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What was daily life like in Italy between 6000 and 3500 BC? This book
brings together the archaeological evidence on a wide range of aspects
of life in Neolithic Italy and surrounding regions (Sicily and Malta).
Exploring how the routines of daily life structured social relations and
human experience during this period, it provides a detailed analysis of
how people built houses, buried their dead, made and shared a distinctive
cuisine, and made the pots and stone tools that archaeologists find.
This book also addresses questions of regional variation and long-term
change, showing how the sweeping changes at the end of the Neolithic
were rooted in and transformed the daily practices of earlier periods. It
also links the agency of daily life, and the reproduction of social relations,
with long-term patterns in European prehistory.

John Robb has lectured on archaeological theory and the European
Neolithic at Southampton University, and, since 2001, at Cambridge
University. He has conducted archaeological fieldwork on Neolithic
and Bronze Age sites in Italy and research on prehistoric Italian skeletal
remains. He is also the editor of the Cambridge Archaeological Journal.
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(e) Arene Candide; (f ) Riparo Gaban. 49

7 Single burial in village contexts: Passo di Corvo Tomb 5. 57
8 Anomalous burials. (a) Young adult male exposed in

village ditch, Ripa Tetta; (b) Young adult woman at
bottom of well, Passo di Corvo Tomb 11; (c) Mass burial,
Diga di Occhito; (d) Headless burial, Madonna di
Loreto. 59

9 Articulated versus disarticulated skeletons in Neolithic
burials. 61

10 The normal lifespan in Neolithic Italy. 63
11 Burial pathways. 65
12 Neolithic houses. (a) Collapsed daub, Balsignano;

(b) Catignano; (c) Acconia; (d) Superimposed foundation

xiii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t o f f i g u r e s

ditches from rebuilding episodes, Ripa Tetta; (e) Capo
Alfiere, note monumental stone wall and stone-paved
floor. 78–79

13 Burnt (fired) daub with impressions from sticks and reeds
of house frame. (a) Penitenzeria, Calabria; (b) Masseria La
Quercia, Puglia. 80

14 Ditch section, Ripa Tetta, a small Early Neolithic village
on the Tavoliere. 91

15 Ditched village layouts. (a) Posta Villano, Tavoliere;
(b) Masseria Acquasalsa, Tavoliere; (c) Passo di Corvo,
Tavoliere; (d) Murgia Timone, Matera. 92–93

16 Reconstructed land use for Penitenzeria and Umbro. 99
17 The social landscape around Penitenzeria. (a) Possible

paths, resources, and landmarks; (b) View southeast from
Penitenzeria, showing general size and possible location of
gardens and limit of territory exploited for gardening,
pasture, and foraging. 103

18 Accumulated frequentation areas over 30 years around the
site of Penitenzeria, Bova Marina, Calabria. 104

19 Midden, Penitenzeria, Bova Marina, Calabria. Dark,
rocky stratum in lower half of section is dense midden
deposition from occupation several centuries long.
Approximate depth of trench 1.5 m. 105

20 Grotta Scaloria, Manfredonia, Puglia: cult site in lower
cave, with fine vessels placed to catch dripping water. 109

21 Spatiality of gender: some possible relations. 111
22 The shape of land without high mountains. 115
23 Neolithic landscape: zones and places around a Neolithic

habitation. 117
24 Carnivore canines, probably used as ornaments. 125
25 The household’s food source, and hours of labor:

Grinding stone for preparing grain, Malerba, Puglia. 133
26 Zoomorphic pottery vessel probably representing a pig or

a cow, Colle S. Stefano, Abruzzo. 137
27 (a) Struttura di combustione, Mileto, showing layer of

charcoal and ash underlying burnt rocks; (b) Earth oven

xiv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t o f f i g u r e s

from ethnoarchaeological reconstruction, showing rocks,
coals, and food buried under earth during cooking. 151

28 Genealogy of Neolithic pottery traditions. 164
29 Typical Neolithic vessel forms. 165
30 Approximate distribution of pottery styles through the

Neolithic. 166
31 Examples of regional pottery styles. (a) Impressed wares

from Lagnano da Piede; (b) Matera scratched wares from
Grotta dei Pipistrelli (left) and Tirlecchia (right);
(c) Stentinello wares from Capo Alfiere; (d) Bichrome
painted wares from Passo di Corvo; (e) Trichrome painted
wares from Grotta delle Felci, Capri; (f ) Serra d’Alto
wares from Serra d’Alto; (g) Diana wares from Contrada
Diana, Lipari. 168–169

32 Penitenzeria, Bova Marina, Calabria. Stentinello style
decorated bowl probably made by a learner. 175

33 Penitenzeria Stentinello bowls. (a) Basic design pattern
summarizing principles found in most decorated bowls;
(b) Variation in actual vessel designs. 179

34 Examples of recombinant pots. (a) Mixing of painting and
impressing in Lagnano da Piede style, Fonteviva; (b) Use
of the microrocker decorative technique in Impressed
Ware assemblage, Masseria Mastrodonato, Bisceglie;
(c) Scratched rendition of “impressed” c-motif, Serra
d’Alto; (d) Impressed rendition of trichrome-style motif,
Passo di Corvo. 183

35 Neolithic use of obsidian and flint. (a) Obsidian core for
producing small blades, Castellaro Vecchio, Lipari;
(b) Core for producing long blades from honey-coloured
Gargano flint, Passo di Corvo; (c) Waste flakes from
reducing obsidian nodules, Gabellotto Gorge obsidian
source, Lipari; (d) Obsidian and flint bladelets and
expedient flakes, Umbro, Calabria; (e) Formal tools of
local flint, Gargano flint and obsidian, Arpi, Puglia. 187

36 Neolithic use of sourceable geological raw materials. 194–195
37 Working axes from habitation sites; note breakage and

edge damage. (a) Umbro, Calabria; note partial

xv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t o f f i g u r e s

refashioning and re-use as a hammerstone;
(b) Penitenzeria, Calabria; (c) Pizzica Pantanello,
Basilicata; (d) Passo di Corvo, Puglia. 209

38 “Campignano” style flaked bifacial axe from Masseria
Schifata, Puglia. 210

39 Cache of axes beneath house floor at Capo Alfiere,
Crotone, Calabria. 211

40 Axes from ritual sites. (a) Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, Malta;
(b) Grotta Scaloria, Puglia. 212

41 Surface finds of axes, as represented in antiquarian
collections, Parma. 213

42 Axe reduction and miniature axes. (a) Broken axe butt,
Umbro, Calabria; (b) Axette, Umbro, Calabria;
(c) Hypothetical sequence of reduction of axe to
“axe-amulet” or axette; (d) Miniature axe replica of
phyllite, Umbro, Calabria. 215

43 Axe biographical pathways. 217
44 The color red. (a) Red ochre stain on grinding stone from

ritual site, Grotta delle Felci, Capri; (b) Red ochre
fragment, Umbro, Calabria. 227

45 Material flows in space and time. (a) Houses and villages;
(b) Food; (c) Animals and herds; (d) Axes; (e) Pottery;
(f ) Obsidian. 232–233

46 Cumulative material flows in space and time. 237
47 Spatiality of exchange: a Tavoliere example. 257
48 Early Neolithic canoe from “La Marmotta,” Lake

Bracciano. 267
49 Calabria, Eastern Sicily, and adjacent areas. 273
50 The Lipari archipelago during the Neolithic. 277
51 Copper Age pottery. (a) Pontecagnano, Campania;

(b) Maccarese, Lazio; (c) Conelle di Arcevia, Marche. 297
52 Copper Age weaponry. (a) Flint daggers and arrow points,

Pontecagnano; (b) Burial assemblage containing metal
dagger, stone daggers, and arrow points, Spilamberto;
(c) Knives and arrow points, Moletta Patone di Arca;
(d) Flint dagger, Remedello. 301

xvi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t o f f i g u r e s

53 Neolithic or Copper Age hunting and weapon art.
(a) Cemmo statue-menhir, Valcamonica, note that this
represents a palimpsest of imagery, probably including
Bronze Age (plough motif ); (b) Naquane rock carvings,
Valcamonica; (c) Hunting scene, Porto Badisco cave
paintings, Puglia. 302–303

54 Copper Age burials. (a) Final Neolithic introduction of
collective burials in stone cists, Masseria Bellavista,
Taranto; (b) Transitional Neolithic–Copper Age burials in
small chamber tombs, Piano Vento, Sicily;
(c) Copper Age burials in small shaft-and-chamber tombs,
Pontecagnano, Campania; (d) Single burial with
status-related grave goods, Remedello. 305

55 Copper Age human representations. (a) Stone statue from
final Neolithic tomb, Arnesano, Puglia; (b) Large male
clay figurine from ritual deposition, Piano Vento, Sicily;
(c) Male figurine, Ortucchio, Fucino basin, Abruzzo;
(d) Male and female statue-stelae, Lunigiana;
(e) Menhir-stela, Bagnolo, Valcamonica; (f ) Female
statue-stela, Lagundo; (g) Male statue-stela, Lagundo. 309

56 Malta and Gozo: megalithic temple plans. (a) Skorba;
(b) Ta Hagrat; (c) Ggantija. 330

57 Malta and Gozo: human representations. (a) Female
figurines, Skorba temple; (b) Statue, Hagar Qim temple;
(c) “Sleeping Lady” figurine, Hal Saflieni hypogeum;
(d) Carved stone phalli, Tarxien temples. 332–333

58 Possible pathways for intensification. 341

xvii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t of table s

<

1 Model demography of Neolithic communities,
assuming 50 percent child mortality and life
expectancy of 25 years at age fifteen. page 41

2 Life events in a five-year period, based upon
demographic reconstructions in Table 1. 42

3 Human body imagery in prehistoric Italian art,
Neolithic through Iron Age. 44

4 Some figurine groupings. 54
5 Figurine oppositions. 55
6 Raw materials for typical Neolithic huts. 81
7 Middle–Late Neolithic burials excavated in previously

occupied Neolithic habitation sites. 97
8 Land use needs and possible population levels with

selected Neolithic economies. 101
9 Faunal data from Neolithic sites in Central and Southern

Italy (percentages of NISP bones in assemblages). 126
10 Palaeobotanical samples from selected Neolithic sites in

Italy. 130
11 Some characteristics of domesticated animals. 138
12 Neolithic sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs at Lagnano da

Piede, Passo di Corvo and the Grotta Pacelli. 141
13 Spatial differences in sheep/goat and cattle bones

at Passo di Corvo. 147
14 Summary of possible Neolithic food resources. 153
15 Neolithic cuisine as a generative map. 155

xix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


l i s t o f t a b l e s

16 Ceramic chronology. 167
17 Operational sequence for producing pottery at Umbro

and Penitenzeria. 173
18 Lithic raw material use in selected areas. 188
19 Some possible motives for the obsidian trade. 198
20 Axes from different contexts. 214
21 The possible Neolithic color world. 229
22 Archaeological approaches to material agency. 234
23 Spectrum of settlement definition. 261
24 Neolithic sequences from Lipari, Southern Calabria/

Sicily, and Northern Calabria/Campania. 279
25 Overview and possible interpretation of the Lipari

sequence. 284

xx

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


pre face

<

This book has three audiences, to each of which it will seem unsatis-
factory in different ways. Theoretical archaeologists in the Anglo-

phone tradition may wish for the theoretical agenda to be pursued
further and, perhaps, with less encumbering detail. Italian prehistori-
ans, on the other hand, may lament the great mass of data on the Italian
Neolithic that I have glossed over in the interests of synthesis and social
interpretation. To each of these communities, I ask for tolerance, and,
hopefully, to each I can offer some compensation. The theoretical
archaeologist may appreciate the chance to see a theoretical agenda
worked through systematically across the entire spectrum of archae-
ological data. For Italian prehistorians, I would hope to offer some
interesting interpretations to pursue empirically, in places convergent
with ideas arising within the Italian prehistory community. The third
audience will be theoretically minded European prehistorians who share
the author’s desire to see prehistoric Europe neither reduced to one-
size-fits-all theoretical frameworks nor left faceless and uninterpreted.
To this audience, I can only say that the more ambitious a book is, the
more likely it is to fall short, and nobody knows a book’s limitations
like the author.

This project has been in the making for about a decade. In that
time, I have discussed aspects of archaeological theory and Mediter-
ranean prehistory with many friends and colleagues. Many of them will
disagree with the ideas and interpretations put forth here; many were
unaware that their innocently offered piece of advice or information

xxi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-84241-9 - The Early Mediterranean Village: Agency, Material Culture, and
Social Change in Neolithic Italy
John Robb
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521842417
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


p r e f a c e

held great significance for this project as it gestated; all were generous
with what they thought and knew.

I am particularly grateful to many colleagues and students at
Cambridge and Southampton who have discussed these ideas with
me over many years; I have had particularly helpful discussions with
Elizabeth DeMarrais, Mark Edmonds, Clive Gamble, Yannis Hamilakis,
Lila Janik, Yvonne Marshall, Preston Miracle, and Marie Louise Stig
Sørensen. I have learnt much about agency theory from Marcia-Anne
Dobres. My colleagues in the Bova Marina Archaeological Project
(Umberto Albarella, Gianna Ayala, Marina Ciaraldi, Lin Foxhall, Helen
Farr, Hamish Forbes, Paula Lazrus, Kostalena Michelaki, Doortjè Van
Hove, and David Yoon) have been a source of ideas and support for many
years, and I am grateful to Dr. Elena Lattanzi, Dr. Emilia Andronico,
and Dr. Annalisa Zarattini of the Soprintendenza Archeologica della
Calabria for supporting our excavations in Southern Calabria. Among
American colleagues, I have benefited from discussions with Rob Tykot,
Nerissa Russell, and Katina Lillios, and Dan Evett introduced me to
the Italian Neolithic many years ago; while at Michigan I learned much
from John Cherry, John Speth, Bob Whallon, Milford Wolpoff, Henry
Wright, and Norm Yoffee. The members of our informal, peripatetic
(but generally London-based) seminar on the Italian Neolithic have
provided a knowledgeable and critical audience for many of my ideas. I
am particularly grateful to Keri Brown, Caroline Malone, Mark Pearce,
Mark Pluciennik, Robin Skeates, Simon Stoddart, and especially to
Ruth Whitehouse for her detailed comments on the manuscript.

Many of my Italian colleagues, raised in a different archaeolog-
ical tradition, will be bemused by my interpretations. Every tradition
defines its own cardinal sins; Italian prehistory places more emphasis
upon the particularity of data and less upon generalisation and social
inference. I hope that this work will be read in a spirit of charita-
ble tolerance and that it may even provide an idea or two worth being
empirical about. In any case, I owe particular gratitude to the many Ital-
ian prehistorians I have met who have proven unfailingly generous with
their time and knowledge, particularly Giovanni Boschian, Alessandro
Canci, Alberto Cazzella, Andrea Dolfini, Alfredo Geniola, Alessandra
Giampietri, Alessandro Guidi, Maria Rosa Iovino, Laura Longo, Brian
McConnell, Francesco Mallegni, Laura Maniscalco, Giorgio Manzi,
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Domenico Marino, Italo Muntoni, Giuseppe Nicoletti, Giovanna Radi,
Mary Anne Tafuri, Santo Tinè, Vincenzo Tinè, Carlo Tozzi, Alessan-
dro Vanzetti, Barbara Zamagni, and Annalisa Zarattini. Elsewhere in the
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