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Abstract
Since the 19th century, the Neolithic period has been conceived as an inevitable stage of the history of human 
societies in Europe, taking place between the wild times of predation and the industrial civilization contemporane-
ous to the first prehistorians. The house is a central element of this model considered as proof of sedentarity, 
the end of nomadism and the beginning of social construction with the hearth drawing the household together. 
The lack of documentation relative to the architecture of several large geographical and chronological chunks 
of Neolithic Europe compromised, for a long time, any serious consideration of settlements in discussions about 
the way Neolithic societies were constituted, while the primacy accorded to Economy in the definition of the 
Neolithic led to a disregard of the settlement, seen as a sign of the accomplishment of the neolithization process.
The development of a sedentary way of life and the construction of perennial settlements are nevertheless  
the first signs of neolithization in the Middle-East and it is through structured village societies that this new 
way of life was disseminated to the Mediterranean shores. Taking into account settlements while discussing 
neolithization leads us to consider all dimensions of the process, and not only through the economic prism.  
It reveals that the neolithization process is not only the acquisition of farming and herding techniques, but 
also corresponds to the diffusion of an ideal village society, structured around exchange and a collective 
procurement of goods. Whether the first impacts of the Neolithic have been expressed by single emblematic 
tools, by domestic species, by ceramics and / or by long rectangular buildings, the neolithization process has 
only been fully accomplished when the model of the village society has been developed.

Keywords
Household, neolithization, Europe, village, society, exchange, settlement.

Introduction

In Europe, Neolithic societies are characterized by a production economy (farming and herding), 
a sedentary lifestyle (around hamlets and villages) and the implementation of new technologies 
(polished stone tools and ceramics). Among these three criteria, the forms of habitations have 
always been seen as secondary. The characterization of how people occupy their living spaces  
is systematically used to describe those societies that are considered as Neolithic, but it is never  
a criterion used to justify the nature, Neolithic or not, of a prehistoric society.

And yet, the house is a central place in the construction of social relations, and it is also a 
monumental demonstration of the society that built it. Whether related to Neolithic communities 
or those groups still considered as Mesolithic, the form of the house was the most obvious expres-
sion of the identity of the group that built and lived in it.
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This lack of interest in forms of habitation is explained primarily by the conviction among  
researchers of the primacy of the economy in the structure of society. In Europe and the Middle 
East, the production economy criterion is considered to be predominant in the recognition of 
prehistoric societies as Neolithic. In the 19th century, as shown by the literal meaning of the 
neologism “Neolithic”, it was on the contrary new techniques that served to define and identify 
the period. Lubbock’s Classification of 1865 distinguished, within Thomsen’s Stone Age, a “chipped” 
Stone Age and a “polished” Stone Age. At that time, however, knowledge of Neolithic societies was 
still largely theoretical, based on biblical stories more than the results of excavations which were 
then mainly a collection of objects, without context or stratigraphy. The progressive importance 
of Marxist models later led to a paradigm shift. In 1935, Childe proposed to classify societies as 
Neolithic from the time they are engaged in agriculture and livestock rearing. Economic change 
in the form of food production is indeed regarded as paramount and as leading to other changes 
in society such as sedentarization and new technologies.

This association between the Neolithic and domesticated species, whether animal or vegetable, 
at least had the merit of establishing a close relationship between European Neolithic societies and 
those in the Middle East. Most domesticated species documented in Europe during the Neolithic are 
absent from wild strains present on the European continent, but are present in the Near East 
(Clutton-Brock, 1999; Willcox, 2014). In addition, the study of domesticated species, including those 
with wild ancestors in both Europe and the Middle East (cattle and pigs), has showed that the 
Neolithic herds were descended from Near Eastern stock, and so there was no local domestication in 
Europe (Troy et al., 2001; Rowley-Conwy, 2003; Chaix, 2004). The focus on the economy established 
the dependence of Neolithic Europe on the Middle East, one of the cradles of the Neolithic revolution.

This lack of interest in habitation structures is also due to uneven knowledge of the forms of 
European Neolithic settlement. Neolithic settlements were in the great majority built with 
perishable materials (mud and wood), the traces of which has been severely affected by millennia 
of erosion processes. It is exceptional to find elevations of Neolithic structures still preserved 
today. Their foundations themselves are indeed often shallow, and it is not uncommon that their 
corresponding cuts have not been preserved, or that bioturbations have rendered them invisible 
to archaeologists. Documentation is therefore minimal compared to that on the economy or 
material culture. It is also very unevenly distributed in space and time. In south-eastern Europe, 
in the Balkans, the stability of house structures and the rebuilding of successive buildings in situ have 
generated artificial hills that preserve architectural remains and household objects surprisingly 
well. In the German-Polish plains, from the Paris Basin to the west of Ukraine, Linear pottery culture 
Neolithic houses were built with hefty structural posts, the postholes of which are frequently 
preserved, despite the erosion of soil levels. In the southwest of Europe, on the contrary, around 
the western Mediterranean Sea it is very rare that the remains of buildings can be observed and 
habitat is generally characterized by studying structures that are installed more deeply such as 
storage pits and hearths (Gascó, 1985). The development of developer funded or CRM archeology 
since the signing of the Valetta Treaty (European Convention on the Protection of Archaeological 
Heritage) in 1992, and the exponential increase in extensive open area excavations, has however 
reduced the imbalance of documentation. In addition, greater attention to less obvious structures 
and the adaptation of soil analysis techniques to archaeological sediments, including micromor-
phology, have helped reveal the presence of earthen architecture, house floors, and other discreet 
features such as post packing that previously escaped the trained eyes of archaeologists. Although 
the ensemble of data available might seem sparse to prehistorians working in regions less affected 
by taphonomic processes, it is now possible to observe and describe the forms of Neolithic settlement 
in areas where hitherto it was thought that perhaps the same agro-pastoral communities may 
have practiced a form of nomadism. The discoveries of recent years show quite the opposite, firmly 
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established earthfast architecture whose forms often refer to models from the Eastern Mediterra-
nean. Parallels between early Neolithic villages in the far east of Europe and the rectangular house 
plans that we are beginning to uncover at the other end of the continent leads us to believe that 
house forms may have been subject to diffusion. Just as it is possible to trace the spread of domes-
ticated species or new technologies such as ceramics and polished stone, it also seems possible to 
observe the Neolithic in terms of the distribution patterns of the various forms of houses.

1 - The early Neolithic in the Near East and  
its spread to the southeast of Europe

A - The formation of village societies in eastern Anatolia and  
their expansion to the shores of the Mediterranean Sea

In the Middle East, the original home of the European Neolithic, agriculture and livestock appeared 
in societies that were already settled (figure 1). For millennia, the hunter-gatherers of the Levant, 
the Natufians, had built and inhabited circular buildings with foundations of stone. The knowledge 
of the construction of these houses thus preceded the transformation of the economy. The 
appearance of megalithic sanctuaries such as Göbekli Tepe in southern Anatolia (Schmidt, 2010), 
around 9500 cal BC, which required the shaping, transportation, layout and erection of thousands 
of blocks of stone, is contemporary with the earliest farmers of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA). 
This mastery of the art of building is found in domestic housing. The morphology of the habitat 
remains circular in plan, but is accompanied by a variety of building types (variety of sizes, differences 
in the depth dug out), resulting from the variety of functions (housing, storage, specialized activities).

After a millennium, however, around 8500 BC, the circular house plans are gradually replaced 
(figure 2) by quadrangular and rectangular layouts (Özdogan, 2010; Stordeur, 2014). The reasons 
for this transformation in domestic habits are unclear. It could be that foremostly there are 
technical reasons  related to the changes in the way floors were structured within the buildings 
(Özdogan, 2010). Once they had mastered the rectangular building construction techniques, this 
type of architecture became almost the exclusive household architecture in the Middle East, 
whether in the Levant, Mesopotamia or southern Anatolia. On many sites, this architecture takes 
the form of a modular or agglomerated habitat, the most famous example if which is the village of 
Çatalhöyük in Central Anatolia (Turkey), excavated by James Mellaart (1967) and later by Ian Hodder 
(2014), occupied from 7200-6200 cal BC (figure 3).

Shortly after 7000 cal BC, towards the end of the PPNB, the Neolithic extends beyond its initial 
core zone (and Cyprus, which constitutes its immediate periphery). To the west, the first agro-pastoral 
communities of the Aegean coast of Anatolia (Ulucak) construct villages grouping quadrangular 
buildings with mud walls and floors built with lime, identical to those of Central Anatolia (figure 4). 
In the earliest phase, and unlike Çatalhöyük, buildings are independent of each other. These early 
Neolithic villages on the shores of the Mediterranean are most likely founded by populations from 
Central Anatolia as a result of the crisis of the late PPNB, which sees the abandonment of most 
sites in Central Anatolia and an impoverishment of the few villages that continue to be inhabited. 
The material culture is indeed similar to that of the final PPNB sites in Central Anatolia and the 
only differences with the core region are the lack of collective and cult buildings. Everything 
indicates that the highly structured and hierarchical society of the Central Anatolian PPNB 
collapsed (Özdogan, 1997), and that part of the population emigrated with their technical skills, 
but without conveying the markers of social inequalities, such as objects of worship and prestige 
objects made by specialist craftsmen.
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Figure 1 - Map showing the sites appearing in the article (CAD: K. Gernigon, F. Tessier).
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Figure 3 - Rectangular buildings and a densely built settlement around 6700-6500 cal BC 
in Eastern Anatolia, the example of Çatal Höyük, level VII (Turkey) (after Düring, 2001).



KARIM GERNIGON VILLAGES BEFORE HOUSES?

   153    

Figure 4 - First Neolithic buildings on the Asian shores of the Mediterranean Sea, the example of Ulucak houses, 
phase Vb (around 6400-6000 cal BC), in Western Anatolia (Turkey) (after Çilingiroğlu, 2011).
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B - Early evidence of the Neolithic in Europe

It is possible that some of these populations also crossed the Aegean Sea early. Archaeological 
evidence of agriculture, livestock and ceramics appear in fact between 7000 and 6700 cal BC on the 
Greek islands and the Peloponnese, especially at Franchthi cave (Perlès, 2001, 2009). This corre-
sponds to occupation levels that contain evidence of domesticated species, both animal and plant, 
and some blades made by pressure technique, though the settlement pattern and the dominant 
economic practices are similar to those of the previous Mesolithic groups. Brought to light at a time 
when the Neolithic of Western Anatolia was largely unknown, these indications have been used to 
develop a Neolithic model in which the Middle East’s contribution is limited to domesticated species, 
while the cultural foundations were fully developed on the European continent, in southern 
and central Greece, before spreading to the rest of the Balkans and the shores of the Adriatic.  
The reliability of this data and interpretations is, however, disputed by some (Reingruber, 2011). 
The corresponding levels at Argissa or Franchthi are very limited in horizontal extent and it cannot 
be excluded that they correspond to mixtures of both Mesolithic and Neolithic layers.

It is undoubtedly around 6400 cal BC that the Neolithic began on the European continent, with 
the construction of the village of Hoca Çeşme, on the Aegean coast of Thracian Turkey. The material 
culture discovered shows that the occupants of this site probably originate from the Anatolian 
plateau. The ceramics (Karul, Bertram, 2005), stone tools, bone industry and female statuettes all 
represent a well-known material culture from the Anatolian Plateau (Özdogan, 1997). These early 
Neolithic groups came with their domesticated animals and cereals, but oddly they did not 
construct rectangular buildings in use at that time in Anatolia. The three buildings unearthed are 
perfectly circular huts, with a diameter of approximately 4.5 m, constructed with posts inserted 
in the rock. The site is bounded by a wall of stone. This first population wave is still poorly known 
because the material culture rarely enables archaeologists to distinguish it from the following 
phases. Its main characteristic is monochrome red pottery and the absence of painted ceramics 
which, given the extreme rarity (approximately 3 to 5 %) of painted pottery in the later horizons, 
can make it hard to assign these artifacts to one phase or the next (Krauss, 2011). The recurrence 
of these ceramics along with other more discrete artifacts such as vertically perforated buttons, 
not only at Hoca Çesme but also Koprivec and Krainici in neighboring Bulgaria, Grncarica in 
Republic of Macedonia (Kanzurova, Zdravkovski, 2011) and at Sidari on the island of Corfu in 
north-western Greece (Berger et al., 2014), make a case for the reality of this phase, which remains 
poorly known. None of these sites has rectangular architecture. The site of Sidari on Corfu has 
abundant fragments of daub or cob, but no indication of corresponding architecture.

This first foray was followed closely by a second wave around 6400-6200 BC, this time characterized 
by rectangular buildings. A series of villages is located in the extreme southeast of the Balkans, 
Turkish Thrace (Asagi Pinar), Bulgaria (Kovačevo) and in Greek Macedonia (Mavropigi). They 
have been produced by societies considered to be fully Neolithic because they practice agriculture 
and animal husbandry, produce ceramic containers and make polished stone tools. The similarities 
of their material culture with the sites of eastern central Anatolia such as Tepecik-Çiftlik and Köşk 
Höyük suggest that they might be the product of a new wave of migration, probably caused 
by the aridification of Anatolia (Özdogan, 2011). Like the Anatolian communities, their tools are 
manufactured from imported materials with a homogeneous texture and appearance, requiring 
the implementation of complex technologies (pressure blade technique, polishing, etc.). The buildings 
are delimited by a rectangular foundation trench, wherein are located the posts. The walls are 
made of wattle and daub and it is common for floors to be lime-covered. The proportions and  
dimensions can vary, depending probably on the internal architecture. At Kovačevo the building 
is 16.5 × 10 m (Lichardus-Itten, 2012) and is divided by a longitudinal inner wall, producing  
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a narrow shed (figure 5). Each building includes an oven, generally placed alongside a wall. As in 
Anatolia and Mesopotamia, the houses are regularly rebuilt in the same place, which leads to 
sediment accumulations creating artificial hills or tells. Therefore, the earliest phases of these 
villages are generally the least accessible and it is the more recent phases, dated to the 6th and 
early 5th millennium, which are well documented. These early villages spread quickly in all the 
Western Balkans. From 6000 cal BC approximately (Karanovo Phase I), they cover the whole of 
Bulgaria, Thrace, Macedonia and Thessaly. The large number of villages and the speed of their 
establishment are probably related to a large population that we imagine arriving from Asian Turkey.

Figure 5 - Plan and section of the house 3383 at Kovačevo (Bulgaria), one of the very first villages of the European Neolithic, around 
6400-6000 cal BC (after Lichardus-Itten, 2012). 
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Beyond the core area, the spread of the Neolithic household is interrupted and uneven. This is 
not really reflected in the documentation because researchers, following Childe, have chosen to 
focus almost exclusively on the economic aspects of the Neolithic. Studies of this period have until 
now focused almost solely on the diffusion of the subsistence economy, and have considered as 
just so many reinventions the more or less successful attempts to transfer a village society model 
to areas that do not meet weather and soil conditions for the reproduction of a village lifestyle 
similar to that bordering the Black Sea.

2 - The first Neolithic societies and the northern European environment

A - The spread of the Neolithic to non-Mediterranean environments

At the beginning of the 6th millennium the distribution of tells is strictly limited to the lower 
plain of the Danube, where the climate is Mediterranean, and to the north of Greece. Beyond this 
climatic limit, the Neolithic is also noticeable, but it is first manifested in iconic objects before 
being materialized in technology, economy or forms of habitations. In the immediate periphery 
of the settlement area of the first tells, the gorge of the Iron Gates which sees the Danube leave the 
Pannonian plains to reach the Black Sea yields a series of sites which are all examples of these 
successive stages of the Neolithic. The oldest are Vlasač on the Serbian bank and Schela Cladovei 
on the opposite bank in Romania. These sites are occupied from the Mesolithic, well before the 
arrival of the first Neolithic communities on the European shores of the Aegean Sea or the Black 
Sea, and thus reflect the characteristics of Aboriginal communities before the time of contact 
(Radovanović, 1996). The first impacts of the Neolithic, towards 6200-5900 BC, occur on these sites 
(particularly in Lepenski Vir and Padina) in several forms: the application to the floors of the 
traditional trapezoidal huts of a similar coating to that of Neolithic houses, the production of  
a painted pottery type called Starčevo, and the appearance of polished stone axes and long hon-
ey-coloured flint celts of so-called Balkan flint (Borić, 2002; Borić, Dimitrijević, 2007). It is only 
during the succeeding phase, Lepenski Vir III, that these groups will raise animals and practice 
agriculture. The dissemination of the emblems of a new lifestyle have preceded the actual practice 
of a new economy.

After 5900 BC, the signs of the Neolithic way of life spread beyond the Iron Gates. In less than 
two centuries, tens of Starčevo and Körös sites cover almost all of the Pannonian plain, bounded 
by the Carpathian Mountains to the east and north, by the first Alpine foothills to the west and by 
the Dinaric chain to the south. The occupants of the Pannonian sites use the same ceramics as in 
the lower valley of the Danube, are supplied from the same sources of honey-coloured flint and 
obsidian, and raise animals, but they do not raise tells. In addition, the few rectangular houses 
known from Starčevo and Körös contexts in the Pannonian Plain, are rare and smaller than those 
of the Lower Danube tells. The largest measure only 3 × 2.5 m (barely larger than the Mesolithic 
huts of the Iron Gates). They are built, as in the Lower Danube, on posts with walls of wattle. Early 
Neolithic sites of the Pannonian Plain frequently have large pits that are several square meters in 
size with relatively flat bottoms, surrounded by posts in the ground and in which an oven was 
built (Minichreiter, 2001). These pits were often interpreted as sunken huts, but also sometimes  
as the place where specialized activities took place, sheltered by the semi-subterranean pit. The 
scarcity of rectangular houses, their small size and the presence of these depressions that could 
have served as habitations indicate that the house model imported from Anatolia and implanted 
in the lower valley of the Danube, was not suited to the environment of the Pannonian Plain. This 
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area is isolated from the Mediterranean climate of the shores of the Black Sea by the Carpathian 
Mountains and the Balkan houses were probably not technically able to withstand the harsh 
winters and snowfall of a more continental climate. Despite these difficulties, the occupants of  
the Pannonian Plain do not seem to have sought to develop an alternative residential model.

B - The Linear Pottery culture alternative

Not until 5500 cal BC do we see a different kind of building more suited to the climatic condi-
tions of Central Europe (Bánffy, 2013). These buildings are also built using posts, but they differ 
Mediterranean buildings by setting up rows of posts within the internal space (figure 6), thereby 
supporting a gabled roof more suitable for snow. This break is certainly not only architectural.  
It occurs in the most peripheral area of the Pannonian Plain, beyond Lake Balaton, in an area 
where the Neolithic settlement was episodic and where social control would be less pronounced. 
The builders of these new homes quickly distinguish themselves from the Körös and Starčevo 
traditions. They abandon the honey-coloured flint imported from Bulgaria, stop painting their 
ceramics, and most significantly no longer manufacture anthropomorphic or zoomorphic statuettes. 
They continue to favor flint that is fine enough to produce blades and still produce fine ceramics 
that are carefully decorated, but the technical knowledge is reduced from the levels seen in the 
Balkan communities. The values are not the same and this break will not be restored or reestab-
lished. It will enable these groups called Linearbandkeramik in German (LBK) or Linear Pottery 
culture (named for the linear incised decoration on their pottery) to rapidly spread throughout 
the northern Alps. After finalizing the new house model around 5400-5300 cal BC (Coudart, 1998), 
they will take less than three centuries to reach the shores of the Baltic Sea in the north and those 
of the English Channel to the west. They will in turn totally abandon the territories already occupied 
by the Körös and Starčevo communities.

Whether the product of settlers or local people, the Starčevo-Körös Neolithic of the Pannonian 
plains and the LBK Neolithic of the German-Polish plains constitute adaptations of the Balkan 
model to soil conditions that are different from those of the Mediterranean. The rapid expansion 
of Neolithic LBK groups across the plains of northern Europe shows that this adaptation was 
completely successful. Yet despite this success, the model of society represented by the Linear 
Band culture will be supplanted in its area of origin, from 5200 cal BC, by the Balkan model. From 
5200 cal BC, Neolithic groups in the Pannonian plain begin to construct tells, similar to those 
existing for the 6th millennium in the lower Danube plain. The reasons for this expansion of tells 
outside of their original settlement area is not very clear. It coincides with a renewal of material 
culture, first perceptible in the most southern parts of the Pannonian Plain, now known as the 
Vinča culture. In areas where the Linear Band groups originate like Transdanubia and the Alföld 
plain, in the neighboring Starčevo and Körös areas, and also in the north-Carpathian area, Slovakia, 
Moravia and southern Poland, there is an archaeological culture that develops called Lengyel 
which is a local transcription of the Vinča culture of south-Balkan origin. It is distinguished by  
the absence of tells and the decoration of its ceramics, but also resembles the Vinča culture in  
the ceramic forms used, by the adoption of copper metallurgy, by the use of pressure blade 
techniques on obsidian and honey-coloured flint, by constructing houses on foundation trenches, 
and by abandoning cemeteries in favor of individual burials associated with houses.

The characteristics of the Lengyel culture certainly show that it is not the result of a new 
migration from the South Balkan region, but also that the model upon which it is constructed is 
the same one that prevailed in the first regions to be neolithicized and therefore constitutes the 
abandonment of the Linear Band model. The differences in the decoration of the ceramics demon-
strate the absence of any filiation with neighboring populations. The absence of tells can probably 



KARIM GERNIGON VILLAGES BEFORE HOUSES?

   158    

Figure 6 - Plan of the Linear Pottery culture village of Bischoffsheim (Bas-Rhin, Alsace, France), 
around 5200-5000 cal BC (after Lefranc, 2014).
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be explained by the necessity for regular crop rotation and therefore the regular displacement of 
houses. The similarities are structural and reflect shared values, while the Linear Band groups 
represent a break from the Balkan model.

C - The expansion of tell architecture

The groups remained in the Pannonian Plain maintained a close relationship with the commu-
nities of the Lower Danube. Around 5200 cal BC, they finally started to construct tells, but their 
architectural model did not change. Houses are still constructed from posts arranged in a linear 
fashion only along the walls. Construction techniques have, however, become more efficient as 
shown for example in the use of boards (figure 7) at Crkvine, Serbia (Crnobrja, 2012). The houses are 
also smaller than their Mediterranean counterparts. The average dimensions are around 10 × 5 m, 
while the first houses of the European Neolithic were generally 15 × 10 m. These architectural  
aspects are still insufficiently studied, even though they certainly played a leading role in the  
development of these Neolithic societies. Nevertheless, the adoption of a tell architecture is  
certainly the culmination of centuries of close contact between the Pannonian communities and 
communities in the Lower Danube. The material culture of the communities bordering the Black 
Sea reflects their growing prosperity and it is this wealth that benefits their neighbors. The 5200-
4500 cal BC period represents the culmination of these Neolithic societies. The ceramics reflect  
an accomplished technical mastery which presumes the existence of specialized potters, and the 
refined decor is at the same level as the technical production. The chipped stone industry continues 
to be systematically based on imported materials, obsidian and honey-coloured flint, knapped 
into standardized blade supports using pressure or indirect percussion. Imports also include 
shells, alabaster and the first objects made of native or smelted copper. Many products, including 
decorative objects, the bone industry and others, testify to the almost systematic intervention  
of craft specialists in the production circuit. This society is characterized by the systematic use of 
objects for which the production requires the implementation of complex technologies, and / or 
are manufactured with materials that are difficult to obtain.

Figure 7 - House of Crkvine in Serbia, around 4800-4600 cal BC 
(after Crnobrnja, 2012).

1 oven
2 platform with figurines
3 altar
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5 zone with pottery
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Figure 8 - Houses from the Herpály tell, in Hungary, 
around 5000-4500 cal BC (after Kalicz et al., 2011).

The collective nature of the supply of these objects suggests that we should consider these 
wealthy societies as egalitarian, but we would need to conduct a comparative study of the material 
culture in each household within a tell. Some tells contain up to 200 houses, and therefore this 
type of study should be possible but the available data are too fragmentary to do it success-
fully for the time being. We are therefore limited to anecdotal evidence, and we are unable to 
derive a general model. The best published houses, those of Crkvine in Serbia (Crnobrja et al., 2009), 
of Herpály (Kalicz et al., 2011) and Polgár-Csöszhalom in Hungary (Raczky et al., 2007), have two or 
three rooms, and sometimes a first story (figure 8). The floors are coated with lime. The walls are 
also covered with lime and it is possible sometimes to identify fragments of geometric decoration 
similar to those adorning the pottery. Each house contains an oven and a hearth, and a device to 
grind grain. A kind of sink is interpreted as a possible altar. The inventory of household objects 
always includes a bucrane and small anthropomorphic and zoomorphic statuettes. The range of 
ceramics includes vessels for storage, cooking and presentation of food. Tools include the knapped 
stone industry, polished axes and bone industry. Personal ornaments and decorations are always 
present. Although the quality of some of the products implies the existence of craft specialists,  
the few houses that are published show no specialized activity areas. It is not possible to say 
whether these activities took place in other houses, in outdoor areas or on other sites.
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3 - The Mediterranean expansion

A - Early Neolithic evidence on the shores of the Mediterranean

The cultural character of the Neolithic is probably more visible, but also more complex, in 
the Mediterranean. This Neolithic current is called Impressa-Cardial based on the ceramic style. 
The decor is characterized by the exclusive use of impression and incision, using in particular the 
Cardium type of shell. This pottery appears around 6000 cal BC on the western and eastern shores 
of the Adriatic Sea and then accompanies the distribution of domestic species in the western 
Mediterranean. The Impressa-Cardial current is therefore considered to be the origin of the  
development of Neolithic societies in the western Mediterranean and its margins. Its spread was 
extremely fast. From Greece, the distribution of Impressa/Cardial ware had reached southern 
Italy (Sicily, Apulia, Calabria) around 6000 cal BC, then skirted the west of the peninsula to reach the 
Gulf of Genoa and the south of France by 5800 cal BC, and the Spanish and Portuguese coasts by 
5600-5400 cal BC.

Unlike what was observed in the Pannonian Plain and the German-Polish plain, the origin of 
this cultural current is almost certainly not a phenomenon of imitation / transcription of Balkan 
village society. It is possible in fact that it is related to the first wave of the European Neolithic,  
the so-called monochrome ceramics which are observed at Hoca Çeşme, Koprivec or Grncarica. 
The origins of the current that conveys the first Neolithic to the northern coasts of the Mediter-
ranean may be in this horizon of monochrome ceramics. The oldest archaeological evidence dates 
to 6050-5960 cal BC and is located on the Greek island of Corfu where the corresponding layer 
overlies a monochrome ceramic layer dated to 6450-6220 cal BC (Berger et al., 2014). It is therefore 
possible that the first ceramics on the shores of the Adriatic and the western Mediterranean 
originated in these monochrome ceramics, marking a Neolithic expansion preceding that of 
the Balkan villages.

Nonetheless, the oldest Impressa sites, those in southeast Italy (Puglia and Basilicata), corre-
spond to the image of fully developed Neolithic societies with an agropastoralist type of economy. 
Besides the fact that their livelihoods depend heavily on the exploitation of domestic animals and 
plant species, their houses express clear sedentary characteristics, or at least a marked perma-
nence. The sites in these regions are delimited by an open circular ditch, of which many examples 
are known (in Passo di Corvo and Coppa Nevigata in particular), or by stone wall enclosures like 
at Trasano. At Torre Sabea, ditches filled with stones may correspond to the establishment of such 
an enclosure. The enclosed area includes many storage structures, and elaborate hearths and 
ovens. Probably the most remarkable element is the hearth packed with heated stones. These 
features are to become very common throughout the Mediterranean Neolithic and later periods, 
and are most reminiscent of the types of hearths known from earlier European Mesolithic contexts.

The buildings are on the other hand poorly preserved. Based on the available ground plans, 
they seem to be very diverse both in their form and their construction methods, but this is un-
doubtedly reinforced by the reduced potential for archaeological observation and the diachronic 
nature of the archaeological record. Many of the buildings identified on Impressa sites in southeast 
Italy indeed seem to date from a later phase of occupation wherein the material culture presents 
similarities with that of the Balkan villages. Only the house at the site of Favella can be dated to 
the earliest phase of the Impressa culture (Tiné, 2009). According to the excavators, the building 
was of post in ground construction, though the post packing has not been identified, with earthern 
walls. It was rectangular in shape with an apse on one end, but this has essentially been inferred 
from the analysis of the distribution of daub elements, not from the analysis of the features in situ. 
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The remains of walls have been partially identified on other sites and seem to outline rectangular 
or apse house plans. At Ripa Tetta, buildings are built on a quadrangular foundation trench, but 
their early dates are not certain. At Passo di Corvo, a house plan that is very partial presents an 
apse perhaps, but it is the product of a later phase of the site’s occupation (Tiné, 1983). Elevations 
appear to be based on a footing made of stones among which one can make out the beginning of 
an apse and a portion of a straight wall. On sites with curvilinear trenches, each of the spaces  
defined by the trench appears to contain only one building.

The Impressa sites northeast of the Adriatic coast in Dalmatia have houses with similar 
characteristics (Podrug, 2013). The forms of the buildings are just as difficult to reconstruct, and 
excavators generally propose oval or circular house plans. The boundaries of the house are some-
times delimited by a trench like at the site of Smilčić (Batovič, 1966).

This type of household reflects a permanent occupation of the territory and groups that are 
fully engaged in an agro-pastoral economy. Their origin, however, is unclear. The similarities in 
cooking practices and the morphology of the pottery which contain features of the monochrome 
ceramics, or the delimitation of the household by a trench-fence, in a manner similar to the Hoca 
Çeşme stone wall, are in favor of an Eastern origin for these populations. The use of stone in 
the function of the hearths is on the other hand a sign of possible affiliation with the Mesolithic 
populations that are poorly known in southern Italy.

B - The appearance of rectangular buildings in Italy and  
on the eastern shores of the Adriatic

Starting around 5500 cal BC, the architectural record is less ambiguous. During an early phase, 
roughly from 5600-5300 cal BC, most of the building plans have one end in the form of an apse. 
After 5300, strictly rectangular shapes dominate.

At Catignano (Abruzzo), a central Italian site occupied around 5500-5300 cal BC, the two rect-
angular buildings end in apses (figure 9) and are associated with polished and painted ceramics, 
which succeeds the Impressa ware in this region (Tozzi, 2001).

0 5 m

N

Figure 9 - Houses of the site of Catignano, in the Abruzze region (Italy), 
around 5500-5300 cal B (after Tozzi, 2001).
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In central Italy, the rise of the water level of Lake Bracciano, near Rome, preserved in outstanding 
detail the village of Marmotta (dated by dendrochronology to 5690-5230 BCE). The buildings are 
of wooden architecture but built on stone bases and with extensive use of earth for cladding  
the floors and walls. The plans are difficult to interpret but appear to consist of short rectangular 
buildings (6-8 m long), aligned in rows. This would be the oldest and the best example of  
the diffusion westward of rectangular domestic architecture. This diffusion is accompanied by  
a profound renewal of the material culture (Fugazzola Delpino et al., 1993). The Impressa-Cardial 
ceramics are still present, but they are in a minority. The majority of assemblages consist of a fine 
thin pottery, sometimes painted or incised. Obsidian, whose presence was anecdotal in Impressa 
villages, makes up 6 % of the stone tool industry and excavators have also noted the presence of  
a gray-blonde flint of unknown provenance.

In northern Italy too, the first rectangular building constructions appear along with the 
polished surface ceramics, complex vessel shapes and geometric decorations, of the Fiorano type. 
This is the case on the site of Fornace Gatelli in Lugo di Romagna, Emilia-Romagna (Steffè, 1996). 
This site, dated by radiocarbon to the interval 5284-4949 cal BC, is exceptional for its state of 
conservation. Destroyed by fire, it was then covered by extremely thick alluvial deposits (14 m), 
which have remarkably preserved the site. It consists of two small rectangular buildings (10 × 7 m) 
located behind a small ditch and a double palisade (figure 10). The best preserved of the two buildings 
presents wattle and daub architecture. The only posts identified are located in the inner area and 
probably correspond to a feature related to the central hearth. The floor consists of a layer of clay 
10 cm thick. As in the Balkan villages, the internal space is divided in two parts (one third and two 
thirds) by an internal partition. The smaller room was used for storage (it is here that were found 
most of the ceramic vessels), while the domestic area was in the larger room. Outside the building, 
near the southeast corner, there was an excavated silo. The ceramics are related to the Fiorano 
culture, which is the first phase of the development of ceramics with polished surfaces and geo-
metric patterns in northern Italy. The pottery from Fornace Gatelli has relatively complex shapes 
(drinking vessels with marked shoulders, necked vases), polished surfaces and ornamentation of 
incised chevrons.

N
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a - general plan

b - plan of the house

Figure 10 - House and ditch of Fornace Gatelli, at Lugo di Romagna, 
in Emilia-Romagna (Italy), around 5300-4950 cal BC (after Degasperi et al., 1998).
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Figure 11 - Buildings at San Andrea di Travo, in Emilia-Romagna (Italy) 
around 4250-3800 cal BC (after Beeching et al., 2009).

At Lugo di Grezzana (Verona, Veneto) a series of aligned rectangular buildings dating from  
the 2nd half of the 6th millennium (5300-5050 cal BC) was identified thanks to the burial of the site 
by slope deposits (Cavulli et al., 2015 ). This allowed the preservation of the Neolithic occupation 
level at the surface of which were identified six sandy loam rectangles that were almost sterile, 
which were certainly the floors of six buildings measuring 7 to 8 m in length and 3.5 m in width, 
parallel to each other. Each of these buildings included one or two hearths, one in a central position. 
The ceramics are attributable to the Vhò group, an archaeological culture that has some forms 
showing Impressa origins, but also includes Fiorano style cups.

The newer buildings, dating from the 5th millennium, all present rectangular plans, including 
the best known examples of Quadrato di Torre Spacata near Rome (Anzidei, Carboni, 1995), Botte-
ghino in Tuscany (Mazzieri, Dal Santo, 2007) and le Mose and San Andrea di Travo (figure 11) in 
Emilia Romagna (Bernabò Brea et al., 2000, 2003; Becching et al., 2009). These houses may be based 
on load bearing posts, as in Botteghino, or constructed on foundation trenches.

The emergence and development of rectangular architecture in Italy occurs concomitantly 
with a renewal of material culture, integrating features similar to those of the Balkan villages, 
such as the use of obsidian, pressure knapping techniques, and the production of fine ceramics 
with polished walls decorated with geometric patterns that are painted or incised. In Bosnia and 
Dalmatia, the sequence appears to be the same. The first rectangular buildings appear at the end 
of the Early Neolithic, around 5800-5600 cal BC, in particular at Crno Vrilo (Podrug, 2013), and the 
material culture of the occupants show the same tendencies towards an increase in fine decorated 
ceramics with geometric patterns, the use of obsidian and pressure knapping, compared to older 
sites like Smilčić. These trends are fully confirmed by 5300 cal BC, on sites like Danilo (Korošec, 
1964), or on the first Bosnian tells such as Okoliste (Hofmann, 2013). The chipped stone industry 
is now commonly made on obsidian or honey-coloured flint and is in the form of standardized 
blade and micro-blade blanks made of flint, while the pottery is of very high quality, very fine, 
with polished surfaces, carefully painted or incised with intricate geometric patterns. The forms 
are very clearly Balkan in inspiration, which is shown in particular by the appearance of vases 
with a high pedestal foot.
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This new similarity with the Balkan villages is certainly not the result of an independent devel-
opment as there are too many similarities, but neither does it mean that this is evidence of  
a migration. Clues as to cultural continuity abound. The gradual increase of Balkan characteristics 
within assemblages shows that no rupture marking the influx of a new population can be detected. 
The continuity of the use of heated stones packing hearths also shows that eating habits were 
maintained. The phenomenon thus appears to be cultural. Local Neolithic populations adopt 
the model of Neolithic society that is in vogue in the villages of the Balkans.

C - The French case

The phenomenon is the same in the south of France and its long duration makes it easier to 
identify. The oldest Neolithic indicator is dated to about 5800 cal BC. It is a small Impressa camp, 
founded by settlers from the Tyrrhenian coast of central Italy (as shown in the ceramic style and 
the obsidian they brought with them). This site, Peiro Signado located in Portiragnes, Languedoc, 
comes in the form of a set of postholes drawing an oval plan 8 m in maximum length and 5 m wide 
(figure 12) that surrounds a shallow depression filled with a silty sand deposit full of charcoal 
and rich in artifacts including daub residue (Briois, Manen, 2009). It is not excluded that some of 
the walls within the oval space were straight as an accumulation of small quartz pebbles draws  
a straight line. After the pioneer phase with no clear successors, it takes until 5500 cal BC for the 
Neolithic to become really established. It is now the Cardial, so named because of the shell whose 
imprint decorates the ceramics. Only two sites of this early Neolithic period yielded traces of 
architecture (a possible third was identified in a cave). At Baratin (in Courthézon, Provence),  
between 5380 and 5080 cal BC, several plans of oval buildings have been identified (Sénépart, 2009). 
The first building is sub-circular in shape (5 × 4 m). It is built with posts and is also bounded by the 
extension of a pebble area (figure 13). A second building is bounded only by the oval distribution 
of quartzite pebbles and fragments of sandstone. Its length (at least 5 m) is not properly delimited. 
It includes several superimposed hearths in the center. A third building was constructed on  
a nearby molasse bank. It is materialized by a series of postholes dug into the substratum and its 
dimensions are 10 m long by 4 m wide. On the site of Espéluche in Lalo, in the middle Rhone valley, 
two sets of post holes, dating from 5269-4996 cal BC, reveal oval plans (Beeching, 2009). The best 
preserved house measures 11 m long × 7.5 m wide (figure 14). It possessed no hearth, but a feature 
of this type was excavated 5 m to the west of the building.

Not until the middle of the 5th millennium do rectangular houses make their appearance in  
the south of France. It is in Auvergne, at Vertaizon, that we find between 4600 and 4300 cal BC  
the oldest rectangular buildings (Saintot, 2014). The two biggest exceed 10 meters in length and 
are 5 m wide (figure 15), ending in an apse. They are accompanied by a trapezoidal building 7 m 
long and four smaller oval buildings, 3 m to 6 m in length. They are all earthfast and the larger 
ones have preserved their post pads.

Over the following centuries, this diversity of house plans is no longer documented, although 
the extreme rarity of Middle Neolithic building plans forces us to remain cautious about any 
interpretations. The more recent buildings seem to prefer the rectangular shape with one or both 
ends in apses. This is the case of the Blagnat building in Montmeyran, in the middle Rhone valley, 
dated to about 4000 cal BC (Saintot, 1997). It is 20 m long and 10 m wide and ends in an apse form 
(figure 16). It is therefore much larger than those of Vertaizon, and larger than the contemporary 
buildings in northern Italy (such as those at San Andrea Travo, Emilia-Romagna, which are 15 × 7.5 m). 
Built around the same time but using posts with much smaller diameters, the Roucadour building 
(Thémines, Lot) seems to respect the rectangular plan (figure 17), but the reduced size of the excava-
tion does not enable us to delimit the full extension of the building, or to determine its shape, 
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Figure 12 - The oval Impressa building from Peiro Signado, at Portiragnes (Hérault, Occitanie, France), 
around 5800 cal BC (after Briois, Manen, 2009).
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Figure 14 - Buildings from the Cardial site of Espéluche 
at Lalo (Drôme, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, France), around 
5250-5000 cal BC (after Beeching, 2009).

Figure 13 - One of the buildings of the Cardial site of  
Le Baratin, at Courthézon (Vaucluse, Provence, France), 
around 5380-5080 cal BC (after Sénépart, 2009).
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Figure 15 - Buildings from the site of Vertaizon (Puy-de-Dôme, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, France), 
around 4600-4300 cal BC (after Saintot, 2014).
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Figure 17 - Buildings from the site of Roucadour at Thémines (Lot, Occitany, France), 
around 4000-3800 cal BC (after Gascó, Muller, 2009).

Figure 16 - Buildings from the site of Blagnat, at Montmeyran (Drôme, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, France), 
around 4000 cal BC (after Saintot, 1997; topography: J.-M. Petit, D. Ruf, P. Sarazin, CAD: G. Macabéo).
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Figure 18 - Buildings from the Chassey culture site of Vernègues 
(Bouches-du-Rhône, Provence, France), around 3900-3700 cal BC 
(after Moreau, 2014).

rectangular or with an apse (Gascó, Muller, 2009). It is in any case certainly smaller, but the 
marginal position of the site in relation to the networks at the time does not allow us to consider 
it as representative. The buildings recently brought to light at Vernègues, Provence (Moreau, 2014), 
dated to 3800 cal BC, seem to confirm the trend towards gigantism exemplified by the Blagnat 
building. They are almost as long and have two apse shaped ends (figure 18). This is not the case 
of more recent buildings (ca. 3900-3500 cal BC) like those at Champ Madame in Beaumont, Auvergne. 
These are 11 m long and 8 m wide and have a strictly rectangular shape.

This passage from oval to rectangular house plans was without a doubt progressive taking 
place at a time of profound renewal of the ceramic traditions and stone industries. The exuberant 
Cardial and Epicardial decorations disappear after 4700 cal BC, to make way for ceramics with 
carefully polished surfaces and uniform colors. This continues during the following centuries by 
with the adoption of some rare forms, decorated plates and vases essentially, the prototypes for 
which come from the other side of the Alps, in northern Italy. The rest of the repertoire remains 
in line with local ceramic traditions, using fairly simple spherical forms. It then gradually 
becomes more complex and from 4000 cal BC onwards presents a range of shapes as extensive as 
those found in the north of Italy, while the decoration becomes simpler and extends to a greater 
number of forms. This is actually the same process that which took place in Italy in the Early 
Neolithic period, whereby the eastern component represented by painted ceramic in the south 
and Fiorano in the north, gradually replaced the Impressa wares.
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The lithic industry experienced a more dramatic renewal. Trade increases at the beginning of 
the Middle Neolithic, both in the quantity of objects and in the distances involved, and some of 
these objects are made only to be hoarded. This is particularly the case of large polished stone 
axes fashioned from green rocks extracted from the Alps and disseminated as far the British Isles. 
The populations of southern France also import obsidian blades from the Lipari Islands, southern 
Italy, and begin to use pressure techniques to knap the honey-coloured Bedoulian flint outcrops 
of Vaucluse in Provence, and thus obtain the same regular honey-coloured blades as found in 
northern Italy or the Balkans. In the early Middle Neolithic, before 4200 cal BC, imported objects 
are still a minority and have a special status, as shown by the fact that they are rarely used and 
they are frequently part of ritual deposits, found isolated or placed in burials. Probably due 
to the increased demand, the total volume that is manufactured and distributed then becomes 
more important. To do this, the craftsmen produce smaller objects, adopt more efficient knapping 
methods (heating the raw material and changing striking platforms), and change their raw material 
when the distance to the source is too great or access is too complicated (replacement of Lipari 
obsidian with Sardinian obsidian, initiate the exploitation of green cinerites from Requista in the 
Massif Central). The rule appears to be that the polished axes must be green, and that the flake 
blanks used for the lithic industry must be standardized and made of obsidian or honey-coloured 
flint. After 4000 cal BC, this democratization of access to imported items is such that in the better 
positioned villages within distribution networks, almost all of the chipped stone industry is made 
of Bedoulian flint from the Vaucluse, regardless of the distance in kilometers between the village 
and the source.

Three steps can be distinguished within the Neolithic process in the southern half of France. 
After a first episode of Impressa ware colonization with no apparent successors around 5800 cal BC, 
the Neolithic manifests itself from around 5500 or 5400 cal BC, by the widespread adoption, all 
along the Mediterranean coast, of ceramics, the practice of agriculture and the raising of livestock 
(Binder, 2013). Continuities in the style of arrowheads show that these are indigenous people who 
incorporate these new practices into their lifestyle (Valdeyron et al., 2013). Farther inland, where 
the climate is more mixed, evidence for the Neolithic is rarer, more discreet and often later, 
around 5000 cal BC. In both areas, the adoption of a production economy does not appear to 
fundamentally change the way of life of local societies, which were already using storage practices 
during the Mesolithic (Valdeyron, 2013; Verjux, 2014). The environment remains the same, the 
territories exploited are similar and concentrated in a small radius of a few kilometers around 
the habitation site, and trade is limited to a few ornaments. The only difference is the increased 
number of open air sites, but it is questionable to what extent this does not result from the greater 
visibility of sites for archaeologists due to the presence of ceramics.

No doubt starting around 4900-4800 cal BC, and certainly from 4700 cal BC, the situation changes. 
Populations of western Europe show signs of fierce social competition. Burial of a few individuals 
takes on monumental proportions. The larger tombs, burial mounds several meters high, can reach 
hundreds of meters long. The emblematic objects of village society originating in the Balkans and 
coming from Italy are imported several hundred kilometers to be placed in tombs or deposited 
intact, far from any inhabited area. The most dramatic manifestations of these phenomena are 
visible around the Breton peninsula, the westernmost point of the continent, where the first burial 
mounds reproduce, as in the rest of the north European plain, the shapes of longhouses and some-
times occupy the same locations as the longhouses of the Linear Band groups, and where indigenous 
communities have access to the coast, and the ability to produce and export salt. In southern France, 
these ostentatious manifestations are less spectacular, as if hierarchies were less pronounced 
there. In the absence of Linear Banded traditions, long barrows are unknown. The mounds are 
circular and correspond to a later form of the megalithic monuments. They are also significantly 
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smaller than the circular mounds of the Atlantic seaboard. The preferred form of burial is in a 
trench or in a burial chest without a mound. The importation of objects emblematic of village 
society is also evident and relates to a wider range of objects. The large polished greenstone axes 
from the Alps, the Iberian variscite ornaments and the pedestal vases are now accompanied by 
etched ceramic plates and spoons and blades made of honey-coloured flint and obsidian. The 
construction of the first rectangular buildings, including those of Vertaizon, certainly involved 
this desire for ostentation, because they without doubt are the most obvious sign of the link with 
village society which spread to Italy and is present beyond the Alps.

This ostentatious phase seems to end at the turn of the 4th millennium. In northern France, 
there is no longer any trace of contact with village society, not even in the form of any southern 
stylistic influence. It seems that a new type of society is taking form, a more self-sufficient society 
in which the domestic unit plays a greater role and where relationships are much more local. 
In southern France, on the contrary, this is the period of integration into the sphere of village 
society and the adoption of its rules. Rectangular architecture becomes the norm. In the villages, 
the collective provisioning becomes the norm relying heavily on imported goods produced by 
specialized craftsmen (implementation of complex technologies and / or manufactured with imported 
materials of homogeneous colour and texture). It is the same for the subsistence economy, since 
the organization of livestock is based on site specialization, which implies an exchange between 
different pastoralist groups (Bréhard et al., 2010). As in the southeastern Balkans and the Adriatic 
coast, and then in Italy, this is a society that takes root and which is structured around exchange.

Conclusion

Analysis of the diffusion of Neolithic architecture in Europe requires rethinking the Neolithic 
process. Considered since Childe’s time as a purely economic phenomenon, it has thus far been 
analyzed only in terms of the spread of agriculture and animal husbandry, as if the concerns of the 
societies at the time were solely focused on the question of their livelihood. This led archaeologists 
to amalgamate a number of processes of socio-cultural transformation that were very different 
from each other while essentializing and opposing concepts of hunter-gatherers and farmers. 
In this context, the Neolithic was considered complete as soon as communities were practicing 
agriculture and raising livestock (Dennel, 1985; Zvelebil, 1998). The subsequent development of 
tools, housing and the subsistence economy was perceived as the “normal” result of the evolution 
of local Neolithic societies, who either reinvented their own model of the Neolithic (Sherratt, 2006), 
or as the diffusion of a set of innovations specific to a later period, the Chalcolithic (Lichardus, 1991). 
These scenarios do not take into account the similarity of the technical, economic and social 
characteristics of the second Neolithic societies, with those of the older communities from the 
core area of the Balkans, and were constructed on a lack of knowledge regarding the chronology 
of those characteristics typically ascribed to the Chalcolithic such as the beginning of milk 
production, copper metallurgy and craft specialization (Schier, 2014).

If we cease to focus solely on economic data and consider all productions of Mesolithic and 
Neolithic societies, in particular the household, the diffusion of the Neolithic in Europe appears  
to reverse these linear models, and is seen as a very long process during which the European 
communities tried different ways to implement a lifestyle that was considered ideal.

The oldest form of these attempts at neolithisation is the Mediterranean current. This best 
matches the economic prism privileged since Childe because change takes the form almost exclusively 
in subsistence. It is indeed a broadening of the spectrum of potential food resources through the 
adoption of domesticated plant and animal species. For indigenous societies this implies incorporating 
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new technologies, but in a simple form and without upsetting their lifestyle. Even with ceramics, 
a few polished axes and small herds, populations continue to exploit small territories where they 
know all the resources. The most that can be said is that the practice of agriculture implies greater 
sedentism for at least part of the group. Even houses have circular and oval forms similar to those 
of the European Mesolithic. It is undoubtedly this flexibility and apparent continuity that explain 
the very rapid spread of the Neolithic markers along the northern coasts of the Mediterranean. 
This current probably originates from a first pulse of the Neolithic around 6500 cal BC, which pre-
cedes the appearance of village societies and is recognizable by the presence of red monochrome 
ceramics. To the west of Greece, the diffusion of Neolithic markers can be seen in the spherical 
forms of ceramics decorated with impressions which rapidly spread along the Mediterranean coast 
via sea routes. The great distances that were the result of this rapid spread led to the severing of 
ties with the village societies of the eastern Mediterranean and the development of a particular 
form of Neolithic society, which ended with the expansion of village societies.

The dominant neolithization model is that of the villagers’ world. It is characterized by the 
importance of the community which takes precedence over the household. The habitat consists 
of rectangular and quadrangular houses grouped into a village. The economy is organized to 
generate strong links between individuals and between family units. Procurement is collective 
and based on a specialization of tasks, thanks to the importation of distant raw materials and 
the implementation of complex technologies. This partnership model was developed in Central 
Anatolia during the PPNB and spread during the second half of the seventh millennium to the 
shores of the Aegean and the southeastern Balkans (Thrace, Macedonia, Thessaly, lower Danube 
valley) conveyed by massive population displacements. Beyond the core area, the dissemination 
of this model slows down. In the Pannonian Plain, on the other side of the Iron Gates that separate 
the lower and middle Danube valleys, diffusion is fast but during the first centuries it only  
involves the circulation of manufactured goods, animal herds and some cereals, while habitation 
sites are at best composed of a few isolated small rectangular houses, or indeed pithouses. The 
data do not enable us to determine if this neolithization of the Pannonian Plain is carried by  
a colonizing group or if it is the local Mesolithic populations that adopt the emblematic signs of 
this new type of society. The Pannonian Plain is in any case for several centuries the limit of  
the expansion of village society and the spread of the Neolithic towards the center of the continent 
takes an alternative form, that of the Linear Pottery culture. A new phase of expansion is noticeable 
from 5300-5200 cal BC. It is probably made possible by adapting farming techniques to a wider 
variety of environments, but is most certainly due to the economic and demographic develop-
ment of the villages at the heart of this society. The sites of this time, and until about 4500 cal BC, 
show unprecedented wealth that certainly supported the spread of village society. This expansion, 
therefore, is probably not the result, or if so only marginally, of a population migration. It is most 
likely the adoption of a new model of society by neighboring populations. This diffusion is indeed 
evident in the import and / or imitation of objects considered as markers of village society, and 
then, in a second phase, by the full adoption of the lifestyle that characterizes village society. This 
model of society spreads westward to southern France, where it arrives around 4200-4000 cal BC, 
at the same time as it is being replaced in the Balkans by the Chalcolithic, a model of society based 
on the exaltation of the richest individuals.

The third form of the Neolithic consists of an alternative model of society to the previous, 
the Linear Pottery culture. It was developed around 5500 cal BC north of the Pannonian Plain, at 
a time and in areas where the village model was no longer functional, because of the remoteness 
and the climatic and environmental conditions that were so different from the shores of the Black 
sea. This model is characterized by an architecture adapted to the environment of the German- 
Polish plain, greater flexibility of community organization, village cells reduced in size (at least 
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initially) and the organization of trade on a smaller scale, that of the micro-region. For Mesolithic 
communities in northern Europe, the Linear Pottery culture was certainly the archetype of 
Neolithic society. It was nevertheless replaced around 5200 cal BC, in those same regions where it 
had taken form, by the village society of Balkan type in the form of the Tisza and Lengyel cultures. 
Further west and north, its successors were gradually impregnated with the values of local Mesolithic 
societies, eventually creating new societies like the Michelsberg and Funnel Beaker cultures (TRBK) 
whose subsistence strategies were more suited to the environmental capacity of northern Europe.

Of the three forms of the Neolithic, the village society model represented the archetype of 
Neolithic society and this is what explains its success and wide distribution. It isc the different 
characteristics together that make up this model of society that communities wishing to adopt 
the Neolithic will try to adopt, or adapt to new environments. During the first phase of this process, 
there is the acquisition or adoption of some of the most iconic elements of the lifestyle of the village 
societies of southeastern Europe and their use in strategies of ostentatious display and social 
competition. We observe the distribution of polished axes and adzes among groups that are still 
considered Mesolithic, and then the appearance of large, fully polished celts, imported over 
hundreds of kilometers and buried in monumental tombs and in ritual deposits. The predominance 
of the ox and the axe as motifs in megalithic art, which develops on the western margins of 
the Neolithic world, is also a sign of this process of attempting to imitate village society by groups 
that know and practice agriculture and raise livestock. In a second step, which occurs as soon as 
conditions permit, the Neolithic is no longer limited to a few symbolic elements and the lifestyle 
of the village societies is implanted into a new territory, where the tools, houses and the subsistence 
economy become fully aligned with those in force in the oldest neolithicised regions. The start of 
the second phase is determined by adjusting the technical knowledge to the resources, climate 
and geology of new territories, and probably also by internal factors in the core zone, such as 
wealth accumulation, from which it derives its power of attraction and its ability to export the 
technical expertise required for the development of new territories.

The development of fully agropastoral societies in Europe is not the result of the evolution of 
the first neolithicised societies, whether Impressa-Cardial or Linear Pottery, but the result of 
the spread of a societal standard or norm. Faster in their initial expansion, due to their less 
constraining character, the first Neolithic societies of western Europe had the weakness of being 
less complete, less perfect from a Neolithic viewpoint, and were prey to increasing social compe-
tition and sometimes deadly conflict, which made them less desirable over time. Village society 
on the other hand had the distinct advantage of extreme coherence.

Within these three types of societies, the household is of variable importance, but is never the 
central element in the organization of a community. Even within the Linear Pottery culture, 
where differences between households can be seen within the same village, the autonomy of each 
domestic unit is limited by respect for community standards and the importance of interaction 
between the components of the village, and between nearby and complementary villages.

It is ultimately only very late in the Neolithic that the household will grow in importance in the 
organization of society. Starting around 4100-4000 cal BC in the north of Europe, and from 3700 
cal BC along the Mediterranean coast, a new model of society begins to develop that is centered 
on the exploitation of smaller territories. Although trade does not stop, it covers a smaller range 
of objects and is carried out on smaller scales. Villages are more independent of each other and 
households have more autonomy in how they are supplied. This stronger anchor or attachment 
to the territory is the mark of Neolithic societies that can now be qualified as peasant societies and 
for whom the household becomes a relevant lens for analysis.
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