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ARCHAEOLOGICAL THEORY
AT THE EDGE(S)

This collection presents nine papers dealing with some of the issues
currently high on the agenda of theoretical archaeology, written by au-
thors situated at the edge — in one of the academic communities usually
regarded as (often unwilling) recipients rather than active participants in
the debate. The authors are loosely gathered around the Centre for Theo-
retical Archaeology of the Department of Archaeology, University of Bel-
grade. This semi-formal group was founded in 2007 as a platform for dis-
cussion among teachers and students inclined to challenge the reluctance
of the local professional community and to take a more active part in the
dialogue on archaeological theory.! The volume is the product of the col-
laboration with the project Sciences of the Origins?, which enabled us to
reconsider our own discipline within the wider context of other research
fields pursuing explanations of the deep past. This welcome synergy has
underscored current archaeological concerns, at a moment when two
seemingly contradictory paths are advocated with equal fervour, arguing
that archaeology itself is at the edge of radical changes in its epistemic
foundations.

Archaeology, as an academic discipline with a distinctive set of prem-
ises, was founded relatively late in comparison to other fields of inquiry
into the human past, such as history, which boasts its ancestry as far back
as Herodotus. This “order of origins” is one of the reasons why research-
ers into material remains of antiquity are frequently considered to be in a

1 During the 15 years of its activities, the Center has organized a series of round-table
discussions, book presentations, and 10 annual conferences (https://bg.academia.
edu/CentarzateorijskuarheologijuCTA).

2 The project is supported by the University of Oxford project New Horizons for Science
and Religion in Central and Eastern Europe, and funded by the John Templeton
Foundation (https://sciorigin.weebly.com/).
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subordinate position in relation to those working with written evidence.
Still, in spite of constant tensions, these two disciplines share many con-
cerns and premises, frequently overlapping with other humanities, such
as social anthropology and art history. On the other hand, since its very
inception, archaeology has been closely linked to geology, both in terms
of its conceptual framework and its practical methods of investigation,
based very much on excavations and observations of soil layers. Conse-
quently, the discipline has always incorporated a wide scope of knowledge,
derived equally from humanities and exact sciences. Harmonizing such
diverse sets of epistemic principles may be a complex task, and during the
first half of the 20th century, archaeologists have sporadically discussed
the particularities of the study of the past based upon material remains.
However, during this culture-historical phase in the discipline’s history, ex-
plicitly theoretical reflections were not remarkably frequent, which was
one of the main sources for subsequent critiques. It was only in the 1960s
when systematic considerations of archaeological theory were brought to
the forefront and the first explicit research programme was formulated,
demanding a rigorous scientific procedure purposefully built upon the as-
sumptions of logical positivism. The debate generated by the advent of
this processual approach has never been unanimously resolved, but only
intensified during the 1980s, when its critics, gathered under the label of
post-processual archaeology and inspired by diverse sources, argued for
much closer ties with humanities. However, by the end of the 20th centu-
ry, none of these approaches prevailed, and culture-historical, processual,
and post-processual principles coexisted in the arena of archaeology, albe-
it not in the most harmonious manner. Furthermore, in the discipline’s ac-
tual research practice, theoretical concerns have been largely neglected or
transformed into a variety of eclectic research strategies. Even though no
consensus was reached, the notion prevailed that the theory wars (Chap-
man and Wylie 2016) are over.

The apparent stalemate in the early 2000s solidified the tripartite
scheme as the standard organizing principle of archaeological theories, ac-
cording to which almost all current general overviews and textbooks on
the subject have been structured. This heuristic model has indeed played
an important role in archaeologists’ efforts to think about the epistemic
foundations of the discipline. However, presenting the developments in
archaeological theory as a steady advance through clearly demarcated sol-
id stages exaggerates the differences between the principles underpinning
them, at the expense of a number of unifying elements binding archaeol-
ogy into a distinct discipline throughout its history (Lucas 2012). The in-
troduction of the concept of paradigms into archaeology in the sense pos-
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tulated by Thomas Kuhn particularly stressed the tendency to observe the
three “units” not as distinct research strategies, but also as distinct phases
of development, in spite of the fact that a radical and all-encompassing
shift in the epistemic foundations of the discipline never actually hap-
pened (Lucas 2016).

The corollary to this paradigm-driven approach to the history of ar-
chaeological theory is that massive and radical changes are to be expected
in the field every twenty years or so. By the beginning of the 21st century,
this somewhat unrealistic expectation produced a reverse response in the
form of the announcement of the death of theory (Thomas 2015), imply-
ing that the discipline had reached the stage when its epistemic concerns
could be put aside. On the other hand, the widespread introduction of
data collecting and processing methods and techniques derived from hard
sciences led to the proclamation of a new scientific revolution in archaeol-
ogy (Kristiansen 2014), equal in scope and impact to the previous pivotal
events of the 1960s and 1980s. Finally, inspired by a very diverse, some-
times even mutually contradictory string of inspirations from philosophy
and social anthropology, a number of authors argue for an ontological
turn in archaeology, moved by the profound critique of the entire previ-
ous epistemic foundations of the discipline (Olsen et al. 2012). Needless
to say, none of these recent propositions succeeds in uniting the global
archaeological community under the same banner, and the field remains
fragmented.

This state of affairs may be extremely disquieting if it is presumed
that all archaeologists everywhere need to comply with the same sequence
of stages, as postulated by the customary tripartite scheme, now amended
by recent developments. However, if we abandon the idea of directional
progress of archaeological theory along a uniform trajectory, other out-
comes are possible, based upon the premise that good epistemic norms
are generated through collective practices of scientific communities, rather
than abstract normative prescriptions (Fagan 2010, Longino 2002). The
propensity of archaeology to assimilate and adapt a vast scope of ideas and
solutions from various sources, astutely characterized as methodological
omnivory (Currie 2018), need not be considered its shortcoming but as
a result of its task — to generate knowledge about humans’ affairs based
upon various forms of materiality — and its unique position at the cross-
roads of sciences and humanities. It may be argued that the periodically
revived debate as to which of these research fields provides more suitable
epistemic foundations for archaeology has not been resolved precisely be-
cause resolution is not possible, or indeed required. Embracing the role of
the research field positioned at the edge of both of these strictly separated
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arenas may bring epistemic goods for archaeology while also enabling it to
take a more prominent part in interdisciplinary dialogue.

Finally, if archaeologists choose to meet the challenge of continuous
refinement of disciplinary epistemic tools, it will also necessitate the re-
consideration of multiple standpoints (Harding 1988, Wylie 2003) of its
practitioners, based upon the premise that all knowledges, including disci-
plinary ones, are situated in certain circumstances (Haraway 1988). There-
fore, voices from the edges of the mainstream - the parts of the global
archaeological community now mainly relegated to the role of belated
newcomers and passive recipients of ready-made solutions (Babi¢ 2023),
may offer fresh and challenging insights into current discussions on the
future of archaeological theory. The present collection of papers is a mod-
est contribution in this direction.

The authors were invited to assess the current state of the field from
their respective areas of expertise and positions in the present landscape
of archaeology. Their responses demonstrate their individual preferences
for the interdisciplinary connections they consider most productive for
their research purposes, from psychoanalysis (Teodorski — Ch. 1), to a rich
repertoire of hard-science methods and techniques (Vukovi¢, Markovic¢,
Sabanov - Ch. 8). Ivana Zivaljevi¢ (Ch. 6) reveals the intricacies of those
choices and the vast array of factors influencing the researcher’s position
in relation to a particular task. Selena Vitezovi¢ (Ch. 2) lays out an over-
view of multiple approaches to one of the crucial topics in archaeology
throughout its history — Neolithisation. Ivan Vrani¢ (Ch. 4) advocates an
approach to Greek painted pottery that includes re-reading traditional
interpretations in light of current propositions. Three chapters critically
assess the most pronounced recent trends in archaeology: the ontologi-
cal turn (Kuzmanovi¢, Ch. 3, and Mihajlovi¢, Ch. 5) and the emphasis on
scientifically driven research (Mati¢, Ch. 7). Finally, the closing chapter
(Cvijeti¢anin, Ch. 9) addresses the complex issue of communicating the
archaeological knowledge to the public and the responsibility of profes-
sionals in heritage construction processes.

Our aim has not been to compile a definite overview of present-day
archaeological theory. There are certainly many other topics and ap-
proaches in archaeology today that are not represented in this volume.
The intention has been to exemplify some of the possible responses to
ongoing discussions and to argue for a constant renegotiation of our theo-
retical premises, taking into account the diversity of human experiences
and the materialities that accompany them.
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NEOLITHISATION OF THE BALKANS:
ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF RESEARCH

Abstract: The Neolithisation process marks one of the most dramatic changes in
human past. The long history of research on the origins of the Neolithic way of
life, its characteristics, and ways of spreading and adopting includes diverse theo-
retical and methodological frameworks. Differences in the focus of research may
also be noted - while some studies emphasized the economy and subsistence,
others paid more attention to the symbolic realms and cultural change. In recent
decades, interdisciplinary approaches have brought new directions for research
activities as well as new data, such as new, refined absolute dates, ancient DNA,
and stable isotope analyses of human and animal remains.

The Balkan area is particularly important for understanding the spread
and adaptation of the so-called “Neolithic package,” with the first studies of the
Balkan Early Neolithic conducted as early as the first decades of the 20th cen-
tury. Recent studies demonstrated that there was a change in population during
the Early Neolithic, limiting previous debates on the local vs. imported “Neo-
lithic package,” but also raising questions about the mechanisms of spreading and
adopting as well as adapting the Neolithic way of life. This paper will present a
critical overview of some of the key studies of the Neolithisation process in pre-
historic archaeology in Serbia, as well as current trends and possible future direc-
tions for research. Among the insufficiently explored topics are the characteristics
and changes in the so-called “Neolithic package” and its adaptations that took
place within the Balkan area — such as changes in technological choices, raw ma-
terial selection and management, or changes in symbolic value and the meaning
of some of the elements of material culture.

Keywords: Neolithisation, Neolithic way of life, Neolithic archaeology, history
of research
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Introduction

The Neolithic period represents a time when the most dramatic and
profound changes to human societies took place. The transition from
hunting and gathering to food production, or domestication of plants and
animals, is usually considered the most important Neolithic trait. Other
changes are also included in the “Neolithic package,”! such as sedentary
way of life and the emergence of the first permanent settlements (villages).
The introduction of Neolithic features affected all aspects of human life,
not only subsistence and diet and the related new daily tasks and activi-
ties (along with associated tools and other elements of material culture),
but also relationships with the animal world and surrounding landscapes,
habitation patterns, as well as worldviews, ritual and religious practices,
and symbolic domains (see Whittle 1996).

Although Neolithic is a chronological term, used for the period of the
Early Holocene between hunting and foraging subsistence and the intro-
duction of metallurgy, the “Neolithic way of life” implies not only techno-
logical and economic changes but also socio-cultural and ideological ones
among communities labelled as “Neolithic” (Fowler et al. 2015, Whittle
1996).

Approaches to Neolithisation in south-eastern Europe:
An overview

The long history of research on the origins of the Neolithic way of
life, its characteristics, and ways of spreading and adopting, includes di-
verse theoretical and methodological frameworks. In fact, every school of
archaeological thought contributed to the research of the Neolithic tran-
sition — various studies were presented, following culture-historical, pro-
cessual, and post-processual paradigms, with differences in the research
focus - with some studies emphasizing the economy and subsistence, and
others paying more attention to the symbolic realms and cultural chang-
es (see below; for other overviews, see also Barker 2005, 1-41; Bellwood

1 The term “Neolithic package” usually denotes major characteristics of the Neolithic
period: domesticated plants and animals and specific, related material culture (ce-
ramics, agricultural tools, etc.). The term itself is controversial as there are numerous
discussions on how this “package” was transferred from south-western Asia to other
parts of Europe, what the “package” contained, whether it was homogenous or not,
if it was accepted as a “package” or not, and whether it was a “package” at all (see
Cilingiroglu 2005 and references therein). In this paper, the term “Neolithic package”
refers to the assumed set of Neolithic traits in the widest sense.



Neolithisation of the Balkans: One hundred years of research | 35

2005, 19 ff; Simmons 2010, 10-29; Tasi¢ 2009, 15-24, and references
therein).?

The manner, rate, and mechanisms of the Mesolithic-Neolithic tran-
sition are still a matter of discussion, even controversy, since this is an im-
portant debate with not only historical and anthropological but also polit-
ical implications (Budja 1999, 119; Zvelebil 1995, 107). As Marek Zvelebil
noted: “Historically, the transition to Neolithic addresses the origin and
constituent elements of the Neolithic and subsequent cultures in Europe.
Anthropologically, it addresses the transformation of material cultures,
the process of diffusion, interaction and adoption and their recognition
in the archaeological record. Politically, it raises the question of European
cultural identity, and the genetic and linguistic roots of most present-day
Europeans” (Zvelebil 1995, 107).

Particularly significant for the initiation of Neolithisation studies
was the work of V. Gordon Childe (Childe 1925; 1951 [1936]). It was
G. Childe who first coined the term “Neolithic revolution” in his book
Man Makes Himself (Childe 1951 [1936]), along with the term “urban
revolution,” and he defined both Neolithic and urban cultures in the Near
East as economically-based revolutions (see Gathercole 2004). He chose
the word revolution to emphasize the importance as well as the degree
of changes introduced by the Neolithic way of life. Childe noted: “The
steps by which man’s control was made effective have been gradual, their
effects cuamulative. But among them we may distinguish some which (...)
stand out as revolutions” (Childe 1951 [1936], 51) Although the usage of
the term revolution was influenced by his ideological inclinations, namely
influences from Marxist theories (see Gathercole 2004), it was further
adopted by other scholars (e.g., Braidwood 1960; also, Sherratt provid-
ed the concept of “secondary product revolution” - Sherratt 1981) and,
overall, this term had a strong impact on studies of the human past in
general (see Greene 1999).

P. Gathercole considers that “much of Child’s work is now primarily
of historical interest” (Gathercole 2004, 28-29); however, Childe’s work is
very important for the initiation of the debate on how, why, and where the
Neolithic way of life was created and how it became predominant in Eura-
sia. In addition, he contributed significantly to the recognition of south-
western Asia as the area where the domestication of plants and animals
actually took place.

2 Providing a detailed, full overview of all of the different approaches to Neolithisation
would require a large book and is beyond the scope of this paper. Since this paper
is focused on studies of Neolithisation in prehistoric archaeology in Serbia, this
overview is limited to the selected, most relevant approaches.
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Regarding the factors that contributed to the emergence of the Ne-
olithic economy and its acceptance, Childe adopted the so-called Oasis
Theory (Childe 1951 [1936]). This theory is based on environmental fac-
tors — it assumes that the climate got drier and communities moved into
oases where they domesticated animals and plants as means of overcom-
ing the food shortage (see also Barker 2005, 9 ff.).

The Oasis Theory was in particular criticised by Robert Braidwood,
who initiated very important archaeological research in south-western
Asia and proposed the so-called Hilly Flanks Theory (Braidwood 1960; also
Barker 2005, 18-26). Since modern wild cereals, sheep, and goats were all
upland species, the argument was that they would have been domesticated
in the hills and not the plains. Furthermore, pollen analyses suggested that
the climate during the Early Holocene was, in fact, wetter. Braidwood exca-
vated the site of Jarmo in Iraq, where he discovered the Aceramic Neolithic
and sedentary communities, which subsisted on hunting and foraging.
Braidwood’s initial hypothesis was that the environmental change during
the Pleistocene-Holocene transition was a significant factor in the adop-
tion of farming; however, his excavation findings led him to conclude that
the reasons must have been cultural (Braidwood 1960; Braidwood, Howe
1960) - food production did not emerge earlier because “culture was not
yet ready to achieve it” (Braidwood, Howe 1960, 342).

Environmental factors, combined with demographic pressure, were
central to the theories offered by processual archaeologists. Although
a major part of his work was devoted to hunter-gatherer communities,
Lewis Binford also offered his views on the Neolithic transition. Binford
shared similar views with Kent Flannery, and they both considered popu-
lation growth the main factor leading to the invention and adoption of
agriculture (Binford 1968; 1983, 208; Flannery 1969; 1973). Increasing
population densities among relatively sedentary fishers and foragers who
occupied favourable coastal zones led to an outflow of people into mar-
ginal zones, resulting in the cultivation of plants to ensure sufficient food
supplies. According to Flannery, the initial plant cultivation would have
most likely taken place on the edges of the wild ranges of the plants that
were to be domesticated, because supply stress would be higher here than
in their core areas (Flannery 1969). Flannery also proposed the “broad
spectrum revolution” model, namely, that Early Holocene communities
exploited a wider variety of species, which eventually led to domestica-
tion (Flannery 1969). Binford in particular outlined the importance of
sedentism, noting that increased sedentism of communities that exploited
aquatic resources “seems to have anticipated the adoption of agriculture”
(Binford 1983, 212).
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Processual archaeology deeply impacted research activities on the
origins of the Neolithic way of life, especially the increase in archaeobot-
anical and zooarchaeological studies of early domesticated plants and ani-
mals (e.g., papers in Ucko, Dimbleby eds. 1969).

Further debates on the Neolithic also included questions about the
timeframe, namely, when the process of domestication began, as well as
whether there were single or multiple origins of domesticated plants and
animals, and overall whether these two occurred at the same time and the
same place. Eric Higgs and Michael Jarman (Higgs, Jarman 1969) showed
that animal domestication began developing already in the Pleistocene, as
human groups gradually refined their hunting and husbandry practices.
Frank Hole (1984) suggested that the domestication of plants and animals
was not simultaneous, and probably took place at different locations. Ac-
cording to him, domestication in the Near East was a two-part, two-stage
sequence that involved separate processes. He also considers domestica-
tion “essentially a social phenomenon involving human, animal and plant
societies” (Hole 1984, 57).

Post-processual critique shifted the focus of research to social factors
and symbolic aspects of the “Neolithic way of life” Barbara Bender was
among the first scholars to note the importance of the social context of the
transition from foraging to farming (Bender 1978). Ian Hodder argued
that prehistoric societies did not operate wholly as Homo economicus and
that their economic decisions were not always the most cost-effective ones
(Hodder 1982, 1986). Hodder also focused on symbolic evidence from the
Early Neolithic communities in Anatolia and Europe, arguing that soci-
oeconomic changes cannot be properly understood without symbolism.
According to Hodder, the concept of “domus,” or the house and the home,
was the most important part of social and economic transformations as
well as the “domestication of the society” (Hodder 1990).

Hodder was heavily influenced by the works of Jacques Cauvin, par-
ticularly the book Naissance des divinités, naissance de lagriculture. The
book critiques ecological and climate models, arguing that rituals and
belief systems were crucial for the emergence of Neolithic societies. The
Neolithic period brought about not only changes in the economy but also
significant changes in worldviews (Cauvin 2010 [1997]).

Curtis Runnels and Tjeerd H. van Andel (1988) suggested that trade
played an important part in the spread and adoption of agriculture in the
Mediterranean. In contrast to views that agriculture led to the develop-
ment of complex societies, they hold that it was the other way around
— the evolution of complex societies caused the emergence of agriculture.
They argue that agriculture was initially practiced because it supplied
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some communities in appropriate environments with storable and port-
able commodities that could be converted into wealth through trade via
already existing exchange networks. The domesticates, in fact, provided
surplus wealth for trade, or supported craftsmen who produced goods for
trade (Runnels, van Andel 1988).

Brian Hayden proposed that feasting was the force behind the inten-
sification of production that eventually led to the domestication of plants
and animals; i.e., that the first luxury foods primarily used in feasting were
domesticated plants and animals (Hayden 2003; 2009).

The debate regarding Neolithic characteristics and Neolithisation
is still very alive in European archaeology (e.g., Bailey et al. eds. 2005;
Price ed. 2000; Thomas 2002); these discussions also include the origins
of the Neolithic and the mechanisms of its spreading (e.g., Dolukhanov et
al. 2005; Grebska-Kulow, Zidarov 2021; Ozdogan 2016; Schulting, Bori¢
2017), as well as questions about what the “Neolithic package” was and
what were the influences from south-western Asia (e.g., Sidéra 1998; Per-
les 2005) (see also, Ammerman, Biagi eds. 2003; Budja ed. 1995; Lichter
ed. 2005, inter al.). The very term Neolithic is also being debated (see an
overview in Fowler et al. 2015; for the term Neolithisation, see Zvelebil
1995). For the majority of scholars, the Neolithic is not only a chrono-
logical phase but also a form of social organisation (Fowler et al. 2015, 4;
Thomas 2015; Kristiansen 2015).

Recent advances in studies of archaegenomics, stable isotopes, and
the overall increase of analyses of absolute dates have provided new data
regarding population movements (e.g., Bramanti et al. 2009; Mathieson et
al. 2018), but also raised new questions regarding the new populations’ re-
lationships with Mesolithic hunter-gatherers and the mechanisms of their
movements.

The Neolithisation process in the Balkans is a critical issue in the
wider European discussion on Neolithic origins. This paper will provide
an overview of some of the most important studies of the Neolithisation
process in prehistoric archaeology in Serbia, as well as propose possible
future directions for research.

Early Neolithic and Neolithisation studies
in Serbia in the 20th century

The end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century also marked,
among other things, the beginning of scientific archaeological research
on the Neolithic period in Serbian prehistoric archaeology (see Srejovi¢
1988, 5 ff. and references therein). Miloje Vasi¢, a professor at the Univer-
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sity of Belgrade, excavated the site of Jablanica near Mladenovac in 1899,
which was later attributed to Neolithic Vinéa culture® (Vassits 1902), and
soon after, in 1906, began excavations at the Vinc¢a - Belo Brdo site in
the vicinity (present-day suburb) of Belgrade (Vasi¢ 1932; see also Srejovi¢
1988). The excavations of the Vinca site soon proved to be one of the most
important archaeological research projects in Serbian prehistoric archae-
ology, not just because of the extraordinary archaeological material they
yielded and the attention they received both in Serbia and Europe, but
also because they initiated a long discussion about the site’s interpretation
and deeply influenced fieldwork methods and overall archaeology prac-
tice in Serbia (see, among others, Palavestra 2020, and references therein).

The first research on the Neolithic in Serbia was thus focused on the
Vinca culture, but the Late Neolithic period would continue to be more
predominant in research projects than the Early Neolithic into the 20th
century.* Studies of the Early Neolithic began somewhat later and were
overall more modest and received less attention. The beginning of Early
Neolithic archaeological research may be linked with the discovery of the
Starcevo-Grad site near Pancevo, Banat. The archaeological material dis-
covered by chance at Staréevo during the activities of the brick factory
there was brought to the National Museum in Belgrade, after which Mi-
odrag Grbi¢, curator of the National Museum, started small-scale excava-
tions in 1928 (Grbi¢ 1930; see also Arandelovi¢-Garasanin 1954; Bandovié
2019, 58 ft.). Seven pits were studied, yielding interesting results and at-
tracting international interest. In 1931-1932, excavations were carried out
by a Yugoslav-American team. From the American side, archaeologists
Vladimir Fewkes, Hetty Goldman, and Robert Ehrich, and institutions of
the University Museum in Philadelphia and Peabody and Foggart muse-
ums of the Harvard University were involved in the research (Arandelovi¢-
Gara$anin 1954). However, research activities were not continued as
planned due to the untimely death of V. Fewkes (and perhaps other fac-
tors contributed as well), and Staréevo never came close to Vinca in terms
of the duration and overall size of the excavations, despite the importance
of its rich archaeological remains. In the following years, Staréevo culture

3 The concept of archaeological cultures was very important for studies of the Neolithic
in Serbia throughout the 20th century, and is still extensively used today.

4  Vinda culture sites are better researched in terms of the number of sites and the
overall excavated area (see individual Neolithic sites in Srejovi¢ ed. 1988), and
there are more publications on them. While there are several monographs on the
Vinca culture sites (such as Banjica, Supska, Gradac - see references in Srejovi¢ ed.
1988), there is not a single monograph on any exclusively Star¢evo culture site, only
monographs on multi-layered sites such as Grivac (Bogdanovi¢ 2004) or Divostin
(MacPherron, Srejovi¢ eds. 1988).
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layers were discovered at other sites as well, including Bubanj near Nis,
Vucledol near Vukovar, and others (see Arandelovi¢-Gara$anin 1954, 8
and references therein).

The findings recovered from Staréevo-Grad from the Yugoslav-
American campaign were left unpublished in the National Museum un-
til the 1950s, when Draga Arandelovi¢-Garas$anin started analyses on the
material for her PhD. Her dissertation was subsequently published in the
book Staréevacka kultura (The Staréevo Culture — Arandelovi¢-Gara$anin
1954). It should be noted that this book remains the only monograph solely
devoted to the Starc¢evo culture during the 20th century. D. Arandelovi¢-
Gara$anin provided an overview of the data available about the Staréevo
culture at the time, including a list of known sites, an overview of habita-
tion patterns and mortuary practices, a brief analysis of portable findings
other than ceramics, with a large part of the book devoted to pottery from
Star¢evo and relative and absolute chronology. However, neither the ori-
gins of the Starcevo culture nor the Neolithisation process were discussed.

In the introductory paper in the edited volume Neolit centralnog
Balkana (Neolithic of the Central Balkans), Jovan Glisi¢ (Glisi¢ 1968) dis-
cussed the emergence and origins of the Neolithic in the Balkans (Posta-
nak i poreklo neolitske ekonomike u kontinentalnim delovima Balkana
- Glisi¢ 1968, 21-23). The Neolithic economy was defined by Glisi¢ as
the presence of a sedentary way of life, the beginning of agriculture and
animal husbandry, accompanied by the presence of groundstone tools and
ceramic objects in material culture (Glisi¢ 1968, 21). He also noted that
the transition to agriculture and animal husbandry implies that hunter-
-gatherer communities had to achieve a certain level of socio-economic
development for plant cultivation and animal domestication to become
the only solution for more secure subsistence and economy. He stated that
there were no local predecessors to the domesticated plants and animals
and that they were introduced from the Near East; however, he did not ex-
pand the discussion on how the domesticates or any other Neolithic traits
were introduced. He commented that the Starc¢evo culture appears in the
Balkans with all of the Neolithic traits and that the first stages in its devel-
opment took place elsewhere (Glisi¢ 1968, 22).

In his book Praistorija na tlu SR Srbije (Prehistory on the Territory
of the Republic of Serbia), Milutin Gara$anin very briefly mentioned the
origins of the Neolithic and the Neolithisation process (Garasanin 1973,
54 ff). He stated that agriculture and animal domestication undeniably
originate in the Near East and Anatolia and that, from there, they spread
to the West and Northwest. The author further said that it was impossible
to examine the mechanisms of this spread in depth. He assumed that after
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a period of exploitation, the first agriculturalist communities moved from
their original territory and settled in the area in search of fresh fertile soil.
Upon arrival, they came in contact with local communities that were at
a “lower level of socio-economic development” and which adopted these
new economic forms and spread them further. He considered local adop-
tion and the long duration of the migratory process itself to be the reason
behind the emergence of new cultural complexes and separate cultural
groups (Garasanin 1973, 54-55). However, he did go into detail about the
process of adopting Neolithic traits or the adjustments they underwent.

It should also be mentioned that Draga and Milutin Gara$anin exca-
vated the site of Nosa — Biserna Obala near Subotica in northern Serbia,
where they noted certain “Mesolithic traditions,” i.e. “tools displaying the
tradition of the Mesolithic microliths,” as well as “dry clay” (interpreted
at first as evidence of “pre-ceramic” items, but later as a purely function-
al trait, i.e., as some kind of isolation layer on the walls of storage pits)
(Garasanin 1959; 1960). Unfortunately, the results of these excavations
have never been published, except for a very short report (the same report
was published in two journals — Gara$anin 1959; 1960), and these Meso-
lithic traditions were not elaborated upon further.

Other studies of the Neolithisation process and the socio-economic
organisation of Early Neolithic communities throughout most of the 20th
century were scarce and usually focused on (and somewhat limited to)
particular regions and sites; in other words, these interpretations were of-
ten derived directly from research of individual sites or relatively small
areas, rather than including a more general view.

Research activities in the region of Vojvodina

As mentioned earlier, the excavations at the site of Staréevo-Grad
marked the beginning of research on the Early Neolithic in Serbia. M.
Grbi¢, who excavated the site first on his own and later as part of the Yu-
goslav-American team, never published the results of these excavations
in detail (except for a small report — Grbi¢ 1930). His main focus was
on Starcevo culture’s chronological position and its relationship with the
Vinca culture. He immediately recognised Starcevo as a Neolithic site (see
the overview and comments in Arandelovi¢-Garasanin 1954, 8), adjusting
his interpretation as new data became available, and finally establishing
the Starcevo culture as the predecessor of Vinca and as Early Neolithic.

His article Starcevo kao izraz najstarije neolitske ekonomike na Bal-
kanu (Starcevo as the Earliest Neolithic Economy in the Balkans), published
in 1959, reconsiders the chronological position of Starcevo, pushing it
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back to the 5th millennium BC,> and also comments on the Staréevo cul-
ture’s origins. Namely, looking at evidence found at the sites of Starcevo,
Biserna Obala, and other Mesolithic and Early Neolithic sites in the wider
region, he argued for the possible autochthonous origins of the Neolithic
in these areas. This hypothesis was based on the findings of Mesolithic-
type tools, “dried clay;’ and the presence of millet at Biserna Obala, as
well as the absence of a stratigraphic hiatus between the Mesolithic and
Neolithic layers at the site of Crvena Stijena in Montenegro (Grbi¢ 1959,
15). He concluded that: “Concerning the hiatus between the Mesolithic
and the Starcevo Neolithic, in the central and western Balkans future ar-
chaeological research may take as a starting point that it never existed and
that the Starcevo Neolithic developed directly genetically and without any
break from the Mesolithic cultures” (Grbi¢ 1959, 15). He further noted
that the evidence is rather scarce at present and that future research must
incorporate interdisciplinary approaches by biologists, geologists, clima-
tologists, etc., as well as radiocarbon dating (a novel method at the time)
(Grbi¢ 1959, 16).

Research activities in the Iron Gates region

The largest rescue excavation campaign in the history of Serbian pre-
historic archaeology is the “Derdap I” project, carried out in the 1960s
and 1970s in the Iron Gates (Perdap) in eastern Serbia. This region is
a part of the Danube River course, as well as the state border between
Yugoslavia (today Serbia) and Romania. This location site was chosen
for the construction of a hydropower plant due to its geo-morpholog-
ical traits. The construction of the dam, necessary for the hydropower
plant, endangered many archaeological sites and prompted large-scale
rescue excavations (Mrdi¢ et al. 2017 and references therein). Dragoslav
Srejovi¢, a professor at the University of Belgrade, began excavations at
one of the sites in the area called Lepenski Vir. The material collected
from the surface indicated that this was a Starcevo culture settlement,
but as excavations progressed, layers with traces from previously un-
known Mesolithic communities were discovered, subsequently labelled
as the Lepenski Vir culture. The Lepenski Vir culture yielded interesting
and unique finds, quickly attracting international attention, as well as
sparking long-lasting discussions.

D. Srejovi¢ soon published the results in a book entitled Lepenski
Vir. Nova praistorijska kultura u Podunavlju (Lepenski Vir. A New Ar-
chaeological Culture in the Danube Valley) in 1969, which also included

5  Only one C-14 date for the Neolithic in Serbia was available at the time.
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his interpretation of Early Neolithic communities. In the final chapter of
the book, Naslednici (Successors) (Srejovi¢ 1969, 161-181), he wrote that
the end of the Lepenski Vir culture is “as enigmatic as its beginning,” and
that the inhabitants that occupied the site during the Lepenski Vir IIIa
phase knew nothing about their predecessors. They introduced dramatic
changes to the structures they built, such as pits and semi-subterranean
dwellings instead of trapezoidal houses, brought in new material culture,
and also differed in their physical appearance, as shown by the evidence
from the burials. However, D. Srejovi¢ offered a theory on the possible
local development of the Neolithic within the Mesolithic Lepenski Vir
culture. He considered the sedentary lifestyle of Lepenski Vir commu-
nities and the presence of dogs (presumed to be domesticated locally)
as a possible “basis for the local ’Neolithic revolution™ (Srejovi¢ 1969,
180). However, he admitted that there was no evidence for domesticated
plants.

Srejovi¢ also used archaeological data from the Iron Gates to suggest
a new relative-chronological scheme of the Starc¢evo culture and introduce
the Protostarcevo phase.

In his later publication, chapter Protoneolit - Kultura Lepenskog Vira
(Protoneolithic — the Culture of Lepenski Vir), Srejovi¢ wrote that the first
successes regarding the cultivation of plants and domestication of animals
were achieved among the settlements of fishers and hunters in the Derdap
region. However, as these two main traits of the “Neolithic revolution” had
not changed these communities’ traditional way of life for a longer period,
he defined this period as Protoneolithic (Srejovi¢ 1979, 33). He stated that
the idea of the “Fertile Crescent” as the only territory with natural predis-
positions for the domestication of plants and animals stemmed from the
19th-century idea of the Near East as the “cradle of civilization” He ar-
gued that there was not enough evidence that the Near East was the only
conceivable center of domestication and the Neolithic and that the south-
ern Danube valley should not be excluded from studies of the “Neolithic
revolution” (Srejovi¢ 1979, 73-74).

D. Srejovi¢ continued to advocate the local development of Neolithic
features in The Neolithic of Serbia (1998), a volume he edited. He labelled
the Lepenski Vir culture as pre-Neolithic and “a bridge in the chronologi-
cal gap between the end of the Palaeolithic and the beginning of the Neo-
lithic” He also stated: “This discovery finally discredited the deeply rooted
prejudice which provided the basis for the theory of a migrational origin
of Neolithic cultures in the Danubian valley, i.e. the theory that the central
Danubian region was virtually uninhabited in the early Holocene period”
(Srejovic 1988, 9).
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Research activities in the central Pomoravlje region

The region of Pomoravlje in central Serbia, surrounding the Velika
Morava river valley and its tributaries, was among the better-researched
areas that yielded a relatively large amount of data on Neolithic com-
munity inhabitations. Research activities included field surveys, small-
scale and large-scale excavations, and research at sites such as Divostin
(Srejovi¢ and McPherron ed. 1988; see Srejovi¢ ed. 1988 for references on
individual sites).

Milenko Bogdanovi¢, curator at the National Museum of Kraguje-
vac, excavated several sites in the area with Starcevo culture layers. He
participated in the excavations of Divostin, carried out collaboratively
by Yugoslav and American teams, with D. Srejovi¢ as project director
from the Yugoslav side (Srejovi¢, McPherron eds. 1988). M. Bogdanovi¢
followed the ideas of D. Srejovi¢ regarding possible autochthonous de-
velopment of the Neolithic in the Balkans, with his main arguments be-
ing differences in animal species (predominance of Bos taurus in the
Balkan region) and differences in monochrome and painted pottery
(Bogdanovi¢ 1998).

Savo Vetni¢, the curator at the Regional Museum of Jagodina, con-
ducted field surveys and excavations, mainly small-scale, at several Neo-
lithic sites in the region. Based on these research projects, he offered
a somewhat different hypothesis on the origins of the Staré¢evo culture
in the Pomoravlje region (Vetni¢ 1998). He was critical of the idea that
Star¢evo communities spread in a single wave and offered a theory of
expansion in several stages. He identified four components or phases in
the development of the Starevo culture in the area: 1) local or autoch-
thonous, originating from the Mesolithic basis; 2) colonising, originat-
ing from the Near Eastern-southern Balkan area, associated with the mi-
grations within the Balkan-Anatolian complex; 3) migratory, linked with
nomadic communities from the Danubian and south Pannonian areas;
and 4) diffusionistic, with refugees who left their original territory af-
ter new distribution of natural resources and who also brought in some
of the influences from Early Vinca culture communities (Vetni¢ 1998).
Although he attempted to expand upon the debate on the origins of the
Neolithic and include settlement patterns in the analysis, his data were
rather limited, since they were based on field surveys and small-scale
excavations, and also lacked C14 dates, zooarchaeological, archaeobot-
anical, and other analyses.
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Early Neolithic and Neolithisation studies
in the 21st century

The end of the 20th and early 21st centuries brought important
changes in prehistoric archaeology. In particular, advances in other sci-
ences, especially research of aDNA and changes in theoretical approaches
deeply influenced and introduced new directions to studies of the Neo-
lithic and Neolithisation processes.

Studies of archeogenomics have shown that a new population had in-
deed arrived in Europe (e.g., Bramanti et al. 2009; Mathieson et al. 2018).
However, the discussion regarding the mechanisms of the spreading of
Neolithic traits, the relationship between Mesolithic and Neolithic com-
munities, and others, are still ongoing in European archaeology.

In the past few decades, revisions of the previously excavated sites
and previously collected archaeological data were initiated in Serbian
prehistoric archaeology, and we can also observe the focus shifting from
individual sites to more general topics. More recent studies include the
establishment of the relative and absolute chronological position of the
Staréevo culture (Tasi¢ 2009; Whittle et al. 2002) and thorough analyses of
diverse aspects of the material culture (e.g., Antonovi¢ 2003; Sari¢ 2014;
Vitezovi¢ 2011; Vukovi¢ 2011), including interdisciplinary research (e.g.,
Jovanovi¢ 2017; Por&i¢ et al. 2016; Puric¢i¢ 2021). Evidence from the Iron
Gates region was particularly the focus of revised research (e.g., Bori¢
2005; Bori¢, Dimitrijevi¢, 2007; 2009; Peri¢, Nikoli¢ 2016).

Technologies: Traditions, innovations,
and technological choices

Although the definition of the Neolithic way of life and the “Neolithic
package” often mentions the introduction of new technologies alongside
drastic changes in subsistence patterns, technological changes were sel-
dom the focus of research within Serbian prehistoric archaeology. New
subsistence and habitation patterns brought in new tasks, activities, and
needs for everyday life, and subsequently the need for new tools (for soil
working, food preparation, etc.) and other items (for food storage or oth-
er items related to the sedentary way of life). Some technologies became
more prominent, such as woodworking or the processing of animal hides
and plant fibres for the production of food storage and consumption items
(reflected in the archaeological record in lithic and bone technologies —
e.g., Antonovi¢ 2003; Vitezovi¢ 2016a).
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Ceramic technology was certainly the most prominent and most im-
portant new technology, given the number of ceramic findings and their
significance for chrono-cultural attributions. As a result, pottery was ana-
lysed from multiple aspects, mostly typological, although recent studies also
include use-wear (e.g., Vukovi¢ 2011). However, besides acknowledging the
that this technology was introducted, the details of this introduction, ways
of disseminating ceramic technology, and any form of local adjustments
were seldom the focus of research within Serbian archaeology (although in
the south-eastern European region, M. Budja discussed ceramic technology
in the Balkans, including the central Balkan — Budja 2006).

Changes in lithic technologies were addressed by a small number of
studies and only in recent times. It is believed that abrasive and ground
stone technologies were introduced; as D. Antonovi¢ stated, “the Neolithic
polished stone industry in Serbia appears as a fully developed operation,
with clearly defined and formed types of tools; there is currently little evi-
dence relating to its origin” (Dimi¢, Antonovi¢ 2021, 556). She considers
the area of the Iron Gates to be an exception, stating that “specificity of
populated area and immersion of different types of raw materials already
in the Mesolithic resulted in sedentary communities and the creation of an
indigenous, totally unique industry of ground stone” (Dimi¢, Antonovi¢
2021, 556; see also Antonovi¢ 2003, 131, 142-143).

Analyses of the bone industry in other parts of south-eastern Europe
already showed the presence of changes of Near Eastern origin, labelled as
part of the “Neolithic package” (Sidéra 1998). Analyses of the Early Neo-
lithic (Starcevo culture) bone industry demonstrated an interesting pat-
tern of presence of both Mesolithic traditions, such as a greater ratio of
antler tools or the presence of projectile points made from bones, but also
some Near Eastern influences, such as elaborated bone spoons with bowls
and elongated handles made from Bos metapodial bones, tools made from
caprine tibiae, elaborated decorative items, etc. These Near Eastern influ-
ences, however, were not simply adopted but underwent adaptations re-
garding both technological aspects and changes in their symbolic value
and importance (Vitezovi¢ 2016a; see also Vitezovi¢ 2016b for a detailed
discussion on bone spoons).

Comparative analyses of chipped and ground stone lithic and bone
industries from the Early Neolithic site of Velesnica, situated in the Iron
Gates, revealed an interesting mixture of Mesolithic traditions and inno-
vations associated with Neolithic changes (Antonovi¢ et al. 2019). Namely,
in the chipped stone industry, all Mesolithic traits seem to have disap-
peared — geometrical microliths are completely substituted by ordinary
fragmented blades, with or without a retouch, while the ground stone in-
dustry displays some specific local traits, including the presence of fishing
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weights that may be linked to Mesolithic traditions. The bone industry
shows both the presence of new Neolithic characteristics, such as elaborat-
ed spoons, and some Mesolithic traditions, such as antler chisels and the
use of scraping by chipped stone tools as a finishing technique for certain
items (instead of abrasion with stones, a technique introduced in the Early
Neolithic) (Antonovi¢ et al. 2019).

Symbolic realm

The symbolism associated with the “Neolithic package” and the Neo-
lithisation process was seldom discussed within prehistoric archaeology
in Serbia, although evidence from the Balkan region was used in some
wider-European studies (e.g., Hodder 1990) and was also the focus of sev-
eral studies by Mihael Budja (e.g., Budja 2003; 2004). M. Budja (2004)
challenged the view that the farmers who migrated to the region of south-
eastern Europe brought in new technologies, symbolic behaviour, and
symbols. Instead, he pointed out that the elements of the Neolithic pack-
age are well embedded in hunter-gatherer social contexts, and that Neo-
lithic symbolic structures in the Balkans do not mirror the paradigmatic
ornamental and symbolic principles of Asia Minor (Budja 2003; 2004).
Furthermore, Budja noted that “hunter-gatherer symbolic structures in
the Balkans and Carpathians maintained long traditions” and rejects the
idea of the “revolution of symbols” (Budja 2004, 76). He concluded that
“the hunter-gatherer’s symbolic structures and the process of transition
to farming were not exclusive and competitive, but rather correlative in
maintaining control and power within society and over the frameworks of
external interactions and exchange networks” (Budja 2004, 76).

Some symbolic aspects of Early Neolithic communities in central Bal-
kan were analysed by S. Stankovi¢, whose doctoral thesis focused on sacral
places and objects (Sakralna mesta i predmeti u starijeneolitskim kultura-
ma centralnobalkanskog podrucja — Stankovi¢ 1992). More recently, Jasna
Vukovi¢ analysed specific types of items, so-called bucrania - ceramic ob-
jects that seem to represent horns, interpreted as amulets (Vukovi¢ 2005).

Discussion and concluding remarks

The studies of the Neolithic and Neolithisation processes are still an
ongoing debate in European archaeology, although some scholars now
consider that several factors contributed to the emergence of the Neo-
lithic economy and Neolithic societies (e.g., Bellwood 2004). Questions
about how Neolithic innovations spread, the modes of their adoption and
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adjustments, and the diverse aspects of social, cultural, and economic
changes, are still being analysed from different perspectives and revised
as new approaches are offered and new data is constantly generated (e.g.,
Grebska-Kulow, Zidarov 2021; Ozdogan 2016, to name a few of the most
recent studies).

In Serbian prehistoric archaeology, studies of the Early Neolithic us-
ing contemporary scientific methods began almost a hundred years ago.
Since then, numerous advances have been made; however, the Early Neo-
lithic, in general, has been less explored than the Late Neolithic, and stud-
ies have rarely focused on the very process of Neolithisation and its traits.
As N. Tasi¢ noted, although there are numerous studies dealing with Neo-
lithisation, only a few are focused on the Balkans (Tasi¢ 2009, 23); how-
ever, he only briefly remarked on Neolithisation and focused on selected
aspects of the Starcevo culture (Tasi¢ 2009).

Some scholars, such as J. Glisi¢ and M. Garasanin, simply adopted so-
cio-evolutionary views on the reasons for the emergence of the Neolithic,
as an inevitable step in the progress of humankind, most likely influenced
by the works of F. Engels (Engels 1973). They also accepted the region of
south-western Asia as the origin of the Neolithic. Scholars such as M. Grbi¢
and D. Srejovi¢ observed certain Mesolithic traits within the Starcevo cul-
ture, but instead of analysing the possible relationships between Neolithic
and Mesolithic communities and reciprocity in influences, they proposed
theories on the possible local development of the Neolithic economy by
Mesolithic population. However, both of these somewhat polarised views
provided limited discussion of the relationships between the Mesolithic
and Neolithic communities and the socio-cultural changes they under-
went, the process of inventing or adopting the Neolithic traits, or the very
nature of the “Neolithic package” and the mechanisms of its dissemina-
tion, adoption, and adapting. Furthermore, neither of these approaches
engaged in a larger discussion on the reasons why the Neolithic economy
and Neolithic societies emerged (whether to adopt a more environmental-
ist approach or to focus more on social factors); and autochthons-oriented
studies did not provide any explanations as to why Neolithic traits devel-
oped. The majority of debates in recent years is focused on the Iron Gates
region, with limited focus on other regions. Future research on Neolithi-
sation processes and the Early Neolithic in general in the central Balkan
area should include studies on relationships between Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic communities, models of spreading the “Neolithic way of life,” as
well as its traits — how Neolithic innovations were adopted and whether
they were locally adapted. These discussions still need to be incorporated
into the wider debates concerning the Neolithic and Neolithisation in Eu-
rope in general.
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