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ABSTRACT – This paper deals with the chronological hiatus in the Neolithic sequence of the southern
part of the Low Countries. It can at present only be bridged indirectly, by a detailed analysis of the
situation prior to and after the gap. The focus in this paper is on the nature of the Neolithic and its
relationship with possible native non-Neolithic populations. The results of this analysis show the transition process to have been more than a simple and unidirectional ‘Neolithisation’.
IZVLE∞EK – ∞lanek obravnava kronolo∏ki hiatus v neolitski sekvenci ju∫nega dela na ni∫inskem puhli≠nem podro≠ju severozahodne Evrope. Tega trenutno lahko premostimo le s podrobno analizo situacije pred in po vrzeli. V ≠lanku se ukvarjamo z neolitikom in razmerjem med neolitskimi in morebitnim avtohtonim, ne-neolitskim prebivalstvom. Rezultati analize ka∫ejo, da je bil proces tranzicije ve≠ kot preprosta in enosmerna neolitizacija.
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Introduction
The past decade of research on the Mesolithic/Neolithic transition in Europe has shown this transition
to have been a ‘mosaic’ of processes and interactions
rather than a single and clear-cut transition process
(e.g. Tringham 2000). It varies greatly in different
parts of Europe with regard to its timing, contact situations and the transition processes at work. A leading thread is the local impact of the Neolithic and
the archaeological result entailing the end of traditional hunter-gatherer communities. This is the case
all over Europe, including Scandinavia, the British
Isles and Ireland (Fig. 1). Apparently, the advent of
the Neolithic signified the start of a new way of life,
no matter what transitional processes or temporal
delays involved.
The loess belt of the Low Countries forms a remarkable exception. It is the westernmost region settled
by Linearbandkeramik (LBK) communities and their
cousins of the Groupe de Blicquy (BQY) during the
late 6th and early 5th millennium calBC. With the sudden disappearance of these communities, however,

the Neolithic as a whole seems to have vanished as
well. The region was not occupied by Hinkelstein/
Grossgartach and Roessen, the post-LBK Danubian
cultures that can be found to the east and south, nor
by a local Neolithic similar to the Cerny in Northern
France. Only during the last centuries of the 5th millennium calBC, at the beginning of the ‘Michelsberg
Culture phase’, does the Neolithic take up its thread
(Fig. 1).
The existence of such hiatus is of importance for understanding the regional transition process, and implicitly also for understanding the relationship between local hunter-gatherers and the incoming Neolithic in general. This paper focuses on the gap and
the explanation of its existence. After presenting the
archaeological cultural sequence in the region, the
relationship of the Neolithic with local non-Neolithic
communities is explored. This is done by analysing
the indications of contact on the one hand and the
nature of the Neolithic compared to the local Mesolithic on the other.
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The Neolithisation process in the southern part
of the Low Countries
The local Mesolithic during the late 6th millennium
calBC remains poorly understood. This is due to a
general decrease in the number of sites and to problems with the taphonomy and post-depositional formation of the archaeological record. In the Low
Countries, many Mesolithic sites are known as surface sites from the coversand region in Northern
Belgium and the Netherlands. These sites are often
palimpsests and even if they are excavated, their
absolute dating is confronted with major problems.
Bad or doubtful spatial associations between dated
samples and archaeological assemblages, dislocation
of artefacts and samples caused by bioturbation, and
problems related to the nature of samples are frequently mentioned obstructing factors (see Crombé 1999; Schild 1998; Vermeersch 2006). Crombé
et al. (1999) claim that dates obtained on hazelnut

shells are more reliable than those on charcoal samples, but even short-lived samples do not escape the
palimpsest and bioturbation problems. As a consequence and in contrast to the Rhine/Meuse river delta (Louwe Kooijmans 2003), there are no well characterised and well dated sites that can be used as
a reference to relatively date the later Mesolithic.
The most diagnostic elements of the Late Mesolithic
lithic industry, i.e. from the mid 7th millennium calBC onwards, are the production of regular blades in
so-called Montbani style and the appearance of trapezes. Due to the problematic dating of the assemblages, a detailed and reliable regional typochronology is not available. Rhombic and wide, rectangular trapezes are generally regarded as late (e.g. Vermeersch et al. 1992) and are followed by asymmetric points with flat inverse retouch and LBK-like
points. The Late Mesolithic in the wetland area and
its successors of the Swifterbant from the early 5th

Fig. 1. The Neolithic sequence in the Lower Rhine Area and adjacent areas (Louwe Kooijmans 2006.Fig.
27.15).
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millennium onwards, on the other hand, have a lithic industry characterised by more flake-based production and the presence of small and irregular symmetric trapezes (e.g. Crombé et al. 2005; Peeters et
al. 2001; Van Gijn et al. 2001b).
A growing number of observations are claimed to indicate the introduction in Northwest Europe of elements conventionally linked with the Neolithic, like
cereal cultivation, cattle herding and the production
of pottery, prior to the arrival of the first archaeologically visible Neolithic culture (e.g. Jeunesse 2003;
Richard 2004). These indications should not be ignored and need to be integrated in the debate as a
working hypothesis. To date, however, the ‘indices
précoces’ remain extremely contentious (see Behre
2007) and cannot yet change the traditional idea that
the Neolithic started with the arrival of Linearbandkeramik (LBK) communities.
The same is true for the Low Countries where, moreover, no ‘initial indications’ have yet been claimed.
The LBK arrived in this region around 5300 calBC
and has predominantly been regarded as intrusive
and the result of demic migration to the region (e.g.
Bogucki and Grygiel 1993; Louwe Kooijmans in
press). Their relationship with possible local hunter-gatherer communities remains unclear. After an
occupation of some centuries, the LBK communities
suddenly disappeared from the stage. The reason for
their disappearance is unknown. Possibly, the westernmost territories in Hainaut and Hesbaye had become a marginal area for the LBK communities in
crisis (Jadin 2003.714–15 referring to unpublished
hypotheses of Zimmerman and Stehli; Modderman
1988). In any case, in their western settlement territories they are replaced by the Groupe de Blicquy/Villeneuve-Saint-Germain (BQY/VSG). Differences with
the LBK as a whole can be noted mainly in stylistic
issues. Archaeological remains relating to the settlement system, material culture and palaeo-economy
are remarkably similar. Although its chronological
position with respect to LBK is still debated (cf. Constantin 2000; Jeunesse 1998b), BQY/VSG can be seen
as related to LBK in many ways. Current views imply
it to have developed from the recent and final LBK
in the Paris basin (RRBP and RFBP), probably contemporary with the final LBK in the Hesbaye region (Jadin 2003.715). Like the LBK, the BQY/VSG communities suddenly disappear, this time leaving the region more or less empty.
Whether hunter-gatherers continued to be active in
the sandy lowlands during and after the LBK/BQY

occupation is uncertain, due to the above-mentioned
dating problems. Very few Late Mesolithic sites have
been dated beyond the 5300 calBC LBK arrival date,
and the few dates that are available are often contested (see Crombé et al. 2005). Arts (1989) stresses
the absence of radiocarbon or typological evidence
for the prolongation of the Mesolithic after the LBK
occupation. He suggests that the region was virtually
uninhabited during most of the 5th millennium calBC. In a recent paper, Shennan and Edinborough
(2007) claim more or less the same thing for Germany and Poland. These authors use summed probability distributions of radiocarbon dates as a proxy
for population density. Both the German and Polish
datasets are characterised by a severe drop in the
number of radiocarbon dates after the LBK occupation and prior to the end of the 5th millennium or
even the middle of the 4th millennium calBC. The
same exercise for the dates of the Low Countries
would clearly result in a similar image. From their
assumption of probability distributions as a proxy
for population densities, this leads to the conclusion
of a dramatic population crash after the LBK occupation. The reason for this population crash is unclear;
conflict and climatic changes are invoked as possible
intervening factors (ibid.).
For the southern part of the Low Countries, at least,
the lack of dates from the middle 5th millennium calBC does, however, not prove the absence of occupation or even a much lower population density. Shennan and Edinborough (ibid.) rightly mention the
problem of comparability between Mesolithic and
Neolithic dates. They minimise this critique by claiming that the differences in estimated population
densities are too great to be explained by an underrepresentation of Mesolithic dates, and that Mesolithic sites are not smaller or more difficult to discover than early Neolithic ones. The latter fact is deduced from the existence of, for instance, often large
and extremely visible Mesolithic shell middens, and
the assumption that the more mobile Mesolithic settlement system will have resulted in actually more
occupation sites (ibid.). These arguments are, however, not apt to lead to a safety in numbers. It is clear
that there is a fundamental problem of identifying,
excavating and reliably radiocarbon dating late hunter-gatherer sites in general and in a coversand landscape in particular (e.g. Crombé et al. 1999; Schild
1998; Vermeersch 2006). At the same time, LBK settlement sites are generally scattered with features
such as pits and postholes, often containing datable
material. They are therefore particularly suitable for
obtaining large numbers of radiocarbon dates. More107
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over, in comparison to Late and Final Mesolithic sites
or even those dating from the Michelsberg/Chasséen
horizon, LBK site phases can be more easily distinguished on the basis of pottery seriations. LBK sites
are thus more liable to be the object of specific radiocarbon dating programs (e.g. Jadin and Cahen
2003a), resulting in a clear over-representation of
these sites. It may be doubted that taking into account only a single date per site phase (Shennan
and Edinborough ibid.) solves the problem.
The existence of a yet archaeologically invisible local
component should therefore still be considered. The
exact position of La Hoguette and Limburg Pottery
in this story is not yet clear, despite the fact that in
the literature both elements are progressively regarded as pottery produced by hunter-gatherer groups
that adopted certain agro-pastoral elements in their
economy (e.g. Gronenborn 2003; Jeunesse 2002;
Zvelebil 2004).
The Neolithic seems to have taken up its thread only
several centuries later, by the end of the 5th millennium calBC. This ‘second’ Neolithic, belonging to the
Chasséen/Michelsberg Culture phase clearly differs
from that of the Danubian cultures. Several hypotheses have been raised on its origin: coming from the
West (Jeunesse 1998a; Jeunesse et al. 2002/2003;
Scollar 1959), from the East/Rhineland (Lüning
1967), from the North, i.e. rooted in the TRB culture
(Lichardus 1976) or having a polycentric origin (Dubouloz 1998; Schier 1993; Vanmontfort 2004).1
Ideas have been raised on the possibility of huntinggathering communities having been active in the region during this phase (Verhart 2000.115, 231; Vermeersch 1990). Nevertheless, this phase is traditionally assumed to represent the ultimate Neolithisation of the loess belt and the adjacent coversand region.
The chronological hiatus in the sequence of the Neolithic in the Southern Low Countries between approximately 4850 and 4300 calBC, together with the
fundamental difference between the late 6th and late
5th millennium calBC Neolithic makes this region
particularly interesting. The question of where the
people wearing the ‘Michelsberg Culture’ outfit came
from is more topical than elsewhere. Was the region
indeed practically void of human occupation during
the 1/2 millennium hiatus, or was it occupied by a
population not visible archaeologically? If the latter
was the case, the question arises as to what the re-

lationship was between this native population and
the local variant of the Chasséen and Michelsberg
Cultures. Two keys are needed to answer these questions: hunter-gatherer activity in and beyond the
loess region prior to, during and possibly after LBK
arrival, and evidence for interaction between native
hunter-gatherers on the one hand and farmers of the
different Neolithic traditions on the other.
Contact and interaction during the ‘Early Neolithic’ LBK/BQY phase (5300–3850 calBC)
It is currently assumed that the spread of the LBK
from Central Europe was a combination of demic
movement and acculturation processes (see Gronenborn 1999; Gronenborn 2003; Price et al. 2001;
Zvelebil 2000; Zvelebil 2004). For the Low Countries, however, all available evidence still suggests
that their introduction was principally the result of
a demic movement perhaps, with a progressive integration of native populations. Arguments in favour
of this hypothesis focus on the large contrast between LBK and the late Mesolithic as currently understood (e.g. Louwe Kooijmans in press): transitional complexes are inexistent; material culture, subsistence and mobility are quite different from those
of the native Late Mesolithic populations, and raw
material procurement strategies differ considerably
(see Allard 2005; Van Assche 2006).
It can be assumed that native populations were present in the area at the time of LBK arrival. According
to several authors, these may even have known a
pre-LBK first Neolithisation stage (Gronenborn 2003;
Jeunesse 2000; Zvelebil 2000) but, unfortunately,
they remain largely invisible (see above). Awaiting
new sites and dates proving the presence of other
groups during the late 6th and 5th millennium calBC, they can best be identified indirectly. Contacts
and exchanges between LBK and native populations
should indeed be reflected in the archaeological record, both on Neolithic sites and beyond.
Patterns and contact finds
In a forthcoming paper, a new method is elaborated
to map the hunter-gatherer activity on the loess belt
and beyond (Vanmontfort forthcoming). Rather than
focusing on well dated and excavated sites, which
are absent anyhow, individual microliths were plotted and used as a proxy for changes in the human
presence during the entire Mesolithic period. This
analysis confirmed that hunter-gatherers ventured

1 For a discussion on the origins of the Michelsberg Culture see Jeunesse et al. 2002/2003.
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on the loamy soils from the Pre-boreal phase onwards and that changes in exploitation could be identified by plotting the individual microliths. Several
remarkable patterns resulted from the analysis. The
LBK apparently settled in areas only marginally exploited by hunter-gatherers. Hunter-gatherer activity
was not at all attracted to the regions where LBK
communities had settled (Fig. 2). If anything, they
seem to have retracted their activity to areas further
away from the LBK settlement clusters. These patterns confirm the important differences between the
LBK people and the local hunter-gatherers and as
such can be regarded as an extra argument for the
demic influx hypothesis of LBK dispersal.
Contact finds can bring us on the track of possible
interactions between immigrating LBK and native
populations. Assuming that native populations during this phase resemble their Mesolithic ancestors,
this would be visible in Mesolithic type artefacts in
Neolithic contexts or vice versa. Mesolithic artefacts
in LBK context are, however, very scarce. Some microliths have been found in LBK pits, but it is unli-

kely that they actually represent contact and exchange. Only few of them are known and they also
include Middle Mesolithic microlith types that are assumed to have been out of use since the middle of
the 7th millennium calBC. They are more likely to be
residual (e.g. Allard 2005.237; Jadin and Cahen
2003b; Van Assche 2005). Another element on LBK
sites that relates to Mesolithic traditions is the use of
Wommersom quartzite and Phtanite. Both were favoured raw materials during the Mesolithic (Caspar
1984b). However, Wommersom has only rarely been
found in LBK contexts, for instance close by its
source location on the LBK sites of the Kleine Gete
cluster (Lodewijckx and Bakels 2000) and in some
of the Hesbaye sites (Jadin and Cahen 2003b.237).
In the latter case, the Wommersom artefacts are
either undiagnostic or typically Mesolithic. Like the
Mesolithic microliths, the most likely hypothesis is
that they are residual remains of previous Mesolithic
occupations (ibid.). None of the Wommersom artefacts from the Kleine Gete sites can with certainty
be attributed to the Mesolithic or LBK (Lodewijckx
and Bakels 2000). It therefore remains questionable

Fig. 2. Spatial distribution of microliths and LBK settlement territory. The loess belt region is shaded.
Tents represent microlith find spots, circles show the number of trapezes (1/ 2/>3). Hatched regions correspond to LBK settlement territories (after Vanmontfort forthcoming).
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if they are actually part of the LBK stone tool production. Even if they are, however, the role of indigenous populations in their acquisition and use remains purely hypothetical. Phtanite was frequently
used for the production of LBK adzes, and unfinished
fragments are known from several LBK sites in Hesbaye and the Kleine Gete region, all over 30 km
from its source (Caspar 1984a). No additional information is known on how the LBK people acquired
the raw material for their adzes. The involvement of
Mesolithic communities in the LBK acquisition also
remains purely hypothetical.
Evidence for contact in a ‘Mesolithic’ context is also
generally contentious. LBK arrowheads, pottery fragments and adzes are frequently found beyond LBK
settlement territory, including on Mesolithic sites.
Their association with Mesolithic artefacts is, however, always uncertain. Most Late Mesolithic sites are
known only by surface scatters, while none of the excavated sites yielded Mesolithic features containing
reliably associated Neolithic artefacts. The Neolithic
artefacts found together with the Mesolithic ones
can also be explained by assuming the sites to be palimpsests and including both a Mesolithic and Neolithic occupation phase. This reasoning is confirmed
by the presence of LBK artefacts on Early and Middle, as well as on Late Mesolithic sites (Van Assche
2006). Spatially, LBK artefacts beyond LBK settlement
territory concentrate on the loess belt and a northern frontier zone of approximately 30 km. These artefacts may also have been remains of LBK expeditions in search for raw materials or pasture lands to
herd their cattle (e.g. Bakels 1978; Jeunesse 2000;
Verhart 2000.37). The flint procurement site at Banholt (Brounen and Peeters 2001) and the ephemeral site at Echt-Annendaal (Brounen 1985) are examples of such LBK excursions. On the other hand,
there are at least some indications for contact and
exchange. As Verhart (2000.37; 2003) rightly stresses, the LBK artefacts found further from LBK settlement territory are unlikely to be the result of excursions of LBK communities. In this case, more ephemeral LBK or Roessen sites would be expected in the intermediate region. Rather, they would represent theft
or the exchange of LBK objects by native populations. A similar exchange system is in place during the
subsequent Rössen phase (ibid.). The presence of an
LBK arrowhead and BQY pottery in the Swifterbant
contexts of Hardinxveld-Giessendam (Raemaekers
2001; Van Gijn et al. 2001a) are other indications of
contact and the movement of objects during the late
6th and early 5th millennium calBC. The precise exchange systems, however, remain unidentified.
110

Discussion
Summing things up, there are at least some indications for interaction and exchange between native
hunter-gatherer groups and LBK/BQY communities.
Nevertheless, the identification of particular objects
as the result of exchange remains difficult. Most Mesolithic sites are simply not suitable for identifying
such contacts. The absence of evidence therefore
should not surprise us and certainly does not equal
the evidence of absence. This leaves two explanations for the nature of the data: either the archaeological hiatus actually corresponds to an absence of
native populations from 5500 calBC onwards beyond the wetland Swifterbant territory, or those populations were present, but are not archaeologically visible. The first hypothesis implies a subsistence
change that triggered the retraction of hunter-gatherer occupation into the wetland regions during the
early 6th millennium calBC. From that moment onwards, the sandy and loamy uplands are at most
marginally exploited in a wider exploitation system
from the wetlands. This hypothesis seems hard to
match with the numerous LBK adzes and Roessener
Breitkeile scattered over the coversand region to
more than 200 km from the nearest known LBK or
Roessen settlement. Moreover, it does not fit with
the mutual exclusion of LBK settlement territory and
‘native’ exploitation of the loess belt as shown on the
basis of microlith distribution. This exclusion actually implies the active presence of native groups at
the time of LBK arrival. The second hypothesis is
more likely. It assumes that native populations are
nearly invisible archaeologically due to their undiagnostic toolkit or taphonomical reasons. They are visible indirectly, through the LBK adzes and Roessener Breitkeile in the western part of the North European Plain, acquired by these populations and perhaps exchanged among them. The invisibility of
their proper sites is related to dating problems (see
above). Some of the already identified and/or excavated sites could have been contemporaneous
with or even posterior to the LBK/BQY occupation,
but they can hardly be, or not be separated at all
from older Late Mesolithic sites. The only possible
diagnostic element is the evolved arrowhead with
flat inverse basal retouch (RIP). Unfortunately, its
appearance is not exactly dated and could also predate the LBK arrival. Alternatively, the invisibility
could be the result of a shift in material culture and
site location choice, hampering the identification of
the local Mesolithic’s successors. The contemporaneous Swifterbant culture toolkit (e.g. Peeters et al.
2001; Raemaekers 1999; Van Gijn et al. 2001a;
Van Gijn et al. 2001b), for example, is also hardly
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diagnostic. It is unlikely that such a toolkit would be
identified in open-air sites on the uplands, regardless of the possibility for settlement location continuity from the earlier Late Mesolithic onwards. Due
to the absence of data, the material culture of these
populations and their subsistence can only be guessed. The paradox of practically no unquestionable
indications for contact, but nonetheless the assumption that native populations must have occupied at
least parts of the Low Countries’ sandy and loamy
uplands during and perhaps also after LBK/BQY occupation can be explained in different ways. It can
be regarded as an indication of the limited exchange
between the two groups, suggesting that they avoided contact (Keeley 1992). On the other hand, clear
associations of imperishable exchange objects and
‘Mesolithic’ settlement debris should be presumed to
be rare, due to the value doubtlessly ascribed to those
items. Moreover, due to the nature of the sites, the
association of items and dating samples will always
be contentious.
Despite the indications of contemporaneity and interaction, the data confirm the difference between hun-

ter-gatherers and LBK. There is no data supporting
the idea of symbiosis.
Contact and interaction during the ‘Middle Neolithic’ Chasséen/Michelsberg Culture phase
(4300–3800 calBC)
Michelsberg Culture?
The second Neolithic phase in the Low Countries is
clearly different from the first ‘Danubian’ one in almost all its archaeological aspects. During this phase,
settlement sites are not restricted to Siedlungskammer, but have a much wider distribution. The entire
loess belt is fairly homogeneously covered with sites,
including enclosure sites and flint mines as central
foci (Fig. 3). The lack of large dwelling structures with
deeply planted posts signals a more mobile settlement system. At several sites in this region thousands
of artefacts are scattered over a surface of many tens
of hectares. This is in clear contrast with the coversand region, for which only small and often undiagnostic surface scatters are typical, and where no enclosure sites have been identified thus far. These regions were thus differently exploited and perhaps

Fig. 3. Spatial distribution of sites and finds from the late 5th and early 4th millennium calBC. Enclosure
sites are represented by squares (after Vanmontfort 2004).
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part of a different settlement system
(Vanmontfort 2004.329–332). The
hierarchised settlement pattern, with
enclosure sites, flint extraction and
exploitation sites, as well as the scarcity or even absence of dwelling structures and other constructions, fits
well with the wider Northwest European Neolithic of the late 5th and
early 4th millennium calBC.
Fundamental differences from the
preceding Neolithic phase can also
be noted in the material culture, i.e.
the lithic and pottery industry. The
flint industry is no longer dominated
by blade production. Instead, a generally dominant, expedient, flake-based common tool production can be
distinguished from the specialised
production of standardised tools. The
latter tools include the flint axes and
large blades, produced in and imported from the flint exploitation sites.
This fits with the contemporaneous
Neolithic lithic tool production traditions in the rest of Northwest Europe.
The toolkit in the Scheldt basin occupies an intermediate position beFig. 4. Selection of pottery from Spiere–De Hel (after Vanmontfort
tween the Chasséen and Michelsberg et al. 2001/2002).
Culture traditions. Arrowheads are
As for absolute dating, the origin of Chasséen septendominated by leaf-shaped examples as in the Rhinetrional, Bischheim occidental, Michelsberger Kultur,
land Michelsberger Kultur. Flake axes, on the other
as well as the Scheldt basin sites can be placed after
hand, are a typical element and rather link it with
around 4300 calBC (Vanmontfort 2004). Unfortuthe Northern French traditions of Cerny and Chasnately, due to a plateau in the calibration curve, beséen septentrional.
tween approximately 4300 and 4050 calBC, it can
not be specified.
The pottery is basically undecorated and characterised by a more varied range of shapes than the LBK/
The Northwest European archaeological cultures of
BQY pottery traditions. Instead of bone and grog, grit
the late 5th and early 4th millennium in their polybecomes the most frequently used tempering matethetic meaning (cf. Clarke 1968) thus seem polycenrial. On a more detailed level, the lack of correspontrically formed and developed. The ‘Belgian Michelsdence with Rhineland Michelsberg Culture pottery is
berg Culture’, as it is still frequently labelled, is in
apparent. Technical characteristics as well as morthis view a local version of similar developments in
phology and the rare decoration (Fig. 4) fit much betneighbouring regions.
ter with the Northern French Bischheim (Epi-Roessen) and Chasséen traditions (Vanmontfort 2004;
Evidence for forager-farmer contact
Vanmontfort et al. 2001/2002). It may even be queIdeas have been raised about the existence of pure,
stioned to what extent the label Michelsberg CulLate Mesolithic hunter-gatherers during this Neolithic
ture is appropriate for the Scheldt basin sites. Rather,
phase (Verhart 2000.115 & 231; Vermeersch 1990).
these different pottery traditions – probably even inNo uncontested radiocarbon dates confirm this (see
cluding the Rhineland Michelsberg Culture – seem
above), however, and examples for exchange are exrooted in the Northern French post-Roessen (Vantremely scarce and contentious. The few Mesolithic
montfort 2001; 2006).
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artefacts in late 5th or early 4th millennium features
could also be residual of an earlier occupation. For
Middle Neolithic artefacts in Mesolithic context, similar reasoning can be followed, quite like most Danubian artefacts in such contexts (see above). A frequently cited association is that of the Late Mesolithic
site at Dilsen-Dilserheide III (Luypaert et al. 1993),
where sherds of a Neolithic vessel were found both
vertically and horizontally interstratified within the
Late Mesolithic artefact scatter. No other diagnostic
Neolithic artefacts were found in the same context.
The two arrowheads and three flakes of polished
flint axes that were found within the plough layer
cannot be dated securely enough. Still, this site is the
only such example. Until more finds confirm the possibility of such associations, this situation should be
regarded as a palimpsest of a Late Mesolithic site and
a still unspecified Neolithic passage.
Discussion
A local development or transcription implies the input of a local component. Such a local component is,
unfortunately, invisible archaeologically. The only
candidates are successors of the local Mesolithic.
Their archaeological invisibility should not surprise
us. The number of excavated and dated contexts is,
anyhow, small, and if we accept the presence of a local component to have been nearly invisible during
LBK/BQY occupation (see above), then their continuation into the 4850–4300 phase can also be expected. Moreover, there are other arguments in favour
of a Mesolithic-Middle Neolithic connection. In its
contrast with the Danubian culture traditions, the
settlement pattern and certain aspects of material
culture during this phase in the Scheldt basin indeed
link up with the Late and Final Mesolithic traditions.
The more mobile settlement pattern and the distribution of settlement sites all over the loamy but also
sandy uplands are examples of such connection. The
use of the same site locations is another. The combined presence on sites of Mesolithic and Middle Neolithic artefacts have in the past led to hypotheses of
‘secondary Neolithic cultures’ (De Laet 1958.89 ff)
and ‘Neolithising Mesolithic’ (Vermeersch 1976.237
ff). These interpretations fully or partially ignored
the possibility of palimpsests, but they are symptomatic of the continued use of locations.
Continuity has also been claimed for the Mesolithic
and Middle Neolithic burial practices in Southern
Belgium (Cauwe 1998). A recent radiocarbon dating
program confirmed the existence of both Mesolithic
and Neolithic burials (Cauwe et al. 2000; Toussaint

2002). A major counter argument against continuity
is the existence of a chronological hiatus in the radiocarbon date sequence between the Early Mesolithic
and Middle Neolithic period. Despite the presence of
Mesolithic camps in the region between 8000/7600
and 6000/5700 calBC, there is only a single burial
context known for the period between the early 8th
millennium calBC and approximately 4300/4050 calBC (see Toussaint 2002). On the other hand, the
disappearing of dated burial contexts nicely corresponds to a change in the exploitation of the region.
From 8000/7800 calBC onwards, at least the Ourthe
Basin no longer functioned as a residential centre,
but only as a logistically exploited region (see Henrard 2003; Vanmontfort forthcoming). In this sense,
the disappearance of burial contexts is a result of a
change in the exploitation rather than a change in
burial practices, as has been claimed by Toussaint
(2002).
Lastly, Verhart (2000.231) identified a number of
Mesolithic traits in the Chasséen/Michelsberg flint
industry. Besides the similar use and processing techniques of the flint tools and similarities in certain
tool types, both industries are characterised by a distinction between good quality imports and an expedient production on locally available flint of often
inferior quality (ibid.).
Modelling the transition
The data presented in this paper show that the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition in the southern part of
the Low Countries took a long time to complete and
there appears to have been a mosaic of processes involved. Making abstraction of the contentious initial
indications for a pre-LBK introduction of Neolithic
elements, it all seems to have started around 5300
calBC when the first LBK communities came leapfrogging into the area. Possibly these colonists integrated native people in their settlements, but in general the data suggest the at least short-term survival of native hunter-gatherer populations in a mutual conflict-avoiding atmosphere. At least for this
region, this challenges the interaction models based
on mutual benefit (Bogucki 1988; Gregg 1988).
These models assume the attraction of hunter-gatherer activity to the farmer settlements. It also challenges the idea of a complete assimilation or expulsion
of native populations and the ‘actively hostile’ conflict model as proposed by Keeley (1992) for this region. In the latter model, more direct indications for
conflict would be expected, for instance by a concentration of Mesolithic arrowheads near LBK settle113
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Conclusion

ment clusters. Nevertheless, there are some indications for exchange of at least prestigious items, and
it is possible that these interactions also resulted in
the movement of people across the frontier. All this
fits best with the open stationary frontier zone as
defined by Dennell (1985) and Zvelebil (1998). The
entire period corresponds to the availability phase
(sensu Zvelebil 1986; Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy
1984).

A chronological gap between the early and late 5th
millennium calBC is present in the Neolithic sequence in the southern part of the Low Countries.
This gap can at present only be bridged indirectly,
by a detailed analysis of the situation prior to and
after the gap. A start to such analysis has been made
in this paper. The first results show the transition
process in this region to be more than a simple and
unidirectional ‘Neolithisation’. Several of the many
Mesolithic-Neolithic transition models that have been
put forward in the past can explain parts of the entire process. The working hypothesis proposed here
encompasses the leapfrogging arrival of LBK, contacts and exchanges with native populations and
their gradual transition to a Neolithic way of life
quite different from that of the Danubian settlers.
Future discoveries should be able to show the existence of transitional phases but, unfortunately, the
taphonomy of both loamy and sandy uplands will
always make it hard to obtain good quality data. The
most informative data can be expected from the
wetlands in the region.

The sudden disappearance of LBK and BQY cannot
be explained, but it is clear that their relatively short
stay in the area will have left its mark. What happened next is, unfortunately, still invisible archaeologically, and can only be deduced from the image at
the end of the 5th millennium calBC. The region is
likely to have been the scene for, possibly several
and interacting, still unidentified populations that
take up different positions on the continuum between the Mesolithic and Neolithic. In any case, these
seem to have played an important role in the formation of the local Chasséen/Michelsberg Culture that
is confirmed to be at least as much rooted in the Mesolithic than in the Danubian Neolithic. The processes responsible for the formation of this ‘second’
Neolithic and its precise timing remain unidentified.
The result of these processes only becomes archaeologically visible once pits and enclosures are constructed and operate as traps for archaeological and
datable remains. It remains impossible to determine
what proportion of this period corresponds to the
substitution phase and whether the consolidation
phase only began around 4300 calBC.
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