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Seminal research in the 1970’s resulted in the recognition that events in Transdanubia
(western Hungary) during the 6th millennium B.C. were pivotal to the spread of
agriculture to north central Europe. Two perspectives have figured prominently in the
debate: 1) agriculture was directly spread by migrating agricultural populations; and 2)
agriculture spread through the adoption of agricultural practices by indigenous hunter-
gatherer populations. In Hungary the spread of agriculture has primarily been approached
from the perspective of the first farmers (Neolithic). Limited archaeological evidence from
Mesolithic hunter-gatherers during the Early Holocene (~10,000-6,000 B.C.) in the
Carpathian Basin has made it difficult to consider their role in the entire process. It is
argued that the complex process of agricultural spread may be more comprehensible if
research is specifically directed toward identifying long term evolutionary trends in
Mesolithic hunter-gatherer society. This paper provides a summary of extant evidence from
the Mesolithic and Neolithic in Hungary, with an emphasis on Transdanubia, and presents
some of the preliminary results of recent research on the Mesolithic.      
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Introduction
The prehistoric spread of agriculture

was the impetus for one of the most
significant reorganizations of human
society. In the middle 7th millennium

B.C. the first agricultural societies
(Neolithic) in Europe appeared in
Greece, and by the early 4th millennium
B.C. nearly the entire European



continent was more or less dependent on the
by-products of domestic animals and plants.
The Neolithic is often associated with the
first ceramics and a more sedentary life in
villages. Within the past quarter century the
Carpathian Basin, and Transdanubia in
particular, has been identified as one of the
more important regions for understanding
the Neolithization of Europe. Archaeology,
as a discipline, developed in Europe during
the mid to late 19th century (Trigger 1989).
This long research tradition has produced an
unprecedented volume of data for examining
the spread of agriculture in Europe. 

V. Gordan Childe, an influential early dis-
cussant, characterized the spread of agricul-
ture as a revolutionary event in which
Neolithic societies demographically invigor-
ated by a more efficient productive economy
spread rapidly across the European conti-
nent from an initial foothold in Southeast-
ern Europe (Childe 1929). He considered
that most important innovations of cultural
import, and especially agriculture, derived
from South West Asia or the Orient and
were transmitted throughout Europe along
the Danube corridor. Childe, an open Marx-
ist, presented views that were at the time
quite novel and contradictory to researchers
who, often with strong nationalist senti-
ments, advocated local origins for agricul-
ture in Europe. Subsequent research has
convincingly demonstrated that, as Childe
had originally proposed, the earliest center
of agricultural origins relevant to Europe
was indeed located in South West Asia (Bar-
Yosef and Meadow 1995; Harris 1996). The
basic route of agricultural expansion in
Europe was theoretically established from
South West Asia, across the Anatolian Pen-
ninsula, up the Balkan Peninsula, through
the Carpathian Basin, and progressing
northwards unto the North European Plain.

Two basic mechanisms have been enlisted
to explain the spread of agriculture: 1.)
Migration – spread of agricultural societies
through movement of agriculturalists; 2.)
Diffusion – indigenous hunter-gatherers
adopt items, ideas and practices associated
with agricultural society (domestic plants
and animals, pottery, etc.). Migration and
Diffusion represent the ends of a variagated
spectrum of mechanisms, recently summa-
rized by Zvelebil (2000), including folk
migration, demic diffusion, elite dominance,
community infiltration, leapfrog coloniza-
tion, exchange in frontier zones, and region-
al exchange. Apart from the slipperiness in
defining and distinguishing between hunter-
gatherers and farmers during transitional
stages (e.g. see Gronenborn 2003: 86; Smith
2001), it certainly the case that agriculture
spread through a variety of mechanisms with
different underlying causes at different times
and places. Determining which mechanism
dominated in particular situations hinges
upon the extent to which we can recognize
continuity or discontinuity amongst differ-
ent categories of archaeological evidence. In
order to address the issue of continuity we
must incorporate a substantial understand-
ing of long-term trends in the cultural evo-
lution of the different peoples involved in
the process. In the case of the Transdanubia
this would include both early agricultural-
ists, the Early Neolithic Starçevo culture
and Middle Neolithic Linearbandkeramik
culture (LBK), in addition to the indigenous
Late Mesolithic hunter-gather population.
An informed examination of the transition
to agriculture in the Carpathian Basin
should consider both the long-term evolu-
tionary trajectories of Mesolithic hunter-
gatherers of indigenous origin and Neolith-
ic agriculturalists of indeterminate indige-
nous or exogenous origins. Unfortunately,
with rare exceptions (see Kertész 1996b,
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2002), there is almost no robust evidence
bespeaking the existence of Mesolithic pop-
ulations in Hungary. 

Strong evidence garnered from genetics of
modern European populations (Richards
2003; Richards, et al. 2000) and
palaeobotony (Schweizer 2001; Sümegi
2004) suggest that Mesolithic hunter-gath-
erers were present and partook in the
neolithization of the Carpathian Basin and
Central Europe.  However, minimal direct
archaeological evidence for Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers has often prevented discus-
sion from moving beyond hypothetical
statements (e.g. Chapman 1985). This paper
examines the significance of Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers to the spread of agriculture
in the Transdanubian region of Hungary and
Europe in general. The following themes
are high lighted: 1) the historical context and
current status of Mesolithic research in
Europe and Hungary, with an emphasis on
Transdanubia; 2) background to the origins
and spread of Early Neolithic societies in
Europe; 3) a more specific treatment of our
current understanding of Early Neolithic
societies in the Carpathian Basin, again
emphasizing Transdanubia, and their role in
the transmission of agriculture to North
Central Europe; 4) possible directions for
future research into Mesolithic hunter-gath-
erer research in Hungary; and 5.) prelimi-
nary results from research on the Hungarian
Mesolithic by Róbert Kertész, Tibor Mar-
ton, Eszter Bánffy, and myself. I argue that
Mesolithic participants in the neolithization
of the Carpathian Basin have been under-
represented for a variety of historical reasons
and insufficient research. The situation can
best be rectified through research aimed at
revision of poorly investigated sites of possi-
ble Mesolithic origin in conjunction with
prospecting for new sites. 

Mesolithic Hunter-gatherers and
Their Dynamic Environment

The beginning of the Mesolithic period, or
Middle Stone Age, is roughly coeval with
the shift from Glacial (Pleistocene) to non-
Glacial (Holocene) climate in Europe,
occurring at roughly 10,000 cal. B.C., or
10,000 uncal. B.P. Changes in Climate had
significant impacts on European flora and
fauna (Roberts 1989), as well as the humans
depending on these resources (Kozlowski
and Kozlowski 1979). The climatic and veg-
etation changes that are associated with
Pleistocene-Holocene boundary have been
well documented throughout Europe and
Hungary (e.g. Sümegi, Krolopp, et al. 2002);
although the environmental changes associ-
ated with the Holocene began earlier in
Hungary than the traditionally assigned date
of 10,000 B.C.  Unlike many regions in
Europe, the volume of archaeological evi-
dence for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in
southeastern Europe, and Carpathian Basin
in particular, is conspicuously minimal dur-
ing the Late Pleistocene and Early
Holocene. 

Understanding the manner in which
hunter-gatherers adapted to dynamic cli-
matic and environmental change is critical
to understanding the spread of agriculture.
Traditionally, the long term evolutionary
tendencies of southeastern European
Neolithic societies are presented in pain
staking detail. In Hungary Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers are generally only men-
tioned when the two worlds collide, and
even then their behaviors and their very
existance have remained primarily within
the hypothetical realm.  

Research exploring the question of why
agriculture may or may not have struck
hunter-gatherers as an attractive subsistence
strategy has been explored in other parts of
Europe and has significantly improved the
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character of discussions on the spread of
agriculture (e.g. see Zvelebil and Rowley-
Conwy 1984). The goal of such research has
been to move beyond a flat characterization
of hunter-gatherers toward a temporally and
spatially textured picture of the ubiquitous
Mesolithic substrate upon which agricultur-
al practices were transposed. Thus the
spread of agriculture in the Carpathian
Basin can best be understood through the
incorporation of evidence bearing on the
long-term evolutionary trajectory of hunter-
gatherer society from the Late Pleistocene
into the Early Holocene. The current evi-
dence for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in the
Carpathain Basin is minimal and patchily
distributed, but some of the initial pieces of
information can be put in place. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs I will present the climat-
ic and environmental changes in the
Carpathian Basin at the Pleistocene-
Holocene boundary and summarize our cur-
rent understanding of Late Paleolithic and
Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in the
Carpathian Basin and adjacent regions.  

The shift from hunting Pleistocene large
bodied herd mammals, abundantly present
at predictable locations, to more dispersed
Holocene faunal species found in smaller
herds or as isolated individuals probably
required that hunter-gatherers adopt new
searching and hunting strategies. This topic
has received a significant amount of atten-
tion in theoretical debates regarding the
relationship between the environmental
changes impacting resource distribution and
the evolution of hunter-gatherer food-get-
ting strategies; particularly with regard to
mobility (Fitzhugh and Habu 2002). For
example, Fisher has recently argued that
search strategies in relation to the different
attributes of resource distributions should be
incorporated into modeling hunter-gatherer
behavior during this period of climatic

change (Fisher 2002). In response to
changes in resource distribution Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers were confronted with two
basic choices: 1) extensification through
increased mobility in order to exploit a
greater area, or 2) intensification on particu-
lar resources within a smaller area. Low lev-
el oscillation between strategies and mixing
of strategies probably prevailed during dif-
ferent times and conditions, and under-
standing the character of these oscillations is
significant to understanding longer-term
trends in hunter-gatherer cultural evolution.
Additionally, it is likely that different com-
ponents of the Late Pleistocene hunter-
gatherer social and technological world were
modified or differentially emphasized dur-
ing the Early Holocene. The Mesolithic has
been generally associated with technologies
in which locally procured stone was fash-
ioned into geometric microliths or small
blades that were inserted into slotted bone
or wood to form composite tools (e.g. see
Bárta 1985; Bárta 1990). The bow and
arrow, in usage since the Late Pleistocene,
was probably one of the most important
components in Mesolithic hunting strategies
(Bergman 1993), and it is possible that
domestic dogs were also used in the pursuit
of game. An increased usage of passive hunt-
ing strategies (e.g. trapping, nets, etc.) and
reliance on aquatic resources have been pos-
tulated as two of the most important ways in
which European hunter-gatherers managed
to reduce increasing costs of high mobility
and squeeze more from a smaller territory
(Binford 1990, 2001; Holliday 1998). The
utilization of storable resources or process-
ing of foods to increase their shelf life pres-
ents another manner in which hunter-gath-
erers may have reduced mobility (Testart
1982). The intensive debate over hunter-
gatherer adaptation to novel Holocene envi-
ronments is significant to investigations of
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the much later transition to agriculture,
because it is during this period that we may
begin to recognize general patterns in how,
when and where Mesolithic hunter-gather-
ers chose to exploit different resources. The
tactics that these hunter-gatherers relied
upon was probably highly variegated. How-
ever, understanding the underlying general
patterns of will go a long way toward con-
ceptualizing the various types of interac-
tions, which may have developed several
thousand years later when the first domesti-
cated animals and plants reached the
Carpathian Basin.

During the period after the Late Glacial
Maximum, 22-20,000 uncal. B.P. (B.P dates
measured from 1950), Europe witnessed ris-
ing temperatures interrupted by several
shorter, cooler periods (Würm 3, Dryas III).
Between 19,000 and 17,000 uncal. B.P. the
evidence for human occupation of the cen-
tral Carpathian Basin is represented by per-
mutations of the Late Paleolithic Gravettian
technocomplex and the Ságvárian culture.
Most Gravettian sites are located in north-
ern Hungary, a particular dense cluster is
located in the Danube bend region near the
confluence of the Danube and Ipoly Rivers,
but significant sites have also been investi-
gated in Transdanubia and the Jászság
region. It has often been the case that such
sites were identified in buried soils within
eroded loess resulting from modern distur-
bances. The sites that have been investigat-
ed are generally associated with hunting of
reindeer, horse, bison, or other large tun-
dra/steppe mammals (see Dobosi 1989,
2001; Dobosi and Kövecses-Varga 1991;
Gábori 1956a, 1964; Vörös 1989, 1991,
1993).  Evidence for structures/shelters and
clear spatial patterning of activity areas has
been recognized at such sites, among others,
as Ságvár (Gábori and Gábori 1959) and
Jászfelsôszentgyörgy-Szúnyogos (Dobosi

2001). It is important to note that relative to
the totality of Late Paleolithic hunter-gath-
erer activity these sites probably represent
only a small portion of activities aimed at the
exploitation of seasonally available
resources. Such sites are archaeologically
more visible as a result of intensive occupa-
tion and/or repeated returns to the site.
Archaeological evidence for hunter-gather-
ers in the central Carpathian Basin sharply
decreases after this period. 

Between 15,000 and 11,000 uncal. B.P. the
continued retreat of the Alpine and North
European glacial ice sheets opened up previ-
ously uninhabitable territories into which
hunter-gatherers associated with the Mag-
dalenian technocomplex expanded from east
to west across the north central European
Plain (Kozlowski and Kozlowski 1979: 46-
51). There is limited evidence from the
Rózsás-Hegy site near Miskolc suggesting
the penetration of certain Magdalenian ele-
ments into northern Hungary during the
Late Pleistocene (Lengyel 2004; Ringer
1991). A greater influence during the time
was the Epigravettian (Tardigravettian)
techno-complex occupying the Mediter-
ranean coast from the Spanish Levant to the
Adriatic coast, and possibly the central
Balkans. The regional variants of the Epi-
gravettian are poorly understood and proba-
bly consist of numerous as yet unrecognized
cultural units (Kozlowski and Kozlowski
1979: 47). During this time period the cen-
tral Carpathian Basin witnessed numerous
changes in flora and fauna as a result of
changing climatic conditions. Based on data
from pollen cores, loess profiles, and mala-
cology, Sümegi et al. (2002) report that
beginning around 15,000 uncal. B.P. por-
tions of Hungary formerly dominated by
steppe vegetation began to yield to closed
taiga vegetation (Pinus, Picea, and Larix).
Associated with these vegetation changes
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were significant changes in fauna: large herd
animals of the steppe began to be replaced
by animals found in warmer closed forest
environments such as beaver, red deer, roe,
deer, wild pig, and aurochs (e.g. see Bökönyi
1972). It is likely that technological elements
from the Gravettian technocomplex, includ-
ing the Ságvárian culture, contributed to the
development of subsequent Epigravettian in
the Carpathian Basin. The overall lack of
evidence has lead some researchers to sug-
gest that hunter-gatherers migrated north-
wards followed the shift in large steppe herd
animals (Simán 1990: 19), leaving the central
Carpathian Basin largely depopulated until
the Neolithic (Gábori 1981, 1984; Szath-
máry 1988). The depopulation scenario is
not tenable in light of past and recent
research, and it is certain that some hunter-
gatherer groups remained. The hunter-
gatherer groups that stayed in the Carpathi-
an Basin, like hunter-gatherers throughout
Europe, undoubtedly altered their food-get-
ting strategies in response to the changing
environment. The general lack of archaeo-
logical evidence from this time period in
Hungary may be partially attributable to the
burial of sites by wind-blown loess, although
the discovery of sites from earlier periods,
equally susceptible to burial by loess sug-
gests that the problem may be more com-
plex. A second reason for the lack of evi-
dence from this period is probably also the
result of insufficient research directed at
locating such sites.  

After 12,000 uncal. B.P. increasing temper-
ature and precipitation in Hungary acceler-
ated the transition from closed taiga to bore-
al forest (Krolopp and Sümegi 1995; Süme-
gi 1996; Willis, et al. 1997; Willis, et al.
1995), which was accompanied by a contin-
ual increase in proportion of deciduous
trees. By 10,000 uncal. B.P. (~10,000 cal.
B.C.) further climatic warming had led to

the expansion of deciduous forests (lime,
oak, elm, hazel) throughout most of Hun-
gary (Sümegi, Krolopp, et al. 2002). Sümegi
et al. (Sümegi, Krolopp, et al. 2002: 19) and
Sümegi et al. (Sümegi, Kertész, et al. 2002)
have emphasized that the differential impact
of climatic patterns (Atlantic in Transdanu-
bia, Continental on the Alföld, and sub-
Mediterranean in southern Transdanubia),
coupled with the effects of soil and geo-
graphical conditions, produced a mosaic of
vegetation regimes. Mast producing plants
such as hazelnut were a readily exploitable
and storable plant resource and may have
had a significant role in the overall diet.
Although, no plant remains have been
recovered from archaeological sites in the
Carpathian Basin during this period, pollen
corings suggest that by the Late Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers may have actively been
manipulating of forests in order to encour-
age the growth of hazel. The dominant ter-
restrial faunal species during this period
were the beaver, red deer, roe, deer, wild pig,
and aurochs. These animals are generally
more dispersed throughout the landscape
and to a certain extent less predictable in
their location. 

If we turn our attention to the archaeo-
logical evidence from Hungary during the
Pleistocene-Holocene transition, the only
sites that have significantly investigated are
Szôdliget-Vác (Gábori 1956b, 1968), on the
left bank in the Danube Bend, and Szek-
szárd-Palánk (Vértes 1962). Bökönyi’s and
Berinkey’s analyses of the faunal material
from Szekszárd-Palánk reveals the presence
of aurochs, red deer, beaver, and fish (Vértes
1962: 197-198). The exploitation of aurochs,
red deer, and aquatic resources demonstrates
the hunter-gather adaptability to a changing
environment.  Additionally, Szôdliget-Vác
provided evidence for a small (2.4 x 2.2 m)
rectangular stone lined structure associated

166

Student Conference 2004



with external hearths (Gábori 1968: plates 1-
2). Both sites have lithic assemblages that are
quite similar with end scrapers, backed
blades and segments present. Likewise both
sites seem to exhibit general trends toward
microlithization (for general discussion see
Kozlowski and Kozlowski 1979), a trend
which may be indicative of the adoption of
composite projectile technologies. Based on
these similarities it may be possible to extend
the radiocarbon date from Szekszárd-Palánk
of 10,350 ± 500 B.P. to Szôdliget-Vác.
Gábori considered the Szôdliget-Vác site to
be assignable to the Late Epigravettian or
Early Mesolithic (Gábori 1956a: 181), while
Kertész interprets the site as Early Mesolith-
ic. In light of the similar lithic assemblages
and single radiocarbon date, it is likely that
both sites are assignable to the Late Epi-
gravettian techno-complex; probably
reflecting a transitional period from the Late
Epigravettian to the Early Mesolithic: if
such a period is sharply distinguishable at
this time. The sites of Jászberény-Nevada-
Tanya near the Tarna River (Kertész person-
al communication, Kertész 1996b), as well
as, Kunpeszér-Felsôpeszéri út-Homokbánya
(Horváth 1983b, 1985b, c; Horváth and
Tóth 1984a, b) and Kunadacs-Köztemetô
(Horváth 1983a, 1985a) may be datable to
the same period (see Kertész 2002). Perhaps
the most significant conclusion regarding
hunter-gatherers at the Pleistocene-
Holocene boundary is the simple fact that
they were present in the Hungary and
demonstrate a general trend toward adapta-
tion to new environmental conditions. 

Until the early 1990’s the evidence for
Mesolithic hunter-gatherers in Hungary was
primarily limited to poorly investigated, sur-
face collections with minimal information
regarding the context from which the finds
had originated (Kertész 1991: 29 and 41).
Many sites claimed to be Mesolithic, for

example Pamuk among many others, were
based on collections comprised of gunflints
or completely non-diagnostic lithic debitage
(Marton 2003). In numerous cases museum
collections cannot be associated with specif-
ic locations and contexts, such as the Gyôr
collection (Gallus 1942) or the collection
from Vöröstó. Two probable Mesolithic har-
poons recovered as isolated finds during peat
cutting from the Sárrét in Transdanubia
(Makkay 1970: 14; Marosi 1935, 1936a, b;
Nemeskéri 1948) have recently been dated
to the Holocene based on geological stratig-
raphy by Sümegi (2003b: 379); although, in
the future these should be subjected to direct
radiocarbon dating. In other cases, such as
Mencshely-Murvagödrök (Mészáros 1948),
subsequent investigations have revealed that
the sites are probably assignable to the
Neolithic (Biró 1992). Other sites such as
Kaposhomok, where convincing Mesolithic
stone tools had been privately collected in
the 1950`s, have only been marginally inves-
tigated by professional archaeologists (Mar-
ton 2003; Pusztai 1957). Recent reinvestiga-
tions of the Kaposhomok collection indicate
that it demonstrates affinities with Western
Technocomplexes (Beuronian, Sauveterri-
an), and that the raw materials used to pro-
duce the chipped stone tools originated
from both sources in the Bakony to the
north and Mecsek Mountains to the south
(Marton 2003: 41-42). Like previously men-
tioned sites, the specific location of the
Kaposhomok site and the geological and
archaeological context of the finds remain
dubious. Until such collections can be clear-
ly associated with specific sites, with known
geological and archaeological contexts, their
Mesolithic status will remain uncertain  

A second research impediment can be
attributed to the fact that prior to the 1990’s
there were real questions as to the character-
istic features of stone tools which could be
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associated with the Mesolithic. Vértes held
that large bifacial tools were indicative of the
“Rough” or “Danubian” Mesolithic in Hun-
gary which coexisted with a little known
microlithic Mesolithic (Vértes 1965): a posi-
tion reinforced by other researchers (e.g.
Rozsnyói 1963). Strong criticism of the
“Danubian” Mesolithic paradigm were ini-
tially put forth by Kozl/owski in 1973, in
which he argued that the association of large
bifacial tools with the Mesolithic was unten-
able in light of the fact that the Mesolithic
was throughout Europe associated with
microlithic technologies (Kozlowski 1973).
Nevertheless, in a catalog of Paleolithic and
Mesolithic sites in Hungary, Dobosi almost
exclusively discusses the “Rough” Mesolith-
ic (Dobosi 1975). It was not until the late
1980’s that the “Danubian” Mesolithic con-
cept was put to rest when the artifacts were
solidly reassigned to Middle and Late Pale-
olithic industries (Kordos and Ringer 1991;
Ringer 1982, 1983, 1990, 2000, 2001;
Ringer and Adams 2000; Ringer, et al. 1995;
Simán 1978, 1979, 1984, 1986, 1991; Simán
and Csorba 1993; Svoboda and Simán 1989).
Hungary effectively remained terra incognita
in terms of the Mesolithic until surveys and
excavations conducted by Róbert Kertész in
the Jászság region of north central Hungary
during the late 1980’s and 1990’s. An often
underestimated effect of the pre-1990 situa-
tion was a complete lack of popularizing
publications produced for the general public
presenting the types of archaeological mate-
rials associatable with the Mesolithic: The
serendipitous discovery of Mesolithic sites
was unlikely to occur in such an environ-
ment. 

Before discussing the Mesolithic sites from
the Jászság region, it will be beneficial to
review the broader character of evidence
from the Carpathian Basin. J. K. Kozl/owski’s
and S. K. Kozl/owski’s syntheses of evidence

from Mesolithic sites in the Carpathian
Basin and adjacent regions formed the foun-
dation for predictive hypotheses regarding
the character of stone tools, which could
conceivably be associated with the Hungari-
an Mesolithic (Kozlowski 1982a, b, 1989;
Kozlowski and Kozlowski 1979; Kozlowski
1975, 1980, 1984, 1985, 2001). The general
scheme used by J. K. Kozl/owski and S. K.
Kozl/owski for identifying and labeling lithic
industries recognizes broad technocomplexes
with shared general attributes and lower
order culture groups or industries of more
localizable distribution. There are basically
two technocomplexes, most recently dis-
cussed by S. K. Kozl/owski (2001), relevant to
the Carpathian Basin Mesolithic: the West-
ern Technocomplex and the Late Epigravet-
tian (also referred to as Tardigravettian) [see
Maps in Kozl/owski and Kozl/owski 1979].
During the Early Mesolithic, roughly 10-
8,000 uncal. B.P., the Western Technocom-
plex is best known from sites associated with
the Beuronian-Coincy industry north of the
Alps and the Sauveterrian industry located
south of the Alps and along the Mediter-
ranean. Both industries are defined by gen-
eral associations between lithic tool types
and specific types of geometric microliths.
Trapeze microliths are present in the later
variants of both the Sauveterrian and Beu-
ronian. During the Late Mesolithic Castel-
novian industry, the successor to the Sauvet-
errian, trapezes become more widely dis-
persed and spread from the south to north.
The Epigravettian technocomplex, as treat-
ed by S. K. Kozl/owski (2001), is allegedly
distributed throughout the Balkans and cen-
tral Carpathian Basin, including Transdanu-
bia and the Alföld. 

The Late Epigravettian, equivalent to the
Early Mesolithic, lasted from 10,000 uncal.
B.P. to roughly 8,000 uncal. B.P., while the
Latest Epigravettian, equivalent to the Late
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Mesolithic, lasted from 8,000 uncal. B.P. to
7,000 uncal. B.P (Kozlowski 2001). The
quality of the evidence with which they have
used to generate the Epigravettian is highly
variable, and dependent upon both the
research traditions of different countries and
the geomorphological conditions affecting
site detection. Epigravettian is used to
describe this industry in order to emphasize
continuity with the precedent Gravettian
industry. To a large extent the perception of
technological homogeneity is rooted in S. K.
Kozl/owski’s perception that Pleistocene-
Holocene environmental change was less
extreme in southeastern Europe, a point
contradicted by both Sümegi et al. (2002)
and Kertész (2002). S. K. Kozl/owski’s con-
siders that due to lack of evidence there is
probably little internal cohesion to the Epi-
gravettian technocomplex and future
research may lead to its redefinition
(Kozlowski 2001: 268-269). The identifica-
tion of technocomplexes and the subsidiary
culture groups has progressed almost exclu-
sively along the lines of typological classifi-
cation with little emphasis on the various
aspects of Mesolithic hunter-gatherer
behavior and site function, which undoubt-
edly played a significant role in structuring
the character of each lithic assemblage. It is
entirely possible that some of the more
poorly reported sites may represent a
palimpsest of activities from different time
periods, or that particular tool types may be
differentially present at sites geared toward
different activities.  

Few sites in the Carpathian Basin have
been successfully radiocarbon dated, and the
assignment of late or early Mesolithic is pri-
marily based on the previously discussed
lithic typologies, which are significantly
more robust in regards to the Western Tech-
nocomplexes (Beuronian, Sauveterrian,
Castelnovian). The following is a list of

known Mesolithic sites or site concentra-
tions significant to understanding similar
sites in Hungary [see Map Kertész 2002:
282-283].   

�� In the portion of Romania within the
Carpathian Basin there are three known
Mesolithic sites: 1) Ciumeşti II – located
near the Romanian-Hungarian boarder
(Paunescu 1964, 1970); 2) Cremenea –
located in Transylvania (Nicolaescu-Plop-
sor and Pop 1959); and 3) Glîma – located
in Transylvania. 

�� A concentration of exceptionally rich
Mesolithic sites has been excavated on both
the Romanian and Serbian banks of the
Danube in Iron Gates region (Radovanovic
1996). 

�� Two Mesolithic sites are known from
northern Serbia: Peres, near Hajdukovo,
and Bac̆ka Palanka, on the left bank of the
Danube (Brukner 1966). 

�� There are no known Mesolithic sites
from the Slavonian portion of Croatia or
from eastern Slovenia. 

��Leitner (1984) has provided a summary of
eighteen Mesolithic sites from Austria,
some of which have never been published,
which have been assigned, primarily based
on the presence of geometric microliths,
with varying degrees of certainty to the
Mesolithic. He notes that Austrian
research into the Mesolithic has confront-
ed similar problems as research in Hun-
gary: sites lacking stratigraphical context,
often mixed with assemblages from later
cultures, and chronological relations only
possible through general typological com-
parison with better known sites from sur-
rounding regions (Germany, Switzerland,
and Italy). Nevertheless the more eastern
Mesolithic sites in Austria are worthy of
mention as potential analogs for Mesolith-
ic sites in Hungarian Transdanubia. In
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South East Austria the cave sites of Tropf-
steinhöhle des Schloßberges bei Griffen
located along the Mur/Mura River in
Kärnten and Zigeunerhöhle im Hausberg
von Gratkorn near the Drau/Drava river in
Steiermark. A cluster of five open air sites
is located between the Danube and Czech
boarder in Niederösterreich: Mühlfeld bei
Horn, Horn-Galgenberg (Gulder 1953;
Weiser 1980), Kamegg im Kamptal (Berg
and Gulder 1956), Burgschleinitz bei
Eggenburg (Gulder 1953; Leitner 1980),
and an outlier site located near Vienna,
Bisamberg bei Wein (Gulder 1953; Kmoch
1966). Five unpublished and undated pos-
sible open air Mesolithic sites are also
known from Eastern Austria in Burgen-
land: Neusiedl am See, Jois, Breitenbrunn,
Föllik bei Großhöflein, and Pöttelsdorf.
From amongst all these sites, the Early
Mesolithic sites of Kamegg and Limberg-
Mühlberg, as well as, the Late Mesolithic
site of Bisamberg stand out.  

��A group of five Mesolithic sites is known
from southeastern Czech Republic: Smolín
(Valoch 1963, 1978, 1985), Pr̆ibice (Valoch
1975), Dolní Vĕstonice (Klíma 1953),
S̆akvice (Klíma 1953), and Mikulc̆ice (Klí-
ma 1970).

��In western Slovakia, Bárta has investigat-
ed the Early Mesolithic sites of Mostová
(Bárta 1960) and Tomásikovo (Bárta 1955),
as well as, the Late Mesolithic sites of
Sered I (Bárta 1957) and Dolná Streda
(Bárta 1965). These sites are restricted to a
rather small region west of the lower Vág
River. Evidence for Mesolithic occupants
in eastern Slovakia is limited to the proba-
ble Early Mesolithic site of Barca I (Bárta
1980a, b; Pros̆ek 1959) and Ruz̆ín-Medve-
dia Cave (Bárta 1985, 1990).

�� Numerous Mesolithic sites are known
from both the portion of the Ukraine lying
within the Carpathian Basin and the

drainages of the Prut and Dniester Rivers
(Matskevoî 1987, 1991). The dispropor-
tionate number of Mesolithic sites located
in the Ukraine, relative to surrounding
countries, is almost certainly the direct
product of more intensive research efforts. 

��The site of Odmut cave (Kozlowski, et al.
1994) in Montenegro is one of the only
stratified cave deposits containing a strati-
fied Mesolithic sequence in the Balkans.     

Beginning in the late 1980’s and 1990’s
Kertész, in collaboration with local collector
Gy. Kerékgyártó, began to sytematically
survey the Jászság region of the northern
Hungarian Alföld along the Tarna and
Zagyva Rivers (Kertész 1991). In the course
of this work numerous sites with
characteristic Mesolithic geometric
microliths were identified along abandoned
channels and oxbows of the of the Early
Holocene (Boreal Period) Tarna and Zagyva
Rivers (Kertész 1996b: 13). In many cases
these sites lacked pottery or the pottery
present originated from a period in which
chipped stone tools were not utilized.
Further survey work and subsequent
excavations lead to the further investigation
and publications of the sites of Jászberény I
(Kertész 1991, 1996b), Jászberény II
(Kertész 1993), Jászberény IV (Kertész
1995, 1996c), and Jásztelek I (Kertész 1994,
1996b). The area of surface lithic scatters
vary from 12-17 m to 40-50 m in diameter,
and the rarer, larger sites may be comprised
of multiple smaller concentrations (Kertész
1996b: 19; 2002: 288). Kertész goes on to
report that difference in site size may reflect
differences in the duration of stay, and that
at the larger sites it is possible to recognize
different activity areas. Significantly, a
circular dwelling structure (diameter = 5 m)
with a subterranean floor and centrally
located hearth was excavated at the Jásztelek
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site: post holes indicate that the hut was
constructed from large leaning poles (teepee
form) to which roofing material (i.e. reeds)
was probably affixed (Kertész 1996b:19-22).
As suggested by the location of sites on river
floodplains, faunal remains from aquatic
animals are present, but in addition faunal
remains from terrestrial animals attest to the
exploitation of species located both in
riparian corridors and interfluvial steppe
environs (Kertész 2002: 289). As of yet no
plant remains have been recovered from the
Jászság sites, but this is probably the result of
poor preservation conditions, as recent
analyses of pollen cores suggest that hunter-
gatherers may have been intentionally
manipulating the woodlands to increase
hazelnut production (Sümegi 2004). All the
Jászság Mesolithic sites are dominated by
lithic raw materials locally attainable from
the Mátra Mountains located 20-30 km to
the north; suggesting seasonal movement
between highland and lowland
environments. 

On the basis of lithic materials recovered in
the course of surface collections at
Jászberény II and IV, as well as, excavations
at Jásztelek I and Jászberény I, Kertész
(Kertész 1996a; 1996b) divided the Jászság
Mesolithic into two phases: 1) the Early
Mesolithic, Boreal, Jászberény I phase based
on stratigraphic observations during the
course of excavations; and 2) the Late
Mesolithic, Early Atlantic, Jásztelek I phase
known from surface collections at the
respective site. In contrast to J. K. Kozl/ows-
ki and S. K. Kozl/owski (Kozlowski and
Kozlowski 1979), Kertész argues that the
Jászság Mesolithic lithic industry, or North
Hungarian Plain Mesolithic Group
(NHPM), shows links with the preceding
Late Pleistocene Epigravettian and signifi-

cantly incorporates elements of the Western
Technocomplex (Beuronian, Sauveterrian),
but does not demonstrate links with the
Balkan Epigravettian/Tardigravettian
(Kertész 1996b: 23-25). He goes on to state
that the strongest analogies for the NHPM
are the Western Technocomplex influenced
Mesolithic sites, including the Tisza Valley
Mesolithic Group (Barca I, Ciumeşti II) (for
definition see Bárta 1972, 1973, 1980a, b),
the northern Carpathian Basin perimeter
(Kamegg, Limberg-Mühlberg, Mostová,
Tamás̆ikovo, Smolín, Pr̆ibice, Dolní Vĕston-
ice, Mikulc̆ice, Bisamberg bei Wien, and
Sered I). The results of this work suggest
that the cultural landscape of the Early
Holocene Carpathian Basin was significant-
ly more diverse than initially suspected.  

Sites created by mobile hunter-gatherers
are often archaeologically less visible than
those created by farmers living in villages.
Archaeological visibility is an invalid proxy
for evaluating the contributions of the
respective groups to the second phase of
Neolithic expansion. Increasing evidence
has accrued which convincingly indicates
that hunter-gatherer populations were pres-
ent in the Carpathian basin and probably
interacted with the first farmers. Sustained
research efforts in the Jászság region have
proven that Mesolithic sites exist, but as yet
undiscovered sites in western Hungary are
still awaiting similar treatment. The Jászság
region stands in stark contrast to Transdanu-
bian Hungary; an important staging ground
for the spread of agricultural communities to
the rest of North Central Europe. Trans-
danubia’s role, as the secondary node for the
prehistoric transmission of agriculture to
North Central Europe, demands that
increased effort be devoted to the scrutiny of
possible Mesolithic evidence.
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The Spread of Agriculture: South
West Asia to South East Europe

The agricultural center of origin most sig-
nificant to the European Neolithic is the
“Fertile Crescent” located in South West
Asia; an area encompassing the Levantine
corridor (Israel, Palestine, Jordan, and Syria)
and southern foothills of the Taurus Moun-
tains (Syria and Turkey) and Zagros Moun-
tains (Iraq and Iran). This region was initial-
ly singled out as a region in which early agri-
culture may have developed based upon the
regional distribution of the wild progenitors
of early domestic animals and plants (Harris
1990; Vavilov 1926). Human actions ulti-
mately leading to the domestication many of
plant species are likely to have begun some
time during the late Pleistocene (pre-10,000
cal. B.C.). The ability to track the first steps
in the process of domestication is hampered
by the fact that morphological change in the
animals themselves, and other materially
salient aspects of human-animal relations,
are both preceded by a period of unknown
duration. It appears that groups inhabiting
different regions with in the Fertile Crescent
and Taurus Mountains in Anatolia were
responsible for domesticating different ani-
mal and plant species during the early
Holocene between 10,000 and 7,000 cal.
B.C. These species were later melded into
the classic “Neolithic Package” during the
later Pre-Pottery Neolithic B period
(PPNB) and early Pottery Neolithic (PN)
sometime during the late 8th and early 7th

millennium B.C. (Bar-Yosef and Meadow
1995). This “Neolithic Package” included
the following domesticated plants: emmer
wheat (Triticum dicoccum), einkorn wheat
(Triticum monoccoccum), bread wheat
(Triticum aestivum), six-row barley (Hordeum
vulgare), lentils (Lens culinaris), peas (Pisum
sativum), and bitter vetch (Vicia ervilia).

These plants were later complemented by
the following domestic animal species:
sheep, goat, cattle, and pig. Dogs were also
present, but were domesticated much earlier,
and hence were already distributed through-
out both Europe and South West Asia. 

Agriculture was almost certainly transmit-
ted to Greece from the Anatolian Peninsula;
although the specific route, or routes, out of
western Turkey is the topic of current
debates (Özdogan 1989, 2000; Schubert
1999; Thissen 2000a, b). Based on her eval-
uation of radiocarbon dates from Early
Neolithic sites in Greece, Perlès (2001: 98-
110) suggests that the Early Neolithic began
on the southern Greek mainland around
6,500 cal. B.C. and lasted until about 5,900
cal. B.C. The debate over the existence of an
earlier Greek Pre-Pottery Neolithic phase
aside, Early Neolithic societies in Greece
utilized both pottery and the major elements
of the suite of domestic plants and animals
(Perlès 2001). The Greek Early Neolithic
subsistence economy, as described by Perlès
(2001: 152-172), displays some of the gener-
al patterns that are manifest throughout the
Balkan Early Neolithic societies. Emmer
and einkorn wheat tend to be the most com-
mon domestic plants recovered from sites,
although this type of information is heavily
dependent upon the types of recovery tech-
niques used. The bones of sheep and goat,
animals adapted to more arid conditions, are
almost always numerically dominant, but
cattle probably provided more meat. Certain
aspects of the material culture tend to be
widely shared such as the basic ceramic
forms, figurines and idols, as well as the chaff
tempered fabric used in their production. 

Between the late 7th millennium and early
6th millennium cal. B.C. an approximately
500,000km2 portion of southeastern Europe
were settled by the first agricultural soci-
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eties. Radiocarbon dates from a number of
Early Neolithic sites (Whittle, et al. 2002)
indicate that agricultural societies spread
rapidly northward through the Balkans,
probably following a number of different
routes, and reached the Carpathian Basin by
the early 6th millennium cal. B.C. (Hertelen-
di, et al. 1995; Hertelendi, et al. 1998;
Horváth and Hertelendi 1994; Whittle, et
al. 2002). Within the Carpathian Basin the
following three culture groups have been
distinguished: Starc̆evo (Hungarian Trans-
danubia, eastern Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegov-
ina, and Serbia), Körös (Hungarian Alföld
and northern Serbia) Criş (Transylvania in
Romania).

Early Neolithic in the Carpathian
Basin: Starčevo-Körös-Cris¸
Cultures

The Balkan Early Neolithic as manifest in
the Carpathian Basin has been separated
into three regional groups: Starčevo, Körös,
and Criş [see Map Kalicz et al. 1998: 153].
Each is endowed with its own peculiarities
but the three groups are also often referred
to in hyphenated form (Starčevo-Körös-
Criş), reflecting their underlying relatedness
with in the broader Balkan Early Neolithic
sphere. From the start it is important to
emphasize that boundaries between these
groups are generally not sharp, and they are
best envisioned as fuzzy boundaries. The
Criş culture is distributed parts of Walachia
and Transylvania in Romania (Lazarovici
1969, 1979) and probably also extreme
northeastern Hungary, as evidenced at the
Méhtelek-Nádas site. I will not discuss the
Criş culture in this paper. The Körös culture
is distributed throughout the southern
Alföld in Hungary, the Banat in Romania,
and the extreme northern portion of Serbia
(Vojvodina).  The Körös culture has been
and continues to be the topic of intensive

research, and I will briefly summarize some
its more salient, and generally agreed upon,
aspects before discussing the Starčevo cul-
ture, which is often presented in juxtaposi-
tion to the Körös culture. However, Kalicz
notes that the integration of the full range of
archaeological evidence, not only ceramics,
indicates a greater degree of variability with-
in the Starčevo culture than between the
Starčevo and Körös cultures (Kalicz 1988:
88), and it is important to keep this hetero-
geneity in mind. The currently accepted dis-
tribution of Starčevo culture sites includes
Serbia, Western Bosnia-Herzegovina, east-
ern Croatia (Slavonia), and southwestern
Hungary (Transdanubia).      

Research in the early 20th century failed to
associate the Körös culture with the Balkan
Early Neolithic. It was only through the
efforts of Kutzián (1944; 1947) that the
Körös culture was correctly assigned to the
Balkan Early Neolithic. Kutzian recognized
a strong similarity in the artifacts recovered
from Körös culture sites on the southern
Alföld of East Hungary and Early Neolithic
sites in Greece (Kutzián 1944, 1947). Since
then it has been recognized that Körös sites
are also distributed in the Danube-Tisza
interfluvial region (Bognár-Kutzián 1977).
From the outset it must be stated that many
Körös sites have been excavated since the
1950’s, but few of these excavations were
large scale and even fewer have been fully
published, rendering much of the available
information impressionistic in character.
Despite these deficiencies it is possible to
make some general statements regarding the
overall settlement patterns, internal settle-
ment structure, subsistence economy, and
ceramics. 

Körös sites are found at densities far sur-
passing that documented for either Criş or
Starčevo. In his summary of archaeological
surveys (MTA IV 1-Szeghalom and MTA IV

173

Mr. William J. Eichmann. Mesolithic Hunter-Gatherers 



2- Szarvas) conducted in the central area of
Körös distribution Makkay (1982: 114)
reported that 304 sites were recorded in a
2012km2 area, for an astounding average
density of 6.61 sites/km2. The most charac-
teristic Körös culture sites are linear sites, up
to 1 km in length, with dense surface scatters
of ceramic and burnt daub, stretched out on
slightly elevated levees along active and
abandoned river courses (Kalicz and Makkay
1977; Kosse 1979; Sherratt 1997a, b; Whit-
tle 1996). This view of Körös settlements
located in a relatively homogeneous envi-
ronment structured primarily by the loca-
tion of waterways has been recently chal-
lenged in a paper by Sümegi (2003a) in
which he argues for significantly more het-
erogeneous soil and vegetation conditions.
He argues for two types of Körös sites dis-
tinguishable on the basis of their environ-
mental associations: 1) sites “…situated on
Holocene alluvia, right at the active
riverbeds.”, and 2) sites “…‘normally’ found
on the natural levees that developed toward
the end of the Pleistocene and are covered
with infusion and sometimes aeoleian loess
constituting the morphologically highest
points of the plain depression areas, and as a
consequence, free of the influences of
floods” (Sümegi 2003a: 53, 56). Sümegi fur-
ther suggests that these different environ-
mental associations were probably associat-
ed with fundamentally different subsistence
economies; with the first, less well investi-
gated, site type associated with the exploita-
tion of wild terrestrial and aquatic resources
and the second site type focused on produc-
tion of domestic plant cultivation and animal
husbandry.

The recognition of Balkan Early Neolithic
Starčevo sites in western Hungary coeval
with Körös culture sites occurred signifi-
cantly later and the full distributional extent
of the Starčevo culture only became well

defined in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s
[see Map sequence: Dimitrijević 1969: 41;
Kalicz and Makkay 1972: 82; Kozl/owski and
Kozl/owski 1979: 69; Kalicz 1990: 116; Virág
and Kalicz 2001: 266]. The earliest synthesis
of the Starčevo culture in monograph form
was presented by Arandjelović and D.
Garašanin (1954). The steps that would lead
to the recognition of Starčevo sites in west-
ern Hungary were initiated in the 1960’s
when Yugoslavian archaeologists began to
identify Starčevo sites located further to the
north and west than had previously been
known (Dimitrijevic 1966, 1969, 1971,
1978, 1979). These new Starčevo sites were
located throughout Slavonia (northeastern
and central Croatia between Drava and Sava
Rivers) with the northern boundary estab-
lished along the Drava River (Dimitrijevic
1969: 41). The northern boundary along the
Drava did not remain reality for long.
Through investigation of museum collec-
tions, survey work, and excavations in the
1970’s Kalicz and Makkay were able to
establish that the Starčevo culture was also
present north of the Drava River in south-
western Hungary. At first they recognized
Starčevo elements, which they initially
termed the “Medina type”, from museum
collections originating from the sites of
Medina and Harc-Nyanyapuszta, both
located in Tolna county (Kalicz and Makkay
1972a, b, 1975a). Subsequent excavations at
Lánycsók in Baranya County (Ecsedy 1978;
Kalicz 1978, 1980, 1983) and Becsehely in
Zala County (Kalicz 1980, 1983) provided
unequivocal contextual evidence for the
Starčevo culture in Trandanubia. Kalicz
notes that these excavations were significant
not only in the materials recovered, but also
due to their spatial separation, which sug-
gested that Starčevo sites could be found
throughout southern Transdanubia. 

From the 1970’s onward there has been a
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steady increase in the number of Starčevo
sites recognized in both southwestern Hun-
gary and Slavonia. In her 1992 monograph
on the Starčevo culture of Slavonia,
Minichreiter catalogs a total of nineteen
investigated Starčevo sites throughout Slavo-
nia; although more are known to exist
(Minichreiter 1992). In 1988 Kalicz reports
ten known Starčevo sites from western Hun-
gary (Kalicz 1988, 1990), by 1993 fifteen cer-
tain and two questionable Starčevo sites were
known (Kalicz 1993), and subsequently one
additional site has been added (Virág and
Kalicz 2001). The presently recognized
northern extent of the Starčevo culture has
been established south of a line running from
Szekszárd, on the Danube, northwest along
the Kapos and Koppány Rivers to the south-
ern shore of Lake Balaton, proceeding north
to encompass the Gellénháza site before
turning south. Undoubtedly many new
Starčevo sites are awaiting discovery in
Transdanubia. For example, the sites and
ceramics presented in the erroneously identi-
fied Neolithic “Tapolca Group” (Törôcsik
1991) contain many Starčevo artifacts from
sites in the vicinity of the Koppány and
Kapos Rivers, which have been incorrectly
associated with the early Transdanubian
LBK (Bánffy personal communication).
There are also hints of Starčevo sites on the
northern shore of Lake Balaton (Bánffy per-
sonal communication). Even with the addi-
tion of these new sites it is likely that the set-
tlement density will remain an order of mag-
nitude less than the Körös culture, a situation
mentioned by Kalicz (1988; 1990; 1993: 87).

An examination of Hungarian Starčevo site
location, settlement density, site size, and
occupation intensity reveals that their settle-
ment density appears to be lower, the sites
tend to be smaller and less intensely occup-
pied than the more densely distributed
Körös sites to the east (Kalicz 1988, 1990)

and to a certain degree the Starčevo sites in
Slavonia. The significant geographic differ-
ences, especially in terms of relief, between
Transdanubia and the Alföld preclude a
direct comparison between Körös and
Starčevo site location; although, as Kalicz et
al. remark, “…the living water environment
was as important here [Transdanubia] as on
the Alföld” (Kalicz, et al. 1998: 152).  It may
prove more insightful to direct our attention
toward comparisons which can be drawn
between the geographically similar regions
in Hungary and Slavonia. 

There are few apparent differences
between the location of Slavonian and Hun-
garian Starčevo sites. Minichreiter notes that
Slavonian Starčevo sites are generally locat-
ed on “…elevated terraces along major
rivers, - on low sunny hills which descend
towards valleys with watercourses, [and] –
gently elevated terrain in plains along small
streams” (Minichreiter 1992: 70). The geo-
graphical location of Starčevo sites in Hun-
gary is comparable to those in Slavonia;
specifically, the Hungarian sites are associat-
ed with terraces along the Danube River,
Drava River, and Lake Balaton and related
wetland areas, as well as, smaller rivers and
streams draining into these three larger bod-
ies of water (Kalicz 1988). Waterways almost
certainly provided both rich resource envi-
ronments, as well as, easy routes for move-
ment for people exchanging raw materials
and information.

In contrast with site location is possible to
recognize changes in settlement density, site
size, and settlement intensity northwards
from Slavonian into Hungarian Transdanu-
bia (Kalicz 1988, 1990). There are more
Starčevo sites known from Slavonia, and
especially south central Slavonia (Kalicz, et
al. 1998: 153 - Fig. 2 ). Three large Starčevo
sites have been investigated in Slavonia
(Pepelane, Vinkovci, and Zadubravlje), some

175

Mr. William J. Eichmann. Mesolithic Hunter-Gatherers 



quite near to the Drava River (Pepelane)
(Minichreiter 1992: 11-36, 64-70), but most
Slavonian sites are smaller than 1 ha. No
large sites are known from Hungary and all
sites are smaller than 1 ha (Kalicz 1988,
1990; 1993: 87). Kalicz questioned whether
the apparent difference in Starčevo settle-
ment density and size, relative to Körös cul-
ture sites, resulted from an overall smaller
population or from a shorter duration of
presence in the region (Kalicz 1988, 1990).  

The intensity of occupation at individual
sites is related to both the nature of on-site
activities and the effects of settlement mobil-
ity (Whittle 2001). Whittle argues that more
attention should be paid to the potential
mobility of Early Neolithic (Körös) and
Middle Neolithic (LBK) societies. He sug-
gests six types of mobility within a broader
settlement mobility spectrum: 1) residential
or circulating mobility, 2) embedded or teth-
ered mobility, 3) logistical or radiating
mobility, 4) short-term sedentism, 5) short-
term sedentism with embedded and/or logis-
tical, and 6) embedded sedentism (Whittle
2001: 450-451). In regards to the Lánycsók
site Kalicz remarks that far fewer ceramic
sherds were recovered than would be expect-
ed from a similar sized Körös excavation
(Kalicz 1978: 143). There is currently no evi-
dence refuting the interpretation of Hungar-
ian Starčevo sites as locations where a limit-
ed range of special activities were repeatedly
executed for short periods or time.  

The internal structure of Starčevo sites in
western Hungary is poorly understood. The
sites are generally characterized by a series
of variously sized (1-6 m dia.), round or
amorphously shaped pits, and occasionally
associated with small kilns (e.g. Vörs-Mári-
aasszony-sziget).  To date, no structure has
been excavated at a Starčevo site in Hungary
that could plausibly have functioned as a
dwelling structure (Kalicz 1988; Kalicz, et al.

2002: 19-20). Horváth (1989: 85-86) has
provided a synthesis of dwelling structures
recovered from a number of Körös culture
sites – Kotacpart-Vata Tanya (Banner 1943),
Nosza-Gyöngypart (Brukner 1974;
Garašanin 1959), Ludaš-Budžak (Szekeres
1967), Tiszajenô (Selmeczi 1969), Szajol-
Felsôföld (Raczky 1982) , Szolnok-Szanda
(Kalicz and Raczky 1981; Raczky 1982) and
a house model from Röszke-Ludvár (Trog-
mayer 1966) – and he concludes that “…the
characteristic Early Neolithic house type of
the Tisza region was a single-room rectan-
gular structure with gable roof and wattle
and daub or reed walls.” [see reconstruction
in Lenneis 2000: 388] Indirect evidence for
houses, perhaps similar to those observed at
Körös culture sites, has been recovered in
the form of burnt daube and pit arrange-
ments from both Gellénháza-Városrét
(Simon 1996) and Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget
(Kalicz, et al. 2002: 19-20). Kalicz notes that
the layout of pits suggests that surface struc-
tures may have been present at Vörs.

An entirely alternative interpretation of
Starčevo structures, dominant in the inter-
pretation of Croatian sites, considers that
the numerous excavated pits are the remains
of subsurface houses (Minichreiter 1992: 70)
[see reconstruction in Minichreiter 1992:
30]. The association of northern Starčevo
sites with pit house architecture may be
amenable to theories attempting to stress
Mesolithic roots, but there are neither paral-
lels for such architecture in the Mesolithic of
Transdanubia (largely due to absence of evi-
dence), nor in the Early Transdanubian LBK
with the exception of an enigmatic pit
dwelling identified at the Bicske I site, locat-
ed west of Budapest (Makkay 1978). 

The situation regarding Starčevo houses
may be similar to the state of research
regarding Alföld LBK (AVK) houses in east-
ern Hungary in the early 1990’s.  Up to this
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time, for lack of any better evidence, refer-
ences were made Alföld LBK pit houses
(Kurucz 1989: 20-25). The Alföld LBK pit
house theory was rendered less plausible
after extensive excavations by Dombóroczki
(1997; 2001; 2003), at the site of
Füzesabony-Gubakút, revealed Early Alföld
LBK long houses similar to those known
throughout the LBK North Central Euro-
pean distribution. At this site large pits
found parallel to the long houses were rein-
terpreted as possible clay extraction pits
incidental to house construction.  In Trans-
danubia similar long houses, with parallel
pits, are known in the Early Transdanubian
LBK from the site of Balatonszárszó (Oross
and Marton personal communication). With
regard to the Starčevo culture, an interesting
case in point may be the Croatian site of
Zadubravlje, where post molds are inter-
preted as pilings for elevated food storage
units, while larger pits, some containing
kilns are interpreted as dwellings (Minichre-
iter 1992: 29-36, 69-70). The interpretation
of the post molds as remnants of some type
of surface structure would be more in line
with the type of architecture seen in the Ear-
ly Middle Neolithic. It is probably only a
matter of time before excavations in Hun-
gary or Croatia produce a more convincing
evidence for Starčevo dwellings. Alternative-
ly, it may come to pass that a diversity of
non-standardized domestic architecture may
typify the northern manifestation of the
Starčevo culture. It remains impossible to
speculate on the internal social organization
of Starčevo site inhabitants as reflected in
domestic architecture. Given complete
absence of information on Mesolithic struc-
tures it is also impossible to gauge the likeli-
hood of the survival of such traditions with-
in the Starčevo group.

Four human burials have been excavated at
Starčevo sites in Hungary. Two burials were

found at Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget (Kalicz,
et al. 2002). Kalicz et al. (2002: 16) report
that initial excavations by Aradi in 1990
resulted in the exposure of a burial in con-
tracted position with no grave goods. Fur-
ther details of this burial have not been pub-
lished, but a radiocarbon date from the bur-
ial falls between 5,550 and 5,200 cal. B.C.
(Kalicz, et al. 2002).  The second burial, a
young female, from Vörs was associated
with clam shells, a pottery vessel, and a
grinding stone. Two burials, a child and
female, were excavated at the Lánycsók site
(Zoffmann 1978). The Hungarian Starčevo
burials appear to fall within the context of
general Starčevo burial practices (Lekovic
1985, 1995), which are characterized by a
diversity of non standardized customs with
few to no grave goods. It is not possible to
discern any clear differences in social status
based on burial patterns. Analysis of skeletal
materials suggests a fairly heterogeneous
population probably reflecting both non-
local and indigenous elements (Zoffmann
1999, 2001).

Our understanding of Starčevo subsistence
practices from Hungarian sites is minimal.
Systematic flotation was not enlisted, or
results have not been reported, and the only
evidence regarding domestic plant usage
comes from cereal impressions resulting
from chaff tempering of ceramics at Lányc-
sók (Kalicz 1990: 125), and other sites, and
carbonized grains in a possible Starčevo alter
fragment recovered as a stray surface find
from the site of Kéthely (Füzes 1990: 161-
162). The lack of information makes it
impossible to make any definitive statements
regarding the specific pattern of domesticat-
ed plant management or utilization. Howev-
er, as Kalicz (1988: 114-115) notes, it would
not be unusual to find similar early cultigens
to those found on other Early Balkan
Neolithic sites; domesticated plants such as:
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emmer wheat (Triticum dicoccum), einkorn
wheat (Triticum monoccoccum), bread wheat
(Triticum aestivum), six-row barley (Hordeum
vulgare), lentils (Lens culinaris), and peas
(Pisum sativum).  

The evidence for domestic animal hus-
bandry is only slightly more robust than the
previously presented evidence for domestic
plants. Lánycsók is the only Hungarian site
from which the faunal assemblage (total
NISP = 1067, total MNI = 118) has been
analyzed and reported (Kalicz 1988: kép 2;
1990:164). The full suite of domestic ani-
mals is present (% total NISP = 95.5, %
total MNI = 86.44): cattle, sheep-goat, pig,
and dog. The following wild animals are
present (% total NISP = 4.5, % total MNI =
13.56): aurochs, red deer, roe deer, and wild
boar. The typical pattern observed at other
Balkan Early Neolithic sites is repeated at
Lánycsók: 1) significantly greater propor-
tion of bones from domestic animals relative
to wild animals; 2) sheep-goat NISP (Num-
ber of Identifiable Specimens) is greater
than any other domestic animal, with cattle
second and pig a distant third; and 3) cattle
contributes more consumable meat by
weight calculated from MNI (Minimum
Number of Individuals). On the other hand,
Kalicz points out that the contribution of
wild animal meat, and especially aurochs, to
the overall diet at Lánycsók was 62.68 % by
weight. Based on this extremely limited
information it is possible to state that either
Starčevo immigrants brought with them, or
the Mesolithic hunter-gatherers were able to
gain access to the entire suite of domesticat-
ed animals. Future research should aim to
improve the quality and quantity of informa-
tion available on Starčevo subsistence prac-
tices in Hungary: Without this information
it will be extremely difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to examine the process of neolithization.

If we turn our attention briefly toward the

better documented Körös culture faunal
material: The numerical dominance of
sheep and goat bones at Early Neolithic
Körös sites in the Carpathian Basin has lead
Bökönyi (1974; 1989) to point to a Greek
and ultimately South West Asian origin for
the entire agricultural package. He further
suggests that this evidence supports the
spread of agriculture through migration of
agricultural populations. The antithesis of
Bökönyi’s position has been recently postu-
lated by Chapman (2003). Chapman
attempts to identify the Mesolithic substra-
tum, or in his terms “habitus,” in the Körös
culture by comparing faunal assemblages
from Körös sites with Greek Early Neolith-
ic sites and the Jászság Mesolithic sites.
Chapman considers the high percentage of
wild species (12-40% total NISP; 25-62%
total MNI) in three Körös site assemblages
of significant size, “…to surely betoken a
range of skills, ecological and ethological
knowledge and dietary preferences Körös
hunters and fishers derived from local spe-
cialists;…” (2003: 96). Chapman views the
utilization of wild animals as some type of
gauge of Mesolithic-ness. Ultimately, this is
based on the assumption that Early Neolith-
ic groups were somehow incapable of adapt-
ing to new situations without the help of
Mesolithic “super hunters.” It is equally
insightful to consider the significance of uti-
lization of wild species by Early Neolithic
cultures in a broader temporal context, as
opposed to the purely spatial context enlist-
ed by Chapman. Kalicz et al. (1998: 152),
draw attention to Bökönyi’s (Bökönyi 1992:
197-201, 233-239) observations that
exploitation of wild animals was greater in
the Late Neolithic than the Early Neolithic,
and Kalicz et al. propose that the utilization
of wild animals by Körös groups was noth-
ing more than taking advantage of a rich
environment. It is difficult to come down in
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favor of either interpretation; however, it is
fairly clear that utilization of wild resources
provides no clear evidence for Mesolithic
ancestry.

The analyses of the lithic raw materials and
chipped stone tools at Hungarian Starčevo
sites provides information about both the
types of long distance relationships of the
inhabitants with sources regions and the
nature of on-site activities. Starčevo sites in
Hungary from which the lithic assemblages
have been analyzed and published are Gel-
lénháza-Városrét (Biró 2002: 135-141; Biró
and Simon 2003) and Vörs-Máriaassszony-
sziget (Kalicz, et al. 1998: 164-168, 178-
181). The lithic assemblage from the sites
Becsehely I exists but is unpublished accord-
ing to Biró (2002: 134-135). There is no
information available from Lánycsók or any
of the other Starčevo sites. The site of Gel-
lénháza-Városrét had multiple chronologi-
cal horizons with a total lithic assemblage of
1414 pieces, and Biró and Simon (2003) note
that roughly half of the total assemblage can
be securely assigned to the Starčevo culture.
In their analysis of the Gellénháza-Városrét
they reached the following conclusions (Biró
and Simon 2003: 122-125): 1) microlithic
and flake based stone industry; 2) assem-
blage dominated by raw materials (Szentgál
radiolarite, Úrkut-Eplény radiolarite,
Hárskút radiolarite, etc.) attainable from the
Bakony Mountains north of Lake Balaton; 3)
high ratio of flakes and chips in conjunction
with numerous exhausted cores suggests that
inhabitants produced chipped stone tools
on-site; 4) flakes and chips dominate the
overall assemblage with tools produced on
both flakes and blades; and 5) retouched
tools recorded also include points, borers,
burins, wedges, end scrapers, trapezes and
segments.  

The smaller (n=126) lithic assemblage
from the Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget site

(Kalicz, et al. 1998: 164-168, 178-181) pres-
ents a fairly similar picture to that of Gellén-
háza-Városrét site. Like the Gellénháza-
Városrét assemblage, Vörs-Máriaasszony-
sziget is dominated by raw materials from
the Bakony Mountains with primarily flakes
and chips with blades present in lower num-
bers. The high proportion of retouched
tools and overall low number of cores, as a
proportion of the overall assemblage, sug-
gest that the inhabitants either processed the
materials off-site, or acquired the materials
in processed form through trade. In this
sense the Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget differs
from the Gellénháza-Városrét site where a
more direct connection with the same raw
material sources is implicated. The tool kit is
described as “fairly varied” and the following
items are mentioned amongst the inventory
of retouched tools: end scrapers, segments,
burins, but no “classical trapezes.” There is
no mention of the microburin technique,
recognized at Mesolithic sites in north cen-
tral Hungary (Kertész 1996b, 2001, 2002),
at either Gellénháza-Városrét or Vörs-
Máriaasszony-sziget; although, the presence
of (micro)burins may be suggestive of this
technique. Inhabitants from both sites were
able to gain access, either directly or
through exchange, to raw materials found in
the Bakony Mountains where there are no
known Starčevo sites. To this I would only
add that based on the illustrations in their
article I am skeptical as to whether the arti-
facts classified as segments are technologi-
cally comparable to similarly labeled
Mesolithic artifacts.           

Discussions of continuity between the
Transdanubian Mesolithic hunter-gatherers
and the Starčevo culture have often been
based on comparison of Starčevo lithic
assemblages with poorly investigated or
hypothetical “Mesolithic” sites. There are
two implicit underlying assumptions which
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can be recognized in these discussions. First,
Biró (in Kalicz, et al. 1998: 164) considers
that lithic industries are more conservative
over long periods of time, which is a tenable
hypothesis, but such hypotheses reveal little
about Mesolithic lithic assemblages unless
continuity is accepted as predetermined.
Second, the “Mesolithic Master’s of Stone
Hypothesis” is based the notion that if
Mesolithic sites are known primarily from
lithic assemblages, then it follows that those
Early Neolithic sites rich in stone tools and
stone tool types implicate technological con-
tinuity in lithic industries between the two
industries. It is possible to recognize some
aspects of the “Mesolithic Master’s of Stone
Hypothesis” in the following statement:
“…the morphologically more varied [Early
Neolithic] tool kit can be considered the
legacy of hunter-gatherer societies.” (Biró
2002: 129). For example, if we consider the
possible effects of settlement mobility
(Whittle 2001) and consider lithic tool
diversity as an index of activity diversity,
then such sites may have witnessed a diversi-
ty of activities possibly carried out over an
extended period of time. A diverse lithic tool
kit has little bearing on hunter-gatherer
roots. At the very least there is a need to
consider a wider range of possible underly-
ing causes for the structure of Neolithic lith-
ic assemblages. The presence of a lithic
industry, which is probably similar to an
unknown Mesolithic lithic industry, does lit-
tle more than suggest continuity, but reveals
little about the actual process of neolithiza-
tion. This is especially pertinent both in
light of the fact that little information is
available on the full range of sites which may
be associated with the Neolithic (Early to
Late) and that it is increasingly recognized
that neolithization was a more protracted
process than originally figured (Gronenborn

2003). Lithic artifacts are often the most
common, if not the only, type of material
recovered from Mesolithic sites in the
Carpathian Basin, and it is for this reason
that a better understanding of the lithic
assemblages from Starčevo sites will be quite
important to understanding the relationship
between these two groups. 

The dating of Starčevo sites in Hungary
and Slavonia is almost entirely based on rel-
ative ceramic chronology. In his doctoral
thesis on the Early Neolithic Starčevo cul-
ture in Transdanubia Kalicz (1988; 1990)
modified Dimitrijević ’s (1974) ceramic
typology (from oldest to youngest: Mono-
chrome, Linear A, Linear B-Girlandoid-
Spiraloid A, and Spiraloid B) to assign rela-
tive chronological position to the Hungarian
Starčevo sites. According to Kalicz all the
known Hungarian sites fall into either the
Classic Starčevo phase (elements of Dimitri-
jević ’s Linear B, Girlandoid, and Spiraloid A
phases) or Late Starčevo  (Dimitrijević ’s Spi-
raloid B phase) (Kalicz 1988: 103-105). The
following two sites have been assigned to the
Classic Starčevo phase: Lánycsók and Medi-
na (Kalicz 1988: 103-104). The following
seven sites have been assigned to the Late
Starčevo phase: Becsehely I, Dombóvár-
Kapos, Kaposvár-Deseda, and Harc-
Nyanyapuszta all assigned by Kalicz (1988:
104); and later Gellénháza-Városrét (Simon
1996), Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget (Kalicz, et
al. 1998), and Babarc (Bánffy 2001).  Kalicz
hypothesized that more sites would eventu-
ally be assignable to the Late Starčevo phase
as a result of increasing population after ini-
tial adoption of agriculture or settlement by
agricultural immigrants. More recently
investigated sites, such as Gellénháza
(Simon 1996, 2001), Vörs-Máriaass-
zonysziget (Kalicz, et al. 1998: 160-164), and
Babarc (Bánffy 2001) have tended to con-
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firm Kalicz’s original hypothesis and both
sites have been assigned to the Late Starčevo
(Spiraloid B phase). Significantly, the site of
Babarc is located in close proximity to the
ceramic typologically assigned Classic
Starčevo Lánycsók site. 

The dating of sites in Slavonia using Dim-
itrijević ’s chronology indicates that there are
no sites from the oldest Monochrome phase.
Sites assigned to the Linear A phase are
found primarily in south central Slavonia
near the Sava River (Zadubravlje, Bukovlje
Podvinjsko, Slavonski Brod) with the excep-
tion of a single site located in northeastern
Slavonia on the Danube River (Erdut). Sites
assignable to Kalicz’s Classic Starčevo (Dim-
itrijević ’s Linear B, Girlandoid, and Spi-
raloid A phases) are found throughout
Slavonia. It is interesting to note that while
sites assignable to Kalicz’s Late Starčevo
(Dimitrijević ’s Spiraloid B) are distributed
throughout Slavonia, the furthest north-
western Starčevo site (Ždralovi) is assignable
to this phase. Depending on the degree of
confidence one places in Dimitrijević ’s
chronology it is possible to suggest the fol-
lowing steps in the expansion of the Starčevo
culture in Transdanubia and Slavonia: 1) ini-
tial spread in of the Sava and Danube River
valleys; 2) infilling of central Slavonia and
northern Slavonia along the lower Drava, as
well as, the more eastern regions in Hungar-
ian Transdanubia close to the Danube; and
3) expansion of to the west in Slavonia and
to the northwest in southern Hungarian
Transdanubia.  

A detailed comparison of the Dimitrijević
relative ceramic chronology with radiocar-
bon dates from Starčevo  sites throughout
their distribution range is difficult given the
paucity of radiocarbon dates from Starčevo
sites in its northern distribution area of
Hungary and Slavonia (Kalicz 1988: 107).

Two radiocarbon dates have been reported
from two Starčevo sites in Hungary: Becse-
hely I and Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget. Becse-
hely I, assigned to the Late Starčevo  by
ceramic chronology, has produced a radio-
carbon date of 5550-5290 cal. B.C. (2 sig.)
(Kalicz 1988: 106-107; 1990: 92). From
Vörs-Máriaasszony-sziget a single radiocar-
bon date, similar to the previous date, from
the human burial without grave goods,
unearthed by Aradi in 1990, has been
reported.  

The single radiocarbon date from Becsehe-
ly I and Vörs show complete overlap with
better dated early LBK site of Brunn-
Wolfholz near Vienna.  A compilation of the
27 radiocarbon dates from Brunn-Wolfholz
indicate a date of occupation of 5700-5050
cal. B.C. (2 sig.) (Stadler 1995: 224). This
information suggests, but far from confirms,
that the neolithization of Transdanubia pro-
gressed northward at a rapid rate, without
any major ecological barriers (contra
Kertész and Sümegi 1999, 2001), or if such
impediments were encountered they were
rapidly overcome. On the other hand if the
recognized site densities are considered
indicative of actual site densities, then it is
possible to posit that Early Neolithic groups
encountered some type of diffuse environ-
mental resistance, similar to the barrier
described by Kertész and Sümegi, as they
began to expand northwards through Slavo-
nia and into Hungary. Many questions, per-
taining to the temporal and spatial pattern-
ing of Neolithic spread, most notably in
regard the Middle Neolithic LBK culture in
Transdanubia, remain undiscussible in the
absence of more radiocarbon dates from the
Hungarian sites.
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Aftermath of Starčevo: the
Linearbandkeramik Culture
(LBK)

The effects of the Starčevo  culture were
significant for not only Transdanubia, but
also for the rest of north central Europe.
During the middle 6th millennium B.C.,
roughly 5,500 B.C., the Starčevo culture was
transformed throughout its entire distribu-
tion in Transdanubia and in its place the
Transdanubian Linearbandkeramik (TLBK)
(also referred to as Transdanubian Linear
Pottery-TLP or Dunántúli Vonaldíszes
Kerámia-DVK) culture developed. Within
approximately 200 years LBK expanded into
north central Europe occupying a 400,000
km2 region, from the Rhine River in the
West to the Bug River in the East (Bogucki
2000; Gronenborn 1999, 2003). The earliest
LBK is associated with distinctive incised
pottery decorations on chaff or sand tem-
pered pottery, large long houses (Lenneis
2000), and shifts in the subsistence economy
from the emphasis of sheep and goats to cat-
tle (Bogucki 1988). However, it is important
to note that there remains significant discus-
sion regarding the actual relationship
between ceramic typologies and the radio-
carbon chronology (Gronenborn 2003: 80-
81). The sites of Brunn-Wolfholz and Szent-
györgyvölgy-Pityerdomb, with possible
transitional Starčevo-LBK ceramics, have
figured prominently in these debates. The
centrality of Transdanubia to this process
did not become apparent until the middle
1970’s, and similar to the research leading to
the recognition of the Early Neolithic
Starčevo culture in Hungary, the research
began outside of Hungary.  

The German archaeologist Quitta (1960)
presented his synthesis of the earliest Lin-
earbandkeramik (LBK) culture in Germany.
Seminal efforts to date LBK in north central
Europe indicated that its initial appearance

was extraordinarily sudden, probably occur-
ring in less than 200 years (Quitta and Kohl
1969). More recent radiocarbon research,
often focusing on the intricacies of calibra-
tion and materials being dated, has general-
ly tended to confirm earlier observations
regarding the rate of expansion (Stäuble
1995; Whittle 1990). Early on Quitta (1964;
1971) suggested that early LBK sites would
be found further to the south, but it was not
until the independent and combined efforts
of Kalicz and Makkay that undisputable ear-
ly LBK sites were recognized and excavated.
The first sites excavated were Medina
(Kalicz and Makkay 1975b, 1976), Bicske I
(Makkay 1975, 1978), and Becsehely II
(Kalicz 1979). As a result of this research it
became clear that the flash pan for early
LBK expansion was localizable to the Trans-
danubian region in western Hungary. Subse-
quent research has added significantly to our
understanding of both the Balkan Early
Neolithic Starčevo culture and Middle
Neolithic Linearbandkeramik, but by the
mid 1970’s the underlying framework was in
place for asking more serious questions per-
taining to the mechanism of agricultural
spread in this region. 

Since the 1970’s a number of significant
early LBK sites have been investigated. The
sites of Barcs (Kalicz 1993: Abb. 22-23;
1995: Abb.9-11) and Szentgyörgyvölgy-
Pityerdomb (Bánffy 2000a, b, c) were exca-
vated near the Drava and Mura Rivers in
southwest Hungary. The site of Szentgyör-
gyvölgy-Pityerdomb is particularly impor-
tant, because its ceramic assemblage demon-
strates the mixing of decorative motifs from
Late Starčevo and Early LBK and it may
represent transitional phase between Late
Starčevo and Early LBK (Bánffy 2000c).
Although, Gronenborn (2003) notes that the
radiocarbon dates may suggest a spatially
and temporally highly complex process of
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neolithization in Transdanubia. Portions of
the recently excavated Balatonszárszó site, a
massive site with many long houses on the
southern shores of Lake Balaton, will most
likely be assignable to the earliest LBK
(Oross and Marton personal communica-
tion). On the left bank of the Danube River
the site of Baja was investigated by Kalicz
(Kalicz 1993: Abb. 24-26; 1994; 1995: Abb
12-14). In northern Transdanubia excava-
tions were conducted at the sites of Budapest
III-Aranyhegyi út. (Kalicz-Schreiber and
Kalicz 1992) and Szigetszentmiklós (Virág
1992).  Many of these sites are still in the
process of analysis and it is hoped that com-
plete reports will be reported in the near
future. Kalicz and Kalicz-Schreiber (2001:
27) remark that the current number of
known early LBK sites, assigned by ceramic
typology, in Transdanubia is over ninety. 

Among the more significant recent work
suggesting a role for Mesolithic hunter-
gatherers in the LBK spread is Mateiciu-
vová’s research on raw material distribution
during the Mesolithic and Early Neolithic
(Mateiciucová 2001). She examined the lith-
ic raw materials from a number of assem-
blages from Mesolithic sites in the Moravia
(Czech Republic) with the lithic assemblages
from a number of early LBK sites in the
region (Mateiciuvová 2001) [see Map Mate-
iciuvová 2002: 184-185]. In particular she
notes the low level presence (<1%) presence
of Szentgál radiolarite, a distinct red radio-
larite found in the Bakony Mountains north
of Lake Balaton in Hungary (Biró and
Dobosi 1991; Biró and Regenye 1991), at the
Mesolithic sites of Smolín, Přibice, and pos-
sibly also Dolní Věstonice. In early LBK
assemblages from the Austrian sites of Brunn
II (see also Mateiciucová 2002) and Rosen-
burg I she notes an unusually high percent-
age (> 50%) of Szentgál radiolarite. Szentgál
radiolarite is also present, but at lower levels

(< 10%), at the early LBK sites of Kladniky
and the cemetery of Vedrovice. Gronenborn
has also noted a similar widespread distribu-
tion of Szentgál radiolarite amongst early
LBK assemblages in Central Europe (Gro-
nenborn 1994, 1999). The early Neolithic
LBK societies not only maintained with but
also intensified connections with the Szent-
gál radiolarite sources in Transdanubia. The
results of Gronenborn’s and Mateiciuvová’s
are suggestive of the intensification of
Mesolithic exchange networks during the
early phases of LBK expansion. Unfortu-
nately, the robustness of connections which
can be drawn on the basis of lithic raw mate-
rial economy between the insufficiently
investigated Mesolithic Kaposhomok site
and Starčevo and LBK sites in Transdanubia
is limited to the observation that Szentgál
radiolarite is present in the Kaposhomok
assemblage (Marton 2003: 41).

The processes which facilitated the LBK
expansion undoubtedly included the
Starčevo culture; there are simply too many
similarities between the ceramic assem-
blages and other aspects of material culture
to suggest otherwise. However, the extent to
which the process was entirely the result of
internalized Starčevo cultural development,
excluding local Mesolithic hunter-gatherer
populations, remains an open question. The
two greatest uncertainties regarding the
neolithization of Transdanubia can be
encapsulated in the following questions.
First, what was the relationship between
Mesolithic hunter-gatherers the Starčevo
culture? Second, what role did Mesolithic
hunter-gatherers play in the initial develop-
ment and expansion of LBK?  It is puzzling,
and by no means easily dismissible, that so
few Mesolithic sites have been identified
incidental to archaeological fieldwork in
Transdanubia. On the other hand, one need
only consider that Early Neolithic Starčevo
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sites, which presumably more detectable in
surface surveys than Mesolithic sites, were
only recognized during the past quarter cen-
tury as a result of concerted research efforts.
The final section of this paper outlines the
initial steps in the development of a sus-
tained research investigating the Mesolithic
inhabitants of Transdanubia prior to and
during the spread of agriculture.

Research Directions for the
Mesolithic of Hungary

Over the course of my Fulbright fellowship
to Hungary I have had the opportunity to
directly confront the topic of the spread of
agriculture in the Carpathian Basin. A sig-
nificant amount of time and energy has been
devoted to developing a thorough under-
standing of the research history, familiarity
with the artifacts (stone tools, pottery, etc.),
and long-term changes in Hungarian envi-
ronment. In Transdanubia the Early
Neolithic Starčevo culture and the
Mesolithic in particular, stand out as areas in
need of further development. Previous
approaches to the spread of agriculture in
Hungary have primarily confronted the
process from the perspective of the earliest
Neolithic societies. One of the principal
causes for this one-sided approach is the
minimal and insufficiently investigated
archaeological evidence available from
Holocene hunter-gatherer societies. In a
general sense, current models positing a sig-
nificant role for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers
in the spread of agriculture, or at the very
least seeking to incorporate hunter-gather-
ers into the process, have stimulated thought
on the complex process by which agricultur-
al societies may have spread. However, nar-
rowly focusing on the process by which agri-
cultural societies spread without incorporat-
ing long-term trends in hunter-gatherer
social evolution obfuscates an absolutely

pertinent issue: roughly 4000 years of Early
Holocene prehistory in western Hungary
has gone missing. Given the current infor-
mation available it is difficult to conceptual-
ize the spread of agricultural societies with-
out first attempting to reconcile the gross
imparities between agricultural and hunter-
gatherer societies, reflecting more than any-
thing the availability of evidence. 

The virtual lack of Mesolithic sites in
Transdanubia, in juxtaposition with the sig-
nificance of the region during the spread of
agriculture, presents a rather drab picture of
one of the more exciting moments in prehis-
tory. I have been fortunate to have found
several of likeminded Hungarian archaeolo-
gists (Dr. Eszter Bánffy, Dr. Róbert Kertész,
and Tibor Marton), and we have embarked
on a collaborative mission to add a little
Mesolithic color and clarity to the picture of
neolithization in Transdanubia. The princi-
pal question stimulating research on the
Transdanubian Mesolithic has been: How
can we explain an almost complete lack of
evidence from the Mesolithic in western
Hungary? In addressing this question sever-
al interrelated causes may be postulated: 1)
high-mobility Holocene hunter-gatherers
produced ephemeral sites difficult to detect;
2) Mesolithic sites have been eroded, buried,
transgressed by rising water levels (e.g. Lake
Balaton), or negatively impacted by other
geological or anthropogenic processes; 3)
previous survey work was insufficiently sen-
sitive to detect Mesolithic sites. Thus the
issue of the missing Mesolithic revolves
around the site producing behavior of the
hunter-gatherers themselves, the deposition
and preservation conditions, and the manner
in which archaeologists detect sites (for
futher discussion see Banning 2002). Some
initial impressions on the possible role of all
three are in order. 

First, as outlined in earlier sections of this
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paper, hunter-gatherers had to rapidly adapt
to a changing environment during the Pleis-
tocene-Holocene transition. Changes in
resource distribution undoubtedly stimulat-
ed changes in the organization of seasonal
settlement patterns. The extent to which
Mesolithic hunter-gatherer behavior was
centered on particular locations on the land-
scape directly impacts the degree to which
archaeologists are able to recognize such
sites. To a certain extent, locations occupied
for extended periods of time, by large
groups, or consistently revisited are more
likely to be detected, but only if the materi-
al refuse left behind has been preserved. It is
thus possible that sites occupied for shorter
periods, but associated with activities pro-
ducing easily preserved refuse, may also be
more easily detected by archaeologists. Fur-
thermore, the diagnostic attributes of the
refuse produced at each site will impact its
likelihood of detection. For example, an
intensively occupied site with a significant
amount of lithic waste, but no diagnostic
geometric microliths, will probably not be
recognized as a Mesolithic site. At this point
we do not know whether Mesolithic hunter-
gatherers in Transdanubia produced the
type of intensive sites necessary for further
archaeological investigation. However, both
general models for hunter-gatherer settle-
ment, often based on ethnographic exam-
ples, as well as, the archaeological evidence
from preceding periods and adjacent regions
suggest that such central sites existed during
the Mesolithic for a variety of social and eco-
nomic reasons. For example, the importance
of aquatic resources and riparian corridors is
attested by the evidence from the Late Pleis-
tocene site of Szekszárd-Palánk (Sio River),
the probable Mesolithic site of Kaposhomok
(Kapos River), and the Jászság Mesolithic
sites (Tarna and Zagyva River). In an effort
to produce positive results river valleys or

other areas with the potential for rich aquat-
ic resources are first on the list of places to
explore. It is equally important to keep in
mind the full spectrum of factors, other than
resource distribution, which structured
hunter-gatherer settlement patterns and
behavior (Jochim 1976: 47-63; Wiessner
1982, 2002; Wobst 1974). Kelly states:

We need to approach archaeology
not with the goal of assigning a site
or time period to a particular typo-
logical pigeonhole, but with the
intention of reconstructing differ-
ent cultural elements – diet, mobil-
ity, demography, land tenure, social
organization- as best we can, then
assemble them, like piecing togeth-
er a jigsaw puzzle with no picture
on the box. (Kelly 1995: 343)   

The usage of both archaeological and ethno-
graphic analogies in the description of
hunter-gather behavior should always be
tempered with the notion that we seek to
describe a situation for which no appropriate
modern analogy may exist.

Second, over the past 12,000 years geolog-
ical processes resulting from natural and
anthropogenic causes, or a combination of
both, impact the ability to detect Mesolithic
sites (e.g. see Waters 1992). Fortunately, the
thick depositing of loess sediments at the
end of the Pleistocene, which resulted in the
burial of many Late Paleolithic sites, is less
of a factor during the Early Holocene. The
landscape has however remained far from
stable. For example the shifting of river
channels, low energy flood deposits, erosion
of hillsides due to prehistoric logging, and
modern farming practices all can erode,
expose, or bury archaeological sites. The
identification of stable surfaces through
cooperation with geomorphologists will be
an important component of a project aiming
to find Mesolithic sites. Archaeological sur-

185

Mr. William J. Eichmann. Mesolithic Hunter-Gatherers 



vey design must account for modern land
use practices affecting the exposure (e.g.
plowing, quarrying, etc.) or coverage (e.g.
forest, pasture, etc.) of land surfaces.    

Third, there has been no archaeological
survey specifically directed toward the
detection of Mesolithic sites in western
Hungary. Archaeological surveys conducted
during the last century in Hungary have
focused almost exclusively on surfaces
exposed by modern agricultural practices.
This may work well in regions were most of
the land is under the plow (e.g. Alföld), but
in areas with variable exposure, such as
Transdanubia, it may be more difficult to
representatively sample the landscape. The
results of larger surveys in Veszprém Coun-
ty (M.R.T.) and smaller surveys along the
Kapos and Koppány rivers (Torma 1963)
have turned up only sites from the Neolith-
ic or later periods (all ceramic using). Unlike
most later prehistoric periods in which the
presence of ceramics greatly increases the
odds of site detection, finding small
Mesolithic geometric microliths is highly
dependent upon the soil surface conditions.
Namely, personal experience suggests that
such sites are easily missed if plowed surfaces
have not been deflated by precipitation or
remain covered in vegetation. The window
of opportunity for detecting Mesolithic sites
may be narrowly assignable to short periods
before planting in the spring and after har-
vest in the fall. 

Finally, the recognition of Mesolithic sites
depends upon our ability to detect diagnos-
tically Mesolithic artifacts; almost exclusive-
ly limited to lithics. Prior to Kertész’s work
in the Jászság region in the 1990’s there was
only a limited sense of the types of stone
artifacts which might be associated with the
Mesolithic Hungary, much less Transdanu-
bia. The image of an ill-defined edifice lurk-
ing amongst more visible trappings of later

prehistoric remains is not prone to ease of
recognition. It now seems relatively clear
that Transdanubia, sandwiched between the
influences of the Western Technocomplex
(Beuronian, Sauveterrian) and the North
Hungarian Plain Mesolithic, will be charac-
terized to a certain extent by a similar mix of
Epigravettian substrata with elements of the
Western Technocomplex: a situation sug-
gested by the Kaposhomok site (Marton
2003: 42). In the initial stages of archaeolog-
ical field survey one of the central goals will
be to locate isolated sites that are both free
from materials associated with either
Neolithic or Copper Age cultures and not
sufficiently damaged by later cultural activi-
ties: not necessarily the easiest task given
that narrow river valleys have witnessed
intensive cultural activity during all subse-
quent time periods. A constant challenge
will be dealing with geometric microlith
types which are not temporally restricted to
the Mesolithic and appear in later periods,
such as trapezes and segments.

Preliminary Research Results
The research that my Hungarian col-

leagues and I have been engaged in over the
past year has focused on the following inves-
tigative arenas: 1) the reinvestigation of sites
which have been claimed to be Mesolithic,
but which have only marginally been inves-
tigated; and 2) prospective survey work
aimed at locating potential sites, necessarily
involving the cooperation of local amateur
archaeologists. Both avenues of inquiry have
required the examination of museum and
private collections, as well as, the organiza-
tion of field projects aimed at locating/relo-
cating and documenting sites.

First, we decided to focus on the Kapos
River valley for two reasons: 1) location of
the minimally investigated probable
Mesolithic site of Kaposhomok (Marton
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2003; Pusztai 1957); and 2) a possible
Mesolithic site near Regöly brought to
Kertész’s attention in the early 1990’s by Mr.
Viktor Cziráki. In the fall of 2003 we organ-
ized a small prospective archaeological sur-
vey with a number of university student vol-
unteers from Miskolc. The purpose of our
research was to investigate the sites near
Regöly and Kaposhomok, as well as, to
familiarize ourselves with the geography and
look for new sites along the Kapos flood-
plain between Regöly and Kaposhomok. 

The results of the survey for new sites lead
to the discovery of two new sites of interest:
one south west of Belecska (Belecska-3) and
a second north of Kurd (Kurd-2). Both sites
were located along abandoned meanders of
the Kapos River. Belecska-2 was deemed
interesting on the basis of the recovery of a
triangular geometric microlith; although, a
scatter of ceramic sherds of uncertain age was
located immediately adjacent to the lithic
scatter. Kurd-2 was identified as a larger con-
centration of lithic artifacts with Bronze Age
ceramics present on the extreme margin of
the site. No diagnostic materials were recov-
ered. Another significant result of this survey
was the identification of areas of high poten-
tial that could not be immediately investigat-
ed, due to fresh plowing or vegetation cover-
age, but represent targets for the future.

The site near Regöly (Regöly-2) had been
collected by Mr. Cziráki for approximately
15 years, and he brought the site to Kertész’s
attention, because the site had yielded
numerous lithic artifacts with only a few
ceramic sherds that could be clearly assigned
to the Late Iron Age or Roman period. Sur-
vey of Regöly-2 was hampered by poor
lighting conditions and weather, but Mr.
Cziráki kindly provided us with his entire
collection of materials from this site for fur-
ther study. These materials are currently in
the process of being examined, and prelimi-

nary observations on the collection suggest
the following: 1) significant presence of
Bakony Mountain radiolarites (e.g. Szent-
gál); 2) high proportion of flakes and blades
which were either informally retouched or
damaged during usage; 3) numerous
“thumbnail” scrapers and trapezes, but no
segments; and 4) presence of sickle gloss on
a number of the artifacts, including a biface
type associated with Copper Age assem-
blages. The overall character of the assem-
blage is one, with a few exceptions, that
would fit well within what we suspect a
Transdanubian Mesolithic assemblage may
look like. The presence of sickle gloss on
stone tools is often given as the cause for
assigning an assemblage to the Neolithic or
later periods; however, this practice ignores
the fact that reeds and other grasses, which
may also produce sickle gloss, were likely to
have been intensively exploited by Mesolith-
ic people for basketry, clothing, and shelter.
The almost complete lack of ceramic mate-
rial and total dominance of lithic items
strongly suggests that the site was probably
occupied by non-pottery using groups. As a
result of these preliminary observations we
returned to intensively survey the Regöly-2
site in early April of 2004. We were able to
identify concentrations of lithics on the sur-
face of the site, and it seems that the pres-
ence of ceramic from later stone tool using
cultures is minimal to non-existent. We are
planning small scale excavations in the fall of
2004 to determine if intact cultural layers
are present below the plow zone, and also
the nature of such cultural layers, if present.
Immediately prior to the submission of this
paper a second site was identified near
Regöly that produced two diagnostically
Mesolithic segments (backed retouch from
alternating directions) and an interesting
backed blade.

The site of Kaposhomok was first identi-
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fied and collected by Mr. Antál Trombitás in
the early 1950’s. In the middle 1950’s Mr.
Trombitás brought the site to the attention
of Rezsô Pusztai who apparently investigat-
ed the find location, but probably did not
conduct excavations or other form of inten-
sive investigations (Pusztai 1957). The arti-
facts were subsequently donated to the Rip-
pl-Rónai Museum in Kaposvár. The site has
since come to be accepted in the interna-
tional literature as the only legitimate
Mesolithic site in Transdanubia (e.g.
Kozlowski 2001), but numerous questions
remain regarding the context of the finds
(Marton 2003: 42). According to the maps in
Pusztai’s article (1957: 97), there are two
sites from which the Kaposhomok collection
originates. However, we encountered some
difficulty in locating the site. The western
most area indicated on the map was in a
plowed field but we were unable locate any
concentration of chipped stone artifacts.
The eastern site on Pusztai’s map, apparent-
ly situated on a large sand dune next to an
abandoned meander of the Kapos River, was
covered in pasture. With help from the good
citizens of Kaposhomok, we were able to
locate Mr. Trombitás, now 74 years old and
living in Kaposvár. Mr. Trombitás informed
us that the western site was not the site from
which the collection had originated, and the
eastern site was the true location from which
the Kaposhomok artifacts had been collect-
ed. He further stated that while he was serv-
ing in the army, László Vertés had selected
several pieces from the original collection
and accessioned them into the collections of
the Hungarian National Museum in
Budapest. Furthermore, Mr. Trombitás
related that he had retained 61 of the
chipped stone artifacts from the original col-
lection: This may account for some of the
discrepancies noted by Marton (2003: 39)
regarding Pusztai’s mention of more than

100 artifacts, while only 49 artifacts cata-
logued and of which 34 were locatable in the
Rippl-Rónai Museum. Mr. Trombitás has
since lent us the remainder of his collection
and has agreed to accompany us to the
Kaposhomok site to help clarify the situa-
tion. We are planning to conduct small scale
excavations at Kaposhomok during the sum-
mer of 2004 in the hopes of defining the
actual site location and searching for
undamaged cultural deposits. 

Finally, we our research program also
includes the review of materials recovered
from sites in countries adjacent to Hungary.
The collection from Barca I in Slovakia is
currently in the process of examination and
the site of Nosza-Pörös near Hajdukova in
northern Serbia. Nosza-Pörös was original-
ly reported by Brukner as the Hajdukova
site, and in the original article he suggest
that the site may be Mesolithic (Brukner
1966). In his article Brukner also presented
illustrations of six geometric microliths (seg-
ments and trapezes). Tibor Marton later
encountered a publication from the Suboti-
ca museum, in which more suspicious geo-
metric microliths were pictured. This March
we visited the Subotica Museum, and with
the gracious assistance of Ágnes Szekeres,
were able to relocate and fully document this
collection. Among the significant discoveries
were two backed points which fit within the
Late Epigravettian tradition: this is quite
peculiar given that the collection also
includes numerous trapezes (Castelnovian
influences), which seem to indicate a later
period of site occupation. Like many poten-
tial Mesolithic sites in southeastern Europe,
this site comes from surface collections and
its context is uncertain. This summer we
plan to return to Subotica and attempt to
relocate the Nosza-Pörös site.
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Conclusion
Currently the question of how agriculture

spread in the Carpathian basin is trumped by
the question of who was involved. Certainly,
it is not possible to avoid discussing ques-
tions of process until the moment when we
have perfectly comprehended the different
participants. Such moments of total compre-
hension do not exist in archaeology. The dif-
ferent ways in which researchers construe
the processes of neolithization play an
important role in directing inquiry into the
identification of participants. Implicitly
neglecting the question of the participants
will unnecessarily limit our ability to devel-
op a richer picture of the past. It has been
my goal to draw attention to the limitations
of archaeological information bearing on the
different participants, and especially
Mesolithic participants, in the neolithization
of Transdanubia and Europe. The steps my
Hungarian colleagues and I have initiated

are directed at establishing informational
parity amongst the various participants in
the process of neolithization. It is our hope
that this research may substantially enrich
the manner in which both researchers and
the public understand this important prehis-
toric period.  
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1955 Tomášikovo, mezolitická stanica na Slovensku.

Archaeologické Royhledy (Praha) 7:433-436.

1957 Pleistocénne piesocné duny pri Seredi a ich paleol-

itické a mezolitické osídlenie - Pleistozäne Sanddünen bei

Sered und ihre paläolithische und mesolithiche Besiedlung.

Slovenská Archaeológia (Bratislava) 5(1):5-72.



1960 Mezolitická industria z Mostovej pri Galante.

Archaeologické Royhledy (Praha) 12:785-790.
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Chasseurs Mésolithiques de la Grotte des Ours (Medvedia
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giai Értesítő (Budapest) 83:125-138.

1956b Mezolitikus leletek Szôdligetrôl - Mesolithische

Funde von Szôdliget. Archaeologiai Értesítő (Budapest)
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