Zeitschrift: Jahrbuch Archéaologie Schweiz = Annuaire d'Archéologie Suisse =

Annuario d'Archeologia Svizzera = Annual review of Swiss Archaeology

Herausgeber: Archaologie Schweiz

Band: 107 (2024)

Artikel: The Meso-Neolithic transition between the Alps and the Jura Mountains
: a state of the question in Switzerland and the Upper Rhine Graben

Autor: Bassin, Laure / Della Casa, Philippe / Deseine, Alexandre

DOl: https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1052923

Nutzungsbedingungen

Die ETH-Bibliothek ist die Anbieterin der digitalisierten Zeitschriften auf E-Periodica. Sie besitzt keine
Urheberrechte an den Zeitschriften und ist nicht verantwortlich fur deren Inhalte. Die Rechte liegen in
der Regel bei den Herausgebern beziehungsweise den externen Rechteinhabern. Das Veroffentlichen
von Bildern in Print- und Online-Publikationen sowie auf Social Media-Kanalen oder Webseiten ist nur
mit vorheriger Genehmigung der Rechteinhaber erlaubt. Mehr erfahren

Conditions d'utilisation

L'ETH Library est le fournisseur des revues numérisées. Elle ne détient aucun droit d'auteur sur les
revues et n'est pas responsable de leur contenu. En regle générale, les droits sont détenus par les
éditeurs ou les détenteurs de droits externes. La reproduction d'images dans des publications
imprimées ou en ligne ainsi que sur des canaux de médias sociaux ou des sites web n'est autorisée
gu'avec l'accord préalable des détenteurs des droits. En savoir plus

Terms of use

The ETH Library is the provider of the digitised journals. It does not own any copyrights to the journals
and is not responsible for their content. The rights usually lie with the publishers or the external rights
holders. Publishing images in print and online publications, as well as on social media channels or
websites, is only permitted with the prior consent of the rights holders. Find out more

Download PDF: 16.02.2026

ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, E-Periodica, https://www.e-periodica.ch


https://doi.org/10.5169/seals-1052923
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=de
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=fr
https://www.e-periodica.ch/digbib/terms?lang=en

Jahrbuch Archiologie Schweiz / Annuaire d’Archéologie Suisse / Annuario d’Archeologia Svizzera 107, 2024, 137-163

LLAURE BassiN, PHILIPPE DELLA CASA, ALEXANDRE DESEINE,
BASTIEN JAkOB, LEONARD KRAMER, FABIO WEGMULLER,

SAMUEL VAN WILLIGEN

THE MESO-NEOLITHIC TRANSITION BETWEEN THE ALPS AND THE
JUurRA MOUNTAINS: A STATE OF THE QUESTION IN SWITZERLAND

AND THE UrPER RHINE GRABEN?

Keywords: Mesolithikum; Neolithikum; Ubergang Mesolithikum-Neolithikum; Neolithisierung. - Mésolithique ; Néolithique ; transiti-
on Mesolithique-Néolithique ; néolithisation. - Mesolitico, Neolitico, transizione Mesolitico-Neolitico, neolitizzazione. - Mesolithic;

Neolithic; Mesolithic-Neolithic Transition; Neolithisation.

Zusammenfassung

Der vorliegende Artikel gibt einen Uberblick iiber den Ubergang
vom Mesolithikum zum Neolithikum in der Schweiz, der sich
vom Spdatmesolithikum (ca. 6000 calBC) bis zur vollstandigen
Entfaltung des Neolithikums (ca. 4500 calBC) erstreckt. Durch die
Synthese verschiedener regionaler Perspektiven untersucht die
Studie die archiologische Landschaft der Schweiz, wobei Schliis-
selgebiete wie der Jurabogen, das West- und Ostschweizer Mittel-
land, der Oberrheingraben, das Rbein- und das Rhonetal sowie

Résumé

Le présent article offre un apercu de la transition entre le Méso-
lithique et le Néolithique en Suisse, s’étendant du Mésolithique
récent (vers 6000 calBC) au début du Neolithique (vers 4500
calBC). A travers la synthese de différentes perspectives régio-
nales, l'étude explore le paysage archéologique de la Suisse, en
considérant des régions clés telles que I'Arc jurassien, le Plateau
suisse occidental et oriental, le Fossé rhénan supérieur, les vallées
du Rhin et du Rhone, de méme que les Alpes centrales et méri-

Riassunto

Questo articolo offre una panoramica della transizione dal Meso-
litico al Neolitico in Svizzera, che si estende dal Mesolitico recente
(ca. 6000 calBC) all'inizio del Neolitico (ca. 4500 calBC). Sintetiz-
zando diverse prospettive regionali, lo studio esamina il paesaggio
archeologico della Svizzera, esaminando aree chiave come l'arco
giurassiano, l'altopiano svizzero occidentale e quello orientale, il
bassopiano renano, le valli del Reno e del Rodano, le Alpi centrali

Summary

This paper presents a review of the transition between the Meso-
lithic and Neolithic in Switzerland, covering the period from the
Late Mesolithic (around 6000 calBC) to the onset of the full Neo-
lithic (around 4500 calBC). By bringing together various regional
perspectives, the study explores Switzerland's archaeological land-
scape, examining key areas like the Jura Arc, the western and
eastern parts of the Swiss Plateau, the Upper Rhine Graben, the
Rhine and Rhone Valleys and the central and southern Alps. This

die Zentral- und Siidalpen betrachtet werden. Dieser Uberblick
hebt die Bedeutung des Mesolithikums fiir das Verstindnis von
Ubergangsprozessen bervor. Er bestdtigt die Etablierung der wich-
tigsten Stromungen der europdischen Neolithisierung in den
Nachbarregionen und die Entwicklung spezifischer Situationen
mit vielfdltigen Einfliissen. Unter Neubetrachtung grundlegender
Aspekte zielt der Artikel darauf ab, die Debatte iiber den mesoli-
thisch-neolithischen Ubergangsprozess wieder in Gang zu bringen.

dionales. Cet état des lieux souligne l'importance du Mésolithique
pour la comprébension des processus de transition. Il confirme
limplantation des principaux courants de la néolithisation euro-
péenne dans les régions voisines et le développement de situations
spécifiques aux influences multiples. En réexaminant certains
aspects fondamentaux, l'article vise a relancer le débat sur le
processus de transition Mésolithique-Neolithique.

e meridionali. Questa panoramica mette in luce 'importanza del
Mesolitico per comprendere i processi di transizione. Cid conferma
l'affermazione delle principali tendenze della neolitizzazione euro-
pea nelle regioni limitrofe e lo sviluppo di situazioni specifiche con
influenze diverse. Riconsiderando gli aspetti fondamentali, l'artico-
lo si propone di riavviare il dibattito sul processo di transizione
Mesolitico-Neolitico.

overview on the state of research highlights the importance of the
Mesolithic to the understanding of transitional processes. It con-
firms the establishment of the major currents of European Neoli-
thisation in the neighbouring regions and the development of spe-
cific situations resulting from multiple influences. By revisiting
fundamental aspects, the article aims to reopen the debate on the
processes at play in the transition between the Mesolithic and Neo-
lithic periods.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Research Framework

Discourses on the transition from the Mesolithic to the
Neolithic periods have been recurrent in both regional
and European wide perspectives over many years (e.g.
Zvelebil 2001; Barnard 2007; Stiuble/Wolfram 2013;
Gronenborn 2017; Perrin/Manen 2021; Schier 2022).
Though Switzerland is not among the regions with the
most spectacular or far-reaching find situations, the topic
is present in a series of newer publications (e.g. Della
Casa 2000; Nielsen 2003; Cornelissen/Reitmaier 2016;
Bassin et al. 2019; Bassin 2020), albeit in geographically
and thematically limited settings. This paper aims at pre-
senting an up-to-date state of the research on the transi-
tion question, considering all major regions of the country
and as many sites pertinent to the discussion as possible.
It seems thus important to set a couple of premises for a
review such as intended in this contribution, and to intro-
duce some of the major current research issues.
Depending on where one works and which scholarly tradi-
tion one follows, chronological and definitional criteria for
the presumed transition from a cultural environment called
«Mesolithic» to one that can be attributed to the term «Neo-
lithic» diverge. Despite some limitations, particularly from a
comparative culture-anthropological or economic perspec-
tive, the crossover from a foraging to a food-producing way
of life still appears as a major key element of the Meso-Neo-
lithic transition (Weisdorf 2005; Pearsall 2009). Minor ele-
ments such as specific pottery or characteristic flint debitage
are usually accorded to one or the other side of the transi-
tion, though their absence or presence may have very diverse
reasons, since material culture can also be e.g. a good of
exchange. More recently, biomolecular research has shown
clear evidence that in many regions of Europe a genetic shift
accompanies the Meso-Neolithic transition (cf. Deguilloux
et al. 2012; Hofmanovd et al. 2016; Ferndandez-Dominguez/
Reynolds 2017; Rivollat et al. 2020), but the evidence is too
patchy for arguments on a regional scale, even more so when
human remains are lacking.

Focusing on the way of life has advantages, but also disadvan-
tages: it touches upon a central element of the cultural identity
of people, and allows for a nuanced approach to their socio-
economic background; however, it necessitates archaeological
sources to be queried, i.e. bioarchaeological remains of flora
and/or fauna. Due to conditions of conservation and excava-
tion this is often not the case, also in Switzerland.

In this contribution, the chronology of sites and finds is
seen as postpositive to the identification of cultural traits,
though of course it remains a central element to the overall
understanding of the transition process. In order to limit
the scale of the study, we choose the timespan 6000 calBC
(Late Mesolithic) to 4500 calBC (onset of a full Neolithic
on the Swiss plateau) as a framework.

When addressing the topic of the nature of sites, the re-
gional embedding is only one of several factors. We may
assume that differing topographical settings led to varying

patterns of resource mobilisation, both in structure and
time (e.g. Kramer/Mauvilly 2020). Some site locations
seem to be, if not exclusively, tightly linked to specific -
Mesolithic or Neolithic - «resource complexes» (cf. Hard-
enberg et al. 2017), such as the Alpine hunting camps. For
many locations, however, this does not apply: the nature
of the sites needs to be addressed by a combined argument
including structural features and find materials as well as
topographical locations, communication axes (lakes, riv-
ers, passes), biotic resources (ecotopes, animals), available
raw materials (flint, rock crystal), and possible networks.
Such a comprehensive approach is still largely unresolved,
though a number of conspicuous cases are by now known
and published for Swiss sites (e. g. Arconciel-La Souche FR
and Oberriet-Abri Unterkobel SG).

Against the background of the cited challenges and is-
sues, and in the light of an often intermittent research
and source situation, overriding scenarios for the Meso-
Neolithic transition are difficult to achieve or, more likely,
even improbable. With an increasing density of research
on the transition topic in many regions of Europe, large-
scale patterns seem to be restricted, if at all, to the Linear
Pottery Complex (LPC) on the one hand, and the Im-
presso Cardial Complex (ICC) on the other (cf. Gronen-
born/Horejs 2021). In between - and Switzerland lies to
a large extent in between these complexes - it is all about
resolving a complicated, intertwined archaeological herit-
age and research tradition. In the Balkans, the term «Mo-
saic» has been coined for a situation of similar entangled
Mesolithic and Neolithic spatial and cultural traditions
(Tringham 2000) - a term that, for the time being, could
also be appropriate for other regions (cf. Perrin/Manen
2021, map).

1.2 Geographic Situation

The small territory of Switzerland unites a varied land-
scape with particularly diverse biotopes, from glacial envi-
ronments in the mountains to Mediterranean like climates
on the exposed hillsides. Due to its location in the heart
of Europe and at the crossroads of natural transportation
routes (the Rhone corridor, the Rhine Valley and various
Alpine and Jura passes), Switzerland reflects multiple influ-
ences. This extraordinary configuration of natural settings,
coupled with investigations conducted at a local cantonal
level and not by a centralised federal agency, implies a high
regional variability in research and knowledge. To present
an overview of the question of the Meso-Neolithic transi-
tion in Switzerland, it is necessary to divide the landscape
into coherent geographical sections. In this case, the
Western Swiss Plateau is described first, followed by the
case of the Jura Mountains and surrounding areas to the
northwest (including the foothills of the Jura Mountains
in the Trois-Lacs region), then the Upper Rhine Plain and
the Rhine Valley to the east at the centre of Switzerland,
finishing with the Alpine areas of the cantons of Valais and
the south of the Alps (Ticino and Grigioni Italiani).
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1.3 Current state of thinking about Switzerland
and relations with neighbouring regions

The questions related to the processes that led to the
Neolithization of the territory corresponding to present-
day Switzerland have been hardly addressed during Swiss
research from the recent decades. The massive amount
of data produced from the lakeside sites has more than
occupied researchers during the past few decades. Today
this work makes it possible to have a secure chrono-
cultural sequencing of the Neolithic lakeside sites plus the
establishment of a detailed understanding of the differ-
ent cultural groups and their relations with neighbouring
regions (Voruz 1991; Hafner/Suter 2003; 2005; Stockli
1995; 2009; 2016).

This advanced knowledge about the greater part of the
Swiss Neolithic period has, paradoxically, not led Swiss
researchers to ask the same questions as their German,
French or Italian counterparts about the processes that led
to the introduction or adoption of the Neolithic lifestyle
between the Alps and Jura. Admittedly, the lack of con-
sistent assemblages for the Early Neolithic period and the
nearly millennium long absence between the last hunter-
gatherer camps and the first villages of farmers-herders
does not simplify the subject (see below).

Despite an initial disinterest, an early picture emerged dur-
ing the 1950s. The area located between the Alps and the
Jura was then perceived as a region that had long remained
on the margins of the two major currents of European
Neolithization (Vogt 1964). In general, the preferred hy-
pothesis was the acculturation of the Mesolithic popula-
tions of the Swiss Plateau and the Jura through areas of
contact with two sources of Neolithization; the Mediter-
ranean (Valais and Ticino to the south) and the Danube
(Rhine valley to the north) (Vogt 1969; Sakellaridis 1979).
According to this model, the Neolithic economy could
only have been established on the Swiss Plateau following
a phase of adapting production methods to differing soil
and climatic conditions, which were not ideal for agropas-
toral activities (Vogt 1964). Although the fact remains
largely unknown (Stockli 1990), the transition from the
Mesolithic to the Neolithic was a secondary and a later
phenomenon initiated from the neighbouring great plains
and their alpine and Rhine «outposts» (Gallay 1990).

The 1990s were marked by a renewed interest in the ques-
tion of Neolithization in Switzerland. This was motivated
by the discovery of pottery fragments of the La Hoguette
type in Switzerland and the Jura Arc that cannot be attrib-
uted to either of the two accepted sources of Neolithiza-
tion (Jeunesse et al. 1991). At almost the same time, early
indications of agricultural activity, identified by palynolo-
gists, were identified in the region (Richard 1997; Erny-
Rodmann et al. 1997; Tinner et al. 2007; 2008).

A decade later, these finds were followed by the discovery
of a terracotta <pintadera> at the site Arconciel-La Souche
FR, in a context attributable to the Late Mesolithic pe-
riod. This object testifies to contacts between populations
mastering the agropastoral techniques of the Balkan Pen-

insula (within which this type of object is attested from
the second half of the seventh millennium calBC) and the
Late Mesolithic period in Western Europe (Mauvilly et al.
2008).

This new information made it possible to revive a cautious
discussion about the Neolithization of the Swiss Plateau
and the Jura. Indeed, the hypothesis about pottery pro-
duction and agrarian activities in the Mesolithic context
confronts us with a taxonomic quantification problem:
how to qualify populations who practiced, at any scale,
agriculture or animal husbandry (or pottery production)
without adopting the Neolithic production methods?
Werner Stockli adopted a severely defined position in line
with a strictly «economic» definition of the Mesolithic
period (Stéckli 2016). In his view, indications of the pres-
ence of cereal cultivation on the Swiss Plateau at the end
of the 7" millennium calBC is simply incompatible with
the use of the term «Mesolithic». By giving primacy of the
economy over the material culture, he logically proposed a
<a-ceramic Neolithic periods for Switzerland, correspond-
ing to the period 6500-5400 calBC, subsequently Chris-
tian Jeunesse, who as early as 2003, proposed the concept
of the «Initial Neolithic» for the same period (Jeunesse
2003; 2008).

Ebbe Nielsen, meanwhile, favoured material culture over
economic criteria. Early agricultural evidence certainly
suggests that the process of Neolithization was involved
in cultural contexts attributable to the Late Mesolithic
period. On the other hand, this process does not seem
to have any consequences for the material culture still
following the Mesolithic traditions. In his view, this fully
justifies the use of the term «Mesolithic» (Nielsen 2009a,
2009b). This is the generally accepted position for current
research about the Mesolithic period in Switzerland, ir-
respective if the hypothesis of a «dispersed order» for the
adoption of elements of the Neolithic package is accepted
or not (Bassin et al. 2019). The only difference concerns
the horizon characterized by the appearance of so-called
evolved armatures attributed by some to the Mesolithic
period (Bassin et al. 2019) and by others to the Early
Neolithic period (Nielsen 2009a; Jakob et al. 2015). This
discrepancy reflects the difficulty to distinguish, in some
cases, the evolved armatures of the Late Mesolithic period
and certain Neolithic projectile points. The triangular ar-
matures of the Late Mesolithic period and Early Danubian
Neolithic period show subtle nuances, such as thicker
supports and retouches with a lower angle and covering
in the Neolithic context (Bassin 2020). Faced with the
uncertainty of these objects, the other archaeological data
collected on the sites (small finds, stratigraphy, structures,
etc.) sometimes allows refining the attribution as Meso- or
Neolithic, but this information may be missing, and inter-
pretations may vary between authors.

In the absence of new discoveries (in-site) and more pre-
cise analytical methods (such as sedimentary DNA), the
discussion about evidence of early agricultural activity has
lost momentum and a stalemate has occurred between the
opposing research positions. Currently the topic of discus-
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Code Studies area Sites Type of sites Units/Layers/En-  Radiocarbon data- Projectile points
sembles tion (calBC)
1 Western Swiss Alterswil-Flie FR Rockshelter, settlement C. 4, 4a, 4b 5900-5500 Trapeze
Plateau
2 Western Swiss Arconciel-La Souche FR Rockshelter, settlement  Ens. Il 5200-4800 Trapeze and 1 point
Plateau
Ens. lll 5700-5200 Trapeze and 1 point
3 Western Swiss Villeneuve-La Baume FR  Rockshelter, settlement C. 21/Ens. F (c. 21- 4700-4300 No projectile point
Plateau 19)
C.23 5200-4900 No projectile point
4 Western Swiss Cheyres-Dessous la Grange Rockshelter, settlement FA 3 4500-4300 No projectile point
Plateau FR
C.10 5400-5000 No projectile point
FA5/6 5900-5700 Trapeze
5  Western Swiss Lausanne-Vidy, Chavannes Open air area, settlement n.a. n.a. Trapeze
Plateau 11VD
6  Western Swiss Lausanne-Place Nord de la Open air area, settlement n.a. 4600-4300 n.a.
Plateau Cathédrale VD
7  Western Swiss La Tour-de-Tréme-Les Part- Open air area, settlement US 17, FA 12, FA 17, 6200-5700 Trapeze
Plateau sis FR FA 26
8  Western Swiss Chateaux d’Oex-Sciernes-  Rockshelter, settlement  C. 3 6200-5800 Trapeze and 1 point
Plateau Picats VD
9  Western Swiss Charmey-Les Arolles FR Rockshelter, settlement  C. 2A, 3 n.a. Trapeze and 1 point
Plateau
10  Western Swiss Zweisimmen-Riedli Rockshelter, settlement  n.a. n.a. Trapeze (and 1-2 points?)
Plateau Mannenberg BE
11 JuraArc Bavans (Doubs/F) Rockshelters, settlement C. 5, top 4500-3800 Point and trapeze
C. 5, middle 5600-5200 Point and trapeze
C. 5, basis 6100-5700 Trapeze
12 Jura Arc Saint-Ursanne-Les Gripons Rockshelter, settlement C. 3 5500-4700 Trapeze
Ju
13 JuraArc Delémont-En La PranJU  Open air area, settiement Z. 1 n.a. Triangular point and tra-
peze
7.2-8 n.a. Point and trapeze
14 Jura Arc Lutter-Abri St-Joseph (Up- Rockshelter, settlement C. 4 5000-4200 Triangular point, point and
per-Rhine/F) trapeze
Y5 5800-4800 Point and trapeze
C.7 5300-5200 Point
15 Jura Arc Roggenburg-Ritzigrund BL  Rockshelter, settlement  H. | 6000-5700 Trapeze

16 Jura Arc Liesberg-Liesbergmiihle BL Rockshelter, settlement Complexe 1 5500-4700 Trapeze and point
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Ceramics Fauna Interpretation Other Ref.

No ceramic Wild Late Mesolithic Mauvilly et al. 2011

No characterized (2 frag-  Wild Late Mesolithic Bassin 2020; Mauvilly 2018
ments)

No ceramic Wild Late Mesolithic

Few characteristics with ~ n.a. Middle Neolithic? Discoid shell bead Mauvilly et al. 2010; Spielmann/

breast shaped decorations

No ceramic

No ceramic

No ceramic
No ceramic

n.a.

No characterized

No ceramic

No ceramic

No ceramic

No ceramic

LPC
La Hoguette

No characterized

No ceramic

No characterized

No ceramic
Grossgartach

No characterized and 3
Grossgartach sherds
No characterized

No ceramic

No ceramic

n.a.

No fauna

n.a.
n.a.

No fauna

n.a.

n.a.

Wild

Wild

n.a.

Wild (in maj.)

Wild (in mai.)

Wild (in maj.)

Wild

n.a.

n.a.

Wild (in mai.)

Wild (in maj.)

Wild
Wild

Wild

Late Mesolithic

Neolithic?

Late Mesolithic
Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Neolithic?

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Early Neolithic
Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Early Neolithic?

Late Mesolithic?

Middle Neolithic

Late Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic?

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic

Mauvilly 2014

Kramer/Mauvilly 2021

Crotti/Pignat 1995

Wolf 1995; Denaire et al. 2011

Andrey et al. 2017

Crotti et al. 2016

Radiocarbon datation: 6800 + 200 BC Bassin 2018; Braillard et al.

2003

Nielsen 2003; Andrist et al.,
1964

Sondages trenches

Aimé 1993; Cupillard et al. 1998

From the layers base, rare domestic re-
mains (3 Bos taurus and 4 Ovis aries for
all the layer 5)

Pousaz et al. 1991

Axe and adze Pousaz et al. 2009

Arbogast et al., 2009-2011; Jeu-
nesse etal. 2019

1 remain of Bos taurus

Jagher 1989; Le Tensorer 1985

Nielsen 2003; 2009



17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Jura Arc

Upper Rhine Graben

Upper Rhine Graben

Upper Rhine Graben

Upper Rhine Graben

Upper Rhine Graben

Eastern Swiss
Plateau

Eastern Swiss
Plateau

Nenzlingen-Birsmatten BL

Liestal-Hurlistrasse BL

L. Bassin et al., The Meso-Neolithic transition between the Alps and the Jura Mountains

Rockshelter, settlement  AH lI-IV/H. 1, 2
and grave

Open air area, settiement «Fundschicht»

Le Locle-Col des Roches NE Rockshelter, settlement C. 3

Gampelen-Rundi 4 BE

Saint-Aubin-Derriére la
Croix NE

Onnens-Praz-Berthoud VD

C.4
Open air area, settlement n.a.
Open air area, settlement C. 11a
and structure

Open air area, settlement C. 6a

C. 6¢c, 6b

Baulmes-Abri de la Cure VD Rockshelter, settlement  n.a.

Mollendruz-Abri Freymond
VD

Grotte du Gardon (Ain/F)

Rosheim-Sainte-Odile
(Lower-Rhine/F)

Colmar- Route de Rouffach
(Upper-Rhine/F)

n.a.

Rockshelter, settlement  C. 3 inf.

C.4b
Rockshelter, settlement  C. 50, 49
C.52

C.60to 54

Open air area, settlement Many structures

Open air area, settlement n.a.

Ensisheim (Upper-Rhine/F) Open air area, settlement Loc. 2, 3, 6

Mulhouse-Est (Upper-
Rhine/F)

Loc. 5,11, 15 et 17

Open air area, grave n.a.

Sierentz-Sandgrube et Tier- Open air area, settlement n.a.

garten (Upper-Rhine/F)

Schotz 7-Rorbelmoos LU

Egolzwil-Station 3 LU

Open air area, settlement n.a.

Open air area, settlement Egolzwil 3

6800-5400

(4300-4000)

5900-5600

n.a.

n.a.

4800-4600

4800-4500

n.a.

n.a.

n.a.

5200-4200

6300-5700
4500-4200
4700-4500

5400-4700

n.a.

5300

5200-4800

6400-5700

5100-5000

5000

6000

Trapeze and point

Triangular point

Trapeze and point

Trapeze

Point

No projectile point

Triangular point, point, and
trapeze

Trapeze and point

Point and trapeze

Trapeze

Trapeze and point

Trapeze
Trapeze and point
Point

Trapeze and point

Triangular point

Triangular pointand 1 tra-
peze

Trapeze

Trapeze

Triangular point

Triangular point

Trapeze

4278-4270 (den- Triangular point

drochronology)
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Rdssen and Bronze Age
(more recent)

La Hoguette

La Hoguette?

No ceramic

n.a.

No characterized

No characterized

No ceramic

La Hoguette

No ceramic

No characterized

St-Uze
No characterized

Mediterranean «Epicar-
dial» and Limbourg

LPC (in maj.) and 3 La Ho-
guette fragments and 2 no
characterized fragments
LPC

Neolithic to roman or un-
diagnostic (intrusive)

No ceramic

LPC

LPC

No ceramic

Egolzwil

Wild (possible some Late Mesolithic and Early

domestic)

n.a.

Wild

Wild

n.a.

No fauna

Wild

Wild

n.a.

n.a.

Wild
Wild and domestic
Wild and domestic

Wild and domestic

n.a.

Wild

Wild

n.a.

n.a.

Wild

Wild and domestic

Neolithic?

Early Neolithic

Late Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic?

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic?

Middle Neolithic

Not determined Neolithic

Late Mesolithic

Late Mesolithic?

Late Mesolithic

Middle Neolithic

Late Mesolithic
St-Uze
Not determined Neolithic

Early Neolithic

Early Neolithic

Early Neolithic

Late Mesolithic
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Fig. 1. The principal Mesolithic and Neolithic sites in Switzerland and the surrounding regions dated between 6000 and 4300 calBC. Field data are cited
according to their mention in publications (C., US, H., Sit., Fl., Pos. = layer, Ens = group, Z. = zone, FA = structure, loc. = locus, T. = tomb). The radiocar-
bon dates are rounded up to 100 years. The projectiles points are simplified as follows: trapeze (trapeze and other geometric bitroncature), point (Bavans
type point, «fléchette> and other point with irregular retouche) and triangular points (point with a low angle and covering retouche). The first cited type of
armature is often the most common. The abbreviation «n.a.» is for « not available», i.e. no specific published information.
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Fig. 2. Map of the sites mentioned in the text and fig. 1. Map F. Wegmiiller.

sion is the question of when the transition from the Meso-
lithic tradition lithic industries to fully Neolithic industries
happened. The discussion focuses more concretely on the
hypothesis of a continuation of the material culture of the
Late Mesolithic up to an advanced stage of the 5% millen-
nium before our era (Jeunesse et al. 2019).

As can be seen, whether early or late, the Neolithization
of Switzerland remains the subject of controversies and
discreet, but lively debates. This article aims to return to
the facts (fig. 1; 2; 3; 4).

2 Western Swiss Plateau

The principal region consists of the western Swiss plateau
and the Swiss Romandie pre-Alps, extending from the
shores of the Lake of Geneva to the Bernese foothills,
covering approximately the Cantons of Vaud, Fribourg
and Bern. Several sites in these regions have been dated
to around 6000 calBC, but between 5700 to 4500 calBC
sites become rarer and have very little information for this
period. An exception is the rock shelter site of Arconciel-La

Souche FR, which has produced new information about
the end of the Mesolithic period in an area between the
pre-Alps and the Trois-Lacs region. The site, excavated
from 2003 to 2012, showed a stratigraphic sequence of suc-
cessive occupational layers within the shelter dated from
7000 to 4800 calBC.

Firstly, several Mesolithic sites, including rock shelters and
open-air transitory sites in the pre-Alpine regions, have
been the focus of important survey programs led by can-
tonal archaeology services (Braillard et al. 2003; Crotti/
Bullinger 2001) and in the past by Bernese amateurs (An-
drist et al. 1964). The abundant presence of siliceous raw
materials, even those of poor quality (radiolarites, faulted
Cretaceous flint and fine-grained quartzites of the type Ol-
quarzit), have repeatedly attracted nomadic hunter-gather-
ers along transportation routes in the limestone valleys and
the alpine environment. On the plains, among the regions
bordering the mountains, the Mesolithic lithic productions
are for the most part from non-homogenous faulted rock
which can be found in fluvial or morainic deposits. These
materials are also probably found on the Swiss Plateau
through exchanges (Bullinger/Pignat 2018). The flints most
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Fig. 3. Map of the principal sites dated between 6000 and 5300 calBC. Mesolithic sites in orange, Neolithic sites in red, site names cf. fig. 1. Map F. Wegmiiller.

suitable for controlled and fluid debitage, like those from
the Olten region or the Jura Mountains (Affolter 2002), are
also present on these sites, although in smaller quantities
and reserved for regular bladelets and projectile points.
In addition to these various and differing materials, Late
Mesolithic lithic industries are generally characterized by
trapezes, notched bladelets and thumbnail type scrapers.

Secondly, Early and Middle Neolithic period sites are
unknown within the study zone. During the first half of
the 5% millennium and specifically around 5000 calBC,
several dates from hearths lacking finds or having uncer-
tain stratigraphic contexts, attest to human presence in
the region but without further possible identification. As
early as 4700 calBC a few sites appear, although contain-
ing finds without real significance such as non-attributable
pottery or of uncertain dates (Boisaubert et al. 2001,
2008). The rock shelter at Villeneuve-La Baume FR offers
a rare example of remains dated by radiocarbon method
between 4700 and 4300 calBC. A discoid shell bead from
this site is similar to the personal ornaments found in a
Chamblandes context (see below) and a breast shaped
pottery sherd is similar to those discovered at Saint-Aubin-

" » s
s':/f‘.\

Derriere la Croix NE (see below Jura Arc) (Spielmann/
Mauvilly 2014). These elements provide clues about the
sparse Neolithic settlement in this region located between
the lakes and the mountains.

Finally, in parallel with these indications of Neolithic oc-
cupation, the site at Arconciel-La Souche FR provides a
unique sequence of the Late Mesolithic period. The mo-
lasse cliff shelter in the Sarine canyon was repeatedly occu-
pied for more than two thousand years. Seven archaeologi-
cal ensembles have been identified, each consisting of fine
layers, and spanning between 300 to 500 years. In addition
to the numerous faunal remains (only wild animals), some
personal ornaments (Columbella rustica shells from the
Mediterranean and pierced deer ivories) and tools made
from bone, such as the two harpoons from the shelter,
have been found. Three terracotta objects increased this
already large material corpus. The oldest, a small ceramic
stamp, interpreted as representing a <pintaderas, was dis-
covered within a hearth structure dated between 6200 and
6000 calBC (fig. 5). The current hypothesis evokes links
with similar and contemporary objects of south-eastern
Europe (Balkans, Greece): the terracotta stamp from
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Fig.4. Map of the principal sites dated between 5300 and 4500 calBC. Mesolithic sites in orange, Neolithic sites in red, site names cf. fig. 1. Map F. Wegmiiller.

Arconciel-La Souche FR was either imported or made af-
ter models from these regions (Mauvilly et al. 2008). Two
miniscule fragments of undecorated pottery (not from the
same vessel) in the upper levels were dated around 5000
calBC (fig. 6). These two objects are not characteristic and
do not correspond to the pottery remains known during
this period in the neighbouring regions. Apart from these
latter elements, there is no evidence of Neolithic influence
in the Arconciel rock shelter. Mesolithic plant macro-
remains come exclusively from wild plants. The very
rare cereal grains discovered under the shelter have much
more recent dates (Antiquity) and are intrusive (Jacomet/
Vandorpe 2022). The lithic industry is characteristic of
the Mesolithic period with specific features that were
observed throughout the layers, including a dominance of
small scrapers and a use of raw materials of pre-Alpine ori-
gin. Some developments can be observed, but only within
the continuity of local traditions. Several nuances appear
in the most recent ensembles III and II, dated by several
radiocarbon samples as being from 5700 to 5200 calBC
and from 5300 to 4800 calBC respectively, which directly
concern the period presented here (fig.7). Trapezes rep-
resent the majority of projectile points found. Beginning

in the sixth millennium, these tend to have asymmetrical
forms occasionally with inverse or bifacial retouching at
the small truncation. Several trapezoid microliths have
broken bases (oblique truncations) and appear to have
been hafted similar to trapeze projectile points (Bassin et
al. 2019). The remaining trapezes show great diversity in
form. Rare examples of triangular bladelets, resembling
the small Jurassian «fléchettes>, were also present. The deb-
itage of certain bladelets appeared more regular by having
strictly parallel lines and cutting edges. The working traces
were ambiguous, making it impossible to determine if
these were produced by indirect percussion or by pressure
flaking. However, the small cores and knapped areas with
micro facets correspond more to the use of a pressure
technique. The continuation of Mesolithic traditions at the
Arconciel-La Souche FR site after 5000 calBC reveals that
the transition phase was still underway.

In resume, firstly on the Western Plateau, thanks to the
site of Arconciel-La Souche FR, the presence of lithic in-
dustries with trapezoids and notched bladelets from 6500
calBC, characteristics of the Late Mesolithic, has been
observed. Secondly, the Mesolithic traditions of hunt-
ing, gathering and lithic production evolve continuously
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Fig. 5. Arconciel-La Souche FR. Pintadera> dated between 6200 and 6000 calBC. Photo Service archéologique de I'Etat de Fribourg (SAEF)/Amt fiir Ar-
chiologie des Kantons Freiburg (AAFR), C. Zaugg.

Fig. 6. Arconciel-La Souche FR. The two pottery sherds from Ensemble II. Photo Service archéologique de I'Etat de Fribourg (SAEF)/Amt fiir Archiologie
des Kantons Freiburg (AAFR), C. Zaugg.
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Fig. 7. Arconciel-La Souche FR. Examples of projectile points from recent
layers (6000-4800 calBC). Photo Service archéologique de I'Etat de Fri-
bourg (SAEF)/Amt fiir Archiologie des Kantons Freiburg (AAFR), C.
Zaugg,.
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Fig. 8. Villeneuve-La Baume FR. Discoid shell bead from Group F. Photo
Service archéologique de I'Etat de Fribourg (SAEF)/Amt fiir Archiologie
des Kantons Freiburg (AAFR), N. Jacquet.

until about 4800 calBC. The changes observed concern
the armatures (microliths) - the most recent trapezes are
more often asymmetrical, with more diversified retouch-
ing (sometimes reverse, bifacial or low angle) - and the
debitage with an increasingly standardized production
of blades by indirect impact and/or pressure. After 5000
calBC, material finds became scarce, but evidence of
Neolithic material cultures begins to appear albeit associ-
ated with several unconventional pottery sherds and for
example at Villeneuve-La Baume FR, with a discoid bead
(fig. 8). In the current state of knowledge and in the lack
of sites with remains dating from the following centuries,
the characteristics of the Mesolithic lithic industries are no
longer observed after 4800 calBC.

3 Jura Arc

The second area studied includes the Jura Mountains and
the foothills within the Swiss territory. Some examples
from neighbouring France are mentioned in order to il-
lustrate the links with the Linear Pottery Complex (LPC)
present in Alsace (F). The site of Ensisheim (Upper-Rhine,
F) is also described here (see below), illustrating the extent
of the Jura specificities in the region.

The Jura Arc region provides many discoveries from the
transition of the Mesolithic to the Neolithic periods.
However, the site contexts, either shelters with a complex
stratigraphy or open-air occupations, in addition to early
excavations, often implie inaccuracies in the dates of suc-
cessive events. Several sites between 5500 and 4700 calBC
in the Jura regions include so-called mixed ensembles, con-
taining both Mesolithic and Neolithic elements. Attempts
to clarify the situation of the mixed assemblages requires
prudence, especially for early excavations.

Around 6000 calBC, in the Jura Mountains, Mesolithic
sites show trapezoid lithic products, often asymmetrical,
and notched bladelets. Considering the technique of ob-
taining the small regular bladelets, indirect percussion is
the preferred hypothesis. Around 5700-5500 calBC, small
triangular points and «fléchettes> appear in the Mesolithic
assemblages (Gob 19835; Jaccottey et al. 1997). The ques-
tion of the origin of these triangular shapes has been
debated, but it appears to predate the Neolithic period
and originate among the final populations of European
hunter-gatherers (Cziesla 2015; Gallay 1995; Gronenborn
1997; Jeunesse 2002). In parallel, from 5500 calBC on,
several sites have evidenced La Hoguette pottery, such as
Le Locle-Col des Roches NE (Cupillard et al. 1998; Cupil-
lard 2010), Baulmes-Abri de la Cure VD (Crotti/Pignat
1991) and Liestal-Hurlistrasse BL (fig.9) (Sedlmeier 2003).
The peculiarities observed in these regions motivated the
definition of a Recent-Final Jurassian Mesolithic period
in the Jura Arc (Perrin 2002 and 2003). In neighbouring
France, the rock shelters of Bavans (Doubs/F), excavated
during the 20" century, are a reference for the Jurassian
Mesolithic period with the eponymous projectile points
from Bavans and the La Hoguette pottery (Aimé 1993;
Cupillard et al. 1998).

Mesolithic traditions continued until around 5000 calBC,
or possibly a little later. However, these are interspersed
with traits specific to the Neolithic period and are present
in varying proportions depending on the site. For example,
among the lithic products, larger blade sizes, elongation
of the triangular projectile points, and low angle covering
retouches have been observed. In addition to sites with
La Hoguette type sherds, it is currently still impossible
to associate the increasing number of pottery finds with a
specific cultural sphere between Jura Mountains and Swiss
Plateau for the first half of the 5™ millennium calBC, an
example being Lutter-Abri Saint-Joseph (Upper-Rhine/F)
(Jeunesse et al. 2014). In most cases, these sherds are not
associated with clear archaeological contexts, but all show
associations with Mesolithic industries (fig. 10) - either
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Fig. 9. Liestal-Hurlistrasse BL. La Hoguette pottery sherd. Photo Archiolo-
gie Baselland.

directly with objects typical of the Mesolithic period, as
potentially intrusive material from lower levels, and as af-
filiated with Neolithic productions that have maintained
Mesolithic traditions. The frequency of sites with levels
of Recent-Final Jurassian Mesolithic period containing
non-attributable pottery or La Hoguette type, and the
translation or adoption of the concept of triangular ar-
rowheads within the LPC occupations of western France,
attest to the existence of contacts between the two differ-
ing populations around 5000 calBC. However, the reality
in the Jura region at that time must have been much more
complex than a simple duality between (new) agropastoral
populations and (residual) hunter-gatherers.

After 5000 calBC, the situation is not always clear for the
small occupation sites in the Jura Mountain valleys, but in-
dications of the Middle Neolithic period become more fre-
quent. Mollendruz-Abri Freymond VD produced Neolithic
remains in levels dated between 5200 and 4200 calBC,
distinct from those of the Mesolithic period. Within these
Neolithic occupations, two phases have been identified:
the first includes fléchettes> and non-attributable pottery
with little or no decoration. A second phase features small
triangular arrowheads with a concave base and pottery
with a smooth clay body combining handles and breast
shaped decorations below the rim (Crotti/Pignat 1991).
The open-air site at Onnens-Praz Berthoud VD, on the
Vaud shores of Lake Neuchitel, has a level dated after
5000 and before 4500 calBC in which small irregular trian-
gular arrowheads with concave base were found, similar to
those from Mollendruz, as well as non-attributable pottery
(fig. 11) and faunal remains from only wild animals. The
site also contained a grave of a child in supine position

(Jakob et al. 2015; Moinat et al. 2007). The lithic indus-
try shows differences to that of the Mesolithic period,
especially the invasive retouche and the point shapes (fig.
12). Slightly further east, the site of Saint-Aubin-Derriere
La Croix NE on the shore of Lake Neuchétel includes
an occupation site spanning from 4800 to 3800 calBC
(Wiithrich et al. 2003). A megalithic phase appears after
4500 calBC. Before that phase, several structures were
dated between 4900/4800 and 4500 calBC, and contained
only a small quantity of associated material. Nevertheless,
the structure number 28, dated between 4900 and 4600
calBC, produced charred cultivated cereals and threshing
chaff (Wiithrich et al. 2003). The pottery found in the
surrounding area shows various influences from Egolzwil
LU, Early Central Switzerland Cortailllod, and Saint-Uze
(F) (Denaire et al. 2011). A non-specific local Ne<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>