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Abstract In a 1995 article, ‘Reviving the Grand Narrative’, Andrew Sherratt critiqued

stadial models based on binary opposition (Sherratt in J Eur Archaeol 3:1–32, 1995),

causing some to question whether the ‘post’ of ‘post-Pleistocene’ was an appropriate way

to understand the period. This paper uses that critique as a starting point and examines the

Early Holocene of Mediterranean Europe, not as the backwater of Pleistocene big-game

hunters, but rather as a dynamic period of socioeconomic as well as environmental

changes, separate from yet related to both the preceding Epipaleolithic and the ensuing

Early Neolithic.
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Introduction

I met Andrew Sherratt only once. It was in Philadelphia in the late seventies, at the famous

(or infamous) showdown between US New Archaeologists, flying the banner of Lewis

R. Binford, and British archaeologists, rallying behind Colin Renfew. All expected the two

beacons of distinct thinking to duke it out over the keynote address, given by Colin.

However, it did not happen that way and the day ended with much drinking—the Brits

brought the Scotch. And that is when I met Andrew Sherratt.

Besides that memorable encounter, however, I benefited, along with many of my cohort,

from his research and writing. His work in Hungary was pivotal for me, since I had hoped

to conduct research in Eastern Europe (or what was then Eastern Europe), and it was

inspiring to find that an English archaeologist could accomplish such invaluable study

despite potential problems of politics and language.

A more recent article was the inspiration of this paper: Sherratt’s (1995) David Clarke

Memorial Lecture, published in the Journal of European Archaeology as ‘Reviving the

Grand Narrative: Archaeology and long-term change’ (Sherratt 1995).
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Background

Research into the Holocene hunter-gatherers of Mediterranean Europe experienced a surge

of activity during the late 1980s and 1990s. Several scholars compelled us to view the

Early Holocene not as the backwater of Pleistocene big-game hunters, but rather as a

dynamic period of socioeconomic as well as environmental changes, separate from yet

related to both the preceding Epipaleolithic and the ensuing Early Neolithic (Clark 1991;

Radovanović and Voytek 1997; cf. Straus 1996). Along these lines, Andrew Sherratt’s

critique of the study of the post-Pleistocene argued effectively that it is not necessarily

‘post,’ but rather, an interstadial, which would be better examined with a model that is

founded on historical process rather than binary opposition (Sherratt 1995, p. 27).

In addition to attempts at ‘rethinking’ the Mesolithic, anthropological and ethnological

studies have found their way into archaeological research designs in places where they had

not previously been active. This fact, in the case of Italy, caused at least one researcher to

argue that a ‘paradigmatic shift in current Mesolithic research’ had occurred, especially in

northeast Italy (Bietti 1991, p. 269). Understandably, these trends are regional and uneven

across the archaeological landscape. However, they are irreversible and lead us to examine

the results to date and expectations for the future for Early Holocene studies in the

Mediterranean.

The period referenced in this account is the ninth to the sixth millennium BP uncalibrated

radiocarbon dates (c. 7500–4500 BC calibrated). The geographic area is the northern

Adriatic, roughly from the Adige Valley to the Slovenian Karst (Biagi et al. 1993; Biagi and

Voytek 1994). The nature of the available data is uneven in this broad region. Recent survey

and fieldwork projects, as well as several environmental studies, have been carried out

mainly in the alpine and pre-alpine regions, and pollen studies from peat layers in the

mountains have painted an excellent picture of environmental change from the Late Pleis-

tocene to the Holocene (Starkel 1992; Cattani 1992; Oeggl and Wahlmüller 1992; Kofler

1992; Alciati et al. 1992). In addition, a number of faunal studies have contributed to this

picture (Chaix and Bridault 1992; Tagliacozzo and Cassoli 1992). The major environmental

developments of the Holocene, which are highlighted in this work, have been presented,

sometimes in detail, in other studies, namely, (a) the increase in forestation and concomitant

improvement in soil cover and plant resource variability; and (b) the rise in sea level, loss of

coastlines, and fluctuations in inland water levels affecting both marine and riverine habitats

and resources (Barker 1996; Flemming 1983; Geddes et al. 1983; Heinz 1990; Šegota and

Filipcic 1991; Shackleton and Van Andel 1985; Sordina 1983; cf. Straus 1996; Van Andel

1989, 1990; Whittle 1996; Zvelebil 1994). Related to these environmental developments

were changes in the subsistence systems of the human populations as they adapted and in

some cases, adopted, strategies to manage the range of new resources (Zvelebil and Rowley-

Conwy 1986, p. 80). Admittedly, the environmental changes were slow in terms of human

lifetimes and ‘would have been perceived as gradual changes in relative proportions of

habitats and resources, not abrupt replacements’ (Jochim 1996, p. 358).

At the same time, the interaction between changing environment and changing human

behavior can be studied over what has come to be referred to as the longue durée, bor-

rowing the term from the Annales School (Bintliff 1991). Although this is not the place for

an analysis of Sherratt’s view of the School, it is clear that he shared its perspective when

he wrote that ‘what seemed to archaeologists to be like events were in reality, slow

transformations’ (Sherratt 1997, p. 500). For me, Andrew Sherratt was a master at

incorporating and encouraging an expanded view of space and time (Yoffee and Sherratt

1993).
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There are two aspects of the longue durée approach that make it attractive and motivate

its inclusion as background for this paper. First of these is the way in which time is

conceptualized in separate but overlapping spans: the short-term events within an indi-

vidual lifetime (such as the construction of a fireplace and digestion of a meal in a cave);

the medium-term of several generations to several centuries (such as some archaeological

cultures for which a fine-tune chronology cannot be set, for example, the Impressed Ware

culture); and finally the long-term, which can span one to several thousand years (such as

post-Pleistocene geological or environmental changes).

Another positive feature of the Annales approach for archaeological study is its regional

perspective. The varied geographic, climatic, and environmental factors which have

interplayed with cultural development among the various regions of, in this case, northern

Italy, contribute to the difficulty of defining a homogeneous process of post-Pleistocene

adaptation. As Sherratt specifically argued, the ‘…contrast between ‘‘Mesolithic’’ and

‘‘Neolithic’’ ways of life is in fact as much geographical as chronological…’ (Sherratt

1997, p. 136). A regional approach incorporates the variable factors, and positions the

researcher to compare regions, rather than archaeological cultures. It is to these regions we

can now turn.

Alpine and Pre-Alpine Regions

In northeast Italy, especially in the Adige Valley, researchers have shown that site dis-

tribution differs between the Preboreal/Boreal age (c. 7950–5800 cal BC), affiliated with

the so-called Sauveterrian chipped stone industry and the later Atlantic period

(5800–4500 cal BC), associated with a lithic technological tradition that has come to be

called the Castelnovian industry. The break between these two industries is not especially

sharp, and their usefulness in supporting a meaningful comparative framework is limited.

The basis of comparison continues to be stone tool types, which do not always lend

themselves to testing the theories advanced as to the adaptive behavior which formulated

them (Jochim 1996, p. 358). However, as mentioned, this situation is benefiting from the

increased number of interdisciplinary regional studies.

Such works have shown that in the earlier period the sites were distributed both on

alpine valley-bottoms and in the mountains, at altitudes from 1,900 to 2,300 m. In time, the

sites on the alpine valley-bottoms remained while the mountain sites became rarer. The

change in site distribution has been related to ecological changes through time, accom-

panying a progressive shift from a cold dry environment to a temperate and more humid

woodland (Tagliacozzo and Cassoli 1992, p. 181). The increase in heat and humidity

between the Boreal and Atlantic caused the disappearance of ibex and chamois at lower

altitudes, while expansion and restocking of oaks and hazel advanced the populations of

red deer, roe deer and wild boar in the alpine valleys and plains (Tagliacozzo and Cassoli

1992, p. 190).

The retreat of the caprine habitat thereby affected land use, site distribution, hunting and

butchering patterns (Tagliacozzo and Cassoli 1992, p. 188). Faunal evidence examined by

Tagliacozzo and Cassoli from three Adige Valley sites (Pradestal, Romagnano III and the

Soman Rockshelter) shows that seasonal hunting of caprines continued. However, because

of greater distances to climb to hunt these animals, transport became problematic.

Butchering and skinning took place at the hunting station to reduce transport costs. Besides

the faunal data, there is some evidence, in the form of microwear studies of stone tool use

(Lemorini 1992), that helps support the hypothesis that environmental changes played a
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role in the changing tool industries. Four studies can be summarized here: (1) Laghetti del

Crestoso is a hunting site, located at 2,000 m asl. The industry has been described as Late

Castelnovian and dated to the Middle Atlantic. Microwear studies have shown that the

tools had been used for both hunting and butchering. (2) Lago delle Buse 2 is another

hunting site at 2,000 m asl. The industry is classified as Sauveterrian and dated to the Late

Boreal/Early Atlantic. Microwear analysis has shown that the tools were used for hunting,

butchering and skinning. (3) Rondeneto, at 1,780 m asl, is a hunting camp with Sauvet-

errian tool types and dated to the Boreal. The microwear study revealed armatures only for

hunting and two wood-working tools. (4) Vaiale is a camp at 830 m asl. The tool types are

classified as Sauveterrian and the site is dated to the Boreal. All tools were armatures for

hunting. No butchering or other activities took place at this camp (Voytek, nd).

The purpose of this comparison of assemblage function is to demonstrate that tech-

nological changes in lithic assemblages can be related to ecological developments affecting

human land use during the Holocene if the research design incorporates such analyses.

The Plains

Research on the Po and Friuli plains has not been as intensive as in the alpine areas,

although it too has been gaining momentum over the past decade or so (Biagi and Voytek

1994; Ferrari and Pessina 1992, 1996). Published data from the Po Plain for the Mesolithic

are almost nonexistent, while the data from the Friuli Plain have been gathered relatively

recently, since the 1970s, mostly from survey (Candussio et al. 1991). One of the few sites

to have actually been excavated, is the Biarzo rockshelter (Bressan et al. 1982). According

to lithic typology, this site is considered Sauveterrian, as is the site of S. Giorgio di Nogaro.

Another site, Muzzana del Turgnano, is associated with early Castelnovian, again on

typological grounds. In Friuli, Mesolithic sites are found among the morainic hills, facing

basins of glacial origin which had likely been flooded into the Holocene. Examples include

the sites of Molin Nuovo, Rive d’Arcano, Corno-Ripudio, Cassacco, Porpetto, and sites

along the Torres (Fragiacomo and Pessina 1995, p. 27). An emphasis on water resources,

such as fish, aquatic turtle, and water fowl, has been suggested for this area, although the

record is poor. The faunal record is decidedly better for the karst sites, discussed below,

and I would argue that we can use that data to support claims of an emphasis on water

resources elsewhere during the Holocene, for example, on the Po and Friuli plains.

Interestingly, given the limited data at hand, one can still say that the pattern of site

distribution does not appear to differ dramatically through time between the Early

Mesolithic Sauveterrian and the later Castelnovian in this region. For example, as men-

tioned, there are sites with what have been called sauveterroide/castelnovian industries

located in lacustrine and riverine settings, many from morainic hills facing glacial basins

which had likely been Early Holocene lakes. I would mention here that research on

Neolithic sites in the plains is much more advanced. Paleobotanical study of plains sites is

rather extensive and has led some researchers to argue that ‘There was far from the center

of the development of agriculture a proto-agricultural society or at least one can say there

existed people in possession of notions of edible species and the technology of gathering

and storing’ (my translation) (Carugati et al. 1996, p. 104).

Interestingly, the locations of the Early Neolithic sites do not differ greatly from those

of the Mesolithic.
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The Karst

Mesolithic occupation in the Trieste karst has been known and studied for almost 60 years,

largely due to the efforts of speologists (Cannarella 1984). There are as yet no open sites

known from the Italian karst, although a few Mesolithic open sites are known from

Slovenia and Istria (Malez 1979; Frelih 1987; Brodar and Osole 1979; Leben 1976, 1988;

Turk et al. 1992, 1993; Brodar 1992). To date, research has revealed a similar pattern of

Sauveterrian industries associated with the Preboreal/Boreal period and later Castelnovian

lithic traditions during the Atlantic. During the earlier period, the hunting of large mam-

mals like red deer and wild boar predominated, with some evidence for gathering land

molluscs and river fish. From more recent Atlantic period sites, we find an increased

emphasis on gathering marine molluscs and marine fish. In some cases, the number of

anatomical remains of marine species is 50% greater than that of other faunal remains in

the cave. The change seems to correspond well with developments in the lithic industries

and correlates with environmental changes mentioned earlier, especially the rise in sea

level associated with the Holocene (Boschin 2004, pp. 10–11).

Grotta dell’Edera is a karst cave in Italy near Aurisina, at which excavations were

carried out between 1969 and 1975. Subsequent excavations took place between 1992 and

2002, with a 2-year hiatus in 1994 and 1995. The work at Edera has revealed a near 4 m

thick sequence comprised of superimposed fireplaces, hearths, cooking floors, and firepits,

with occupation layers attributed to the Migration and Roman periods, the Bronze and

Copper Ages, the Middle and Early Neolithic, as well as the Sauveterrian and Castelnovian

Mesolithic. Water-screening was conducted on all the soil removed from the cave, using a

2 mm mesh screen. As a result, we have been able to collect archaeological evidence,

including the smallest of specimens such as microfauna, fish bones, charred seeds, and land

snails, as well as artifacts including microliths and debitage. The excavation was carried

out following the natural stratigraphic layers, which are designated by numbers and letters.

Each layer has been further subdivided into horizontal unit levels (‘spits’) of 10 cm

thickness in order to better appreciate the variability of human activity within each layer.

The variations in texture and nature of the sediment at Edera are easily observed from layer

3 downwards. The deposit assigned to layer 2 is essentially a fine-grained grey-buff silt,

while the deposit of layer 3 is a compact reddish clay (Biagi et al. 2008, pp. 251–260;

Boschian 1997).

Two features described here are of particular note:

A hearth/fireplace about one meter in diameter was uncovered in layer 3a (Fig. 1).

Associated with the hearth was a Castelnovian lithic assemblage, small in size, 538 arti-

facts (Biagi et al. 2008, p. 252). In addition, 17 potsherds were also found, associated with

the feature. A date of 6700 ± 130 BP (GX-19569)–(c. 5600 cal BC) was found for the

fireplace, rather late in the Castelnovian Mesolithic range. Another find of great interest

were three sandstone beads, 1.5 mm in diameter. Since sandstone is unknown in the area,

the beads had been made elsewhere and brought to the cave. The pottery is also of non-

local origin (Spataro 2001).

In terms of faunal remains, there is evidence for hunting red deer, pig and roe deer, but

there were also remains of domesticated species, mainly caprines. At the same time

specimens of Patella and Monodonta marine shells totally dominate the faunal remains

from this feature. As mentioned above, this situation is known from similar cave features

of the same age (Biagi and Voytek 1994; Biagi et al. 1993). For example, at the caves of

Azzura and Tartaruga, land molluscs had been found associated with earlier levels, while

sea molluscs and fishing came to dominate the faunal remains in the later levels associated
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with Castelnovian industries (Cannarella 1984, p. 107; Cannarella and Cremonesi 1967). It

bears repeating that the dates correspond generally to Holocene changes in sea level due to

melting ice sheets, c. 8000–7000 BP.

During the 1997 season at Edera, in layer 3c of the cave, we uncovered what could be

described as a living floor with fire pit that was dated 8250 ± 50 (GrA 11818); and

8350 ± 120 (GrN 25139) (c. 7000 cal) BC (Fig. 2). The lithic assemblage reflects a

Sauveterrian industry with tools having been made on local poor-quality chert—basically

Fig. 1 Grotta dell’Edera, level 3a. Fireplace at 350–360 cm. (drawn by N. Ilic)
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bands of black chert found in the local limestone. As a result, the cores are mainly tabular.

The tools include long scalene triangles and smaller isosceles triangles (Biagi et al. 2008,

p. 253). There is evidence that the limestone had been split to extract the chert, perhaps

heating the rocks to facilitate the process. Bone and antler tools were also found on the

living floor, often highly polished and/or used.

Analysis of the faunal remains from this layer as well as Boreal/Preboreal layers 3b and

3d has provided interesting results (Boschin 2004). Perhaps the main characteristic of the

Fig. 2 Grotta dell’Edera, level 3c. Fireplace at 390–400 cm. (drawn by N. Ilic)
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assemblages is the high index of fragmentation, which is arguably connected to the

activities of the early occupiers of the cave. That is, the extensive fragmentation of the

bones cannot be exclusively due to natural causes like humidity, soil pH, or thermal

changes. Human action also figures here (Boschin 2004, pp. 24, 75). The most numerous

species in terms of remains is red deer (Cervus elaphus). In addition, there are found the

remains of roe deer, wild boar, mountain goat, ibex, Bos primigenius, badger, otter, fox,

marten, dog, wild cat, lynx, bear, hare, beaver, marmot, and hedgehog.

Evidence for butchering was observed on many bones—cutmarks from disarticulation,

removing meat from the bone, and fracturing the bone (Boschin 2004, p. 75). An analysis

of the microwear of the lithic assemblage from layer 3c supported these observations since

a very high percentage of the used tools (over 50%) had been used for butchering or

scraping and cutting bone. At the same time, the balance of the assemblage showed

significant variation in the use of the tools, including wood-working and activities on hides/

skins. In this respect, the feature in 3c differed greatly from that of 3a, in which a few

specialized activities had been performed, mainly connected with the manufacture of

armatures (Biagi et al. 2008, p. 253). The more recent feature suggests a hunting camp,

which the living floor of layer 3c clearly was not. There was good representation of all

parts of the animals and sufficient faunal evidence to argue for long-term occupation, even

if perhaps not in the winter (Boschin 2004, pp. 75–80).

In addition, there exists a difference in terms of the hearth structures between the two

horizons (Biagi et al. 2008, p. 257). That is, in the earlier Boreal horizon, no hearth

construction had been undertaken although there was evidence of what might be called a

fire pit associated with the remains of red deer and wild boar, as well as debris from stone

and bone tool manufacture. The feature appears to represent a clearing or cleaning of the

area used by a relatively large group, possibly over some period of time—a fact supported

also by the faunal analysis, as mentioned above. The more recent hearth had a stone base

and cooking area that reflected some effort on the part of a smaller group of foragers in

what had been perceptibly a single episode and shorter use of the space.

Analysis of carbonized plant remains from all levels of the Mesolithic (3a–3d) has

shown that climate change through the Holocene had been gradual, with mixed oak and

pine forests. Also interesting was the determination that carbonized hazelnuts had been part

of the diet of the population that inhabited the cave and created the living floor (Nisbet

2000, p. 164). Other climate indicators (bones of fresh water fish and tortoise) from the

excavations of Edera show that fresh water had been abundant near the cave during the

Mesolithic (Delfino and Bressi 2000, p. 123).

We hope that future analyses might shed some light on the potential size of each of the

groups responsible for the features, the seasonality of the structures, and potentially the

length of use and/or degree of reuse of the fireplaces/hearths (Heinz 1990; Galanidou

1997). A study undertaken by Movius at the Abri Pataud in the early 1960s attempted to

differentiate Upper Palaeolithic social groupings through time (Movius 1966). Although

the study had some shortcomings (Galanidou 1997, p. 7), it was at that time considered

rather innovative. Referencing Andrew Sherratt again, I believe that his observation about

‘…the long-term significance of the repeated shifts from communal to individual… from

TRB to Corded Ware…’ (Sherratt 1997, p. 494) has relevance here. That is, the change

through time in the usage of the Edera cave reveals changes in social relations during the

Mesolithic that were as significant as those which accompanied the earliest food

production.
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Conclusion

There is, in effect, no conclusion to this article since the research is ongoing and the

purpose of this work is to illustrate some of the directions being undertaken. With the

increased emphasis on Holocene studies of an interdisciplinary and regional nature, I

believe that a clear picture will emerge of socioeconomic transformation, with interacting

environmental and cultural developments that can be examined over the longue durée. In

the northern Adriatic, elements of these developments can be seen and related to a

framework of resource management strategies, discussed more than 20 years ago by

Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy (1986): increased residential permanence, logistical use of

resources, technological developments, specialized tool kits, pottery, development of trade

and exchange, and social elaboration. These strategies have an historical trajectory, and as

pointed out by Jochim, responses ‘to the environmental changes of this period should vary

according to the specific past adaptations of the groups involved’ (Jochim 1996, p. 360).

To a certain extent, the past adaptations of the Holocene foragers have tended to be

underplayed, almost like a people without history. They fall within a ‘transitional’ period,

and theorists who study transitions tend to look less to origins than to future states when

seeking explanations. There have been several archaeological studies of the Mesolithic–

Neolithic transition that can be characterized in this way, and these tend to promote a

dichotomy between the two economies, which we would argue becomes less apparent if a

sense of the historical trajectory is maintained. I believe that Andrew Sherratt would have

argued this as well. One can continue to look to his works for inspiration and a framework

in which to do better prehistory.
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