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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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Introduction  
Towards a Mesolithic Palethnology

Boris Valentin, Bénédicte Souffi, Thierry Ducrocq,  

Jean-Pierre Fagnart, Frédéric Séara and Christian Verjux

MESOLITHIC PALETHNOGRAPHY…: part of this vol-
ume’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 française (26 and 27, November 2010 at 
the Institut national d’histoire de l’art in Paris), paleth-
nography was invoked as a sort of theoretical and meth-
odological mission statement designed to highlight the 
������
����������
���	���	�	���
���	���
�	�������
���������
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. 
��������� �	� ��������� ���
� �
�� ����� �������� �	� �������-
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 
������	������	����
��	����������������������	���
���	���
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 
�
�������������������
�	������
������	���
������������������
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  

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

Proceedings from the international round-table meeting, Paris, November 26 – 27, 2010
Boris VALENTIN, Bénédicte SOUFFI, Thierry DUCROCQ, Jean-Pierre FAGNART, 

Frédéric SÉARA & Christian VERJUX (eds.)
Paris, Société préhistorique française, 2013

(Séances de la Société préhistorique française, 2-2)
p. 7 – 9

www.prehistoire.org
ISSN 2263-3847 – ISBN 2-913745-51-2 (on-line) 



8 B. Valentin, B. Souffi, T. Ducrocq, J.-P. Fagnart, F. Séara & 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 
�
��"�����#���	��	���������$������
��
�������������$�����
a disequilibrium in terms of site detection and or pres-
�������	�%���������
��
������������������������	��	�����	��
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-
�����������
����������	��
��������������
������������$�����	�
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 
��� ��� 
��� ��	�� ���� �
�� ���	����'��� �����	�
� �
�� ������
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-Île’ at 
Neuilly-sur-Marne, still holds much to be discovered by 
	����������+�%<�	�����	=����	��>��K��	�X


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 
������ ���	����	���� �������	�� ����� ������	�� +	��	� ����
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 
�	$��	����'������������������
�����������
��
����������
includes Northern Belgium for not only these reasons, 
'��� ����� ����	� �
�� �	��������� ���������� ���������� ������
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 
��� ���������������������������� �
�� �\����	������� �	� ����
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-
���� �������	���'��� �������� ������	����� ����� �	� �
������-
ment towards revitalising Mesolithic research. 
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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 
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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 
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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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