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VORWORT
DER HERAUSGEBER

Die Reihe ,,Universitdtsforschungen zur préhistorischen
Archédologie tragt dem Bediirfnis Rechnung, Examensar-
beiten und andere Forschungsleistungen in die Offentlich-
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EDITORIAL

This collection of essays honors Professor Vassil Nikolov on the occasion of his sixty-fifth birthday. A dis-
tinguished scholar of southeast European prehistoric archaeology, Vassil has been with the National Institute
of Archaeology and Museum of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences since 1984, after successfully completing
his PhD thesis on The Early Neolithic Pottery Decoration in Bulgaria, but not before he spent some unemployed
time due to his politically incorrect family background. Throughout the years, Vassil went up the steps of
the academic career, defended a second doctorate (DSc), Studies on the Neolithic Pottery in Thrace. The Karanovo
=101, 101 and HI-1V" Ceramic Assemblages in Their Northwest Anatolian and Southeast European Context, in 1998,
held the positions of the Director of Museums and Art Galleries Directorate of the Bulgarian Ministry of
Culture (1991), Head of the Prehistory Department (1989-1999), Deputy Director (1999-2003) and Director
(2003—2007) of the National Institute of Archaeology and Museum, Chairman of the Academic Board of
the Institute (2003—2015), Corresponding Member and Member of the Executive Board of the Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences (since 2013), all the time teaching prehistoric archaeology at all major Bulgarian uni-
versities and widely lecturing abroad, directing national and international excavation and research projects,
editing journals and collected volumes, organizing conferences and exhibitions, and even hosting a weekly
TV show about Bulgarian archaeological heritage. He has been awarded numerous fellowships and honors,
notably Alexander von Humboldt Research Fellowships (first in 1991-1993) and the Order of Merit of the
Federal Republic of Germany (2009).

The papers in the volume are contributed by Vassil’s friends and colleagues, former and present students,
and reflect his wide range of research interests, from the Paleolithic to the Iron Age, from Central Europe to
the Near East and beyond. His fascinating way of describing the past to undergraduate students or academia,
common public or visiting heads of state, has won him many admirers and friends. His latest excavation
projects, at the Early Neolithic site of Slatina-Sofia (where in 2016 he revealed an extraordinarily large house
of the early sixth millennium BC) and the Salt-Producing Center of Provadia-Solnitsata (where the last decade
has witnessed the uncovering of an amazingly well preserved stone fort and salt-production facilities of the
fifth millennium BC), continue to excite the archaeological establishment and the public alike with a wealth
of spectacular discoveries that immensely influence current archaeological knowledge and interpretation.

It is with great pleasure that we offer this Festschrift to Vassil Nikolov as a mark of our appreciation to
his many contributions to the prehistoric archaeology of Southeast Europe, congratulating him most warmly
for his sixty-fifth birthday, and wishing him many more years of good health and productive scholarship!

Ad multos annos, Magister carissime!

Krum Bacvarov and Ralf Gleser
Sofia and Miinster, October 2016
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THE EXPLOITATION OF THE HIGHLAND ZONES:
THE EARLIEST MESOLITHIC HUNTERS OF THE CENTRAL ALPINE ARC
PAaor.o BIAGI AND ELISABETTA STARNINT

Abstract

This paper presents a case study of the high-altitude peopling in the Italian central Alpine are. The results of ten years of archaeological
and palaeoenvironmental research in the south-central Alps led to a preliminary reconstruction of the models of human exploitation
of this part of the Alpine chain. Traces of Mesolithic activity and hunting camps were discovered mainly around the shores of small
basins of glacial origin, often located close to passes of easy access along important transalpine routes. The research described in this
paper involved not only systematic and repeated surveys, but also the pollen coring of a few peat-bogs, radiocarbon dating and the
excavation of a few sites. In particular, the results achieved from the excavation of two Preboreal Sanveterrian sites at Valmaione in
Val Camonica (central 1ombard Alps) are briefly illustrated. The sites have been attributed to the beginning of the Holocene thanks
to the characteristics of the chipped stone assemblage retrieved during excavation and radiocarbon dating,

INTRODUCTION

This paper presents a case study of high-altitude Early
Holocene peopling of the Italian Alpine arc that took place
well after the retreat of the last glacier cover'. Until a few
years ago some authors believed that the scarce evidence
of high-altitude human traces of occupation was probably
due to the absence of caves and rock shelters®. The surveys
carried out since the beginning of the 1980s along the Val
Trompia-Val Camonica watershed, in the south-central
Lombard Alps (northern Italy) showed that this region
started to be seasonally settled by Early Mesolithic Prebo-
real hunter-gatherers who left their traces up to c¢. 2000 m
of altitude (fig. 1).

The results confirmed what was becoming clear after
the discovery of Early Mesolithic camps along the shores
of Lakes Colbricon in the Trentino Alps at some 2000 m
of altitude,’ whete many Sauvetertian sites most probably
representing different activity areas were discovered at the
beginning of the 1970s. Though only two Colbricon sites
were radiocarbon-dated to the Preboreal period (CLBs 1,
R-895: 9370+130 BP; CLBs 8, UtC-13429: 9550£60 BP;
UtC-13424: 9600160 BP; UtC-13419: 9730£60 BP), they
showed that Early Holocene high-altitude sites did exist
also in the north-eastern Italian Alps, and that their chro-
nology might be compared with those obtained from two
other early Mesolithic sites excavated in the Trento basin
(Adige Valley), namely the rock-shelters of Romagnano,
layer AF and AE (RMG1 AF, R-1147: 9830190 BP; RMG1
AE1/4, R-1146: 9420£60 BP; RMG1 AE1/5, R-1146b:
9460£80 BP) and Pradestel, layer 7-8 (PRD1 1.7-8, R-1151:
9320150 BP)*.

Pini et al. 2016.

Oliva 1994.

Bagolini 1972; Bagolini / Dalmeri 1988.

Broglio 1971; 1992; Clark 2000; Grimaldi 2000, tab. 1; Dalmeri
et al. 2008.
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It is well known that despite the abundance of Sauve-
terrian sites in the Trentino-South Tyrol,” just a few can
be attributed to the Preboreal period, and even less have
been radiocarbon-dated. More precisely Riparo Cogola,
layers 16 and 18 (Lacogola-RC1: 9430+60 BP and La-
cogola-RC2: 982060 BP), Laghetto delle Regole (KIA-
20343:9737£42 BP), Galgenbiihel (ETH-27173: 926570
BP), and Plan de Frea (R-2565: 9558+£90 BP and R-2713:
9883£68 BP)".

Given the different altitude, location, and general char-
acteristics of the Preboreal Mesolithic sites in the study
region, and the long time-span of some six centuries,
between R-1147 and ETH-27173, we can assume that,
after 45 years of research in the north Italian Mesolith-
ic, our knowledge of the period is still very poor despite
the discovery of many Sauveterrian sites in the region.
Among the Preboreal radiocarbon-dated sites three are
valley bottom rock-shelters, two mid-altitude open-air sites,
and two more, both located around the Colbricon lakes,
high-altitude camps. The Valmaione sites are to be added
to the above ones.

Nevertheless ten years of archaeological and palaeo-
environmental research in the eastern Lombard Alps” have
led to a preliminary reconstruction of the models of hu-
man exploitation of this part of the alpine chain. At high
altitudes, traces of Mesolithic activity and seasonal camps
have been discovered mainly close to the shores of small

Fontana 2011.

6 Alessio et al. 1996; Dalmeri et al. 2004; Wierer / Boscato 20006;
Cusinato / Bassetti 2005; Angelucci / Bassetti 2009; Bassetti
et al. 2009, tab. 1.

7 Anarchaeological project entitled “Palaeolithic and Mesolithic
peopling along the Val Camonica-Val Trompia-Val Sabbia wa-
tershed” was launched in the early 1980s and was financed by
the Museo Civico di Scienze Naturali of Brescia. The project
involved the walking and survey of high elevation pathways
and the excavations of some selected sites, among which are
those briefly presented in this paper.
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Fig. 1: Distribution maps of the most important Mesolithic sites of 'V alcamonica (top right), and Monte Campione-Monte Splaza watershed:

1 Provaglio d’Iseo; 2 Cividate Camuno; 3 Foppe di Nadro; 4 Cascina Valmaione; 5 Pozza sotto lo Splaza; 6 Stanga di Bassinale; 7 Malga

Rondeneto; 8 St. Glisente; 9 Laghetti del Crestoso; 10 Laghi di Ravenolay 11 Lago di Vaia (modified from Biagi 1997, figs. 3 and 12,
and Biagi | Starnini 2015, fig. 1).
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Fig. 2: Monte Campione-Monte Splaza watershed with the location of the Mesolithic sites of Val

Maione 1 (VM-1: blue dot to the left of the unpaved road) and 1/ al Maione 2 (VVN2: red dot to the right).
Photo: P. Biag.

basins of glacial origin, often near passes of easy access
along important transalpine routes (fig. 1).

The research described in this paper regarded not only
systematic and repeated surveys at high altitude, but also
the pollen coring of a few peat-bogs, radiocarbon dating
and the excavation of a few sites®. Among the latter, those
discovered close to the arrival station of a ski-lift at Piano
delle Camere, just above Cascina Valmaione, in the Bres-
cia pre-Alps (fig. 2), play an important role in the study
of the Holocene pre-Boreal exploitation of the Alpine
environment.

THE VALMAIONE SITES

The first Mesolithic site (VM-1) was discovered at Val-
maione in 1987° at 1778 m of altitude. Chipped stone tools
were recovered from an eroded surface that had been partly
removed during the construction of a ski-lift end station.
A second site (VM-2) was found a few years later close
to the shores of a small glacial basin ¢. 100 m south-west
of VM-1 (fig. 2).

The excavations carried out in the summer of 1994
at Valmaione 1 (VM-1) brought to light a small Preboreal
Mesolithic hunting camp. The excavation trench explored
most of the site’s surface (c. 19 sqm). All the deposit was
water-sieved with a 0.5 mm micro-mesh. This method
favoured the recovery of each single lithic artefact, among
which are hypermicrolithic geometric armatures, microbu-
rins and shatters resulting from their manufacture.

8  Biagi 1992; 1997; 1998; Biagi et al. 1994; Baroni / Biagi 1997;
Biagi / Starnini 2015.
9 Biagi 1988.

The archaeological layer was found at the depth
of 12-20 cm. It consisted of a sandy-massive layer of
datk-brown colour (7.5YR 4/2) rich in flint artefacts,
lying just above a 4 cm thick sandy-gravely layer of dark
reddish brown colour (5YR 3/4) below which was the
bedrock. It was scaled by a black turf layer, c. 5-7 cm
thick the bottom part of which was dated to 2000+40
BP (GtN-20094), that is around the beginning of the
Roman Imperial Age.

Unfortunately, the archacological horizon yielded only
chipped stone tools. Organic matter, such as bones, with
the exception of charred wood, did not survive pacdogen-
esis in high-altitude acidic soils. Polygonal fractures were
observed at the bottom of the occupation layer, due to
pre-Holocene frost events. The palacopedological analyses
show that the palacosoil containing the chipped stone
assemblage was not present when the Mesolithic hunters
settled at VM-1, and its pedogenesis evolved later.

According to the typology of the chipped stone ar-
tefacts, VM-1 can be attributed to the Early Mesolithic

Sauveterrian culture!”

. Unfortunately, the excavations did
notyield any evidence for coeval datable material and struc-
tures. We can suggest that the site was settled during the
Preboreal period thanks to the presence of very charac-
teristic tools among which are hypermicrolithic isosceles
triangles. Each chipped stone artefact was mapped within
a4 x5 m grid, which was subdivided into 1 x 1 m squares.
The finds were recorded according to three spatial coot-
dinates in order to achieve a detailed distribution map of

all artefacts (fig 3).

10 Coulonges 1954.
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Fig. 4: Significant chipped stone artefacts from Val Maione, Early Mesolithic, Sanveterrian sites. V' M-1:
1=9 triangles; 10, 14—19 miicroburins; 11 backed bladelet and truncation; 12 double backed point; 13 backed bladelet. 1V M-2: 20-26
triangles; 27 backed bladelet; 28 double backed point; 29—37 microburins. Keys: H = hafting traces; if = impact fracture; S H = scrape hard.
Drawings: G. Almerigogna.
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The chipped stone assemblage consists of 220 atte-
facts obtained from non-local flint, among which are 40
tools (one burin, two end scrapers, 13 triangular armatures,
one lunate, four backed points, four backed bladelets, five
backed bladelets and truncation, ten fragments of backed
bladelets), one core fragment, one probable core trimming
flake, nine microburins (two proximal and seven distal),
and 48 shatters. 52 complete, unretouched artefacts were
measured to develop the elongation and carination index-
es according to B. Bagolini’s method''. The assemblage
consists mainly of flakes (16: 30.77 %), blade-like flakes
(twelve: 23.08 %), followed by blades (nine: 17.31 %), very
wide flakes (six: 11.54 %), wide flakes (five: 9.62 %), narrow
blades (three: 5.77 %), and very wide flakes (one: 1.92 %).
Mostartefacts are flat (26: 50 %), followed by very flat (16:
30.77 %), carinated (five: 9.62 %), thick (three: 5.77 %), and
very carinated (two: 3.85%). Use-wear analysis has shown
that five triangular armatures show hafting traces, whilst
two have impact fractures. Nine other tools were hafted,
and nine more were used mainly for scraping different
types of material or grooving (fig; 4, top).

Most artefacts were clustered within the central-east-
ern squares of the excavation trench (fig. 3). A more
dispersed cluster of artefacts was probably present in
its north-western corner. Some tools show characteris-
tic piguant-triédre scars (fig. 4,2;7). The presence of one
probable core, one technological piece, microburins and
shatters shows the 7 situ debitage and manufacture of
the armatures, whilst the relative small number of pieces
(220) points to the ephemeral nature of the camp where,
according to the use-wear analysis, different activities were
undoubtedly performed.

As reported above, the entire deposit was water-sieved
with a 0.5 mm mesh. This method favoured the recovery
of nine microburins, some of which justa few millimetres
long (fig, 4,14—19), and 48 shatters, resulting from the i situ
preparation and retouching of the tools. Their presence
testifies to the relatively low post-depositional disturbance
of the site. However, the radiocarbon result (GrN-20092:
3120£50 BP) obtained from a Picea/Larix sample collect-
ed from a shallow pit, rich in charcoals, uncovered in the
south-westernmost corner of the excavated grid (fig. 3),
shows that the site was temporatily settled again at the end
of the Bronze Age, probably because of pastoral activities
in the area.

The situation is more complex at Valmaione 2 (VM- 2).
The site was excavated over a surface of 24 square metres.
The first trench, measuring 4 x 2 m, was opened starting
from the edge of the small, rounded glacial basin. It yield-
ed sparse though characteristic Late Mesolithic, Castel-
novian artefacts'?. Some charcoals of Larix/ Picea, Alnus
Viridis, Calluna and Rhododendron were collected from the

11 Bagolini 1968.
12 Biagi 1997, fig. 7A.
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trench. They were radiocarbon-dated to 3950£110 BP
(GrN-20360) showing that the area had been re-frequented
during the Chalcolithic.

The second trench, covering 16 square metres (4 x 4 m),
yielded a very rich lithic assemblage. It was opened 16 m
north-east of the first one. The chipped stone assemblage
was recovered at 16-26 cm of depth from a silty-sandy
layer of dark brown colour (7.5YR 3/2) containing at its
base several charcoals of _Aluus Viridis, Laburnum Alpinum,
Larix Decidua, Picea Excelsa, and Calluna vilgaris®.

The lithic industry from this site is characteristic of
the Preboreal, Early Mesolithic, Sauveterrian culture (fig. 4,
bottom). The chipped stone assemblage was retrieved
with the same method employed at VM-1, water-siev-
ing the whole deposit with a 0.5 mm micro-mesh. The
assemblage, which so far has not been studied in detail,
yielded microlithic triangles with two or three retouched
sides (fig. 4,20—20), double-backed points (fig. 4,28), and
several hypermicrolithic microburins (fig. 4,29-37). Some
pieces show the characteristic scars of the piguant-triedre
(fig. 4,20 and 24).

Two small charcoal clusters of Prcea/Larix charcoals
from squares AQ-8 and AQ-9 were radiocarbon dated
respectively to 9410180 BP (GrN-20093) and 9630100
BP (GrN-20890), confirming the attribution of the Early
Mesolithic site VM-2 to the Preboreal™.

Apart from those described above, more sites where dis-
covered a few dozen metres from the Mesolithic ones. They
consist mainly of small hearths, whose radiocarbon dat-
ing yielded results attributable to the Chalcolithic (VM- 5,
G1N-20360: 3950+110 BP), the end of the Bronze Age/
beginning of the Iron Age (VM-8, GrN-20892: 3000£60
BP and VM-4, GrN-20095: 2930+60 BP), and the Late
Celtic/Eatly Roman Period (VM-7, GtN-20891: 2230£30
BP)". These discoveties, as well as that of a Bronze Age
flint arrowhead, show that the area of Piano delle Camere
was sporadically and temporarily settled also in more recent
periods for different reasons, most probably related to its
geographical position midway between Val Camonica and

Val Trompia, and the presence of petrennial watet'.

DISCUSSION

The research carried outin the Italian Alps during the last
45 years showed that during the Early Holocene, Meso-
lithic human groups settled in valley bottom rock-shelters,
middle and high altitude open sites, and even entered inner
areas of the Alpine chain. The mobility models devel-
oped for the reconstruction of the main routes followed
by Mesolithic hunters along the Alpine open landscapes
suggest that the location of their camps was strongly in-

13 Biagi 1997.
14 Biagi / Starnini 2015, tab. 1.
15 Biagi / Starnini 2015, tab. 1.
16 Biagi 1998.



The exploitation of the highland zones

fluenced by the geomorphology of the territory'’. Many
Mesolithic sites are indeed situated along mountain ridges,
saddles, passes and near the shores of small basins of
glacial origin.

According to the available palacoenvironmental data
the tree-line rose c. 800 m in the Alps in only 200-300 years
in coincidence with brusque temperature variations that
took place at the beginning of the Preboreal,' reaching
altitudes of 2200-2300 m around the end of the transition
between the Preboreal and the Boreal periods. This fact
undoubtedly influenced the hunting strategies of the Meso-
lithic bands that seasonally settled the highland zones".

The study of raw materials employed for making
chipped stone artefacts confirmed that contacts were al-
ready established between the Mesolithic groups living
north and south of the Alpine watershed. This is supported
by the recurrence of artefacts obtained from southern
Alpine raw materials found at some sites, among which is
Ullafelsen in Tyrol (Austria)®.

The Valmaione sites excavated in the Brescia Alps
improve our knowledge about the Early Holocene hu-
man exploitation of the high altitudes, suggesting that
more research investment in the mountain archaeology
is highly needed. Several mountain zones in Europe are
indeed still unexplored and the results obtained from the
few well-investigated areas demonstrated that this unique
environment deserves more interest, especially as concerns
its potential for the reconstruction of prehistoric human
behaviour.
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