World Prehistory: Class 10


The European neolithic and bronze ages: Stonehenge, the Iceman, and more
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-	Mesolithic background in western Europe (Italy and west of it)


-	Mesolithic: After the Upper Paleolithic, before the Neolithic


-	8,000 - 4,000 BC


-	Same time as foragers were switching to farming in SW Asia


-	Continued during much of the SW Asian neolithic - Jericho, Çatal Hüyük, and later


-	increasingly sedentary (but not fully sedentary)


-	increasingly specialized foragers


-	Farming appeared much later in Europe than in the Levant and Anatolia


-	even though they are not so far apart


-	farming started around 8,500 BC in the Levant


-	in southeastern Europe, started as early as 7,000 BC at Argissa-Maghula on the east coast of Greece, facing Anatolia


-	first was widespread in Southeast Europe (Greece, Balkans) around 6,000 BC


-	What happened to make European foragers adopt agriculture?


-	diffusion from Southwest Asia?


-	initially visualized as farmers moving from Anatolia into Southeast Europe, bringing farming practices with them


-	pro


-	order: first in Southwest Asia, later in Southeast Europe


-	pattern within Europe: first in the area closest to Southwest Asia


-	con


-	no sign of high population density and competition that might have made people want to move out of Anatolia into Europe


-	independent invention in Southeast Europe?


-	visualized as domestication separate from Southwest Asia


-	seems unlikely that the same plants and animals would be independently domesticated in areas so close to each other


-	 most likely, something in between


-	spread of plants, more than people


-	local adoption, more than invention


-	domesticated wheat and barley developed in Southwest Asia


-	the domesticated plants spread naturally or through trade of seeds into Southeast Europe


-	where eventually conditions were such that local foragers began to cultivate it


-	what were these conditions?  why did they adopt the domesticated crops and the farming practices they required?


-	one theory involves climate change


-	foragers focused on wild grains


-	climate changed such that forests expanded


-	foragers started clearing trees (by “ringing”) to encourage the wild grains


-	the area available for grain production was limited by the cost of clearing


-	to increase yields from limited prime cleared areas, they adopted the more productive but labor-intensive domesticated plants and the agricultural practices they required


-	From southeast Europe, farming spread west and north


-	very low population densities, very different lifestyles and agricultural practices from region to region in Europe


-	again: movement of people, or local development?


-	again: probably some of both


-	some wild plant ancestors of domesticated forms and wild sheep were present in Europe; they may have been domesticated there


-	foragers continued in some areas, while farmers occupied the best areas for agriculture and pasturing herds


-	coexisted for 1000 years or more in some places


-	this kind of forager/farmer coexistence was seen up into historical times and the present in Africa


-	and generally involves exchange between the groups (domesticated foods for wild foods), intermarriage, competition...


-	Classic example of a European neolithic culture: Bandkeramik culture (Danubian I)


-	5,300 - 4,000 (?) BC


-	marked by incised ceramics


-	small hamlets of 40 to 60 people, widely separated from each other


-	permanent rectangular wood and thatch houses with nearby farm plots and corrals (nice reconstruction on page 281 of Fagan)


-	raised wheat, barley, flax -- same plants as in Southwest Asia


-	lots of cattle, plus sheep, goats, pigs


-	little differentiation in grave goods, suggesting relatively egalitarian society


-	around 4,500 BC, Bandkeramik hamlets started to cluster together, merge into larger villages, sometimes walled with a ditch and bank


-	pottery styles became more distinct from place to place, suggesting more isolation and/or attempt to distinguish one’s group from the others


-	by 4,000 BC or so, they began to bury people communally in megalithic tombs -- large, impressive structures


-	* Presentation on various kinds of megalithic monuments, by Ruth Rhoades


-	Megaliths


-	earliest around 4,500 BC, variants continued up to at least 1,000 BC


-	an independent European innovation, not introduced from elsewhere


-	the early ones are the oldest constructions using large stones in the world


-	the first stone pyramids in Egypt date to around 2,700 BC


-	various kinds...


-	two main kinds of megalithic burial structures


-	passage graves


-	megalithic chamber under a round mound, entered through a long megalithic passageway


-	gallery graves


-	long rectangular chamber entered from the narrow end, usually under a rectangular mound


-	plus many other variants


-	dolmens, which could not be entered at all once covered by a mound


-	most or all were probably burial structures


-	contained remains of many individuals


-	the bones were apparently moved around a lot in the course of adding new burials and perhaps conducting rituals


-	or at least not buried as an intact body


-	piles of similar types of bones, etc.


-	construction of megaliths would have required some degree of coordination and leadership


-	maybe paving the way for the shift from communal, descent-group orientation to acceptance of individuals of high status


-	generally supposed that there was some minor degree of hierarchy in these neolithic societies


-	with lineage heads, chiefs, or something of the sort


-	probably hereditary


-	given the apparent reverence for ancestors


-	and conservative ties to a single location


-	and by analogy to better known recent cultures that built monuments on a similar scale


-	In England, communal burial structures initially were just earth, or had a wooden chamber, rather than stone


-	"long barrows"


-	Causewayed camps


-	just a few, compared to the many long barrows


-	but widespread across England


-	maybe used by related clans, each with its own long barrow?


-	rings of banks and ditches originally supporting wooden palisades


-	street-like entrances through aligned gaps in the banks and ditches (the “causeways”)


-	the interiors of some are littered with human bone


-	but others have apparent domestic garbage dating to very long spans of time


-	places for leaving the dead out to be picked clean before placing in the communal barrows?


-	periodic meeting places?


-	Each communal burial monument served a small group, probably a descent group tied to a particular area of farmland


-	In many places, the distribution of neolithic communal burial monuments roughly matches that of medieval farms


-	that is, one monument per landholding of a large extended family (clan or descent group)


-	the number of monuments, together with the estimates of neolithic populations, suggests that the community served by each monument was only maybe 25 to 70 people


-	this assumes that they were all used at the same time


-	but that is reasonable, since they were scattered through the landscape like the farming hamlets, not clumped near each other like successive constructions at a favored location


-	Estimates of labor to build some typical examples of these communal burial structures are around 5,000 person hours, or 20 people working for 31 days


-	this is reasonable for an extended family descent group


-	Current thinking sees these early, megalithic communal burial structures as probably used by a single related clan of settled farmers, over many generations


-	served as a visible marker of their connection to that territory, giving the group's territorial claim legitimacy


-	honoring ancestors who had lived there


-	burying many or all members of the community in an impressive shared structure


-	eventually, a very old one that had "always" been there


-	served to solidify, focus group identity


-	this might be sensible in the context of competition for land from other farming groups


-	or from persisting mesolithic foragers


-	similar patterns in Southern Europe and Western Europe (see map in Fagan p. 275)


-	generally starting a little later than Bandkeramik, but a lot of overlap


-	the timing and details of building megalithic structures varied widely from region to region


-	this was not a single, uniform process, but a collection of distantly related but essentially local developments


-	In this same period (4,600 - 4,000 BC) the first European cultures (in the Balkans) mastered making usable copper tools from smelted ore -- but not bronze


-	this was probably not too important in itself


-	but copper is a very visible marker, useful for roughly placing sites in time


-	and it set the stage for the later bronze industry


-	Origins of copper working


-	background: gold and silver are often found in metallic form in riverbeds or accessible rocks; they are soft and easily hammered


-	natural metallic copper (“native” copper) is scarcer, usually has to be hard-rock mined, requires heating occasionally in order to work it much


-	so gold and silver were generally used long before copper


-	copper is soft, won’t hold a sharp edge in use


-	may not be better than stone for axes, etc.


-	so initial use was probably mostly for show


-	lots of copper beads, plaques, etc.


-	alongside similar gold items


-	use of smelted copper spread through Europe from about 3,500 to 2,500 BC


-	smelting is heating ore (which looks like green rock, not metallic) with the right other minerals to such a high heat that a chemical reaction occurs that forms liquid copper metal, which drips out and cools.


-	this opens up a vast supply of copper, but one that requires a lot of labor and special knowledge to get


-	for a long time, production remained very small scale, probably practiced by part-time specialists


-	An anomaly for its time: Varna  (4,600 - 4,200 BC in Fagan; 4,000 elsewhere) is notable for very rich burials with copper and gold


-	* presentation on the Varna burials and society by Kim Ward


-	currently looks like local invention, not adopted from Southwest Asia, where copper working appeared slightly later


-	presumably important members of a society that could support traders and metalworkers


-	and individuals who had a corner on that wealth


-	The "Ice Man" from Similaun: about 3,300 BC


-	* presentation on the Ice Man by Dave Lourenco


-	around 2,800 - 2,400 : end of the neolithic, and beginning of the Bronze Age


-	Beginning of widespread use of bronze, rather than copper tools


-	made by melting copper and tin together (alloying)


-	early center around Unetice in the Czech Republic


-	Roughly around the same time, European farmers started burying single individuals in impressive tombs or mounds


-	generally with a lot of ornaments, tools, weapons, etc: wealth


-	including a lot of weapons (daggers, swords, axes)


-	suggesting that the leaders had a military quality


-	this suggests increasing power of individual leaders and greater status divisions, probably hereditary


-	leaders would have embodied the lineage’s claim to the region


-	suggests a shift from emphasis on the relatedness of members of a small community, to emphasis on individual leaders of larger areas


-	neolithic rich burials tended to be of old individuals, who would have had the greatest connection to the ancestry of the group, and the most living descendents and relatives


-	bronze age rich burials:


-	tended to be of males in their prime, who would have had to legitimize their claim to status through military action, charismatic individual leadership, etc -- beyond just their connection to the local lineage


-	(why did they die in their prime?)


-	were sometimes placed in old, existing monuments, maybe to emphasize the ancestry and legitimacy of the deceased person who had claimed higher status


-	tended to have a lot more exotic goods (gold, stone and shell materials traded from long distances away)


-	may have been needed to show high status, and to dole out to secure support


-	tended to be in much bigger monuments, involving a lot more labor by many more people


-	New monument types were added


-	Big round mounds with single, one-time-only burial chambers


-	Henge monuments


-	maybe early ones started as burial monuments?


-	Cremated bones in the Aubrey holes


-	some have been shown to have had circular wooden structures


-	maybe partially or fully roofed


-	within and/or surrounding the circle of upright stones


-	some clearly had calendrical functions, like Stonehenge


-	* Presentation on the function and social role of Stonehenge, by Mary Ellen Forman


-	first holes and ditch dug roughly 3,000 BC


-	main construction and expansion 2,000 BC to 1,000 BC (Fagan’s dates for Stonehenge seem odd)


-	Maybe due to introduction of the plow??


-	plows became widespread in Europe around 2,600 BC (pg. 282) or 2,200 (pg. 498) -- According to Fagan; I have not checked this fully


-	other sources suggest that plows were used much earlier… hmm.


-	would have allowed families to


-	cultivate more land


-	more easily open new land


-	that did not pertain to an established descent group


-	and expanding settlement possibilities into new areas


-	and freeing up labor for other things


-	maybe this reduced the importance of kin groups’ ties to particular places?


-	opening the way for greater individual success


-	these "new rich" started legitimizing themselves through manipulation of surplus, exotic traded goods, arms, and usurping the prestige of established places and practices of burial?
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