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Note on the dates used in this book

Dates before 50,000 are based on various physical dating techniques, other than
radiocarbon, and expressed as ‘years ago’.

Dates in the period 50,000-10,000 years ago are based on uncalibrated radio-
carbon dates and expressed as ‘years ago’ or ‘years BP’ (= Before Present).

Dates in the last 10,000 years are based on calibrated radiocarbon dates and
expressed as ‘years BC'. Only these dates can be equated with calender or solar
years.

See chapter 1, section ‘periods and dates’ for the principles of radiocarbon dat-

ing.




PartIl

The first farmers

The Neolithic comprises the last period of the Stone Age, a period in which technology was
still entirely based on stone, but in which man slowly exchanged his hunting and gathering
existence for a way of life based on crop cultivation and stock keeping. This was one of the most
momentous transitions in the history of the development of human society. The increasing
dependence on crop cultivation led to changes in the relationship between man and his environ-
ment, from one of dependence and equality to one in which man gained increasing control over
nature. The era in which man had lived solely on what nature offered him was over. Man and
nature came to oppose one another to an increasing extent. Crop cultivation and stock breeding
also enabled population growth, with all its positive and negative consequences. Many techno-
logical innovations took place and social organisation became increasingly complex.

Farming originated in the Near East some 10,000 years ago, in developments in the area
known as the Fertile Crescent. From there, the new knowledge and the associated way of life
gradually spread to other areas, over a period spanning several thousands of years. The first
farmers arrived in southern Limburg around 5300 BC. Their arrival marked the beginning of a
period of confrontation and transformation of two communities that differed from one another
in many respects: the farmers in the south and the native hunter-gatherers in the north. These
communities established contacts with one another and influenced one another. In a lengthy
process, which was to reach a conclusion only at the end of the Neolithic, the northern commu-
nities adopted the farming way of life. This process is also known as ‘Neolithisation’.

Our understanding of this period is based mainly on evidence obtained in settlement re-
search over the past forty to fifty years, in particular in the loess region in Limburg and in the
Dutch wetlands. This is, however, also a period in which imposing monuments were built, such
as the hunebedden, the burial chambers of the first farmers on the northern sandy soils. New
technological developments took place at the end of this era, marking the start of a new epoch:
the Bronze Age.




10 Early and Middle Neolithic:
introduction

Annelou van Gijn and Leendert Louwe Kooijmans

THE ORIGINS OF FARMING

The Neolithic was first defined in 1865, as the era of polished stone tools, to indi-
cate the difference with the chipped stone tools of the Palaeolithic. Later on, three
more criteria were introduced, namely agriculture (crop cultivation and stock
keeping), the sedentary existence it implies and pottery production. Over the years
it became clear that these criteria are not inextricably linked. For example, we now
know of hunter-gatherers who produced pottery (what is known as the ‘Ceramic
Mesolithic’, e.g. the Ertebelle culture in Denmark) and of farmers who did not
(Aceramic Neolithic, e.g. the ‘Pre-Pottery Neolithic A and B’ in the Levant). Nowa-
days, food production is regarded as the most distinctive feature of the Neolithic;
this is now the only criterion used in practice.

The broad-spectrum economy of the Late Mesolithic in the Low Countries has
been described in the previous chapter; in various regions it was possible to live
an almost sedentary existence based at a location strategically positioned between
different ecological zones offering an abundance of food resources. But mobil-
ity remained important for exploiting certain essential resources, although it was
often only a small proportion of the community that temporarily left the settle-
ment for this purpose. In the Near East a similar development took place towards
a more settled mode of life with a broad-spectrum economy. There, the seeds of
wild large-grained grasses (various wheat species and barley) constituted an im-
portant source of food. They presented the great advantage that under the prevail-
ing relatively dry climatic conditions they could be easily stored for later consump-
tion, in particular in seasons in which food was in short supply. That offered the
people living in those areas an excellent basis for a sedentary existence. As cereal
happens to be an ideal staple food it is not surprising thata form of ‘management’
of the wild grain fields gradually emerged (fig. 10.1). The earliest archaeological
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fig. 10.12
Ears of emmer (left) and einkorn (right).

fig. 10.1b
Awild einkorn field in the Zagros mountains
in Iran. On the slopes of the mountains in the
‘fertile crescent’ in the Near East wild cereal
species were an important source of food
around the end of the last glacial. Shortly
afterwards, they were to constitute the basis
for the development of agriculture.
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The origins of agriculture and its spread to
Europe prior to 5500 BC. Until around 60co
BC agriculture and animal domestication
were restricted to the Near East. After that
time the new form of subsistence gradually
spread westwards via two routes: via the
coasts of the Mediterranean (‘Cardial
culture’) into Western Europe (‘La Hoguette’)
and via the Balkan to southeast Europe
(Star&evo complex). The early pollen evidence
from Switzerland at present however appears
to be inconsistent with this pattern.

evidence for the domestication of these plants dates from the 1oth millennium
BC. The first plants to be domesticated were barley and emmer; various legumes
followed shortly after. Sheep and goat were domesticated around the same time or
possibly a little later.?

Our parts of Europe, with their wet climate, lacked a suitable equivalent of wild
cereal. The occupants of these areas were therefore strongly dependent on a sys-
tem of seasonal exploitation of diverse food resources that had to be consumed
immediately. This necessitated greater mobility. Nevertheless, it is now increas-
ingly often argued that farming evolved endogenously in these parts, too, via a
certain degree of management of essential resources. The most important large
wild animal, red deer, was hunted with such evident care that we may speak of
‘selective cropping’. It has recently been suggested that the same can be said of
certain plants, too.3

One of the questions that archaeologists ask over and over again is why people
started producing food. In the past, this question was hardly ever asked, because
it was implicitly assumed that prehistoric man aspired to a ‘better existence’. In
that evolutionistic outlook hunter-gatherers were inferior to farmers. In the 1g6os,
however, it was realised that some hunter-gatherers had in fact enjoyed a stable
economy, supported by abundant resources, which invalidated the evolutionistic
interpretation.* All kinds of reasons have been postulated for why people started
practising crop cultivation and stock keeping. As far as the Near East is concerned,
it is now generally believed that the cereal-harvesting hunter-gatherers of Natu-
fian and related groups gradually started producing their food as they adopted a
more settled way of life. The facilities for storing and processing the cereals had to
be managed and maintained, which entailed social integration and possibly also
social differentiation; the local permanent population expanded, but as it grew,
it also became increasingly vulnerable to unforeseen food shortages. The transi-
tion from the management of wild cereals to their cultivation will then have been
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a logical step, as it led to greater control over food resources. In economic terms,
this can be seen as risk reduction. In this context it has been proposed that crop
cultivation may have originated in areas where wild cereals did not occur in large
quantities. But this is less likely, as the earliest evidence for domestication seems
to come mainly from the primary zones. An important aspect of food production
is that it enabled increasing social stratification; in that respect it laid the basis for
the development of the later complex societies of the Near East.5

As for the origins of food production in Europe, it was for many years assumed
that the ‘enlightened’ ideas on food production were spread in awesterly direction
by colonists: the Ex Oriente Lux hypothesis. According to this view the Neolithisa-
tion of Europe was the consequence of the immigration of farmers who more or
less forced the native occupants to accept the new, ‘superior’ form of subsistence.
But there is actually little concrete evidence to support this colonisation model.
Nowadays, archaeologists are therefore far more in favour of a combination of
small-scale — and hence archaeologically virtually invisible — incursions and ac-
culturation of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. This may have been the case with, for
example, the earliest Bandkeramik in Central Europe. The same arguments as those
proposed to explain the origins of farming in the Near East can be used to support
the adoption of a farming existence via acculturation, i.e. risk reduction and pres-
tige, possibly with population growth as an impetus. Migration and the colonisa-
tion of new regions, whether or not already exploited by hunter-gatherers, can be
related to stress in the colonists’ area of origin, for example caused by a sense of
‘overpopulation’ and territorial competition, and the availability of a suitable new
settlement area.

Whether or not this view is correct, it is certain is that farming gradually spread
westwards from the Fertile Crescent via Anatolia and the Balkans, to the Danubian
plain and then on to the Lower Rhine Basin on the one hand, and across the entire
Mediterranean on the other hand (fig. 10.2). During this process of expansion,
novel elements were added to the agricultural system along the way, for example in
Anatolia and southeast Europe. Among these novel elements were pig and cattle.
Around 5500 BC a new culture evolved in the western part of the Hungarian Plain,
at the periphery of the contemporary farming communities: the Bandkeramik. Ex-
actly how this culture spread across the whole of Central Europe is still poorly
understood. The Bandkeramik farmers who lived in the Netherlands definitely came
from elsewhere. They settled on the loess soil of southern Limburg around 5300
BC. There seems to have been no acculturation of the Mesolithic occupants of the
Netherlands in this first phase; the first signs of agricultural activity to the north of
the loess are of a much later date. There, the transition from a hunting-gathering
way of life to a fully-fledged farming existence was a lengthy process that spanned
almost the entire Neolithic (see chapters 14 and 15). An economy based predomi-
nantly on crop cultivation and stock keeping seems to have been fully established
there only by the Late Neolithic. But the products of hunting and fishing and - to
a lesser extent ~ foraging continued to supplement the diet, as they indeed still do
today.

CLIMATE AND LANDSCAPE

In contrast to the preceding transition from the Palaeolithic to the Mesolithic at
the beginning of the Holocene, the transition to the Neolithic was not character-
ised by major changes in environmental and ecological conditions. The Bandk-
eramik farmers spread across Europe and settled on the loess of southern Limburg
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in the middle of the Atlantic, a period in which temperatures in Europe were a little
higher than they are today, possibly 2 °C on an annual basis. That may not seem
very much, but as far as the plant and animal life -~ and hence also farming - are
concerned it was a substantial difference. The relatively mild climate will have in-
fluenced the Bandkeramik expansion towards the north and west, but we should not
go so far as to see it as the prime cause of the migrations.

The transition from the Atlantic to the Sub-Boreal has been dated around 3500
BC on the basis of changes in the vegetation. In the past it was generally believed
that the climate became a little drier in the Sub-Boreal, but this view has been
modified to allow for the influence of the early farming communities on the prime-
val forests: the creation of clearances and the consequences for the hydrological
regime. The Neolithic also coincides with the transgressive phases in which the
Calais I-IV deposits were formed (chapter 3). By the beginning of the Neolithic the
sea level had risen to about 9 m below the present Mean Sea Level and what is now
the western part of the Netherlands had changed into a vast sedimentation zone.
At first this zone was largely a tidal-flat area, protected from the open sea by a series
of narrow coastal barrier islands separated by wide tidal inlets. On its landward
side this tidal-flat area was bordered by a zone of tidal deposits and a peat belt.

From 3500 BC onwards the coastal barriers gradually consolidated, enabling
the salt marshes and the peat to expand over the tidal flats, which they turned into
clearly distinct tidal areas behind the major tidal inlets. Generally speaking, the
environmental diversity of the coastal plain increased and the area as a whole be-
came more attractive for settlement and exploitation. The coastal area must also
have become more accessible in this period. As the delta comprised so many dif-
ferent ecological zones, it contained several types of vegetation. The dunes sup-
ported a mixed forest containing oak, elm and lime, with hazel stands in the more
open parts. Alder carrs will have grown in the backswamps, while belts of reeds
and sedges bordered the open water.

In the course of the early Holocene a rich brown forest soil formed beneath the
lush forest vegetation of the higher sandy areas. It would probably not be correct
to describe these regions as poor and marginal by analogy with present condi-
tions, but they will have been vulnerable to crop cultivation without manuring. The
forests in these areas will have consisted predominantly of oak; many alder stands
were to be found in the valleys. An important environmental change was the for-
mation of vast raised bogs, in particular in Drenthe, Overijssel and the eastern part
of North Brabant. Together with the peat expanding from the coastal zone, these
raised bogs, especially those in the northern part of the country, greatly reduced
the area of land suitable for occupation.®

The Late Glacial relief of the loess zone had by this time consolidated as a result
of forestation. We must assume that the weathering of hill slopes and the forma-
tion of colluvial deposits started with the creation of the first clearances in the
Neolithic, although we have little concrete evidence to support this. What is still a
topicof debate is the question as to whether water flowed through whatare now dry
valleys before the hills were deforested, and if so, how much water. As deciduous
forest has a much higher evaporation rate (400 mm/year) than open (grass)land
(200 mml/year) this is not very likely. A second unsolved question with respect to
the environment concerns the nature and degree of soil formation. There are con-
vincing arguments for assuming that the formation of the Grey Brown Podzolic
soils, characteristic of the loess, began already during the Bandkeramik period. The
reconstruction of the vegetation of the loess zone is a difficult issue; it is generally
assumed thata lime forest grew on the plateaus and a mixed deciduous forest with
a high percentage of oak in the valleys.”
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Our knowledge of the fauna in the Neolithic is based on reconstructions of
the former landscape and vegetation on the one hand, and on the faunal remains
recovered in excavations on the other. The great ecological diversity of both the
lowlands and the higher sandy soils with their many stream valleys and varied
deciduous forest suggests that large amounts of game were to be found in these
regions. The only areas where this was not the case will have been the loess
region, with its impenetrable deciduous forest and its small amount of under-
growth, and of course the raised bogs. The excavated remains of large terrestrial
mammals include aurochs, elk, red deer, roe deer, wild boar and brown bear.
There were also many smaller fur animals, such as marten, polecat, beaver and
otter. Marine mammals like common and grey seals, bottle-nose dolphin and
porpoise were to be found along the coast. Remarkable birds among the many
common species are Dalmatian pelican, flamingo, crane and white-tailed eagle,
which suggests the presence of large stretches of open water. Conspicuous fish,
besides the currently known freshwater species, are sturgeon and European cat-
fish.®

-

fig. 10.3
Chronological-geographical scheme of the
Neolithic cultures in the Netherlands and its

wider environs.
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fig. 10.4

View of the 1991 excavation of the Middle
Neolithic site Brandwijk in the peat district of
South Holland. Drainage by well points and a
stepped trench enabled people to work safely
and dry a few metres below groundwater
level.

CULTURAL UNITS

The Dutch Neolithic spans the period from 5300 until 2000 BC, i.¢. the period
from the arrival of the first farmers in southern Limburg until the first use of
bronze. It would be convenient if we were able to set up a uniform chronological
and cultural framework for the whole of the Netherlands and its surrounding ar-
eas. But unfortunately the Netherlands is dissected by the boundary of two major
cultures which existed before, during and after the Neolithic. Throughout the
whole of prehistory there were close relations between the southern part of the
Netherlands and Belgium, with the Rhineland and, via the latter region, Central
Europe. The south of the Netherlands is one of the regions where agriculture was
first introduced (what is known as the ‘primary Neolithic’). There were also con-
tacts in a westerly direction, with England. The northern part of the Netherlands,
on the contrary, was oriented towards Westphalia and Lower Saxony, and north-
ern Europe in a more general sense. Farming was not introduced in this northern
glacial plain until much later. The way of life and the development of the material
culture in these two distinct parts of the Netherlands differed considerably and
there are therefore major differences in their periodisations (fig. 10.3).

The Early Neolithic A is the period of the Bandkeramik (see chapter 11) and of
the somewhat enigmatic groups who used the La Hoguette and Limburg pottery,
roughly from 5300 BC onwards. Because of the great uniformity and the novelty
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of the Bandkeramik as a whole, we assume that this culture was introduced into the
loess zone of the Netherlands and Belgium by colonists, notably from the Rhine-
land. The areas north of the loess zone were inhabited by predominantly spatially
separated Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. The nature of the relationship between
the Bandkeramik people and the Mesolithic groups living in their surroundings is
still poorly understood. It seems that the Bandkeramik culture had little influence
on the way of life of these hunter-gatherers; there is no clear evidence to suggest
the existence of exchange networks between the two communities either. But we
should be careful in drawing such conclusions as only very few contemporary Late
Mesolithic sites have so far been found.

Alater phase of the Bandkeramik saw the first signs of the disintegration of this
population into smaller social units: the material culture reflects increasing re-
gionalisation. Around the same time, Bandkeramik society seems to have become
less egalitarian: indications of social stratification have been found in both the set-
tlements and the cemeteries of the later phases of the Bandkeramik.* These changes
may be connected with an increase in the density of the population of the most
favourable area, the fertile loess zone.

The process of regionalisation continued in the Early Neolithic B in the Rhine-
land, in the Grossgartach and Rossen cultures, successively. Only the latter culture
is represented in the Netherlands, notably in southern Limburg. Belgium clearly
lay in a different, French, sphere of influence in this period. There, the Omalian (a
local variant of the Bandkeramik) evolved into the Groupe de Blicquy in the Hainault.
The distribution area of the so-called Rassener Breitkeile, which extends all the way
into Denmark, suggests that contacts with the neighbouring hunter-gatherers

fig. 10.5
Settlement P14 in its reconstructed
environmental setting. The site was situated
on a boulder clay outcrop measuring about
0.5 km* with a deciduous cover in a vast
swamp intersected by a former course of the
river Vecht.
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had intensified since the Bandkeramik. Only one Réssen settlement has so far been
excavated in the Netherlands: the site of Maastricht-Randwijck, which included
no house plans, only pits.

Until recently, little was known about the period of the Réssen culture in the
northern zone. However, finds from Drenthe and Flevoland have now shown that
between 4900 and 4600 BC this area was definitely inhabited by pottery-producing
groups, who may be regarded as the immediate predecessors of the occupants of
the settlements on the levees near Swifterbant (Swifterbant 1 and 2). Butwe do not
yet have any information on the economy in this early phase.

Our understanding of the history of the occupation of the northern part of the
Netherlands remains poor up to 4200 BC, the beginning of the Middle Neolithic
A, the period of the sites on the levees near Swifterbant which gave the Swifterbant
culture its name (phase 3). It is believed that in the higher sandy areas occupa-
tion concentrated in and along the stream valleys in this period. The people of the
Swifterbant culture seem to have maintained contacts mainly with people further
east, but there are also indications of contacts with the Rossen communities.” The
sites that have come to light on river dunes in the western coastal zone, such as
Hazendonk (phase 1) and Brandwijk, are also classed as belonging to the Swifter-

fig. 10.6

The rescue excavation, in 1983, of the
Heveskesklooster terp near Delfzijl led to the
chance discovery of a megalithic monument.
The structure is not a hunebed ‘proper’, but
only a fairly small funerary chamber or
‘dolmen’ built on a sandy elevation. The
monument was first covered by peat, after
which the terpwas built on top of it. That
ensured its excellent preservation. Two
conspicuous features of the dolmen are that
itwas not covered with an earth mound and
that itwas disturbed at some time in the past,
possibly already in the Beaker period.
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bant culture (fig. 10.4). Cereals have been found both at Swifterbant and Hazen-
donk, but they were probably not grown locally. It is believed that the occupants of
the sites on the higher sandy soils exploited the natural resources of the delta. Ac-
cording to the present views, hunting and fishing were still very important in these
communities’ broad-spectrum economy, although they had begun to supplement
their diet with the products of agricultural activities.

The southern part of the Netherlands was in this period occupied by a new
‘Northwest Group’ of the Michelsberg culture and its successors, the Hazendonk 3
group. Their remains seem to indicate that the Neolithisation process had reached
amuch further stage in the south than further north. This is also the period of the
first systematic flint (shaft) mining activities in the chalk regions (see feature E).
Well-known mining sites from this period are Rijckholt in the Netherlands and
Spiennes in Belgium. A large number of Michelsberg sites fortified with earth-
works are known in the Rhineland and in Belgium. Many smaller sites have been
found on the loess and on the sandy soils in the Netherlands. The settlements on
the sandy soils were probably also inhabited by farming communities, but in the
coastal area in this period some sites were still used predominantly for the exploi-
tation of natural resources, such as the aforementioned Hazendonk.

Until recently, no sites dating from 4000-3500 BC were known in the northern
part of the country. In other words, regarding chronological counterparts of the
later Michelsberg sites in the south there appeared to be a hiatus in this part of
the Netherlands. However, an assemblage has now been found at site P14 in the
Noordoostpolder, which shows close stylistic affinities with an early phase of the
TRB culture in Schleswig-Holstein known as Fuchsberg. This material has provi-
sionally been called ‘pre-Drouwen’ or ‘Swifterbant 4’ ware (fig. 10.5)."

Although the Neolithisation process can be said to have started in the Swif-
terbant 3 period in the north of the Netherlands, we cannot really speak of true
Neolithic societies until the time of the emergence of the TRB communities of the
Middle Neolithic B, after 3400 BC. The origins of the TRB culture are still unclear.
Some see clear indications of continuity in the pottery of the Swifterbant culture,
that of the pre-Drouwen phase and that of the TRB." The TRB pottery of the Drou-
wen phase however shows unmistakable signs of northern influence.

In the Netherlands, the TRB culture is best known for the hunebedden, which
were built until approximately 3200 BC, but remained in use until the end of the
TRB period (fig. 10.6). The oldest flat graves date from the early TRB period, but
they are still few in number; with time, however, interment in a flat grave gradu-
ally came to be the predominant form of burial. The TRB settlements that have so
far come to light in the Netherlands consist of nothing more than artefact scat- :
ters. i 5

The later phases of the TRB coincide with the period of the Vlaardingen group
in the coastal area, which is closely related to the Stein group in Limburg and the =
Wartberg culture in Hessen." The sites of the Vlaardingen group show consider-
able functional differentiation. Some of the sites were indisputably bases for fish- 3
ing, large-game hunting, trapping and fowling. These sites, which formed part
of the settlement system of people with southern origins, indicate that hunting,
fishing and gathering were still being practised alongside agriculture.

The transition from the TRB to the Single Grave culture has been taken to mark
the beginning of the Late Neolithic. According to current views, the Single Grave
culture (which used to be known as the Protruding Foot Beaker culture in the Neth-
erlands) was predominantly a native development and not, as previously assumed,
a culture introduced by belligerent nomadic tribes.* The transformation of the
Vlaardingen group into a ‘Beaker culture’ seems to have been a slightly later — and
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fig. 10.7

West-east cross-section of the Netherlands
showing the typical locations of Neolithic
settlement sites in different phases of the
Neolithic. The sites differed substantially

in size, length of occupation, subsistence
strategies and type of hinterland as reflected
by the types of flint used. The sites are
therefore interpreted not as the settlements of
isolated groups of ‘delta occupants’ but more
as wetland hunting camps of communities
whose bases lay on the sandy soils.

possibly also more gradual - development. A few early Single Grave artefacts have
been found at Vlaardingen, but elsewhere this transition took place in the phase of
the ‘All-Over-Ornamented beakers’.

THE REPRESENTATIVITY OF THE EVIDENCE

Two general processes have distorted the archaeological record of this period. In
the Early Neolithic the sea level was still rising ata high rate. As a result, archaeo-
logical remains in the lowlands rapidly became buried beneath thick sediments
in some places or were washed away in others. What were then the peripheries of
the higher sandy soils constituted relatively favourable occupation areas with high
groundwater levels and good access to the ecologically varied delta, but it was the
coversand surface of precisely this zone that was covered with organic and clastic
sediments, which rendered it inaccessible to normal methods of archaeological
research. The old land surface now lies at depths of between ¢ and 3 m below NAP,
the average sea levels in 5200 BC and 2900 BC, respectively. In discussions of Neo-
lithic occupation insufficient allowance is made for the ‘invisibility’ of this zone,
which is quite wide in some parts of the flat coversand area.’s In the higher sandy
areas the main problem is on the contrary the absence of sedimentation, owing to
which occupation remains from different periods have become mixed and many
objects have decayed or have been fragmented (fig. 10.7).

Three aspects are of importance with respect to the question of the representa-
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tivity of the evidence. In the first place, no sites whatsoever are known from certain
periods and certain areas. This is for example true of the entire Early Neolithic: we
have virtually no information on the Late Mesolithic hunter-gatherers who lived
in the areas outside those containing the Bandkeramik settlements. A second prob-
lem is whether we may regard the sites that are known from a particular period as
representative of the whole range of site types and, if so, whether they accurately
reflect the activities of their prehistoric occupants. For example, for some archae-
ological cultures we have settlement remains but no burials, whereas for others we
have burial evidence but few settlement remains. We may, moreover, assume that
the settlements themselves varied considerably, from permanent settlements to
extraction camps, because people still frequently practised hunting, fishing and
gathering besides agriculture. A complicating factor is that we do not have much
information on off-site activities either, as little research has been carried out in
areas beyond the limits of the find scatters.

The third aspect concerns the representativity of the material culture. In the
delta, organic remains, such as wooden and bone objects, have survived beneath
the groundwater level. Such objects tell us more about technology and the use of
raw materials than can be inferred from inorganic remains alone. Analyses of the
wood, seeds and pollen that have been preserved at the sites in this area, moreo-
ver, enable us to reconstruct these sites’ former environment in great detail, while
archaeobotanical and archaeozoological remains provide insight into subsistence
activities, from which a site’s function in the overall settlement system can some-
times be inferred. The situation in the delta hence forms a marked contrast with
that on the sandy soils, where only pottery (often severely eroded), flint and stone
remains have survived.

HISTORY OF THE RESEARCH

Being so conspicuously visible above the surface, the hunebedden and barrows were
the first Neolithic remains to attract attention. They were described in 1660 already,
by Johan Picardt.*® Many hunebedden and barrows have been robbed, or were exca-
vated in what we would now term a careless manner. Between 1910 and 1955 Van
Giffen investigated and restored a large number of hunebedden. Since the Second
World War, hunebed D26 and the newly discovered hunebed beneath the Heveskesk-
looster wierde in the province of Groningen have been excavated (the former in
1968-1970), and a few monuments have been re-investigated, but otherwise very
little fieldwork has been carried out into these monuments. Instead, research has
concentrated on different aspects of the pottery from the hunebedden.””

With the exception of the hunebedden relatively little research has been carried
out into Neolithic burial practices. A spectacular discovery was the Bandkeramik
cemetery that was found at Elsloo, but otherwise we know of only small cemeter-
ies like those of Swifterbant and plot P14 in the Noordoostpolder, or of cremation
burials such as those of the Vlaardingen site Hekelingen III. For the TRB culture
we have, besides hunebedden, a few flat grave cemeteries, such as that of Allard-
soog. Flat graves are often found by chance during settlement research. A different
kind of funerary monument, which also came to light during the excavation of set-
tlement remains is the burial chamber of Stein. Such chance discoveries provide
insight into other, less conspicuous, types of burial.®®

Around 1925 settlement research, in particular research into settlement lay-
outs, slowly began to attract attention. A good example is Holwerda’s excavation
(1926-1930) of the site Maastricht-Caberg, which in 1925 had yielded the first
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fig. 10.8
Block diagram of the lower courses of the
rivers of the river district showing the donken
(river dunes). The dunes that have been
investigated by means of manual coring

are indicated in black. Also indicated in the
cross-section are the “C dates obtained for
the Mesolithic and Neolithic occupation
horizons. They show that the river dunes as a
group were systematically used as settlement
sites from at least 5200 BC (the greatest
depth reached in the coring) until the Beaker
period. See also feature D.
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Bandkeramik finds in the Netherlands. More settlement remains were found near
Stein (1926) and Geleen (1933). A great surprise was the discovery of settlement
remains in the wet lowlands in the west, at Zandwerven;"9they showed that this re-
gion had also been occupied. It was after the Second World War that settlement re-
search really began to make progress. Inspired by the discoveries made by Buttler
and Haberey at Cologne-Lindenthal (1929-1932), Dutch archaeologists began to
organise large-scale rescue excavations of Bandkeramik sites on the loess of south-
ern Limburg that were soon to disappear beneath new estates. The excavation of
these sites ~ Elsloo, Sittard, Geleen and Stein, all of which lie along the periph-
eries of the large middle terrace of Graetheide* — had a profound international
influence. The research at Rosmeer and Darion in Belgium and the large-scale
Aldenhoven Plateau Project (1965-1980) in the Rhineland loess region have also
contributed much to our understanding of Bandkeramik settlements in the lower
Rhine region.™

Over the past few decades more and more settlement research has been car-
ried out in the delta, too. Hekelingen was partly excavated in 1948.* In the early
1960s an entirely new approach was adopted in the excavations of Vlaardingen,
Voorschoten and Leidschendam, which were investigated on a smaller scale, per
square metre. As no clear house plans were found, attention focused on material
objects and their distributions. Pioneering stratigraphic research was carried out
in the excavation of Hazendonk (1974-1976). Around that same time the excava-
tions at Swifterbant had a profound influence on settlement research. A key ques-
tion in the latter investigation was whether crop cultivation and cattle keeping had
been practised locally; many ecological samples were taken and vast volumes of
soil were sieved for the purpose of finding an answer to this question.* The Swif-
terbant project is the earliest example of a large-scale interdisciplinary project.
Something that all the aforementioned wetland sites have in common is that the
excellently preserved organic remains amply compensate for the scarcity of fea-
tures. The delta research in the western and northern Netherlands and the way
in which the sites were excavated attracted much international interest, for these
sites are important not only with respect to our understanding of Dutch prehis-
tory, but also for their uniqueness from a European viewpoint (fig. 10.8).




Other Neolithic settlement research has been less spectacular. Only one Rds-
sen settlement and a small number of sites of later Neolithic cultures like the
Michelsberg and TRB cultures have been investigated. With the spectacular excep-
tion of the multiple palisade of Anloo, no features came to light in those investiga-
tions. House plans of the TRB culture have been unearthed in the adjacent part of
northern Germany, though.

To conclude, the settlement research in the coastal region (the wetland sites)
and on the loess has led to methodical innovations, both in the field and in the
later processing of the finds and other data. The evidence obtained in the research
in the delta, in particular, has been of major importance for our understanding of
the Dutch Neolithic.

fig. 10.9
Distribution of findspots, interpreted as
settlement sites, from the Late Mesolithic
and three phases of the Neolithic in the area
surveyed in the Meuse valley project. In the
periods of the Bandkeramik and the Rssen

culture occupation was restricted to the

southern part of this area, the peripheral
parts of the loess zone. The Neolithic way of
life was to spread to the rest of the area only
in the period of the Michelsberg culture.

1 Late Mesolithic :
2 Bandkeramik i
3 Rossen

4 Michelsberg




Research into aspects of material culture originally focused on cultural-his-
torical questions: type fossils, in particular pottery, were studied to determine the
chronological sequence of the findspots. The ‘new’ pottery proved to be an im-
portant source of inspiration, both in the context of cultural-historical questions
and with respect to the information that can be derived from it regarding issues
like (ethnic) identity.*s Research into other materials suffered somewhat from the
great scientific interest in pottery. Flint research, for example, received virtually no
attention whatsoever for a long time. However, this is rapidly changing now that
the emphasis is shifting more towards technological aspects like the reconstruc-
tion of the reduction sequence of Bandkeramik tools via refitting and functional
analyses. Such analyses have shown that what at first sight appeared to be unused
and unmodified artefacts were used after all.>® Of great importance in this respect
was the large-scale research that was carried out at the Rijckholt flint-mining site
by the Werkgroep Vuursteenmijnbouw (Flint-Mining Study Group) between 1964 and
1972.7 Studies of polished stone tools, such as axes and adzes, have concentrated
on the role of these tools in exchange networks.** Spectacular organic finds, final-
ly, such as traps, bows, axe handles, paddles and the like, have helped to demon-
strate the continuity of the Mesolithic and Neolithic traditions of the late-glacial

plain.

CURRENT RESEARCH TOPICS

It has already been outlined above how the emphasis gradually shifted to settle-
ment research. Settlements have continued to determine the direction of research
over the past few years, only the current studies are of a more regional nature.
The key issue in present-day studies is the Neolithisation process: how did the

transition to an economy based entirely on food production take place, and how

did this differ per region? An important question, considering the great length

of the Neolithisation process, and the fact that hunting and fishing continued to

play important parts in the subsistence system throughout the entire Neolithic, is

the functional differentiation of the sites. A problem closely associated with this

is the representativity of the known sites. The Neolithisation process is currently
being studied in a number of recently launched regional research projects, such as

the Meuse valley project, the river dune project in the Alblasserwaard and the IJs-

selmeer project (fig. 10.9).» Palaeo-ecological aspects are receiving a good deal of
attention in these projects.

We are still poorly informed about the social structure of the Neolithic com-
munities. The studies of the cemeteries, pottery decoration and flint of the Band-
keramik culture have provided some insight into this matter®® and much has been
written about the role of the hunebedden in TRB society.>* As far as the other Neo-
lithic phases are concerned, an analysis of raw material procurement strategies
could yield information on mobility and social networks.

Although our understanding of the Neolithic in the Low Countries is steadily
widening, a number of important questions still remain unanswered. One of these
questions concerns the great homogeneity of the Bandkeramik. This is usually ex-
plained by assuming that the bearers of this culture were colonising pioneers. But
if so, how did this colonisation come about in such a short time span, what sort of
relationship existed between the colonists and the native population, why did such
a colonisation take place and how did the pioneers retain their identity? These are
but a few of the questions that can be asked with respect to the Bandkeramik. Of
importance in this context is the meaning of the Limburg and La Hoguette pottery,
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which has been found outside the loess, too. Are we to interpret this as pottery  fig. 10.10
produced by Mesolithic groups or does it reflect, for example, specific activities of  Distribution of the earliest phase of the
people belonging to the Bandkeramik culture (fig. 10.10)?3 The abrupt end of the ~ Bandkeramik in Central Europe from d
Bandkeramik is also an intriguing topic. 5500 BC onwards, and its later expansion to
Another current research topic is the transition from the Swifterbant culture  the west, north and east after 5300 BC. The
to the TRB culture: when did the Neolithisation process start in the north of the  ‘western Neolithic’, which is characterised by
country and how are we to envisage the communities that lived there before this ~ La Hoguette and Limburg pottery, is known
process started? The research that is currently being carried out in the IJsselmeer  almost exclusively from Bandkeramik pit fills.
polders may throw some light on this issue. Something else that is not yet entirely
clear is whether the TRB culture reflects the colonisation of the sandy soils or is
instead to be regarded as the outcome of the acculturation of local hunter-gather-
ers.
Thanks to intensive, detailed research in the various regions we are now slowly
gaining more insight into a crucial phase in the development of prehistoric soci-
ety: the transition from a hunting-gathering way of life to farming. Besides the
obvious logistic consequences, in particular the adoption of an entirely sedentary
existence, this transition also implied tremendous changes in terms of social or-
ganisation. Food production gave a community — or at least some of its members
— the possibility of creating a surplus. If control of this surplus was an exclusive
right, it may have been used to acquire a higher status within the community and
reduce other members of the community to a position of dependence. The transi-
tion to food production, moreover, led to an entirely different relationship with
nature, from a relatively equal relationship to one in which man enjoyed great-
er control over nature, Apart from that, it also laid the basis for the emergence
of social differentiation. Although our knowledge of the subsistence system is
steadily expanding, we are unfortunately still insufficiently informed about social
structure and social organisation, partly because these are not important topics
in the theoretical context within which much Neolithic research is carried out.*
Neolithic man is still seen predominantly as a food consumer, and too little as
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an individual within a system of social and cultural alliances. The interpretation
models employed from the beginning of the Beaker period onwards are entirely
different, possibly because the archaeological record then becomes more suitable
for tackling social questions. Much work therefore remains to be done in this field
in future research into the earlier phases of the Neolithic.
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