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Domestic and Funerary Bone, Antler and Tooth Objects in the Neolithic of Western Europe: a Comparison

DOMESTIC AND FUNERARY BONE, ANTLER AND TOOTH OBJECTS IN THE NEOLITHIC OF WESTERN
EUROPE: A COMPARISON

Isabelle Sidéra

Abstract: Following more than ten years of research on west European Neolithic bone, antler and tooth artefacts, from all the
contexts in which these objects are found, including settlements, enclosures, mines and graves, some results of the comparison
between settlements and burials are given. Three aspects of funerary material are discussed. Through a presentation of ordinary,
everyday objects and more exceptional grave-goods, the aim is to show the quite specific values which they convey and to
underline the information that one can hope to obtain from this approach, thus broadening our knowledge of the Neolithic.

Keywords: West European Neolithic, settlement materials, funerary materials

Résumé: A la suite de dix années de recherches sur les industries en os, bois de cervidé et dents, en considérant tous les con-
textes qui ont livré ces objets, comprenant habitats, enceintes, mines et sépultures, nous donnerons quelques résultats issus de
la comparaison entre les sites d’habitat et les sites funéraires. Trois aspects relatifs au mobilier funéraire sont abordés. A tra-
vers la présentation d’objets quotidiens et d’objets funéraires plus exceptionnels, notre but est de montrer la valeur spécifique
de chaque type de mobilier et de souligner les informations que 1’on peut espérer obtenir de cette approche, pour ainsi élargir
notre connaissance du Néolithique.

Mots-clés : Néolithique d’Europe Occidentale, mobilier provenant des habitats, mobilier funéraire.

Zusammenfassung: Nach mehr als zehn Jahren intensiver Forschungsarbeit an Knochen-, Geweih- und Zahnartefakten aus
neolithischen Fundplitzen in Westeuropa, die aus ganz unterschiedlichen Fundkontexten wie z.B. Siedlungen, Anlagen,
Bergwerke oder Griaber kommen, sollen hier einige Ergebnisse aus dem Vergleich zwischen Siedlungen und Bestattungen
dargelegt werden. Drei Aspekte aus Bestattungsbefunden werden diskutiert. Durch eine Gegeniiberstellung gewdhnlicher
Alltagsgegenstinde und eher herausragender Grabbeigaben wird die spezielle Bedeutung einer solchen Analyse fiir die
Erweiterung unserer Kenntnisse zum Neolithikum betont.

Schliisselworte: Westeuropiisches Neolithikum, Siedlungsfunde, Grabfunde

The research I have undertaken for over ten years on bone, As will be outlined below, with grave-goods from the late 6™
antler and tooth ornaments and tools from the 6 to the 3™ mil- and 5" millennia in western Europe, the artifacts, raw materi-
lennium BC in western Europe has focused special attention  als and production techniques all greatly differ according to
on all the types of contexts in which these artefacts occur'. context and show the range of fields of implication for these
Thus, the material from settlements, mines, burials and spe-  objects. In order to illustrate this variety and at the same time

cialized workshops has been studied in turn (Sidéra 1989, lend meaning to it, I will discuss three aspects: the value
1991, 1992, 1993, 1995, and 1997, 499). Only by bringing  placed on wild animals, extraordinary objects in graves and
together the objects from these different contexts can we differences between domestic and funerary contexts in terms
understand the variety within a bone industry in a given cul-  of the speed of diffusion of technical innovations.

ture, obtain the complete panorama of production in this cul-

ture and reconstruct the position held by these objects in  As a result of a number of excavations of graves and ceme-

terms of the society. Once all this evidence has been sur- teries (for example, Trebur [Hessen, Germany: Spatz 1997,
veyed, the comparison of cultures and contexts can only be 157]; Schwetzingen [Baden-Wiirttemberg, Germany:
more rewarding. Behrends 1997, 17]; Bucy-le-Long "la Fosselle" [Aisne,

France: Collectif 1996]; Aiterhofen-Odmiihle [Bavaria,
However, making the most complete list possible of artifacts ~ Germany: Nieszery 1995]), there has recently been a spectac-

in these materials also helps us, above all, to grasp the cultur-  ular increase in funerary data, opening up new paths of
al, economic and social facts involved in their manufacture  research. This new evidence means that the subject can now
and use. It is of course this line of research that I have pur-  be approached through bone artifacts.

sued, using methods such as technology and use-wear as well

as comparing fauna from food refuse with those selected for ~ Research into the use of animals concentrated initially on

making tools, in order to broaden our knowledge of the domestic species, naturally associated with the Neolithic.

Neolithic. Little attention was paid to the role of wild animals, relative-
ly infrequent (under 20% and more often under 10%). The
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last decade, which has seen the development of archaeozoo-
logical studies, as well as research on bone artifacts, has also
seen the question of wild animals and their complex relations
with man discussed and restored to its just value. The func-
tion of wild animals has drawn particular attention because
they represent more than simple remains of food consump-
tion. In particular, burial data from the 5* millennium indicate
that wild animals were an especially important source of raw
material for making the artifacts that were placed in graves. A
number of original interpretations have been suggested,
which take into account the cultural or economic function of
hunting, as well as its symbolic, religious or prestige dimen-
sion (Audoin-Rouzeau & Desse 1993; Sénépart 1993, 293;
Tresset 1993, 247; Vigne 1993, 201; Hachem 1995, 197;
Jeunesse et al. 1997, 81).), or even its use as a social code to
distinguish individuals within cemeteries (Sidéra 1994, 15
and 1997, 499).

By combining the new data with the evidence already avail-
able, the phenomena which are relevant to the analysis can be
identified, emerging at the end of the Linear Pottery culture
and at the end of the first stage of the European Neolithic,
around 5000 BC. This dynamic period saw the beginning of
a new symbolic system which was to last several millennia
and take on vast proportions later on during the Neolithic.
Finally, it must be stressed that the bone artifacts especially
well reflect the new symbolic trends that we are now going to
describe.

1. Valorisation of the wild in burials at the end of the 6"
millennium

First of all, the evidence from settlements of the western
Linear Pottery culture (Rhine and Paris basins) shows a
coherent pattern of use of domestic animals for meat con-
sumption and making tools. In this culture, around 5100 BC,
craftspeople mainly used the animals that were eaten: cattle,
followed by sheep. Hunting was not an important subsistence
activity (11% on average?), and the rate of use of wild animal
bones to produce domestic tools is low but stable (tab. 1). A
few of these are artefacts made from tooth and antler, but
most are made from bone (fig. 1).

From the end of the Linear Pottery onwards, a new phe-
nomenum appears, and this contradicts previous rules. While
the average amount of hunting of wild animals significantly
decreases (Sidéra 1994, 16 ; Hachem 1999, 325), their bones
are more frequently used for making objects. Furthermore,
red deer are particularly valued, both for hunting and as raw
material for artifacts. They become one of the most hunted
preys (Tresset 1993, 247; Hachem 1999, 335). Their bones
are used more frequently, partly replacing those of cattle and
sheep, for making the most common tools (tab. 1 & fig. 2).
This double phenomenum begins right at the end of the
Linear Pottery and develops above all in the succeeding cul-
tures. Thus in the cultural episode which immediately fol-
lows, Villeneuve-Saint-Germain in the Paris basin and
Grossgartach in the Rhineland, as well as red deer bones,
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shed antlers, rather than antlers removed from hunted ani-
mals, play an increasingly important role in the domestic
industry (fig. 2). The use of raw materials from living as
opposed to slaughtered animals, signifies a new trend within
the Neolithic. It reflects changing mentalities and technical
processes associated with new objectives in the use of ani-
mals (Sidéra 1990, 264).

The increasing importance of wild animals is clearest in the
graves from the very end of the Linear Pottery and from the
Hinkelstein culture, its equivalent on the Rhine. They contain
abundant and diversified material, including debitage prod-
ucts, tools and ornaments, evoking or representing hunting
through the choice of raw materials. In these graves, arrow-
heads are common and objects made from red deer bone or
teeth are very frequently encountered. This material mainly
includes beads and pendants made from red deer canines or
from more or less realistic imitations in shell or limestone,
forming necklaces or dress ornaments (fig. 3.5). One orna-
ment can be made up of several hundred of these items. For
example, a woman buried at Trebur (Hessen, Germany) has a
necklace of genuine canines from 115 red deer (Spatz 1997,
157). Another female burial, at Bucy-le-Long "la Fosselle"
(Aisne, France), contains a headband decorated with genuine
canines from 27 red deer, as well as some imitations in lime-
stone (Collectif 1997). Red deer are not the only species rep-
resented by these objects. There are also whole or reworked
canines of bear and wild boar (fig. 3.4). The wild bestiary is
the most complete in the late Neolithic (Cerny culture) and in
the Chalcolithic (Michelsberg and Chasséen, Seine-Oise-
Marne cultures). In addition to red deer bone and antler, bear
and wild boar teeth, there are now bird of prey claws, beaver
teeth and hedgehog mandibles.

The significance of hunting expressed through the use of raw
materials from hunted animals, at a time when there is an
actual decrease in hunting activity, is of course a complex
matter which cannot be rapidly explained. While the back-
ground of this double phenomenum is probably related to the
development of social structures within the Neolithic, itself
involving a change in ideology, a thorough overview of soci-
ety is required, beyond the scope of this article. We can nev-
ertheless add that probable burials of hunters (or warriors ?),
characterized by appropriate equipment (loaded quivers,
sometimes a war-hammer, side-scrapers for shaping bows
and arrows), appear two or three hundred years after the first
signs of these new social trends which are more or less close-
ly related to hunting (Sidéra 1997, 499). Furthermore, these
graves containing a large number of varied objects, a mark of
esteem for the person buried, lend meaning to all the burials
with objects made from hunted animals. These attributes
probably act as a code relating to the person's status, espe-
cially since the variety of material is not random and bone
artifact assemblages are always structured according to more
or less invariable rules (Sidéra 1997).
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2. Extraordinary grave-goods in the Neolithic

Although the artifacts just discussed certainly express very
meaningful symbolic values, they remain quite ordinary. The
beads that made up various kinds of ornaments worn while
the person was alive generally show wear, and few beads,
broken or simply lost, are found in settlement refuse (fig.
3.6). In the graves of the Neolithic, certain types of object are
much rarer and occur exclusively in funerary contexts. These
objects possess other meanings and symbolize complementa-
ry aspects of the social structure previously mentioned.

Different types of figurines made from cattle or sheep
metapodia, radii or phalanges are completely new in the
Linear Pottery culture. These miniatures show clear anthro-
pomorphic attributes. Mother-of-pearl discs or incisions rep-
resent the eyes, mouth or nose (fig. 3.1 & 2). These items are
associated with both adults and children.

The same applies to the large, long and pointed objects with
wear showing that they were used as tools or weapons which
occur in certain 5" millennium graves, exclusively in the
Cerny culture (fig. 3.7 to 9). One of these objects can perhaps
be interpreted as having small arms. The bulges on another
clearly correspond to hips. All have a bifid ending probably
representing legs. The examples made from long bones are
perforated in the middle of the central, flat part. Two objects
are made from shoulder blades and the scapular spine is per-
forated at an angle. On the best preserved examples, these
perforations show a gloss which quite probably results from
hafting, the position of which changed through time. Thus the
instrument would have had a haft of indeterminate length that
would have given the user a better hold. Given the nature of
the macroscopic traces of wear on the points, very similar to
wear on ordinary awls (poingons), these instruments were
certainly hand held rather than thrown, if they were weapons.
Located next to the head in male burials, they were possibly
unhafted before being placed in the graves. With these
objects, which I propose to call hafted anthropomorphic per-
forating objects, it is interesting to note how the material and
symbolic functions are associated. The combs carved in the
cortical mass of a bone or an antler, form another rare type of
object found only in funerary contexts. These artifacts, which
occur in the Bavarian and Austrian Linear Pottery culture, are
finely made and thus contrast with the domestic industry. The
teeth of the combs are skilfully shaped, their edges cleverly
notched and the known examples are decorated with incisions
and round impressions (fig. 3.3). A whole set of materials that
can be qualified as extraordinary, as opposed to the everyday
production commonly used in settlements, thus occurs in
graves, favouring universes which are, like ornament and
dress, distinct from the purely material and everyday function
exercised by the tools. The anthropomorphic figurines, tools
or weapons had precise material functions and at the same
time identified specific persons and social statuses within a
cemetery. The fact that they are rare indicates the exception-
al nature of the bearers of these objects.

224

3. Differential speed of diffusion of technical innovations
in domestic and funerary contexts

Together with these extraordinary objects, common domestic
types are used more frequently as grave-goods. Certain types
appear in a precise chronological phase or stage and are worth
commenting upon. For example, bone scrapers, awls and
rings are the most common objects in both settlements and
graves. Their use as grave-goods and their varied types reveal
geographical, cultural and chronological variation that I will
not discuss further here, as I would like to draw attention to a
more original aspect of this material.

The graves contain artifacts of an ordinary, standard kind
which display the same typology of shape and techniques as
the material from contemporary settlements. Awls on small
ruminant distal metapodia sawn in half are frequent in Linear
Pottery graves and frequent in contemporary settlements, for
example in Bavaria and Austria (Nieszery 1995; Lenneis et
al. 1995). The situation is quite different, however with tech-
nical innovations that appear in settlements at a precise, well
dated chronological stage, yet only reach the funerary domain
much later.

Thus, the specific type of perforating tool made by abrasion
of metapodia of small ruminants (poincons a la paire: Poplin
1977, 85; fig. 4.3 to 5) is absent from the whole Linear
Pottery sequence in Alsace. Further west, in the Marne, at a
stage slightly later than the earliest settlement of Alsace, this
type is still missing (Sidéra 1993). In the Aisne and the north-
east Paris basin, it is still absent in the following stage, corre-
sponding to the first Neolithic settlement here (Ilett &
Plateaux 1995, 116). The type first appears associated with
houses dated to the second settlement phase (Constantin &
Ilett 1997, 281). The technique gradually becomes more fre-
quent in the subsequent settlement phases. It becomes well
attested in the final stage of Linear Pottery in the Aisne,
Seine-et-Marne and Yonne and even more so in the succeed-
ing Villeneuve-Saint-Germain stage. It disappears with the
end of this culture. Awls made with this technique only
appear in graves at the time of their maximum frequency in
settlements, that is to say at the beginning of Villeneuve-
Saint-Germain culture (Sidéra 1997, 499). This type of awl
never occurs in burials which are dated to the Linear Pottery
culture. Thus a century has passed between the appearance of
this type of awl in settlements and their use as a funerary sym-
bol. This means that technical innovations are integrated at a
different rate between settlements and graves, as if the trans-
fer of domestic objects to the funerary domain involved tried
and tested objects, or only happened when they became very
common in everyday life.

The case of the awl made by abrasion and the time-lag
between the appearance of the technique in the setttlement
and the graves is not unique, since this also applies to a new
technique of cutting metapodia of large ruminants to make
awls and outils tranchants: sawing in quarter. This new tech-
nique first appears in settlements of the final stage of the Paris
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basin Linear Pottery and then becomes more frequent in the
immediately succeeding cultural episode, the Villeneuve-
Saint-Germain. This cutting technique scarcely appears in
graves before the Cerny culture. The first examples to occur
in graves are probably in the Loire and Yonne, and date to
about 200 years after the first appearance of this cutting tech-
nique in settlements.

Can a rule be made from the difference in the timing of the
appearance of technical innovations between settlements and
graves, and could this apply to all types of grave-goods? In
other words, were the only objects available for the graves
objects that were already obsolete, and thus representative of
earlier chronological phases? If the speed of diffusion of tech-
nical innovations, different between settlements and graves,
is a rule which applies not only to bone artifacts but also to
certain other types of grave-goods, this implies that, to date a
grave, one has to rely on finds duly proven to be representa-
tive of a chronological phase or stage. In that case, perhaps
unexpected elements could be used to date a grave, rather
than the classic material generally employed for this purpose.

These two examples are enlightening, and question the relia-
bility of using grave-goods to date burials precisely. This is
particularly clear with the bone industry because technical
innovations appear here in a context with detailed chronolo-
gy, notably due to analyses of ceramics from settlements (Ilett
& Constantin 1993, 94; Constantin & Ilett 1997, 281).

Conclusion

I have tried in this article to show differences in objects and
inventories between settlements and graves, in order to
demonstrate the necessity and the interest of research that
takes into account all the types of context in which the modi-
fied animal material is found, if possible with the available
evidence. The comparison is rewarding and a source of
progress in the understanding of the remains with which we
are confronted.

Translation: Mikael James Ilett
Notes

' This research is based on more than 5000 objects from
almost eighty sites. The observations on over two-thirds of
this material are unpublished.

*The average given here should be taken as indicating a trend.
The frequency of hunted animals can vary from 0.5 to 25%,
and exceptionally even more, depending on the site (Hachem
1999, 325).
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Fig. 4 New types of tools in the Paris basin Linear Pottery and Villeneuve-
Saint-Germain cultures:

1& 2. Perforating tools made from proximal big ruminant metapodia, sawn
in quarters (Jablines, Seine-et-Marne, France, Villeneuve-Saint-Germain
settlement)

3-7. Perforating tools made by abrasion of distal small ruminant metapodia
(3-5. Jablines, Seine-et-Marne, France, Villeneuve-Saint-Germain settle-
ment; 6. Cuiry-les-Chaudardes, Aisne, France, late Linear Pottery culture
settlement; 7. Balloy, Seine-etMarne, France, final Linear Pottery culture
settlement)
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