neolithic, relevant underlying data, postulated causes and pertinent
references. In the text, the regionally different sources for climatic proxies (e. g. lake level record in
the Alps, bog surface wetness (BSW) in northern Scandinavia and European Russia etc.), their
potential and meaning are discussed.

Based on the claim to be a compendium that combines up-to-date syntheses with current inno-
vative thinking, to inform and inspire the reader, the coverage and quality of the following contri-
butions is rather variable. Tresset’s contribution is an excellent example for a well-structured syn-
thesis on the early Neolithic in northwestern Europe that integrates the current state of research
and up-to-date analytical methods (e. g. isotope analysis) as well as major debates, going beyond
topics like chronology, typology, settlement systems or burial practices, which dominated research
on Neolithic Europe for a long time. Meanwhile, scientific methods of analysis allow for questions
we would not have thought of 10-15 years ago, e. g. on the adapration of biological cycles of ani-
mals to non-Mediterranean environments (p. 129). Tresset’s contribution is indeed informing and
inspiring and helps to develop concepts for future research. Other contributions, e. g. on Central
and Eastern Europe (Schier) or Mediterranean Europe (Guilaine), provide a good overview on the
current state of research concerning the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition and later developments.
The article on South-East Europe, however, follows a different structure. It is not an easy task to
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write a synthesis on “mobility, change and interaction” during the Neolithic in this vast area — par-
ticularly since the state of research and publication is quite inhomogeneous. Therefore, Miiller’s
idea to treat various major topics on the basis of key studies seems reasonable. Consequently, he
focuses on case studies from Impresso (as an example for mobility) and Butmir (as an example for
interrelations between mobility and demography) contexts as well as on early copper metallurgy.
Rather brief mention is made of important regions like Macedonia and Greece and major archaco-
logical phenomena like the Vinca or Karanovo cultures role in exchange networks or the impor-
tance of the Tiszapolgdr and Bodrogkereszttr cultures to early copper metallurgy. This leads, how-
ever, to a somehow narrow perspective on the vast archacological record from South-East Europe,
focused mainly on the Adriatic Neolithic. Moreover, the long timespan between submission and
publication poses a problem not only to this contribution. Due to new results on early copper met-
allurgy — first published in 2010 (RADIVOJEVIC ET AL.) — parts of this paragraph are already out of
date as finds of copper slag from the Vinéa settlement of Belovode (Serbia), dating to around 5000
BC, provoked new debates on the role of Europe in the development of early metallurgy in Eurasia
(lately e. g. Rap1vojevi¢ 2015; ROSENSTOCK ET AL. 2016).

Shennan’s contribution is an important supplement to the regional articles, because he discusses
both the possibilities and various analytical methods of genetic research. His focus is on the expan-
sion of farming populations, languages and genes. In this context he examines inter alia aDNA
analysis and studies on demographic patterns that gained importance in the last decade. He also
addresses the issue of “summed radiocarbon date probability” (often abbreviated as “dates as data”)
used as population proxies. This comparatively new approach has been highly debated during the
last years. However, the number of applied studies increases steadily (e. g. HiNz ET aL. 2012).
Since Shennan is one of the protagonists of this method, his contribution — unsurprisingly — does
not contain any detailed critique. Nonetheless, the Oxford handbook would have been a proper
place for a more critical view or even a separate discussion.

Despite its topic, Part I does not provide more detailed discussions of isotope analysis on Neo-
lithic mobility at this point. Its absence might be explained by a lack of analysis in various regions,
e. g. southeast Europe (though there are some, e. g. GiBLIN 2009, and its number is increasing). It
might also be explained by the fact that only during and after production of the handbook this
method became established. Hence, the long timespan between conceptualisation, submission of
articles and publication has to be mentioned once more. Meanwhile, several major studies were
conducted or are in progress (for Central Europe e. g. Bickie ET aAL. 2011 on LBK in Lower
Bavaria, Turck ET AL. 2012 on LBK and the settlement site Herxheim [Germany], TUrRck ET AL.
2014 on the Michelsberg Culture site Heidelberg-Handschuhsheim) and during the last decade or
so, isotope analysis has definitely become one of the most innovative and influential methods not
only for Neolithic contexts but for prehistoric research in general. Therefore (and since Oxford
handbooks claim to be a compendium combining wup-to-date syntheses with current innovative
thinking), this part lacks a separate contribution on methodological aspects as well as a thorough
critique — particularly since isotope analysis promises exciting results, provided that archaeologists
ask the right questions and are aware of what can be achieved by this method.

The last point to be made concerns numerous overlaps in content, particularly for contributions
with a regional focus and supra-regional topics, e. g. carly copper metallurgy (contributions of
Schier and Miiller), the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition in Greece and Macedonia (Miiller and
Guilaine) or the Adriatic Early Neolithic (Miiller and Guilaine). However, it is not detrimental to
the authors since the articles do not contain any contradictions. Considering the limited space,
though, avoiding overlaps would have enabled further contributions on aspects that are lacking.
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The second section of Part II, addressing “Sequences of cultural interaction and cultural change”
(chapters 8-11), is designed to complement the previous section (p. 8), but produces thematic
overlaps. Malone’s contribution, for example, contains various aspects already covered by Guilaine;
e. g. Guilaine’s figure 4.2 and Malone’s figure 9.1 are almost identical. Both maps illustrate the
diffusion of Neolithic farming into the Mediterranean and Europe.

Part III: Neolithic worlds and Neolithic lifeways

This critique on thematic overlaps does not apply to Part III. Its focus is on individual aspects of
Neolithic life, comprising material as well as social, cultural or cognitive aspects. With their clear
thematic delimitation, the articles provide excellent overviews on “Houses, habitation, and com-
munity”, “Subsistence and social routine”, “Materiality and social relations”, “Monuments, rock
art, and cosmology” and “Death, bodies, and persons”. Most authors provide basic information
and crucial insights into the current state of research and address numerous aspects. That way they
develop a complex and vivid picture of the Neolithic in Europe and provide fascinating insights on
allegedly well-known finds, e. g. Last’s contribution on “Longhouse lifestyles in the Central Euro-
pean Neolithic”. Apparent overlaps, e. g. between Last’s contribution and Coudart’s article on the
Bandkeramik longhouses, rather complement each other due to different approaches. Coudart’s
reference to Lasts contribution shows that the authors have obviously coordinated each other on
thematic aspects. This gives rise to a multilayered picture of Neolithic architecture with its various
levels of meaning. Considered as a whole, the section on “Houses, habitation, and community” is
an excellent piece of work.

The same holds true for the following sections on “Subsistence and social routine” and ,,Materi-
ality and social relations”. For example, the contributions by Schulting, Bogaard and Halstead
provide excellent surveys on methods, results and critique of research on Neolithic subsistence.
Taken as a whole, the contributions written by or together with natural scientists are definitely
inspiring, since various new analytical methods allow for new perspectives on the archaeological
record (e. g. the analysis of dental microwear in sheep and goats from Ecsegfalva 23 in Hungary
and Makriyalos in Greece, revealing a very abrasive diet which in turn implies restriction to heavily
overgrazed or freshly cultivated pasture [p. 393]). Moreover, there are well-written archaeological
overviews on large-scale and complex phenomena (e. g. Vander Linden’s article on the Bell Beaker
phenomenon) as well as more specific articles treating important Neolithic materials such as spon-
dylus, amber or copper. The latter is covered in three regional contributions that complement each
other in a perfect way, thus providing a comprehensive picture of early copper metallurgy in Neo-
lithic Europe. The reader will definitely benefit from this section, for the first time providing brief,
concise surveys on several types of material. Still other contributions offer inspiring new perspec-
tives on seemingly well-known, rather unappealing evidence (e. g. Garrow’s article on “Deposi-
tions in pits”), or on Neolithic individuals and their daily routine in general (e. g. MlekuZ’s article
on the “Neolithic year”). The same goes for Loveday’s text on “Religious routine and pilgrimage in
the British Isles”. He adds another exciting perspective on the archaeological record and on Neo-
lithic lifeways; the integration of further regions would have been quite interesting.

Taken as a whole, the sections on ,Monuments, rock art, and cosmology® and ,,Death, bodies,
and persons® can also be characterised as a good piece of work. The contribution on Central Euro-
pean enclosures, however, might not come up to some reader’s expectations (postgraduates and
more experienced scholars), in particular because the last decade witnessed considerable research
on this type of monument (from the LBK to the Final Neolithic), e. g. ZEEB-LANZ ET AL. 2009 on
Herxheim (LBK), BErRTEMES 2008, MELICHAR / NEUGEBAUER 2010, MEYER / RAETZEL-FABIAN
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2006 or Scuier 2008 on various middle Neolithic enclosures (Kreisgrabenanlagen) and
GescHWINDE / RaETZEL-FABIAN 2009 on Michelsberg enclosures, to name but a few. This vivid
research is neither reflected in the text nor in the list of references. Whereas the contributions on
Neolithic rock art (in Iberia, the Italian Valcamonica and Northern Europe) are a good and inspir-
ing read, helping to bring this sometimes marginalised topic into focus. After all, this archaeologi-
cal source constitutes an essential store of information on the cosmology of Neolithic people that
reflects an important sphere of Neolithic life.

Allin all, Part III covers numerous important aspects of the European Neolithic, even seemingly
marginal topics. Nonetheless, there are some — minor — gaps. Various smaller areas, such as Alba-
nia, are left out. Eastern Europe only plays a minor role, which also applies to Poland despite its
rich archaeological record from Neolithic contexts and its special role as border region between
Central European Neolithic societies and hunter-gatherers in the neighbouring areas to the north
and east. Still other topics and regions are covered comparably detailed and from every conceivable
perspective, e. g. the Central European Bandkeramik (LBK). Therefore, there is a bit of an avoida-
ble disequilibrium concerning the issues addressed. Then again, even 56 contributions are presum-
ably not sufficient to present and discuss every single aspect of the overwhelmingly rich archaco-
logical record of this period.

Part IV: Conclusion: Debates in Neolithic Archaeology

The last part of the book aims at “developing key debates for Neolithic studies” in three contribu-
tions that focus on quite different aspects. Whittle addresses the Neolithic in Central and South-
East Europe while Thomas develops more general thoughts on Neolithic society and Kristiansen
examines the Neolithic-Bronze Age transition. Due to these various issues and the different
research traditions the authors represent, they develop quite diverse perspectives. Whittle, for
example, would want to see future research unpicking trajectories of commencement and first
development (e. g. the beginnings of the Neolithic) with much more precision — given our ability
now to define radiocarbon timescales with much more confidence (p. 1052 f.). He also points to
the potential of aDNA analysis, developing a critical view on the method and current models
based on this data. More generally, he emphasises the relevance of a detailed analysis in order to
reconstruct the complexity of Neolithic societies. The considerable regional variation and stagger-
ing of Neolithic development is often blurred by the “big picture” that leads to conventional pre-
dictions of steady evolution (p. 1064). Whittle quite rightly notes that the “dominant tendencies
in interpretation [of social structure] have been to seek and find differences in social position
within any given community, and to see an intensification in social differentiation through time”
(p. 1059). Rather, the reconstruction of late Neolithic societies (e. g. Michelsberg contexts in Cen-
tral Europe) as hierarchically organised chiefdoms is highly questionable, since regular settlements
and burials are barely known.

Thomas” and Kristiansen’s contributions likewise examine Neolithic societies. Thomas focuses
on the Neolithic as a period of social transformation. Whether Kristiansen develops key debates
for Neolithic studies in his article at all has to remain open from my point of view. In his compar-
ative approach to Neolithic and Bronze Age society, he indeed develops important research ques-
tions. His work is highly interpretive, however, and his hypotheses can only partly be substantiated
with the archacological record. In general, his reconstruction of Bronze Age society is highly
debated (see e. g. Kienvin 2015), which is why his contribution is of relevance but might not be a
good choice to form the closing article.
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Finally, some minor points need to be made concerning formal as well as thematic aspects. Var-
ious contributions contain mistakes due to insufficient editing. Considering the price of 125 £ or
c. 180 € and the reputation of Oxford University Press I would have expected a more thorough
editing. For example, Miiller’s contribution on South-Eastern Europe contains two different spell-
ings of Tokai (fig. 3.1) resp. Tokay (p. 67). In Schier’s article on Central Europe, Lesser Poland is
translated as “Little Poland” and Hofmann and Orschiedt refer to the contribution of Roberts and
Frieman as Roberts and Friedman (p. 999), to name but a few.

The long timespan between submission (in 2009/2010), revision (in 2011) and publication (in
2015) has already been mentioned. It would have been helpful, if all — not only some chapters —
were marked with a “date stamp” of submission and revision. This would have helped to assess the
timeliness of each contribution, particularly since some were obviously written considerably later
than others (e. g. Part IV).

Taken as a whole, the editors selected the right contributors — not only because numerous
experts contributed to the book at hand but also because they come from different fields and tradi-
tions of research (natural sciences, material studies etc.), thus facilitating an interesting mixture of
different perspectives on the Neolithic in Europe. Moreover, the great effort of coordinating this
multitude of authors and articles has to be acknowledged, although there are some overlaps that
might have been avoided. The large number of contributions and their coordination might explain
the long timespan between submission and publication.

The last point to be made is the question whether this handbook meets the requirements of
being a compendium that combines up-to-date syntheses with current innovative thinking to
inform and inspire the reader. As far as the regional coverage is concerned — reaching form Spain
and Portugal to the Ukraine, Latvia and Estonia and from the Mediterranean to the Orkneys — this
description is definitely appropriate. Some periods, however, are only partly represented, and there
is a disequilibrium in favour of larger phenomena — first and foremost the Central European Band-
keramik — while many minor archaeological cultures are only touched upon briefly or do not play
a role at all. In addition, there are some gaps concerning analytical methods, such as a critical sur-
vey on aDNA analysis or the “dates as data”-approach. Analytical methods and data on the rele-
vance of milk and dairying are also missing. Moreover, there are some major debates and hypothe-
ses of the last decades that would have been worth a critical review in the light of new data. Sher-
ratt’s Secondary Products Revolution, for example, is mentioned in several chapters, a more
detailed view on the current state of research on wheeled transport, milk, wool, horse riding etc. is
lacking, however.

Nonetheless, most contributions cover numerous important aspects of the Neolithic in Europe
and provide bibliographies containing the relevant publications. Therefore, most of them consti-
tute a valuable first step into the respective topic and are a good read, presenting the current state
of research and “compelling new perspectives”. Considered as a whole, the book can indeed be
recommended to undergraduates, postgraduates and more experienced scholars (p. 3). However, it
has to be kept in mind that the quality and coverage of the chapters and subchapters are variable.
Still, for the following years this handbook will be a good source for getting a first impression of
many specific topics. First and foremost because of the immense range of issues which are
addressed, whereby a complex and detailed picture arises, not only of the European Neolithic but
also of an innovative and vivid research providing a sense of the future direction that is definitely
exciting.
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