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L A SO CIÉTÉ PRÉHISTORIQUE FR ANÇAISE

La Société préhistorique française, fondée en 1904, est une des plus anciennes sociétés d’archéologie.  
Reconnue d’utilité publique en 1910, elle a obtenu le grand prix de l’Archéologie en 1982. Elle compte 
actuellement plus de mille membres, et près de cinq cents bibliothèques, universités ou associations sont, 
en France et dans le monde, abonnées au Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française.

Tous les membres de la Société préhistorique française peuvent participer :
– aux séances scientifiques de la Société – Plusieurs séances ont lieu chaque année, en France ou dans les 
pays limitrophes. Le programme annuel est annoncé dans le premier Bulletin et rappelé régulièrement . 
Ces réunions portent sur des thèmes variés : bilans régionaux ou nationaux sur les découvertes et travaux 
récents ou synthèses sur une problématique en cours dans un secteur de recherche ou une période en 
particulier ;
– aux Congrès préhistoriques de France – Ils se déroulent régulièrement depuis la création de la Société, 
actuellement tous les quatre ans environ. Leurs actes sont publiés par la Société préhistorique française. 
Depuis 1984, les congrès se tiennent sur des thèmes particuliers ;
– à l’assemblée générale annuelle – L’assemblée générale se réunit en début d’année, en région parisienne, 
et s’accompagne toujours d’une réunion scientifique. Elle permet au conseil d’administration de rendre 
compte de la gestion de la Société devant ses membres et à ceux-ci de l’interpeller directement. Le renou-
vellement partiel du conseil se fait à cette occasion.

Les membres de la Société préhistorique française bénéficient :
– d’information et de documentation scientifiques – Le Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française com-
prend, en quatre livraisons de 200 pages chacune environ, des articles, des comptes rendus, une rubrique 
d’actualités scientifiques et une autre sur la vie de la Société. La diffusion du bulletin se fait par abonnement 
annuel. Les autres publications de la SPF – Mémoires, Travaux, Séances, fascicules des Typologies de la 
Commission du Bronze, Actes des Congrès, Tables et index bibliographiques ainsi que les anciens numé-
ros du Bulletin – sont disponibles au siège de la Société préhistorique française, sur son site web (avec une 
réduction de 20 % pour les membres de la SPF et téléchargement gratuit au format PDF lorsque l’ouvrage est 
épuisé) ou en librairie.
– de services – Les membres de la SPF ont accès à la riche bibliothèque de la Société, mise en dépôt à la 
bibliothèque du musée de l’Homme à Paris.

Régie par la loi de 1901, sans but lucratif, la Société préhistorique française vit des cotisations 
versées par ses adhérents. Contribuez à la vie de notre Société par vos cotisations, par des 
dons et en suscitant de nouvelles adhésions autour de vous. 

LES SÉANCES DE L A SO CIÉTÉ PRÉHISTORIQUE FR ANÇAISE

Les Séances de la Société préhistorique française sont organisées deux à trois fois par an. D’une durée 
d’une ou deux journées, elles portent sur des thèmes variés : bilans régionaux ou nationaux sur les décou-
vertes et travaux récents ou synthèses sur une problématique en cours dans un secteur de recherche ou une 
période en particulier.
La Société préhistorique française considère qu’il est de l’intérêt général de permettre un large accès aux 
articles et ouvrages scientifiques sans en compromettre la qualité ni la liberté académique. La SPF est une 
association à but non lucratif régie par la loi de 1901 et reconnue d’utilité publique, dont l’un des buts, défi-
nis dans ses statuts, est de faciliter la publication des travaux de ses membres. Elle ne cherche pas le profit 
par une activité commerciale mais doit recevoir une rémunération pour compenser ses coûts de gestion et 
les coûts de fabrication et de diffusion de ses publications. 
Conforméméent à ces principes, la Société préhistorique française a décidé de proposer les actes des 
Séances en téléchargement gratuit sous forme de fichiers au format PDF interactif. Bien qu’en libre accès, 
ces publications disposent d’un ISBN et font l’objet d’une évaluation scientifique au même titre que nos 
publication papier périodiques et non périodiques. Par ailleurs, même en ligne, ces publications ont un 
coût (secrétariat d’édition, mise en page, mise en ligne, gestion du site internet) : vous pouvez aider la SPF à 
poursuivre ces activités de diffusion scientifique en adhérent à l’association et en vous abonnant au Bulletin 
de la Société préhistorique française (voir au dos ou sur http://www.prehistoire.org/form/515/736/formu-
laire-adhesion-et-ou-abonnement-spf-2014.html).
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Mesolithic burial practices in the northern half of France:  
Isolated burials and their spatial organisation

Gabrielle Bosset and Frédérique Valentin

Abstract: �
����������������
��������������	������������	
������	���������	�����	������������������	�����������!"��������	��
��	���
-
ern half of France. We present here a synthetic description of these graves which sheds light on the variety of funerary rites and prac-
tices. These graves are spread across the space occupied by these groups in two ways: grouped together or isolated. The chronological 
�	��������������������	����!#�����
���������������������
�������������
��������
����������	������������$�
��������
�����$��������	��������
Mesolithic groups who occupied the Paris Basin.

New discoveries beyond the Loire in the northern 
half of France, together with associated radiocar-
bon dates and descriptions based on the principles 

�	�����
�������������	�
���������%&������!''+; Duday 
�����
��!''+), renew our understanding of Mesolithic buri-
�����	���
������	�����%&������!'<=; >�?����!'<K; Newell 
�����
��!'<'; �����!'K=; V��X����[++<; Meikeljohn et al., 
[+!+\
�]�����$����	��������	�����^=�������������!"�������
���������$�����	�'"++��	��=+++�_`��������
��$�����������
synthetic description of burial practices designed to “over-
�����
���$�����������
��������{�%�
������!'K+) and an 
examination of how these seemingly isolated graves were 
integrated within the space occupied by human groups. 
|������������	��
����?������
������������ ��� ������������ ���
consider the Mesolithic phase by phase, even though cer-
tain phenomena would suggest they belong to its middle 
phase.

MESOLITHIC BURIAL PRACTICES FROM 
THE NORTHERN HALF OF FRANCE

T
��^=�������������	����}	��	�������
���������������
%��
� !), whose distribution and associated radio-

carbon dates are summarised in ��$���!����~����$��
��
��
diversity and complexity of funerary practices and treat-
ments of the body. This variability is evident in the differ-

ent ways the corpse was treated, the inclusion of objects 
with the deceased and the construction of the grave itself, 
although the majority represent primary inhumations of a 
single individual within pits that were occasionally lined 
with stones. 

Treatment of the body

The cremation of the body, followed by the gathering of 
the remains and their association with various objects, 
is evident in three structures discovered at three differ-
ent sites in the studied area. At La Chaussée-Tirancourt, 
the remains of three cremated individuals were found 
deposited in a pit along with burnt perforated gastropod 
shells, faunal remains, a deer antler bevel and abundant 
���	��������%��
�[; &��������	������������!''"; Ducrocq 
�����
��!''=; &��������!'''). At Concevreux, the remains 
of at least two cremated individuals were placed, along 
with stone artefacts and ornaments, in a pit containing 
a concentration of various elements including deer ant-
ler tines. At Rueil-Malmaison, an analogous practice is 
indicated by a concentration composed of the remains of 
a cremated individual mixed with ashes, heated stones 
�	����	��������	�$��	���	�����$�	��������������������������
establish whether this feature represents an actual burial 
%V���	��	������
��[++K).

Un-burnt human bones were also manipulated and 
transferred to the place of burial, such as those from the 

Mesolithic Palethnography 
Research on open-air sites between Loire and Neckar

`�������	���������
���	���	����	������	����$��������	���`�����������$���[=���[<��[+!+
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\
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�
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only example of a secondary Mesolithic burial discovered 
at the site of La Chaussée-Tirancourt in a pit containing  
a single animal remain and a near complete but disar-
�����������	��������	����������}�����	�%��
�^; Ducrocq 
�����
��!''=; V���	��	��	�����������!''K�). These remains 
suggest that a form of ‘double funeral’ was possibly 
��������������	���
���������
���%��
�|���?��!'+<). Other 
treatments of bones, revealing a different type of mortu-
ary behaviour, have been documented for several burials 
containing the remains of several individuals or ‘plural’ ! 
$����������V������>�����%_������������
��[++!), Téviec and 
|������ %$�������|��	������������������������|��������
`��������	��`��������!'"#; `������������
��!'^<) and indi-
cate reductions and successive phases of inhumations in 
the same grave.

Fig. 1 – Location of Mesolithic sites with burials.

Fig. 2 – La Chaussée-Tirancourt (Somme). Example of a 
secondary cremation burial: pit F1 (photo T. Ducrocq).

Fig. 3 – La Chaussée-Tirancourt (Somme). Example of a 
secondary cremation burial: pit F4 (photo T. Ducrocq).
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&��	�������	
������	�����
��������
�����������	-
sive funerary practice in the northern half of France, 
�������	����$��[+��	���������$��������	��<����������$���-
als. While these multiple burials most often associate an 
������ �	�����
���� %$�������&����� �������������$������ �����
|�����\�� �
�����	������������ �����
�����	� %$�����������
|�����\�������������%$������]����������\�����
�����������
�	�����
����%V����	����������������̀ ����������!'K'). The 
bodies were generally deposited in a contracted posi-
tion, except for the individual at Val-de-Reuil who was 
������������
����������	����%_������������
��[++!) and, in 
another particular case, the individual at Auneau placed 
�	��������	���������	����������
��
�����������	����%Verjux 
�	��&�$�����!''=; V��X����!'''\
���� �
��#+�$�����������
which it was possible to reconstruct the body’s origi-
	����������	��[+�
���$��	�������� �	� ����	���������	�����
�������� |������ �	�� �����������
���������� =� �	� ���
���
their right or left side at Auneau, Villeneuve-la-Guyard, 
�����	��]������ �	�� ������������������ %��
� #), one in 
�� ���	�� �������	� ��� ]�	����� !^� �	� �����	�� �������	�� ���
V����	�����������������������%��
�"), Hoëdic, Verberie, 
Rueil-Malmaison and Neuilly-sur-Marne and 2 on their 
knees or in a crouching position at Melun and Étiolles, 
���
���$�����
�����	��}	�������
����~�����%Péquart and 
`��������!'"#; `������������
��!'^<; �������!''K; Verjux, 

!'''; `���������� !''[; V���	��	� ��� ��
�� [++K; Audouze 
�����
��[++'; _�������[+!+).

Artefacts and ornaments

Artefacts and ornaments are rare or absent in the majority 
of burials from the northern half of France. Nonetheless, 
we are able to draw up the following inventory: a pike 
�����$���� 	��}����� ����� �����������
��������� %Ilett, 
!''K), two bone awl fragments, pieces of mother-of-pearl 
�����������������	�����
������	��~�	��$�����������]�	����
%V��X����	��&�$�����!''<\��������~�	��~�}����	������$$���
from Rueil-Malmaison, a blade fragment and two lami-
	��� ~�}��� ����� �����	��]������ %V���	��	� ��� ��
�� [++K) 
�	��	�	�����}���~�	��������V������>�����%Billard et al., 
[++!). This apparent dearth of grave goods contrasts with 
the richness of several other graves. The burial at Conce-
������� ���� ��������� ��������� ��������������������� ����
�������	�	����~�	����������
�������suidae tusks, of which 
�	�������
�������	���	�����������%>�$�����	����?���[++=). 
]����������	��|�������������������	�~�	�����
�����	�����
materials, ornamental elements in the form of perforated 
�
������	��$�	�������%�	�����������������������������
�	��
�������	�������
����\���������	�������	����������������	��
$�������%`������������
��!'^<; `��������	��`��������!'"#).

Moreover, the inclusion of ochre in graves now seems 
to be a variable practice in northern France. Although 
this practice is well-known from western sites, frequently 
�������	�� ��� ������� �	�� |������ %Péquart and Péquart, 
!'"#; `������� ��� ��
�� !'^<) and present at Val-de-Reuil 
%_������������
��[++!\������������� %Le Grand and Brunet, 
!''#\�����
���	���$��	����	�����������������	������


Fig. 4 – Mareuil-lès-Meaux (Seine-et-Marne). Example of a 
contracted position (photo D. Casadei).

Fig. 5 – Téviec (Morbihan). Example of a sitting position: 
burial D (photo archives of the Carnac Museum of Prehis-
tory).
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Burial pits and their construction

The deceased, whether buried or cremated, were placed 
in oval or circular burial pits of limited size. The larg-
est ones are the multiple burials at Val-de-Reuil and 
V����	����������������
��
���������+
K+���$��[����	��
!
K+���$��[
^+����������������%_������������
��[++!; Pres-
�������!''[). Certain examples had a stone arrangement  
around their edge and / or at their base. At Téviec and 
Hoëdic, they were bordered by stones, while at Maisons- 
Alfort stones were placed at the bottom of the pit  
%V���	��	� ��� ��
�� [++K). The individual from burial 3 at 
]�	����������������	��� �����	������������	�� %Verjux, 
!''') in the same way as the individual from burial K at 
�������%`������������
��!'^<).

�
���	����	����� �
���������������
����������������	�
after the deposition of the body at Rueil-Malmaison 
%V���	��	������
��[++K\�����������%_�������[+!+), Verberie 
%]����?�� ��� ��
�� [++'\�� V������>����� %Billard et al., 
[++!\��	���	��
���
����$����������]�	����%V��X����!'''), 
��	��� ������������	� ���}� ������ ���
�	� �� ������ ������
%��
�&������!''+\
���	����������
���	����	������
��������
at Neuilly-sur-Marne does not seem contemporaneous 
���
� �
�� �����	�� ��� �
�� $���� %Valentin et al., [++K). In 

certain cases, such as Rueil-Malmaison, Maisons-Alfort, 
����������������������������������	���	��]�	����%$��-
���� <\�� �
�� $������� ������� ��� 
���� $��	� $��}������ ���
�
������	�� ���������� ����� �
�� ���� %Valentin et al., [++K; 
V��X���� !'''). In other cases, different sediment was 
�������}���������	��	��]�	����%$������=\
��	��
�����������
��
$����������������$���������������
����
��	��^++�}�����
���	��%V��X����	��&�$�����!''=). The skeletons at Hoëdic 
were also found in contact with remarkably large stones, 
����������������������$��%$�������_��������	�����Péquart 
�	��`��������!'"#).

These stone could have had multiple functions; at 
Auneau, they did not form a visible above-ground feature 
%V��X����	��&�$�����!''<; V��X����!'''), whereas stone 
or cervid rack surface structures overlying the graves of 
Téviec and Hoëdic may have served as surface markers 
%`��������	��`��������!'"#; `������������
��!'^<). A simi-
lar surface structure composed of burnt red deer, roe deer 
and bovid skulls was also associated with the grave at 
V������>�����%_������������
��[++!), located, like the afore-
mentioned cases, in the western part of the region under 
consideration. The easternmost graves do not show traces 
of similar features. Furthermore, hearths were associated 
with all but one of the ten graves at Téviec and two of 

Tabl. 1 – Number of burials and dates.
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�
�� 	�	�� ������� ��� |������ %`������� �	�� `�������� !'"#; 
`������������
��!'^<), whereas this combination is rare in 
eastern sites. Only Villeneuve-la-Guyard produced pos-
sible evidence of such a feature: a depression containing 
ashes and small charcoal fragments in the centre of the 
$����������%`����������!''[).

Number of burials per site  
and their distribution

Finally, two aspects related to the spatial organisation of 
graves and the funerary area equally draw our attention: 
the number of burials per site and their spatial distribution 
in the area excavated. The number of mortuary deposits 
by site is ten times less in the Paris Basin than in Brit-
��	�
��
�������������������	��|������
������������!+��	��
'�$����������������������
����!+�������������
��`�����_���	�

��������������	����	���������
���$���������
�%��$���!). 
Furthermore, while graves are grouped together at both 
�������	�_�����	���!#�������
��`�����_���	�����������	����
isolated within their respective sites. Does this ‘isolation’ 
constitute part of Mesolithic funerary behaviour?

ISOLATED BURIALS

J.-G. Rozoy� %!'<K�� �
� !!!"\� �	� Les derniers chasseurs 
�����
���������������������������$����������	����������	��
in caves”, that he contrasted with the famous ‘cemeteries’ 
of Hoëdic and Téviec, as well as isolated human remains. 
This term has also been used to describe burials that are 
	����������������
���%&������!'<=; V��X����[++<; Valen-
��	��	�����������!''K$; V���	��	������
��[++K). Moreover, 
certain researchers considered these graves to be “related 
��� �
�� ����	�� �����{� %�	� ����
��	� ���	���� Valentin and 
���������!''K$���
�!K^\��
����������
���� �
����������	��
individuals who were “buried away from living spaces” 
%�
����������	������
�	���[+!+���
�!##\
���	�����	�����
several parameters mediate the evaluation of a grave’s 
isolation: the physical distance between two contem-
poraneous graves, the temporal separation between two 
neighbouring graves and the relationship between graves 
and living spaces.

Questions of distance  
and temporal separation:  

isolated burials versus grouped burials

To guarantee the singular nature of a grave, both its 
spatial and chronological isolation from another grave 
must be established. In order for this to be achieved, 
�
������������� �
���������������	��� %�������\�$�����	�
���� ��	�������	����� ������� %�
�
� ���
� ���������	��
calibrated dates at two standard deviations) from a 
group of graves must be known. In the present case, 
this reference distance has been estimated from four 
French Mesolithic sites with more than three burials: 
Téviec, Hoëdic, La Vergne and Auneau. Available data 

indicates that the maximal distance is on the order 
��� !+� �
� �	������ �
�� ��	� �������
��� $������� ����������
���� �������� �����
��� ����� �� �������� ��� ����	�� ^=� �2 

%`������� ��� ��
�� !'^<), separated by distances ranging 
����� +
"� �� %$������� |��� �	�� ���\� ��� ����� �
�	� =� ��
%$�������|����	�����\
�]��|������ %��
�=), the graves 
������	�����������������$����������������!����[���������
�
���� ��
���� %$�������]� �	�� _\� ������� �������� �����
the other graves found in the western part of the site, 
����
���!+�������������$��������%Péquart and Péquart, 
!'"#\
�]�����V���	�� %�
���	�����������\�� $������� ����
����� ������ ��� �	�� �	��
���� ������� <� �	�� !+� ���� ����-
������ $�� +
["� ��� �
���� ������� <� �	�� ^� 
���� ����	��
[
"��������$�����	��
���%&������	������������!''K). 
��	��������������������'�����������������$�������^��	��
<����]�	����%V��X����	��&�$�����!''<).

Chronological isolation may be considered estab-
���
����������������%����$����������������	�������������	�\�
from two neighbouring graves do not overlap. However, 
the possibility of long-term use of the funerary area com-
����������
��������
�]�����V���	���$�������<��!+��	��^�����
����������������������'+<+���<+�_`�%K"^=�<''+����
�_�\��
'[!"� �� ="� _`� %K=+<�K['^� ���
� _�\� �	�� '+<"� �� ="� _`�
%K"^=�K+!!� ���
� _�\�� �	������	�� �
��� �
���� ���������	�
took place over a very short period, if not concurrently 
%��
����	�������
��[++K\
����$��^��	��<����]�	�����������
���==""���'+�_`�%"<^+�"#<!����
�_�\��	��=K["���'+�_`�
%"'=K�""=[� ���
� _�\� ����� 
���� ���������	�� ����$������
��������$�	� ������ %��� ���� ���	����� ��������	�\
� �	� �
��
other hand, at Téviec and Hoëdic, use of the funerary area 
��������������������	���������	����<++��	��[�+++�������
������������� %��
����	�� �	�� >��
������ [++!; Schulting, 
[++"; ����
�	�������
��[++<). Five of the ten graves at 
Téviec were dated and present overlapping dates at two 
standard deviations. However, it appears that graves B 
and M were constructed, respectively, before and after 
the deposition of K and H. At Hoëdic, the six dated buri-
���������	�������������
��	�����������	������[�+++��������
while deposits B and K, on the one hand, and deposits H 
and C, on the other, may be contemporaneous.

Data set and biases

]�����[+!+����	��������	��
��̀ �����_���	�
���������������	��
�������
��� $������� %��
!): Neuilly-sur-Marne, Mareuil-
lès-Meaux, Maisons-Alfort, Melun, Verberie, Val-de-
Reuil, Étiolles, Concevreux, Cuiry-lès-Chaudardes and 
Villeneuve-la-Guyard. Rueil-Malmaison, which has 
produced two structures containing Mesolithic human 
remains, constitutes a particular case in the sense that the 
funerary nature of the deposition of burnt remains has yet 
��� $�� ����	�������� %V���	��	� ��� ��
�� [++K). To this col-
lection of sites can be added the two secondary deposits 
�������
�����������	������%&������������
��!''=), whose 
�������������������$�	�������%����$����������������	�����
��������	�\����	������������	��$������=����]�	����������
����
����������������
�����
������$�������^��	��<�����
��
����������
����$��	������$��������������������
���%Verjux 
�	��&�$�����!''=).
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|�������� �������� $������ ������� �
�� ����������	� ���
the actual isolation of these burials. The lack of pub-
lished information precludes us from knowing if the 
graves excavated at Maisons-Alfort, Melun, Cuiry-lès-
Chaudardes and Concevreux are indeed isolated. Addi-
tionally, the location of the graves in the excavated area 
complicates discussions concerning the spatial isolation 
of three other graves — Mareuil-lès-Meaux, Neuilly-sur-
Marne and Villeneuve-la-Guyard. In these three cases, 
the burials are found respectively at the limits of the exca-
�����������%V���	��	������
��[++K\��[��������%Lanchon and 
������	���[++#\�����������������������%`����������!''[). 
They therefore fall within the maximum theoretical  
distance allowed between two contemporaneous graves, 
���������� 
���� ��� !+� ������
� �
�� �������� ���������	¡� ���
these three burials is thus unclear. Finally, temporal inter-
�����$�����	�������������������]�	����%!�^++����[�+++�
�����\��	������
�����������	������%[++����!�[++������\�
are problematic as they are similar to those at Téviec and 
|�����
��
������������
��
�������������	������������
��	-
ologically isolated within the site, could in fact belong to 
a long-term funerary group — perhaps spanning different 
cultural stages — whose intermediate components may be 
missing.

_������	� �
��������������	���
������	��� �������� �
��
fourteen burials surveyed can ultimately be considered 
as absolutely isolated — those at Rueil-Malmaison,  

Étiolles, Verberie and Val-de-Reuil. The burial at Rueil-
Malmaison is found to the south-west of the excavated 
?�	��%��������������!
"�
�������\�������!+�������������
�
�� ������	� ������� �	�� ����� �
�	� [+� ������� ����� �
��
����
��	��������	� �	��	���
��	� ������� %��	��� !'<<). In 
the case of Étiolles, extensive exposure of the area sur-
���	��	���
��������%¢�!+��\�����	�����������	��
�����	���-
�����	�����	�������������������	��
��=
<�
������������������
%������	���	��_��	����!''#). Similarly at Verberie, the 
excavation of a considerable area around the burial did 
	��� ������� ��
��� 	���$�� �������
��� ������� %]����?���
pers. comm.) and at Val-de-Reuil only one Mesolithic 
������ ���� ����������� �	� �
�� #� 
�������� ���������� 
%_������������
��[++!).

Isolated burials and living spaces

A grave’s isolation also depends on its relation with living 
spaces as evidenced by hearths, pavements, pit features 
and / or lithic and faunal concentrations. At Val-de-Reuil, 
���	��������	�����
�������	�	������
���������	���
������-
ence of a surface marker suggest the site was used at dif-
ferent times however, based on available information, 
��� ��� �������$��� ��� ��	���� ��� �	��������� �
�� �����$������
that the burial was linked to a living space. Conversely, 
at Rueil-Malmaison, there exists no evidence of a strict 
association between the burial and domestic remains: the 

Fig. 6 – Hoëdic (Morbihan). General view of grouped burials (photo archives of the National Museum of Natural History).
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��������������	��	��������V����������[+���������	�������$-
uted to the Middle Mesolithic, has yielded the nearest 
evidence of a living space while other concentrations of 
��	�������	�����������������������K+�������
����������
presents a similar case; a relatively large zone exposed 
%��������������!�[++��2) around the burial produced no 
�����	������	���$��������������������%Le Grand and Bru-
	����!''#). A concentration of material initially attributed 
����
���������
����������	����������	��^++�������������
this grave, however a recent re-evaluation of this material 
�������	����������
����	���`��������
���%Olive and Valentin, 
[++<). The situation is the same at Verberie, where no 
�������
�������������
����$��	�����������%]����?�������
�
comm.)

Ultimately, only the three burials at Rueil-Malmaison, 
Étiolles and Verberie, all dated to the Middle Mesolithic 
%��$���!) appear totally isolated within the site. No over-
lap of these funerary features with a living space was 
noted. On the contrary, these graves do indeed seem to be 
separated from occupied living areas.

Isolating graves: a funerary choice?

Does the spatial exclusion of burials at Rueil-Malmaison 
%��
�K\�����������%��
�'\��	��V��$�����%��
�!+) express a 
funerary choice? In terms of funerary practices, we note 
that the three burials are all primary inhumations of a 
��	���� �	��������� %table 2). The bodies were placed in 
extremely contracted positions, without any non-perisha-
ble grave goods, and immediately covered with sediment. 
&������	�����������	��
���������������$�~����	��	��������
correspond to accommodating the body to the dimensions 
of the pit. These very narrow, simple pits lack any stone 

Fig. 8 – Rueil-Malmaison (Hauts-de-Seine). The burial in 
sector 3 (photo L. Lang).

Fig. 9 – Étiolles (Essonne). The burial: feature 11 (photo: 
Y. Le Grand and P. Brunet).

Fig. 7 – Étiolles (Essonne). General view of the burial: feature 11 (photo Y. Le Grand and P. Brunet).
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����	����	���	��	������������!��������	���������
����
�
characteristics suggest an economy of actions interpret-
able in different ways. Does it indicate a period of high 
��������$������������������$�����������������
����%Ghes-
������� �	�� ����
�	��� [+!+)? Could it relate to certain 
‘duties 2¡� �������� ������������������������������£�&���� ���
mark the social status of the buried individuals? These 
questions remain open, however it seems, at least for 
the moment, that this funerary practice is proper to the 
Paris Basin, compared to the rest of the studied region, 
and may have been reserved for particular individuals: a 

�
�������!����[����������V��$�����%]����?�������
��[++'), a 
������������	����>�������������	�%V���	��	��!''<) and 
��������������������� ������������ %_�������[+!+). We may 
include the burial at Melun to this set, provided its iso-
�����	� ��� ��	��������
��
���	���	�� �� ������� �	���������
$���������
� �
�� ����� ���� ��������� �	������	�� %Valentin 
�����
��[++K).

CONCLUSION

T
��^=����������������������!"��������	��
��	���
��	�
half of France supply evidence for Mesolithic funer-

ary practices that are both complex and diverse. This 
is especially evident in the various ways the body was 
treated, ranging from simple individual primary inhuma-
tions to more complex procedures indicating the transfer 
of dry and cremated remains occasionally involving sev-
eral individuals. We also observe variability in the origi-
nal burial positions, often bent or sitting, and the incon-
sistent inclusion of grave goods. This diversity can also 
be extended to the arrangement of the grave which may 
be simple to particularly elaborate, sometimes including 
the construction of surface structures.

Mesolithic graves in the northern half of France 
articulate with the space occupied by groups according 
to two modes: grouped together or isolated. The critical 
���������	�����
��!#�������	����������������������	�����
that only three, dated to the Middle Mesolithic, are genu-
inely isolated: Rueil-Malmaison, Verberie and Étiolles, to 
which we can add the burial at Melun. These four burials, 
��������� ����� ��������� ?�	���� ��~���� �������� ��	������
behaviours and practices, revealing the same low level of 
funerary investment. The desire to isolate certain social 
groups seems to have existed during the Mesolithic. Does 
this behaviour represent a particular conception of funer-
ary space during this period?
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Tabl. 2 –Synthetic description of isolated burials.
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NOTES

%!\ Graves containing the remains of several individuals are, 
according to J. Leclerc, ‘plural’. This supra-category com-

prises ‘multiple’ burials resulting from the simultaneous 
deposition of several bodies in the same place, ‘collective’ 
burials resulting from the successive deposition of several 
bodies in the same place and burials containing several in-
dividuals whose depositional chronology cannot be estab-
lished.

%[\ This notion “groups all obligations and prohibitions consti-
tuting the elementary structure in which funerary practices 
�������}�������{�%_�����	��	������
��[+!+, p. 3).
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‘Mesolithic Palethnography…’: part of this volume’s title represents a sort of methodological 
and theoretical mission statement designed to convey the idea that research concerning the 
last hunter-collectors is today in desperate need of this type of insight. Since the beginning 
of the 1990s, a spectacular crop of occasionally vast open-air sites has emerged, one of the 
notable contributions of preventive archaeology. Several long-term excavations have also 
added to this exponentially increasing body of information that has now come to include 
a growing number of well-preserved sites that have allowed us to address palethnographic 
�������	�
� �
��� ������� �������	��� �� ����� ����� �������� ����������	�� �������
��� �������

�
Here we have focused on occupations from the 8th millennium cal BC, currently the best 
documented periods, and limited the scope to Northern France and certain neighbouring 
�����	�
��
��������������	���	������������������������	�����
��
��
���
��	������	������������
studies as well as various patterns in the structuring of space and the location of camps. 
These, as well as other complementary discoveries, provide material for the second part of 
the volume dedicated to new data concerning the functional dynamics of Mesolithic camps.
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