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Towards a Mesolithic Palethnology

Boris VALENTIN, Bénédicte SouFF1, Thierry Ducrocq,

Jean-Pierre FAGNART, Frédéric SEARA and Christian VERJUX

ESOLITHIC PALETHNOGRAPHY...: part of this vol-
Mume’s title is borrowed from that of the round-

table meeting whose results are contained
within these pages. During this session of the Société
préhistorique frangaise (26 and 27, November 2010 at
the Institut national d’histoire de ’art in Paris), paleth-
nography was invoked as a sort of theoretical and meth-
odological mission statement designed to highlight the
fact that research concerning the final hunter-gatherers is
today in desperate need of this type of insight. However,
such an ambition is not new and one could be forgiven for
thinking it to be an inherent aspect of prehistoric research
given the countless references to palethnology through to
beginning of the 20th century. Nevertheless, the episte-
mological underpinnings were completely different and
the ambition to which we refer arose from a total revision
by André Leroi-Gourhan combined with subsequent con-
tributions from ethnoarchaeology. The vital role played
by several Lateglacial sites in this revision is well known;
chance discoveries combined with excellent preservation
conditions and the visibility of features rendered these
contexts ideal testing grounds for developing new meth-
odologies and interpretations.

It has to be admitted that French Mesolithic stud-
ies remained a step behind this important renovation.
However, in parallel with the first efforts in Magdale-
nian palethnography, Jean-Georges Rozoy (1978), in his
impressive attempt at a holistic approach, gave paleth-
nography a central role in his ‘ethnographic method’
(notably inspired by Lewis Binford and Grahame Clark).
Unfortunately, our understanding of the French Meso-
lithic was at the time essentially based on cave and rock
shelter contexts from Southern France or partially exca-

vated and generally poorly preserved open-air sites in the
north which often contained a mix of material accumu-
lated over several thousand years, in other words, con-
texts that did not readily lend themselves to deciphering
Mesolithic lifestyles. What has changed in the last thirty
years?

Beginning in the 1990s, a spectacular crop of some-
times vast open-air sites emerged, especially in the north-
ern half of France (some twenty new sites!), representing
just one of the many topics where notable contributions
from preventive archaeology have helped to renew the
fundamental bases of current research. Several more long-
term excavations have also contributed to this exponen-
tially increasing body of information that has now come
to include more and more well-preserved sites allowing
the demands of palethnography to be addressed. Meso-
lithic research, dependent on the indispensable and ever
more fine-grained chrono-typological seriations, has not
only found a means to regenerate itself, but has happened
upon a new use for these seriations. Substantial variations
in the composition of the landscape during a Mesolithic
period covering some 45 centuries undoubtedly brought
with it changes in mobility strategies and the manner in
which different sites were occupied. Given that the time
intervals now at our disposal represent several centuries
(at the moment certain are better understood than others),
we inevitably arrive at a better, more dynamic picture of
these last groups of hunters that is neither over-simplified
nor reductionist in nature.

This research dynamic gradually took form over the
course of several conferences (see Fagnart and Thévenin,
1997; Bintz and Thévenin, 1999) and was considerably
strengthened by the last large meeting in France dedicated



8 B. VALENTIN, B. Sourrl, T. Ducrocq, J.-P. FAGNART, F. SEARA & C. VERJUX

to Mesolithic research (Fagnart et al., dir., 2008). It is
this acceleration— supported by the majority of archaeo-
logical institutions— which this volume aims to highlight
and encourage. We have also ensured its rapid publication
and wide diffusion thanks to both an online and its bilin-
gual format.

At this stage, we have limited ourselves to the northern
half of France and several bordering regions for coher-
ence and given the quality and abundance of data avail-
able from these areas. The focus is especially heavy on
the Paris Basin and valley floors which partially reflects
a disequilibrium in terms of site detection and or pres-
ervation (factors which are still difficult to untangle and
sometimes connected). This very same disequilibrium
played a clear role in favour of the representation of Mes-
olithic occupations from the 8th millennium calBC, i.e.
the Boreal chronozone. The over-representation of Mid-
dle Mesolithic sites in this volume is therefore a reflection
of a certain number of archaeological biases that we hope
will be addressed in the future.

The fourteen articles collected in this volume are
organised into two major themes in much the same way
as we had done for the round-table meeting. The first,
entitled (‘Current research... ) contains several preludes
to monographs, as well as a regional synthesis (Verjux
et al.). However, the majority of the contributions con-
cern single sites, several of which have only recently been
discovered (Dammartin-Marpain and ‘62 rue Henry-
Farman’, Paris), while the site of Noyen is re-examined
following a long and well-known program of research
(Mordant et al.) and yet another site, ‘La Haute-ile’ at
Neuilly-sur-Marne, still holds much to be discovered by
new fieldwork (Confalionéri and Le Jeune).

In this collection of sites and spaces we can observe
an emergent potential for future studies, as well as sev-
eral consistencies in the structuring of space or the loca-
tion of camps— provided we bear in mind well-known
preservation biases. These new discoveries, comple-
mented by others, provide material for the second part of
this volume (‘Elements of palethnography...”) centred on
the Boreal occupations of the Paris Basin and dedicated
to the growing results concerning the role of Mesolithic
camps. Spatial organisation (Bignon-Lau et al.), the use
of stone implements (Griselin; Guéret), funerary practices
(Bosset and Valentin) and other quintessential palethno-
graphic themes pose new questions concerning different
Mesolithic societies. This is particularly the case for the
8th millennium and especially so for those societies from
its beginning (Ducrocq; Kind). How many activity units
compose a single camp and what were the relationships
between them? Why are there so few preserved features
even on sites where taphonomic factors seem not to have
played a major role? Was the management of inhabited
space significantly different from patterns known for
the Late Palaeolithic, and if so, why? What type of ter-
ritorial organisation is represented by the apparent dif-
ferences seen at ‘rue Henry-Farman’ (Paris) in the use
and management of microliths associated with hunting?
Does this type of organisation and, more particularly, the

repeated occupation of certain locations explain the rela-
tive frequencies of burials when compared with earlier
periods? In Sandy Flanders, one of the regions driving
palethnographic research for the Mesolithic, these repeti-
tive occupations are well-documented and may have been
influenced by specific topographic features. This volume
includes Northern Belgium for not only these reasons,
but also given the analytical protocols carefully fitted
to the complex taphonomy of certain Postglacial sites
which have been developed in this region (Crombé et al.;
Noens).

This innovative update of palethnographic methods is
clearly one of the pressing challenges facing Mesolithic
research today. A second essential issue is the detection
of new sites and, in doing so, extending palethnogra-
phy beyond the 8th millennium—as has been possible
in another key region of research (Kind)—assuming
of course we progressively fill the existing gaps in our
understanding of the Late Mesolithic and the still poorly
understood Early Mesolithic. Meanwhile, our inability to
devise a genuine and continuous paleo-history from the
Lateglacial onwards means that we must at least attempt
some preliminary, structural comparisons with Magdale-
nian and Azilian palethnographies.

Of these numerous opportunities for new, more
focused or, conversely, more general meetings, this vol-
ume represents but a first, still novel step in the move-
ment towards revitalising Mesolithic research.
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for their careful translation of the English and French texts.
This volume has seen the light of day thanks to the financial
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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
questions. This volume represents a first step towards revitalising Mesolithic research.
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
regions. The first part contains several preludes to monographs highlighting potential future
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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