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INTRODUCTION: THE BEGINNINGS
OF A PRODUCTION ECONOMY IN

HUNGARY
Katalin T. Bíró

A production economy based on crop cultivation and ani-
mal husbandry characterized the New Stone Age, or Neo-
lithic communities succeeding the hunter-gatherer com-
munities of the post-glacial in the 7th–6th millennia B.C. in
Hungary.

This shift to a production economy is aptly described as
the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ by prehistorians. The creative
– and, at the same time, destructive – interaction with the
environment, the active manipulation of the environment
created the basis of ‘modern’ life. The practice of grain cul-
tivation and animal breeding arrived to Europe – and the
Carpathian Basin – from the so-called Fertile Crescent, the
Ancient Near East, and the Balkans.

Evidence for this is provided by the cultivated crops, pri-
marily cereals, and the domesticated animal species, mostly
small ruminants (goat and sheep), whose wild ancestors
were not indigenous to Hungary. One of the still unre-
solved questions of prehistoric research is whether these
new subsistence strategies and the commodities were
brought by immigrant population groups or whether they
spread by ‘word of mouth’, by what would today be called
technology transfer and commodities passed on from hand
to hand. It seems likely that both played a role in the
neolithization of Central Europe. The shift to a production
economy meant a more efficient and stable food procure-
ment, and it also increased the carrying capacity of a given
area. The demographic pressure of a growing population by
necessity called for the colonization of new arable lands.
The extent of areas that could be drawn into agricultural
cultivation using the techniques of the period were essen-
tially defined by climatic conditions and soil types; it must
also be borne in mind that this ‘diffusion’ did not occur in
an ‘empty space’, but by encroaching on the turf of
hunter-gatherer communities. As a result, neolithization
shows a wave-like pattern of advance. One of these waves
reached Hungary in the 7th–6th millennia B.C. and marked
the northernmost distribution of the earliest Neolithic cul-
tures, the Körös (Criº) and the related Starèevo culture.
The rudimentary cultivation techniques practiced by these
communities limited the size of the cultivated areas.

The changes brought about by the shift to Neolithic
lifeways also affected day-to-day life, material culture and
spiritual life. The need to clear territories for cultivation
brought the widespread use of polished stone implements,
such as chisels and axes, and of large clay storage jars for
storing the produce. The spread of agrarian lifeways even-
tually led to the emergence of permanent settlements oc-
cupied over extensive periods of time and, later, to a net-

work of such settlements. The habitat of the Neolithic
communities differed fundamentally from that of the
Palaeolithic and Mesolithic hunters and foragers. The up-
lands were only visited for procuring various raw materi-
als. A rudimentary social stratification is reflected in the
burials: the earlier graves containing few grave goods or
none at all eventually gave way to cemeteries containing
both richly and poorly furnished burials by the close of the
Neolithic.

The same difference can be noted in the system and the
structure of the settlements, especially in the Great Hun-
garian Plain, where – owing to successful subsistence strate-
gies – successive generations occupied the same site in the
later Neolithic. The tell settlements, artificial habitation
mounds of superimposed occupation levels, houses and set-
tlement debris, are the best evidence for efficient cultivation
techniques. During the Late Neolithic, the cultural bound-
ary between the Aegean–Balkanic civilization and the cul-
tures representing the main trajectory of development in
Central Europe passed through Hungary.

The beginning of Neolithic research in Hungary can-
not be linked to lively debates such as the ones characteriz-
ing Palaeolithic or Copper Age studies. The identification
and the chronological ordering of the most distinctive
artefact type, namely the pottery of this period, was the re-
sult of a long process. Flóris Rómer’s call for the collection
of “Old Stone Age lithic artefacts” – both chipped and pol-
ished stone implements – brought with it the identifica-
tion of many Neolithic sites, even if this was not always ob-
vious at the time. Classical sites, such as Lengyel in Tolna
county (the eponymous site of the Late Neolithic Lengyel
culture, excavated by Mór Wosinszky) and the Baradla
Cave in Aggtelek, yielding beautiful vessels with elaborate
patterns of the Middle Neolithic Bükk culture, were first
investigated in the last third of the 19th century. The first
major overview, providing a coherent cultural and chrono-
logical framework for the find assemblages of the Hungar-
ian Neolithic, was written by Ferenc Tompa. Published in
the late 1920s, his monograph,A szalagdíszes agyagmûvesség
Magyarországon[The Linear Pottery culture in Hungary],
influenced the study of this prehistoric period for a long
time. In Tompa’s scheme the Linear Pottery, distributed
over Central and Western Europe, and representing the
earliest Neolithic in much of its distribution territory, w as
the first Neolithic culture in Hungary. The study of the
rich Neolithic assemblages of the Balkans and the Ancient
Near East eventually brought the recognition in the 1940s
that the Linear Pottery culture was preceded by the Körös
culture and related communities with their varied and
much better quality pottery. This recognition was first
penned by Ida Kutzián. The relative chronology of the
Neolithic cultures can now be more or less accurately de-
termined with radiocarbon dates, precise stratigraphic ob-
servations and the study of the interaction between the
cultures of this period.
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THE HISTORY OF THE NEOLITHIC

Unfortunately, there is no handbook on the Hungarian
Neolithic, comparable to the one on the Palaeolithic. The
historical outline of the Neolithic (and the Copper Age) was
earlier based on the so-called ‘short’ or ‘historical’ chronol-
ogy. At present, the chronological boundaries of the Neo-
lithic are drawn much earlier, falling into the 7th–5th mil-
lennium B.C. Based in part on radiocarbon dates, the Neo-
lithic is generally divided into three phases: an early, a mid-
dle and a late phase(Fig. 1).

Owing to the country’s hydrogeology, climate and geo-
morphology, Hungary was divided throughout the Neo-
lithic. The Danube acted as a major cultural divide – as well
as a major route of communication. In the Neolithic it was
not so much the river itself, as its direct environment that
formed a natural boundary between Transdanubia and the
eastern half of the country. The Solt–Pest plainland and the
Gödöllõ Hills were part of the Transdanubian Neolithic
province throughout the Neolithic.

Beside this east–west divide, a north–south one running
roughly along Lake Balaton in the west and along the Körös
rivers in the east can also be noted. This division was most
marked during the Early Neolithic.

THE NEOLITHIC IN THE SOUTHERN PART
OF THE GREAT HUNGARIAN PLAIN

Ferenc Horváth

The first food producing communities (the Körös culture)
arrived from the Balkans and advanced as far as the Middle
Tisza region (the Kunhegyes–Berettyóújfalu area). One
group settled as far north as the Tisza–Szamos interfluve
(Méhtelek), with the northernmost settlements lying in the
Munkács area in the Ukraine. Related groups colonized
Transylvania, the Bácska and the Bánság region (the Star-
èevo–Criº culture). These groups appeared in the southern
part of the Great Hungarian Plain at the close of the 7th

millennium B.C. and occupied the valleys of the Tisza and
its left bank tributaries; the southern boundary was marked
by the Aranka. They established their settlements on the
levees rising above floodplains; on the testimony of the ex-
cavated house remains and a clay house model from Rösz-
ke–Lúdvár, the houses were built around a framework of
wooden post, had walls of wattling daubed with clay and a
saddle roof. Körös settlements have been uncovered at
Maroslele, Deszk, Hódmezõvásárhely, Pitvaros, Gyálarét
and Röszke. Körös pottery is dominated by rounded vessel
forms, decorated with pinched motifs and a variety of fin-
ger, reed or stick impressions, often arranged into ear of
grain patterns, as well as with human and animal figures in
relief. The red-slipped vessels from the early phase of the
culture were painted with white and, later, brown and black
linear and geometric designs. The people of the Körös cul-
ture were of a slender gracile Mediterranean stock, al-
though Cromagnoid types – perhaps representing the in-
digenous population – and Nordic types could also be iden-
tified among the skeletal remains.

In the later 6th millennium, in the Middle Neolithic, the
Maros valley marked the boundary between two cultural re-
gions in the Great Hungarian Plain. The north was settled
by Linear Pottery communities, distributed in Europe from
Holland to the Ukraine. The subsistence of the Linear Pot-
tery culture was based on agriculture and animal husbandry.
Their communities cleared and burned large tracts of for-
ests to gain new arable land. The rather rudimentary level
of agricultural techniques meant that these communities
were by necessity rather mobile, moving from one settle-
ment to another as the land was exhausted. Linear Pottery
settlements have been excavated at Hódmezõvásárhely and
in the Tisza–Maros angle. The pottery from these settle-
ments is decorated with deeply incised linear, wavy and
geometric patterns.

From around 5400 B.C., we find communities with a dis-
tinctively southern cultural and economic tradition (Vinèa
culture) south of the Maros valley. Vinèa settlements have
been uncovered at Szõreg, Deszk and Tiszasziget (formerly
called Ószentiván). The pottery, the architecture and the
culture of these communities was, in a sense, a reflection of
the Anatolian–Aegean–Mediterranean world in the north-
ernmost zone of the Balkans. The dark burnished wares are
dominated by biconical forms. Their economy was defi-
nitely more advanced than that of their northern neigh-
bours. The Vinèa communities practiced some sort of crop
rotation since their settlements indicate a continuous occu-
pation over several centuries. The burial grounds all lie near
the settlements. The exchange of various commodities and
contact with adjacent regions led to the emergence of new
communities with a new cultural tradition in the northern
Maros valley and along the Szárazér around 5300 B.C. (the
Szakálhát culture). The first settlement mounds north of
the Maros, indicating permanent settlement and the begin-
nings of stable villages, also appear at this time (Tápé–
Lebõ, Battonya). These tell nuclei had small Balkanic

Fig. 1. Radiocarbon dates for the Hungarian Neolithic
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houses inhabited by nuclear families, while the open, sin-
gle-layer villages were characterized by large longhouses,
most likely occupied by extended families, in the tradition
of the Central European Linear Pottery culture (Csanyte-
lek–Újhalastó, Csongrád–Bokros). Their vessels reflect a
blend of the Linear Pottery and Balkanic traditions in pot-
tery making and decoration. The women of wealthier fami-
lies wore necklaces strung of copper beads. Copper was not
cast, but worked with cold hammering.

The close of the Neolithic (earlier 5th millennium B.C.)
marked the climax of Neolithic development in the south-
ern part of the Great Hungarian Plain as a result of the in-
teraction between the Linear Pottery culture, the commu-
nities living in the Maros valley and the Central Balkanic
communities (Tisza culture). This period preceded the ear-
liest Mesopotamian dynasties and the first pyramids by al-
most two millennia. Flourishing communities developing
along the same civilizational trajectory as their counterparts
in the Balkanic and eastern Mediterranean world appeared
in the Tisza, Körös, Maros and Temes valleys – the eastern
half of the Carpathian Basin was one of the most developed
regions in Central Europe, bound to the southern culture
province by countless strands. The large tell settlements,
often covering several hectares, were protected with ditches
and fences (Lebõ in the Szeged region, Kökénydomb on the
outskirts of Hódmezõvásárhely, Gorzsa, Szegvár–Tûzkö-
ves, Vésztõ–Mágor and Battonya–Gödrösök).

In the later 5th millennium, the Tisza culture suddenly
disappeared. It is possible that this dramatic transforma-
tion was in part caused by a climatic change. The improve-
ment of cultivation techniques was coupled with the domi-
nance of cattle breeding that provided a significant food
surplus and perhaps also influenced the later life of these
communities.

THE NEOLITHIC IN THE NORTHERN PART OF
THE GREAT HUNGARIAN PLAIN AND THE

NORTHERN MOUNTAIN RANGE
Katalin T. Bíró

As a result of the complex interplay of lifeways and environ-
mental conditions, the same region can be densely settled
or, conversely, almost unpopulated in a given period. This
holds true for the northern mountainous region of Hun-
gary that was densely populated in the Palaeolithic – in
some periods the only traces of occupation are known from
this region – while during much of the Neolithic this region
was mostly uninhabited. The only exceptions are the areas
rich in various raw material resources, such as the
Tokaj–Eperjes Mountains, where communities engaged in
mining and stone tool production settled in certain periods.
Caves and mountain peaks represent special locations for
occupation; a few Neolithic communities also settled here.

The region east of the Mátra Mountains was settled by
communities of the Bükk culture in the Middle Neolithic.

According to our present knowledge, the northern
boundary of the Körös distribution lay in the Berettyó val-
ley and coincided with the bed of the palaeo-Tisza. North
of this line, up to the piedmont region, the northern part of
the great Hungarian Plain was densely settled during the
Neolithic. It is still unclear for how long the hunter-gath -
erer Mesolithic population of this region lived side-by-side
with the earliest Neolithic communities, although it is fairly
evident that the latter played an important role in transmit-
ting the new innovations. Living in this area was a regional
group of the Linear Pottery culture, known as the Alföld
Linear Pottery. Our knowledge of this culture, and espe-
cially of its early phase (mid-6th millennium B.C.), has been
greatly increased during the past few years owing to the
large-scale excavations at Mezõkövesd and Füzesabony.
The rescue excavations conducted as part of the archaeo-
logical investigations preceding the motorway construction
projects enabled – for the first time – the observation of set-
tlement structures and settlement patterns.

In the last quarter of the 6th millennium B.C., this large
cultural unit disintegrated into smaller local groups: the
Szakálhát, Esztár, Tiszadob, Bükk and Szilmeg groups in
the Great Hungarian Plain. Of these, the Szakálhát group
was distributed in the southern part of the Great Hungarian
Plain, while the others in the northern part. The sophisti-
cated vessels of the Bükk culture were exported far beyond
the actual settlement territory of the culture. The most im-
portant raw material sources, such as obsidian (volcanic
glass), in northeastern Hungary and southwestern Slovakia
lay in the regions occupied and controlled by this popula-
tion. The Bükk population lived in a unique symbiosis with
the food producing communities of the Great Hungarian
Plain. Access to these raw material sources played an impor-
tant role in the history of the Late Neolithic, many smaller
details of which are still unknown. The burials, the ritual
objects and the cult places in caves allow a glimpse into the
beliefs of the Bükk communities (Aggtelek–Baradla Cave,
Miskolc–Kõlyuk Cave).

The distinctive cultures of the Late Neolithic
(Tisza–Herpály–Csõszhalom complex) appeared in the
Tisza region around 5000 B.C.

The Tisza culture was primarily distributed in the south-
ern part of the Great Hungarian Plain, its northernmost
distribution being in the Upper Tisza region; in the south it
is known from its tell settlements, while in the north the
culture established single-layer horizontal settlements. Cul-
tural influences from Transdanubia and the southern Pol-
ish–Slovakian territories also played a role in the emergence
of the Csõszhalom culture, while the Herpály culture main-
tained close ties with the east and the trans-Carpathian ter-
ritories. The eponymous sites at Polgár–Csõszhalom and
Berettyóújfalu–Herpály are the two key sites of this period.
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THE NEOLITHIC IN TRANSDANUBIA UP TO
THE APPEARANCE OF THE LENGYEL

CULTURE
Katalin H. Simon

In the 7th millennium B.C., two closely related, but none-
theless distinct cultures appeared in the eastern and west-
ern half of Hungary, namely the Körös and Starèevo cul-
tures, the northernmost components of the huge cultural
complex representing the Early Neolithic of South-East
Europe. Colonizing southern Transdanubia, the Starèevo
culture represents the Early Neolithic in this region. These
communities made the first pottery vessels that show a
marked uniformity over the entire distribution of the cul-
ture. In contrast to the tell settlements of South-East Eu-
rope, their villages were single-layer settlements that were
established on elongated hillocks beside major water-
courses and smaller streams. The most important settle-
ments of the roughly two dozen sites known at present are
Lánycsók, Becsehely, Medina, Vörs and Gellénháza. Little
is known about the internal layout of these villages and
hamlets; the houses were built around a framework of up-
right posts, they had daub walls and lay in clusters, without
any apparent system.

The available evidence would suggest that animal hus-
bandry (cattle, sheep, goat, pig) and grain cultivation (bar-
ley, einkorn and emmer wheat) played an important role in
the subsistence of the Early Neolithic. The deceased were
buried between the houses on their settlements.

The Starèevo communities advanced as far as Lake Ba-
laton in the north. This more or less coincides with the
boundary of the ecologic zone.

Little is known about the contemporary population
north of Lake Balaton; it seems likely that this region was
populated by hunter-gatherer communities. The presence
of another population to the north of the Starèevo distri-
bution is indicated by the use of flint from the Bakony
Mountains and the Balaton Uplands by the Starèevo com-
munities. The arrival and settlement of these communities
of southern origin, transmitting new innovations and sub-
sistence strategies, enabled the population of northern
Transdanubia to travel the path to neolithization more
swiftly than communities in other regions. The interac-
tion between the Starèevo culture and these northern
communities is reflected in a number of find assemblages
showing this cultural transition (Zalaegerszeg, Szent-
györgyvölgy–Pityerdomb). A new culture appeared in the
north around the mid-6th millennium B.C. that, after a
rapid expansion, spread beyond the Carpathian Basin: first
to the Rhineland and, later, to the Parisian Basin in the
west and to the Ukraine in the east. This culture has been
labelled Transdanubian Liner Pottery culture in Hungary
and Central European Linear Pottery culture in other re-
gions after its distinctive vessels ornamented with incised
linear patterns. The emergence of this culture during the
late Starèevo phase was followed by its rapid southward

expansion, as a result of which the Starèevo culture disap-
peared and its former territory was occupied by Linear
Pottery communities. In the next centuries the Trans-
danubian Linear Pottery communities followed Neolithic
lifeways. Their large villages and longhouses are known
from several sites both in Central Europe and Hungary.
Their economy was based on animal husbandry and
slash-and-burn agriculture that made these Neolithic
communities extremely mobile, explaining the extensive
settlements on the hillocks near watercourses. Very littleis
known about the burial practices of these communities.

This large cultural complex disintegrated into small local
groups at the close of the 6th millennium B.C. (Keszthely
group, Notenkopf pottery, Zselíz culture). They main-
tained lively ties with the communities of the Great Hun-
garian Plain, especially with the Szakálhát group, with
which they shared several features regarding their lifeways
and pottery. The similarity in beliefs is reflected in the nu-
merous face pots, found in both regions, and the elaborately
decorated vessels ornamented in the same spirit.

In the meantime, the Early Neolithic cultures were suc-
ceeded by a new culture in Croatia and Slovenia, called the
Sopot culture after its eponymous site in Croatia. In the
early 5th millennium, the settlements of this culture, repre-
senting the Sopot II phase, appear in southern and, slightly
later, in northeastern Transdanubia. The material culture
of the earlier population changed considerably. Products
from other Central European cultures appear on Hungar-
ian sites, reflecting a widening circle of contacts. At the
close of the Middle Neolithic we can again note a tendency
towards uniformization. The late groups of the Transdanu-
bian Linear Pottery culture in northwest Hungary and
Slovakia played a major role in the emergence of the Len-
gyel culture. In Hungary the Lengyel culture emerged on a
Central European basis, under cultural influences from
South-East Europe.

THE LATE NEOLITHIC IN TRANSDANUBIA
Katalin T. Bíró

The Late Neolithic of Transdanubia is represented by the
Lengyel culture, part of the cultural complex that encom-
passed western Slovakia, most of Austria, southern Moravia
and southern Poland.

The research of the Lengyel culture in Hungary began
in the 1880s, following Mór Wosinszky’s excavations. At
first, only the southern Transdanubian sites of the culture
were known: the eponymous site at Lengyel–Sánc and the
settlement and cemetery of Zengõvárkony, excavated by
János Dombay in the 1930s and 1940s, are particularly sig-
nificant.

Nándor Kalicz’s excavations at Aszód in the past few de-
cades have clarified the Lengyel distribution in northeast-
ern Hungary. The eastward advance of the Lengyel
communities to the Tokaj–Eperjes Mountains to procure
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valuable raw materials (Tokaj obsidian and various flints)
can be traced fairly accurately. Recent investigations have
shed light on the close relations between the Late Neolithic
cultures of eastern Hungary (Gorzsa group,
Polgár–Csõszhalom) and Transdanubia.

Various regional and chronological groups have been dis-
tinguished within the Lengyel complex. These chronologi-
cal groups, based on differences in pottery forms and orna-
mental styles, have only recently been linked to ‘absolute’
dates. The Lengyel culture appeared around 4800 B.C. The
pottery of this culture is characterized by a wide variety of
vessel forms, lavishly painted fine pottery and coarse house-
hold vessels. Although vessel painting already appeared dur-
ing the preceding Sopot culture, it was not characteristic of
the Transdanubian Linear Pottery culture. The early
Lengyel phase is characterized by red, white, black and yel-
low painting. In the late Lengyel phase the ratio of painted
ornamentation declined, together with the diversity of
painted colours; in the latest phase, representing the Early
Copper Age, Lengyel pottery was decorated with a variety of
applied ornaments, such as knobs.

Distinct regional groups appeared from the earliest
Lengyel period. These include the southern Transda-
nubian group in Tolna and Baranya counties, distributed
around the eponymous site, the Aszód–Csabdi–Svodín
group exploiting the different resources of the environ-
ment in the Danube Bend area, and the ‘industrial sites’ of
the late Lengyel communities in the Bakony Mountains,
clustered around the raw material sources. A few Lengyel
settlements have also been identified in the piedmont re-
gions and on higher hills; these were apparently estab-
lished with a view to more efficient agricultural cultiva-
tion. The presence of these sites suggests a control over a
given area and a specialized activity (mining and crafts).
The importance of hunting in comparison to animal hus-
bandry apparently grew, perhaps not unrelatedly. Major
settlement centres played an important role in long-dis-
tance trade; traded goods included copper, marine shells
and obsidian, the latter a commodity that had been traded

extensively in earlier periods too. Remains of stone and
bone workshops have been uncovered at the late Lengyel
settlement of Aszód. The houses of the Lengyel settle-
ments follow the so-called longhouse tradition of the Mid-
dle Neolithic in Central Europe. The first appearance of
large cemeteries in eastern Transdanubia, still within the
confines of the settlement, but distinct from the residen-
tial areas, can be linked to the Lengyel culture.

In the Great Hungarian Plain, the close of the Late Neo-
lithic is marked by the abandonment of tell settlements and
an overall cultural change. The reasons can in part be
sought in climatic changes, the deterioration of the envi-
ronmental conditions and/or the decline of the economy, as
well as in the arrival of new population groups. In contrast,
the late phase of the Lengyel culture survived unbroken
into the Early Copper Age, together with a number of Late
Neolithic traditions.

NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENTS

One major advance in the research of the Neolithic was the
investigation of Neolithic settlement patterns and settle-
ment systems. These were enabled by the rescue excava-
tions conducted over extensive areas and by the mi-
cro-stratigraphic observations made in the course of sys-
tematic research projects. The following section offers an
overview of new advances in settlement archaeology.

FÜZESABONY–GUBAKÚT:
A NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENT

IN THE GREAT HUNGARIAN PLAIN
László Domboróczki

Discovered in 1993, during the systematic field surveys pre-
ceding the construction of the M3 motorway, the site was
excavated in 1995 and 1996.

Fig. 2. The layout of a Neolithic village. Füzesabony–Gubakút
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After the removal of the upper humus layer, the dark
patches of the postholes outlined the one-time houses
among the pits containing a rich assemblage of finds.
Judging from the regular spacing of these postholes, the
houses were erected around a framework of posts (4 x 3).
Most houses were tripartite, their length ranging be-
tween 14–16 m, their width usually 6 m. The walls were
made of wattling daubed with clay. We found burnt
daub fragments bearing the imprint of this wattling in
the refuse pits and wells. The houses were arranged into
northeast–southwest oriented rows; the houses showed a
uniform northwest to southeast alignment along their
longitudinal axis. Four rows of houses were uncovered in
the excavated area. The single burials or grave groups of
two or three burials were usually found along the sides
of the houses, usually by the side facing away from the
pits (Fig. 2).

The overwhelming majority of the finds can be assigned
to the Alföld Linear Pottery culture. The finds were domi-
nated by pottery – tens of thousands of sherds were recov-
ered from the various settlement features. Aside from ani-
mal bones that were also used for making various tools and
implements (needles, awls, spoons, chisels, sickle handles),
many stone tools (axes, chisels, blades) and jewellery
(beads) were also found. The analysis of these finds and of
the soil samples will offer a detailed picture of the life of
this early agrarian and animal breeding Neolithic commu-
nity and its environment (Fig. 3). The fifteen radiocarbon
dates for Gubakút indicate that the settlement can be
dated to the period between 5500–5200 B.C., correspond-
ing to the early Alföld Linear Pottery phase.

The settlement structure observed at this site is not
unique to Füzesabony–Gubakút; a similar layout character-
ized a number of other sites from this period. Settlements
with a comparable internal layout have been uncovered
west of Transdanubia up to Rhineland and slightly beyond,

MOSONSZENTMIKLÓS–EGYÉNI FÖLDEK:
A NEOLITHIC VILLAGE IN TRANSDANUBIA

Ildikó Egry

The archaeological heritage of the Central European or
Transdanubian Linear Pottery culture that occupied
Transdanubia in the Middle Neolithic is known from over
five hundred sites.

Similarly to the investigation of other large Neolithic vil-
lages in Western Europe, it was the motorway construc-
tions that offered an opportunity for the large-scale excava-
tion of Linear Pottery sites in Hungary, contributing to a
better knowledge of the settlements of this culture.

In 1993–94 we could study the remains of a 7000 years
old Neolithic village over a 6 ha large area, as part of the ar-
chaeological investigations preceding the construction of
the Mosonszentmiklós section of the M1 motorway(Fig. 4).
The remains of various buildings were clearly outlined on
the surface that had been cleared.

The roughly 600 m long sand dune, barely rising above
the surrounding land, had been traversed by a stream; its
filled-up channel cut across the planned track of the
motorway in a north to south direction. The Neolithic
houses had been built along this stream; some houses were
as long as 40 m, while their width ranged between 6–8 m.
On the western bank, the houses formed loose rows with
fairly large open spaces between them. They were roughly
north to east oriented, and their entrance probably lay on
the southern side, more protected from the wind. Only the
discoloured patches indicating the one-time postholes,
measuring 30–50 cm in diameter, could be observed in the
yellow sandy soil. Arranged into three rows, the timber
posts were spaced at roughly 80 cm from each other and
served as the load-bearing elements, on which the hori-
zontal cross-beams rested; their ends were joined to the
wooden roof structure that had been covered with reed,
thatch or bark. In some cases, the upright timbers stood in
pairs on the southern side, suggesting that the house had a
loft that needed extra support. The posts of the wooden
framework for the wattle-and-daub walls were not dug
particularly deep into the ground and their remains could
only be identified from the densely spaced, small, round
postholes. Clay for the daub was extracted from pits dug
along the longitudinal house walls and the deep ditch
formed in this way also served for collecting rainwater or
snow dripping from the roof. This is confirmed also by the
fact that a well-like depression, probably functioning as a
cistern, was noted by each of these ditches. The remains of
the walls and the one time occupation surface was com-
pletely destroyed during later centuries since it lay on
ploughland.

The Linear Pottery communities erected similar build-
ings throughout Europe, from the Rhine to the Dniester. It
seems likely that these longhouses were inhabited by ex-
tended families of fifteen to twenty individuals. The inter-
nal division of these houses no doubt corresponded to

Fig. 3. Clay idol head.
Füzesabony–Gubakút

to the Parisian Basin, over the entire distribution of the
Central European Linear Pottery culture. The archaeologi-
cal record shows that similar settlements were the rule
along the northern fringes of the Great Hungarian Plain
during the Middle Neolithic.
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various functions (residential area, storage area). The an-
nual cereal stock of the entire community could be stored
on the loft of these larger, one-storey houses. The sophisti-
cated carpentry skills reflected in the construction of these
buildings, built using specialized stone and bone tools,
would suggest that their interior furnishings were made of
wood and other natural materials, such as leather, reed, etc.

The buildings uncovered at the Mosonszentmiklós site
were not coeval: the settlement grew continuously since
some occupants abandoned the community from time to
time and returned later. It seems likely that the exhaustion
of the fields led to these temporary migrations and that the
occupants returned after some time to again cultivate their
former fields.

Oven remains with a small activity pit and small baking
platforms were uncovered in the open areas between the

houses. A small ‘workshop’ of six such baking platforms was
observed in the side of a larger pit that had no doubt been
provided with some sort of protective roofing. Although
several more ovens were needed for the various daily activi-
ties, as well as kilns for producing the pottery, these were
probably above-ground structures and have most likely per-
ished without trace.

Circular storage pits were found beside and, occasion-
ally, inside the houses. The fill of these pits contained the
day to day artefacts of this prehistoric community that were
intentionally or unintentionally discarded. Pits that were no
longer suitable for storage were reused as refuse pits into
which animal bones, broken vessels, stone tools and other
‘rubbish’ was thrown (Fig. 5). One rare find was a bird
shaped footed vessel with a human face(Fig. 6)that was for-
gotten or intentionally left in a small niche in the side of one

Fig. 4. Map of the site. Mosonszentmiklós–Egyéni földek

Fig. 5. Grinding stone.
Mosonszentmiklós–Egyéni földek
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of these storage pits, perhaps when the settlement was fi-
nally abandoned.

The form and decoration of the vessel fragments recov-
ered during the excavation offer a secure basis for dating the
settlement. The ceramic inventory was dominated by pot-
tery fragments decorated with so-called Notenkopf motifs
(Fig. 7). Other sherds represented an earlier period, when
pottery was decorated with deeply incised, simple
curvilinear patterns, while the late phase of the culture is
represented by vessel fragments of the Zselíz culture, orna-
mented with elaborate designs of densely incised lines and
painted bands. The finds would suggest that the first occu-
pants of this Neolithic village arrived to this area at a fairly
early date – even if not during the initial phase of the culture
– and remained here, even if with the occasional break,

throughout the entire span of the culture. It seems likely
that the final abandonment of the site can be linked to some
migration since the unusually low number of stone tools,
such as axes and chisels, recovered during the excavation
suggest that the occupants took these multipurpose tools
with them when they moved away.

The Mosonszentmiklós settlement is the largest Linear
Pottery culture site in Transdanubia excavated to date. The
excavated area with the twenty buildings and the associated
pits, yielding a rich find assemblage, represents about
one-half of the occupied area. The 1.5 m deep and 2 m wide
ditch with postholes in its floor, running along the edge of
the loess dune, some 100 m from the houses, was a palisade
that protected the settlement and its occupants from the
north.

HÓDMEZÕVÁSÁRHELY–GORZSA:
A LATE NEOLITHIC SETTLEMENT

IN THE TISZA REGION
Ferenc Horváth

The tell-like settlement of the Tisza culture is known from
the systematic investigations between 1978–1996. The
most significant Neolithic site in the Tisza–Maros angle
rises a bare 4–5 m above the environment; until the major
river regulations, the site actually lay on the Tisza flood-
plain on the bank of the Kéró creek. It was a marshy area
criss-crossed by smaller streams. The occupation deposits
of the tell accumulated to 2.6–3 m, of which 180–200 cm
date to the Neolithic. The settlement covers some 7 ha, of
which the tell occupies roughly 3.5–4 ha.

The Neolithic layer sequence can be divided into six set-
tlement phases, meaning that the layout of the village
changed six times. The earliest phase spans the second half
of the early Tisza period, the succeeding phases date to the
classical and the late Tisza period, while the latest phase
corresponds to the Prototiszapolgár period. According to
calibrated radiocarbon dates, the settlement was occupied
between 4900–4400 B.C. Transdanubia was at this time oc-
cupied by the Lengyel culture, while the Vinèa culture
flourished in the northern Balkans.

The settlement initially lay in the centre and on the south-
ern slope of a natural elevation, a Pleistocene loess dune. The
houses were large, multi-roomed structures erected around
a wooden framework. House 2 is one of the largest cur-
rently known residential buildings of the Hungarian Neo-
lithic (Fig. 8). The conflagration destroying the building
preserved its walls to a height of almost 1 m. Its groundplan
resembled an inverted, angular U shape; the building had
six rooms. Its total length was over 20 m (20.2 m × 13 m).
All the rooms were thickly plastered with clay. The entire
ceramic inventory, as well as the stone tools and imple-
ments of the house survived under the collapsed walls. Each
room had its own domed oven and some also contained a
loom. The northernmost room of the eastern wing was re-

Fig. 6. Bird shaped vessel. Mosonszentmiklós–Egyéni földek

Fig. 7. Pot with Notenkopf decoration. Mosonszentmiklós–Egyéni
földek
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served for cult practices; grain was also stored here in large,
rectangular clay bins and a large altar plastered with clay
was also set in this room. The building was probably the
home of the family playing a leading role in the commu-
nity’s life and perhaps also served communal purposes.

The animals were kept in the unoccupied open areas,
where the gardens and fields, as well the cemetery also lay.
The many thousand tons of clay needed for daubing the
houses and plastering the ovens, as well as for making pot-
tery, was mined locally. The settlement was protected by a
wattled fence that also prevented the animals from straying
away. During the later occupation phase the residential area
was protected by a 2.5–3 m deep ditch. The excavations and
the subsurface probes indicated that the built-up area was
the largest at this time and that the houses were arranged
around a large, open area. This settlement phase was fairly
long, spanning some 150–200 years. Although the buildings
of this occupation phase burnt down several times, the
houses were always rebuilt on the same spot and with a
more or less similar groundplan.

The sophisticated pottery called for highly developed fir-
ing techniques. The intricate decoration of incised meander
patterns resembling woven patterns, no doubt had some
symbolic meaning. Thin walled vessels polished to a shiny
black colour and decorated with small, lentil-like knobs
were also used. Similarly to other communities in the
Tisza–Maros angle (the Gorzsa group), the ceramic inven-
tory of this community too included a distinctive vessel
form, the so-called collared vessel, a wide-mouthed pot
with everted rim (Fig. 9). Beside bone implements, an abun-
dance of chipped and polished stone tools were also found,
together with evidence for spinning and weaving, copper
working, grain cultivation, animal husbandry, hunting and

fishing. The copper and Spondylus shell ornaments, radio-
larite from Transdanubia, chert from the Mecsek, the
Bakony, the Banat and Volhynia, Transylvanian marble and
other raw materials indicate a flourishing long-distance
trade and contact with other regions.

The reason for the final destruction of the settlement re-
mains unknown. The last settlement phase can be dated to
the Prototiszapolgár period, marking the transition be-
tween the Tisza culture and the Early Copper Age.

BURIAL RITES OF THE NEOLITHIC

The intensive and intimate relation between the one-time
Neolithic communities and their deceased has since long
become alien to modern European culture. The relation
between the living and the dead lasted longer than the

Fig. 8. Detail of house 2.
Hódmezõvásárhely–Gorzsa

Fig. 9.
Collared vessel. Hód-
mezõvásárhely–Gorzsa
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actual burial ceremony, which can only be guessed at from
the currently known archaeological record.

Death was a mysterious, incomprehensible phenomenon
for Neolithic man. By this time, certain beliefs had no
doubt evolved as to what happened to the dead, where they
went, and whether they could return, even if in a perhaps
different form. These beliefs evolved into various rites that
were expressions of communal identity, rather than a per-
sonal one. These rituals are at least as characteristic of an
archaeological culture as the grave goods themselves.

NEOLITHIC BURIALS IN THE TISZA REGION
Hargita Oravecz

The first villages and the burials that can be associated with
them appeared at the dawn of the Neolithic in the Tisza re-
gion (7th millennium B.C.). The burials on settlements are,
at the same time, also a reflection of a sedentary lifeway. Ac-
cording to Mircea Eliade, “For an agriculturalist the ‘real
world’ is the space in which he lives: the house, the village,
the fields, the setting for contact with supernatural beings.”
The presence of burials in or beside houses within the con-
fines of the village is therefore not mere chance.

The Körös population buried its dead with various cere-
monies and rites. The deceased were laid to rest either in a
proper grave pit or in a refuse pit; the body was deposited
in a contracted position with the legs drawn up and with the
head oriented to the east or southeast. Remains of red paint

can often be observed on the bones, especially on the skull.
At Szajol–Felsõföld and Szolnok–Szanda, the deceased
were found on the house floor together with various tools,
vessels and ritual artefacts. The traces of burning on the
skeletons suggest that the house was set on fire after the
burial ceremony. This rite and the practice of cremation
(observed at Hódmezõvásárhely–Gorzsa for example) or of
burying the skull only (recorded at Óbesenyõ) echoes simi-
lar practices in the Balkans and the Greek Neolithic, sug-
gesting some sort of spiritual link. The deceased were
rarely provided with grave goods, such as a vessel or a shell
armring. Some one hundred Körös burials have been un-
covered to date.

The Middle Neolithic burials were also found within the
boundaries of the settlement, usually in the open areas be-
tween the residential buildings. On some settlements, there
was a definite tendency to bury the dead in a specific area,
lying farther away from the houses.

A population growth and, as a result, a higher population
density can be assumed for the Alföld Linear Pottery cul-
ture in view of its efficient subsistence strategies. Even so,
only some two hundred burials of the Alföld Linear Pottery
are known, an unproportionately low number. The burials
are usually found in clusters of two or three graves that per-
haps represent families.

The burial pits were oval or rectangular. The deceased
were usually laid to rest on their left side, with their head
oriented to the southeast. This rite (orientation, contracted
position of the dead) shows a remarkable uniformity over a

Fig. 10. Bracelet strung of shell beads, deer teeth and bone.Kiskö-
re–Gát, Tisza culture

Fig. 11. Bracelets made from Spondylus shell. Kisköre–Gát,Tisza
culture
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large area. The same rite can be observed not only in
smaller communities, but also among the regional Alföld
Linear Pottery groups, perhaps reflecting the ‘identity’ and
integration of a larger population group.

Most burials were provided with very few grave goods or
none at all. At the same time, the care of the community to-
wards certain individuals is reflected in the custom of paint-
ing the body of the deceased with ochre and their burial
with their personal ornaments and other grave goods.

The most common grave good recovered from Neolithic
burials is pottery. The deceased were usually provided with
one or two vessels, although in some burials there were as
many as three to six vessels. Stone and bone implements
were deposited into burials more rarely. Personal orna-
ments, such as bead necklaces, bracelets strung from beads
or polished from shell and disc shaped belt ornaments were
probably part of the costume(Fig. 10).

Some of the articles recovered from these burials were
quite valuable. Although most were typical household
artefacts, a few grave goods were prestige items made
from imported raw materials (marble, copper, gagate,
Spondylus shell;Fig. 11). Some burials reflect a burial rite
diverging markedly from the usual one, such as the graves

containing a dismembered body, or only the skull of the
deceased.

One unresolved question is the interpretation of the dif-
ferences between burials. The joint occurrence of simple
graves and of burials furnished with various grave goods
perhaps reflected a social differentiation within the commu-
nity.

By the end of the Neolithic, the intensive agrarian econ-
omy resulted in a long and continuous development on the
stratified tells and the associated settlements; the graves
from this period total over four hundred and they also in-
clude some rich burials with luxury items and prestige
jewellery. Recent investigations on Tisza–Herpály–Csõsz-
halom settlements have revealed an amazing diversity of
burial customs and burial rites. The deceased were laid to
rest within the confines of the settlement, usually in smaller
groups around the houses, although the first grave groups
outside the settlement also appear at this time(Fig. 12).

The burial rites of the Late Neolithic include a number
of traditions from earlier times, such as the deposition of
the dead in a contracted position and the custom of painting
the body with red ochre; at the same time, a number of new
elements also appear. In the northern part of the Great

Fig. 12. Middle and Late Neolithic burials. Kisköre–Gát
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Hungarian Plain, the deceased were sometimes laid to rest
in an extended position on their back. Coffin burials also
appeared: these have been best preserved at the
Vésztõ–Mágoridomb site, where the deceased were buried
in 140 cm by 70 cm by 20 cm large coffins made from elm
and ash-wood. The deceased were placed into the coffins in
a contracted position and sprinkled with ochre or wrapped
into a burial shroud with their grave goods.

Beside the usual burial modes, a number of other,
rather unusual funerary practices have also been observed
in the Tisza region. These include infants buried as foun-
dation deposits into the house foundation. Cremation
burials sprinkled with ochre and symbolic burials with
grave goods (but without a skeleton) recall the burial prac-
tices of neighbouring regions, such as Transdanubia. Most
of the Late Neolithic burials are simple affairs without any
grave goods; however, a few graves were furnished with
articles that were quite valuable in their time. Differences
between male and female burials appear in the deposition
of the deceased and in the burial goods. Female burials
contained an assortment of jewellery, such as head orna-
ments, bead necklaces, dress ornaments and shell arm-
rings, while male burials usually contained pendants made
from boar tusk, boar mandibles and stone implements.
The personal belongings of the deceased included rare
and valuable items, such as necklaces strung of copper,
marble and Spondylus shell beads, armrings of Aegean or
Adriatic shell, and multiple bone rings that apparently re-
flected a social stratification.

NEOLITHIC BURIAL CUSTOMS AND BURIAL
RITES IN TRANSDANUBIA

István Zalai-Gaál

Very little is known about the burial customs of the
Starèevo communities, representing the earliest Neolithic
population in Transdanubia. The single published grave,
the double burial of an adult and a child from Lánycsók, re-
calls the burials rites of the Early Neolithic cultures of the
Great Hungarian Plain and the Balkans.

No cemeteries of the Central European or Transdanu-
bian Linear Pottery culture have yet been found. The burial
practices of this period are indicated by a few graves and the
so-called ‘unusual find complexes’. There is no evidence
that the deceased of the Transdanubian Linear Pottery cul-
ture were buried with a uniform orientation. In the ceme-
teries of the western Linear Pottery culture, the deceased
were usually buried with an east to west orientation.

The Late Neolithic–Early Copper Age Lengyel culture
can be regarded as the genetic successor of the western (Cen-
tral European) Linear Pottery culture. The cemeteries of this
culture have only been found along the Danube, in the east-
ern Lengyel province . In the central and western part of
Transdanubia, the deposition of the dead is indicated by a
few ‘unique’ burial features as in the Linear Pottery culture.

Earlier, Nándor Kalicz estimated the number of Lengyel
sites at around three hundred. Although over a hundred
Lengyel sites are known from southeast Transdanubia
(Tolna and Baranya counties), ‘regular’ burials have only
been documented at twenty-two sites. The 658 analyzed
burials have been uncovered at twelve sites, the most im-
portant of these being Zengõvárkony (168 burials), Mórágy
(109 burials)(Fig. 13) and the eponymous site of Lengyel
(67 burials).

The relation between the known sites and cemeteries is
conspicuously disproportionate, even assuming that some
Lengyel sites, identified during field surveys or indicated by
stray finds, probably included cemeteries or grave groups.
The relation between settlements and cemeteries is roughly
identical to the one in the Great Hungarian Plain: the de-
ceased were buried in the unoccupied parts of the settle-
ment.

The treatment of the deceased is indicated not only by
the ‘regular’ cemeteries, but also by the inhumation and
cremation burials found in various pits, houses and ditches.
It seems likely that the number of isolated human bone re-
mains is much higher than can be assumed from the pub-
lished finds. Skull burials and the deposition of infants and
small children into vessels can be regarded as a more un-
usual form of burial. Such burials have been found in the
Mórágy cemetery: in one grave, the skull of an infant girl
was deposited in a pedestalled vessel, in two other graves,
infant boys were placed into a vessel in a contracted posi-
tion. Another grave contained the body of an infant girl in a
round bowl (Fig. 14). The skull was missing from several
Late Neolithic burials; the reason for their removal was no
doubt ritual in nature. This assumption is supported by sev-
eral graves: at Zengõvárkony, for example, the skeleton was
found in a rather unusual position and a dog was also depos-
ited into the grave. The burials without a skull often formed

Fig. 13. Girl’s burial with Spondylus bracelets and vessels. Mórágy
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small groups: at Zengõvárkony, fifteen such graves formed
a small cluster in the southern part of the cemetery. Mór
Wosinszky reported that one skull showed traces of trepa-
nation; the custom of dismembering can also be assumed in
several cases. The practice of dismembering is known from
all prehistoric periods. This custom is usually explained by a
fear of the dead, although other interpretations of this cus-
tom include a secondary or tertiary reburial.

The chronological, ritual and social aspects of Neolithic

and Copper Age burials were usually studied through the
analysis of ‘regular’ cemeteries. However, one must also ex-
amine the apparent ‘exceptions’ on a given site or in a given
region. In Transdanubia, the deceased were usually laid to
rest in a contracted position in an oval grave pit. The burials
formed smaller clusters or rows, and one pit generally con-
tained a single burial; multiple burials were very rare.

The Neolithic cemeteries of Transdanubia are charac-
terized by burials with the deceased laid to rest in a con-
tracted position. It has been suggested that this contracted
position imitated the sleeping position or the position of
the embryo in the womb; other interpretations proposed
that this was nothing more than economizing the available
space in the burial or that the deceased had been tightly
bound for fear that they might return. However, these are
no more than assumptions.

The most common grave good in Lengyel cemeteries is
pottery into which food and beverages had been placed. The
burials in the cemeteries of southern Transdanubia some-
times contained symbolic artefacts, such as grave vessels,hu-
man and animal statuettes, anthropomorphic and zoomor-
phic pottery, dog skeletons, boar mandibles, the remains of
food (animal bones and shells), querns and grinding stones.

The study of grave goods and clothing suggest that the
personal belongings of the deceased should be distin-
guished from the articles placed into the grave by the still
living members of the community (such as pottery and
other symbolic objects).

Symbolic graves, called cenotaphs, into which a variety
of grave goods, various implements and personal ornaments
were deposited, but did not contain any human remains,
raise a number of questions. It is often difficult to determine
whether the so-called sacrificial pits, calledbothroi,found in

Fig. 15. The bothros and the
female idol found in the
cemetery. Mórágy

Fig. 14. Burial of an infant girl. Mórágy
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Lengyel cemeteries, as for example at Mórágy, were indeed
such pits or symbolic graves(Fig. 15).

The custom of cremating the dead was practiced by both
Linear Pottery and Lengyel communities. The first crema-
tion burials of the Lengyel culture were uncovered by
Nándor Kalicz at Aszód, where inhumation and cremation
burials were found over the entire territory of the site: the
225 graves included 15 cremation burials.

Sixteen burials of the Lengyel culture were uncovered
during the rescue excavations conducted at Györe in Tolna
county; nine of these were cremation burials that formed a
separate group.

The grave goods recovered from cremation burials differ
little from the ones placed into inhumation graves. In con-
trast, the cremation burials of the western Linear Pottery
culture are usually poorer, containing fewer grave goods
than the inhumation graves, suggesting that the difference
in the burial rite perhaps reflected some sort of social strati-
fication. Some prehistorians have argued that the inhu-
mation graves contained the burials of the ‘wealthier’ or
high status members of the community, while the ‘poor’
were cremated. However, the possibility that inhumation
and cremation burials can be associated with two different
population groups cannot be excluded either.

In sum, we may say that the Neolithic communities of
Transdanubia had a wide array of burial practices. At the
same time, various other forms of the treatment of the de-
ceased can be assumed in this region, as shown by the dis-
proportion between settlements and cemeteries, as well as
by the occurrence of ‘unusual’ burial features.

NEOLITHIC BELIEFS
Eszter Bánffy & György Goldman

Most archaeologists are aware of the fact that very few
tangible traces of the life and activities of prehistoric man
survive: house remains, pottery, bone and stone tools and
implements. However, prehistorians would like to gain a
better understanding not only of the lifeways, subsistence
strategies and trade relations of prehistoric communities,
but also of their beliefs and patterns of thought: their rela-
tion to the environment, their perception of and their
awareness of the passage of time and their efforts to influ-
ence their fate on the strength of their beliefs. In other
words, prehistorians also try to identify the artefacts and
phenomena that provide evidence for prehistoric beliefs
and religion.

The question of prehistoric religions and beliefs gave
– and still gives – rise to many controversies. In the lack of
adequate ‘control’, this field of prehistoric research is of-
ten replete with fanciful speculations and wild flights of
the imagination that often reveal more about their author
than about the beliefs of prehistoric man. The other end
of the spectrum is the idea that prehistorians should only

register, date and categorize the artefacts recovered from
excavations, and that they should not speculate about
their meaning since this is essentially impossible. It has
also been argued that the study of Neolithic figurines – or
idols – is untimely since all too many mistaken interpreta-
tions have been proposed. The appearance and wide-
spread use of various archaeometric analyses led to a focus
on quantifiable data as opposed to more philosophical
studies concerned with the reconstruction of prehistoric
cults and rituals. ‘Postmodern’ archaeology, a backlash
against the former approach, again took up the study of
human thought and beliefs, although often allowing too
wide a berth for fanciful analyses.

As always, the truth lies somewhere in the middle. We
can hardly forsake the study of an important corpus of
Neolithic finds – clay statuettes, anthropomorphic vessels,
house models, small altars and the evidence of various rit-
uals – even if their analysis and interpretation must be
conducted with the utmost care, bearing in mind that one
hypothesis should not serve as a basis for further uncer-
tain speculation. The best approach is the study of the re-
lation between the find(s) and their context, instead of just
the object itself. In other words, the find spot and the find
context of cult objects are at least as important as the finds
themselves.

In Hungary, the first clay statuettes, vessels modelled
on the female body, house models and small altars stand-
ing on three or four feet appeared at the dawn of the Neo-
lithic, some 8000 years ago, in Transdanubia and the Kö-
rös–Maros region(Fig. 16). These depictions, made with
loving care and a perceptible effort for aesthetic perfec-
tion, are in no way inferior to the similar objects from the
Balkanic–Aegean region, the then most developed culture
province. We may say that the relics of prehistoric beliefs
reached southern Hungary in an already developed form
at the time of the shift to a food producing economy.

The archaeological record shows that the Neolithic
clay statuettes and other ritual objects were almost exclu-
sively recovered from houses or from refuse pits associ-
ated with houses. In some cases, it could be observed in
which part of the house these finds generally lay: usually
in a protected corner or near the hearth. The number of
ritual finds recovered from houses in the Carpathian Ba-
sin and neighbouring regions is so high that it cannot be
regarded as mere chance or as an isolated phenomenon.
It must also be borne in mind that the Neolithic sites
where such a ‘cult corner’ could be identified in houses
were without exception excavated using modern excava-
tion techniques. This cannot be mere chance either: it
seems likely that such cult corners also existed in houses
uncovered during earlier excavations; however, the con-
cept of ‘residential building’ and ‘sanctuary’ represented
two different compartments in most prehistorians’
minds, this being the reason that there are many men-
tions of prehistoric sanctuaries in the earlier archaeologi-
cal literature. A closer examination of these ‘sanctuaries’
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revealed that they were, more often than not, residential
buildings in which an area had been set apart for ritual
practices and the cult objects were usually found in this
area. The inventory of these cult corners also include the
finds from refuse pits since these had obviously been used
in houses.

The idols brought to light from Neolithic houses are
usually female statuettes; male depictions occur more
rarely, as do statuettes whose gender cannot be deter-
mined. Clay idols of this type were produced throughout
the Neolithic, although the distinctive types differed from
period to period. The Early Neolithic is characterized by
so-called steatopygous idols, female figurines with em-
phatic buttocks. The human form is rather schematic, the
face is barely indicated, the hair is depicted with bundles
of densely incised lines. The arms are often small stumps,
the breasts no more than two tiny knobs, while the but-
tocks are rather exaggerated, hence their name(Fig. 17).
These statuettes appear in the Balkans and in Hungary
wherever the Körös population settled. The idols from
the regions to the north and west reflect an entirely differ-
ent taste. They are flat and the head is modelled more em-
phatically than in the southern cultures. Their face resem-
bles an inverted triangle, the mouth and the eyes are indi-
cated with incised lines, the nose with a small knob(Fig.
18). It has been suggested that these idols were in fact
masked, with the face of the deity concealed behind the
mask. This interpretation is corroborated by the extreme
schematism of the depiction. The height of these idols
varies between 6–8 and 15–20 cm. The types described
above are fairly frequent. The number of Early Neolithic
statuettes known from Hungary totals over two hundred.
The later Neolithic saw a decline in the number of statu-

ettes; at the same time, the Late Neolithic idols are much
more carefully made, with a wealth of smaller details. An-
other change compared to the Early Neolithic is that in
contrast to the standing idols, statuettes in a sitting pos-
ture also appear. An early, unfortunately broken speci-
men, sporting an armring on its arm, comes from
Battonya–Parázstanya. The most sophisticated statuettes
were found at Szegvár–Tûzköves, a settlement of the
Tisza culture. A total of five enthroned figures were
brought to light at this site. One of them, the so-called
Sickle God, depicts a male figure, while two others are
undoubtedly female statuettes. The remaining two idols
from this site are also unusual in that they have both fe-
male characteristics (breasts) and male ones (penis). The
fifth statuette also has some sort of implement, perhaps an
axe, slung over the shoulder(Fig. 19). The two insignia or
attributes indicate that these were the early depictions of
deities with a specific function.

One interesting observation is that the treatment of these
statuettes – i.e. to what extent they were valued or cher-
ished – shows no correlation whatsoever with the ‘quality’
of the statuettes and how carefully they were modelled.
Finely ornamented, carefully formed idols have been recov-
ered from refuse pits, while coarse, carelessly fired statu-
ettes have been found among the ritual objects in a house. It
would seem that fine and coarse statuettes were both made,
depending on what type of symbolic depiction was needed.
Similarly, finely ornamented and coarsely finished house
models have been recovered from both sacral contexts and
refuse pits: the former are usually interpreted as sanctuary

Fig. 17. Steatopygous idol. Hódmezõvásárhely, Körös culture

Fig. 16. Early Neolithic altar. Hódmezõvásárhely–Kopáncs
tanya, Körös culture



114 The Neolithic

models, the latter as oven models – even though it seems
more likely that both depict houses, although in a different,
ceremonial or everyday context.

Most of these finds show tracers of wear and, perhaps,
of intentional breaking. This would suggest that these ob-
jects were not regarded as intangible objects made for
viewing and adoration that were simply set into the cult
corner. The evidence would rather imply that these ob-
jects were used in various ritual activities on the one hand,
and, on the other, that they were regularly made for spe-
cific occasions in the quality and form called for by that
occasion (this being one of the reasons that they are found

in relatively high numbers on settlements). After fulfilling
their role, they were rendered ineffective in the spirit of
some ritual ‘command’: they were smashed to pieces and
buried – fragments of the same idol were sometimes
placed into different pits.

It would appear that the setting of Neolithic rituals and
cults was not the settlementper se;ritual activity seems to
have been conducted inside residential buildings. If this was
the case for every house, cult life was the private affair of in-
dividual families. Neither the finds themselves, nor the
overall archaeological record indicate the presence of some
sort of shamans or priests.

Anthropomorphic pots, especially the ones that do not
simply bear a figural depiction, but whose neck, belly, han-
dle and base are modelled on the human body, can probably
be interpreted as symbolic human representations. It seems
likely that vessels depicting women were used for storing
important commodities, such as seed, in the dark cavity of
the vessel body: the analogy of a new life growing inside the
womb springs to mind in this case. In some cases, these ves-
sels contained ashes. This vessel type occurs in almost all
phases of the Hungarian Neolithic.

The Körös population of the Early Neolithic made small,
globular vessels with a strongly exaggerated lower part and a
human face under the rim(Fig. 20). There is no other in-
cised or painted ornamentation on these vessels. Little is
known about the face pots of the Alföld Linear Pottery cul-
ture since only a few fragments are known. A significant
change occurred by the Middle Neolithic, marked by the
appearance of anthropomorphic vessels with elaborate in-
cised and painted decoration. These pots have a cylindrical
neck, wide shoulders and an elongated, flask shaped body.
The human face is always depicted: two short incised lines
mark the eyes, one line the mouth, while the nose is a small
knob. These pots were initially called face pots, and only
when the first few intact specimens were found did it be-

Fig. 19. Clay idols. Szegvár–Tûzköves, Tisza culture

Fig. 18. Flat idol. Dévaványa, Alföld Linear Pottery culture
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cently in the Budapest area portray the human body more
realistically and the body itself is depicted in a sitting posi-
tion. This sitting posture characterizes the best known an-
thropomorphic vessels of this period, the specimens from
Hódmezõvásárhely–Kökénydomb. It would seem that these
pots were identified with human beings(Fig. 22).

The vessel lid bearing a human face depiction from
Battonya can also be assigned to the category of face pots
since it had no doubt been placed on a vessel. Comparable
lids are known from the south, from the Neolithic of the
Balkans; the lid from Battonya perhaps marks the northern-
most occurrence of this ceramic type.

The finds in this category also include carefully modelled
zoomorphic figurines, such as the red polished animal stat-
uette – perhaps depicting a bovine – decorated with finely
incised lines from Szentgyörgyvölgy–Pityerdomb; the nose
is perforated, suggesting that it was a domestic animal. It is
almost touching how this statuette was carefully placed into
a shallow pit dug into a house floor, surviving there undis-
turbed for over seven millennia(Fig. 23); its head faced
north, corresponding to the general orientation of the
houses and other settlement features of the Early Neolithic
settlement.

The sophisticated mind-set of Neolithic man, capable of
abstraction, is reflected in the animal figurines that do not
portray real animals, but depict fanciful creatures, such as
the two-headed ram statuettes found at Zalaszentbalázs and
Aszód. The fragment depicting two rams fitted together at
their back came from a vessel lid. It would appear that these
statuettes were not the depictions of an imaginary monster,
but rather the two-dimensional variants of rectangular al-
tars with animal heads placed at the corners, a fairly com-
mon find type in this region during the long centuries of the

Fig. 21. Face pots. Battonya and
Gyoma, Szakálhát culture

come clear that these pots
bore not only human face
depictions, but were in fact
modelled on the human
body, even if in a strongly
stylized form (Fig. 21). Al-
though some smaller
changes can be noted in the
modelling of these vessels
over time, their traditional
features remained un-
changed. A V shaped line,
flanked by two horizontal
incisions perhaps indicating
the neck, can be seen under
the rim. The incised lines
under the rim on the other
side depicted the hair and a
comb was sometimes also
shown. The human arms
were most often shown in an
upright position, although

separately modelled hands placed on the belly also occur.
The small human figure, occasionally incised onto the vessel
shoulder, and the various incised motifs under the face de-
piction were perhaps vested with some symbolic meaning.
The function of these face pots changed by the Late Neo-
lithic since they became considerably smaller and their form
was also altered, as shown by the specimens from
Szegvár–Tûzköves.

Janus faced vessels, with two plastically modelled human
faces under the rim, set on opposite sides, are known from
Transdanubia. The lower part of the face pots found re-

Fig. 20. Vessel with a female
body. Hódmezõvásárhely–Gorzsa,
Körös culture
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Neolithic (Fig. 24). An unusual figurine combining a
human and a bird shape from the Aszód site of
the Lengyel culture can most certainly be
regarded as a mythical creature(Fig. 25). It
is therefore quite clear that prehistoric man
was less concerned with the artistic portrayal
of the world around him, than with creating
objects that best reflected the power of
thought.

The statuettes portraying creatures with a
human head and animal body of the Alföld
Linear Pottery culture were imaginary crea-
tures, existing only in the realm of human
imagination. In this case we may assume a
symbolic meaning in order to understand
the artists of the Neolithic, in view of the
consistent portrayal of creatures differing
from real, live animals.

Similarly to anthropomorphic pots, ves-
sels modelled on various animals have also
been found, for example at Tiszacsege and
Battonya. It seems likely that these vessels
had been used in rituals.

Beside the articles that can be associated
with religion and beliefs, several phenom-
ena observed on prehistoric settlements too
fall outside the sphere of day to day activi-
ties. These include ritual pits and find assemblages that
can be interpreted as foundation deposits. The former is a
pit that was periodically used for depositing various ob-
jects intended as sacrifices that were then burnt or covered
with sand or clay. The idols and altars from the cult cor-
ners in the houses were sometimes also buried in such pits.
János Makkay, who devoted several studies to these sacrifi-
cial pits, distinguished bloody and non-bloody sacrifices
(such as food sacrifices) in the Hungarian Neolithic. The
other type of sacrifice was presented before the construc-
tion of a house in order to protect the life and possessions
of its inhabitants, and to safeguard the house itself.

Aurochs horns were placed under house floors at the
Herpály settlement in the Tisza region, and in

some cases child skeletons were also found.
It is unclear whether these children had
been sacrificed or whether, after dying from
some natural cause, the inhabitants of the
house merely hoped to make use of their
more intimate relation with the ancestors
and the afterworld.

The burials also reveal much about the be-
liefs of a given community. It has already
been mentioned in the section on Neolithic
burials that the deceased were buried within
the confines of the settlement, usually in the
open areas between the houses or in a house,
the latter being a rather rare burial form
that can perhaps be explained by the status
of the deceased. The grave goods, various
items deposited in the grave believed to be
necessary for life in the afterworld, and the
custom of sprinkling the body with red ochre,
allow a glimpse into prehistoric thought and
beliefs once we are able to interpret them
correctly.

Other, probably ritual phenomena from
the Neolithic of Hungary, were observed not
in houses and, sometimes, not even on settle-

ments. It would appear that the practice of constructing
large enclosures was adopted from Central Europe, rather
than the Balkans since comparable structures are known
from the Linear Pottery realm. Ditched enclosures, often
with a diameter of 100 m, have been found throughout
Hungary, although most frequently in Transdanubia. The
earliest of these enclosures is perhaps the one uncovered at
Becsehely; another one is the large ditch dating to the late
Lengyel period excavated on the outskirts of Sé, a village
near Szombathely. A number of previously undetected en-
closures have been identified with the help of aerial pho-
tography.

Fig. 23. Cattle statuette. Szentgyörgyvölgy–Pityerdomb,
Transdanubian Linear Pottery culture

Fig. 24. Two-headed ram. Zalaszentbalázs, Lengyel culture

Fig. 22. The Venus of Kökénydomb.
Hódmezõvásárhely,
Tisza culture
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These enclosures had various functions. Enclosing a
settlement nucleus and often provided with a palisade,
single or multiple enclosure ditches were essentially de-
fensive structures, such as the ones at the eponymous site
of the Lengyel culture in Tolna county, at Aszód and at
Herpály in the Great Hungarian Plain, where they en-
closed the houses of these settlements. Other enclosures
were different in nature. The concentric enclosure ditches
with a V shaped section were often so narrow that even a
child could easily jump over them and thus a defensive
role can hardly be assumed. In addition, the area enclosed
by these ditches was usually ‘empty’ or had a single build-
ing only. The ditches were interrupted by entrances, usu-
ally aligned towards the four points of the compass. In
some cases, these enclosures were not associated directly
with a settlement, but were built somewhat farther from
the contemporary village and, on the testimony of similar
finds from Western Europe, they ‘served’ several commu-
nities – these examples illustrate the difficulties in inter-
preting these constructions.

Most prehistorians agree that these enclosure ditches
were not built for everyday, but rather for sacral purposes.
No matter how these Neolithic enclosures are interpreted,
it is quite obvious that their construction called for the
concerted action of a larger group or community in order
to perform the enormous earth-moving operations. When
interpreting the function of these enclosures, we must take
into consideration this larger community. A striking dif-
ference can be noted between the Neolithic cultures that
followed the South-East European tradition, in which cult

life was apparently the private affair of individual families
practiced inside their homes, and the agrarian civilizations
that evolved in Central Europe, characterized by fewer
figural depictions (statuettes, altars) and by the concerted
effort of the larger community for creating the setting of
community rituals, such as initiation rites or ceremonies
perhaps related to the course of the stars, the Sun and the
Moon, that affected the entire settlement or perhaps sev-
eral settlements. This no doubt also contributed to a dif-
fering social evolution.

Both traditions can be observed in the Carpathian Basin
and a blend of these two traditions can also be noted. Al-
though in different proportions, both traditions were pres-
ent in the Neolithic cultures of Hungary and both survived
into the Copper Age, even if in a slightly altered form.

RAW MATERIALS,
MINING AND TRADE

Erzsébet Bácskay & Katalin T. Bíró

Palaeolithic man had a strong and intimate relation with
the world around him, with his natural environment. This
relationship changed during the Neolithic: prehistoric
man actively manipulated the environment in which he
lived, changing it for his own purposes and thus an in-
creasingly larger part of the organic and inorganic envi-
ronment became a source of raw materials to be collected
and exploited. Many of these raw materials were valuable
commodities, often expressing social prestige, that could
be traded.

The circle of raw materials widened continuously: beside
a wide array of lithics used for the manufacture of tools, im-
plements and ornaments, bone, shells and snails, various
raw materials (fired clay, metals) for creating synthetic fab-
rics also played an increasingly important role. Ethno-
graphic analogies suggest that the actual range of raw mate-
rials used was much wider, but most of these perished dur-
ing the millennia.

The various cherts and flints used for the production of
chipped stone implements have been extensively re-
searched. This can in part be ascribed to the significance of
this corpus of finds and in part to the fact that the most re-
nowned scholars of the Palaeolithic were without exception
well-trained in the earth sciences from the very beginning
of Hungarian research in this field.

The regular exploitation of chert and flint deposits can be
documented since the Middle Palaeolithic. This activity be-
came demonstrably more intensive and more organized, as-
suming an almost industrial scale on some sites. The sche-
matic geological map of Hungary shows that this region is
relatively rich in various rocks suitable for making chipped
stone implements(Fig. 26). The most oft-used flint type
during prehistory was Jurassic radiolarite from the
Transdanubian Central Range, flint from a Lower Creta-

Fig. 25. Mythical bird. Aszód, Lengyel culture
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ceous chert deposit at Sümeg–Mogyorósdomb, the Upper
Jurassic–Lower Cretaceous cherts of the Mecsek Mountains
and the various hydrothermal and limnic cherts of the
Northern Mountain Range (limnoquartzite). In these areas,
smaller mining sites exploiting surface outcrops for a shorter
period or only from time to time – often together with a flint
workshop – can be found alongside smaller and more exten-
sive mines with underground exploitation that were mined
for longer periods of time during prehistory. The mode of
exploitation and the mining tools used depended on the
geologic conditions of the site: for example at Duna-
szentmikós, near Lábatlan, the outcrops or the rock covered
with only a thin layer of earth were worked using large
hammerstones. In some places the rock was extracted by
digging shallow pits: the matrix rock was loosened and de-
tached with antler tools as, for example, at Tata–Kálvária-
domb (Fig. 27). At Sümeg, mining was conducted in narrow,

1–5 m wide parallel galleries following the seams of under-
ground flint. The miners used antler tools and ham-
merstones, the latter playing a more important role in the
primary processing. The limnoquartzite banks of the Neo-
lithic mine at Miskolc–Avas were mined with shafts. Some
prehistoric mines, such as the ones at Tata and Sümeg, are
now accessible to the wider public as museums(Fig. 28).

Prehistoric mines usually contain few finds that are suit-
able for determining the date of their exploitation; their
cultural context is determined using radiocarbon dating
and by mapping the distribution of the raw material. The
archaeological record indicates that the heyday of under-
ground mining fell into the Neolithic and the Early Cop -
per Age (Sümeg, Szentgál, Miskolc–Avas), the main reason
being the growing demand for good quality raw material.
Mining in the wider sense of the word can be traced from
the Middle Palaeolithic (Budapest–Farkasrét, Miskolc–Avas)

Fig. 26. Prehistoric mines in Hungary. The location of the mines is shown on the geologic map of Hungary

Key to the map

I. Holocene (sand, mud, clay), II. Pleistocene pebble, sand, III. Pleistocene loess, IV. Neogene sedimentary rocks, V.Paleogene sedimentary rocks,
VI. Tertiary volcanic rocks, VII. Mezozoic sedimentary rocks, VIII. Mezozoic eruptive rocks, IX. Paleozoic sedimentary rocks, X. Paleozoic
granite, XI. Gneiss, crystallic schist

Key to the prehistoric mines

1. Miskolc–Avas, 2. Sümeg–Mogyorósdomb, 3. Tata–Kálváriadomb, 4. Korlát–Ravaszlyuktetõ, 5. Erdõbénye–Sás patak, 6. Boldogkõváralja,
7. Bakonycsernye–Tûzkövesárok, 8. Szentgál–Tûzköveshegy, 9. Hárskút–Édesvízmajor, 10. Dunaszentmiklós–Hosszúvontató, 11. Lábat-
lan–Margittetõ, 12. Lábatlan–Pisznice, 13. Budapest–Farkasrét, 14. Lovas–Mackóbánya, 15. Kisújbánya–Szamárhegy

Black: flint mines, red: paint mines, green: mines for the raw material of polished stone tools
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to the close of the Copper Age (Tata) or even as late as the
Late Bronze Age (Sümeg), although with declining inten-
sity. Some mines, such as the ones in the Gerecse Moun-
tains, at Bakonycsernye, Hárskút and Erdõbénye, only ca-
tered to local demand, while the raw material from others,
such as Szentgál(Figs 29–30),exploited over several mil-
lennia, was traded over a fairly large area, appearing on
sites many hundreds of kilometres away. The distribution
of Sümeg chert shows a definite concentration southwest
of the mine from the Late Neolithic to the close of the
Copper Age.

The distribution of prehistoric raw materials can be
mapped as a result of a better knowledge of the various raw
materials. Attractive and distinctive raw materials, suchas
obsidian that can be found on sites throughout the
Carpathian Basin, caught the eye of both prehistoric man
and prehistorians. Obsidian is volcanic glass, created by
the rapid cooling of lava rock. Its natural occurrence is

very rare; in Europe, it can only be found on a handful of
Mediterranean islands and in the Tokaj–Eperjes Moun-
tains. Its characteristic chemical composition allows the
precise sourcing of the obsidian recovered from archaeo-
logical sites. Obsidian from northeast Hungary and south-
east Slovakia was traded over large distances, to Thessaly
and northern Italy and even as far away as Denmark. Simi-
larly, the trade in ornaments and jewellery made from
Spondylus shells can be traced from the Adriatic and the
Aegean through the Carpathian Basin to the western
fringes of Central Europe.

One of the very first collections of prehistoric raw mate-
rials was assembled in the Hungarian National Museum
(the Lithoteka Collection) in order to gain as full a knowl-
edge as possible of the range of lithics available to prehis-
toric man. This collection of samples was useful for direct
comparisons and, also, for providing data on the character-
istic properties of these raw materials through physical,
chemical and mineralogical analyses, on the basis of which
the provenance of the specimens recovered from archaeo-
logical contexts could be more or less precisely determined.
The most important part of the collection, the systemati-
cally enlarged database, is now also available for study
through the Internet. Based on this collection, the most im-
portant stone raw materials and the major ‘import’ com-
modities have been successfully identified. We have a fairly
good idea of the supply areas and the changes during vari-
ous periods and in different cultures. Similarly to other ele-
ments of the material culture, the changes in the supply ar-
eas and trade contacts are specific to a given culture and, at
the same time, they offer a better understanding of major
prehistoric events, such as migrations, regional shifts and
the changing networks of contacts.

The main goal of the study of these raw materials is to
gain a better knowledge of the various raw materials known

Fig. 27. Flint mining pit. Tata–Kálváriadomb

Fig. 28. Open-air museum in
the Geologic Park at Tata,
presenting the remains of
prehistoric flint mining
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to have been used in prehistory. The study of the raw mate-
rials used for the production of polished stone tools and im-
plements is conducted within the framework of a European
research project financed by UNESCO (IGCP–442) and
major advances have already been made in the identification
of the most important raw materials used in the production
of polished stone tools (such as basalt and green schist). We

have also identified a mine at Kisújbánya–Szamárhegy in
the Mecsek Mountains where phonolite, used for the man-
ufacture of stone tools, was mined in prehistory, probably
during the Late Neolithic. This mine can perhaps tenta-
tively be associated with the Late Neolithic Lengyel settle-
ment at Zengõvárkony, where semi-finished and finished
stone axes, in part made from phonolite and in part from
other rocks of the Mecsek Mountains have been found.

It would appear that trade in polished stone artefacts was
conducted through a similar trade network as the one for
the raw material of chipped stone implements. The most
striking difference is that while chipped stone was most of-
ten traded in a semi-finished form (cores, blades), the pol-

Fig. 31. Vessel for storing red paint. Bodrogkeresztúr

Fig. 29. Large block of
radiolarite from
Balatonszemes–Bagódomb
(early Transdanubian Linear
Pottery), originating from
Szentgál–Tûzköveshegy

Fig. 30. Conical core of Szentgál radiolarite from Budakeszi–Tan-
gazdasági szõlõk. This finely worked core was a stray find, perhaps
originally part of a hoard
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ished stone tools were usually traded in a finished form
from the workshops lying near the raw material resources
since only slight alterations connected with their usage and
re-usage can be demonstrated on the finds from settlement
sites.

The production and use of synthetic materials can first
be documented in the Neolithic. Most important among
these is fired clay, used for making pottery. It seems likely
that the clay used for pottery making was procured from the

direct environment of a given settlement, while the finished
vessels travelled over large distances, either as storage ves-
sels or as an unusual gift. A small clay vessel in which red
paint was stored – and, probably, transported – apparently
functioned as a packaging medium(Fig. 31). Although the
study of the mineral and chemical composition of pottery,
as well as of its manufacturing techniques is a fairly new dis-
cipline, the results of these analyses will no doubt enrich
our knowledge of the material culture of prehistory.




