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THE PROBLEM OF ‘EPIPALAEOLITHIC’ IN THE CARPATHIAN BASIN:
LITHIC FINDS FROM HONT-VARHEGY, NORTHERN HUNGARY

Kristof Istvan SZEGEDI' (9 — Gyorgy LENGYEL® @ — Tibor MARTON?

In the 1950s, a few hundred knapped stone artefacts were found at the Hont-Virhegy site during field surveys.
The characteristics of the finds led Miklos Gabori to conclude that the assemblage represents the ‘Epipalaeolithic’
and the survival of the Gravettian with Swiderian traditions into the Late Glacial period. Research in recent
years has cast doubt on the concept of the ‘Epipaleolithic’ in relation to the inner parts of the Carpathian Basin.
Thus, the re-evaluation of the finds became necessary. The current article presents a techno-typological review
of the finds of Hont-Virhegy, proving that the archaeological and cultural integrity of the lithic assemblages in
focus is low and that the finds could be dated to the Middle and Upper Palaeolithic and probably the Neolithic
or the Copper Age.

Az 1950-es években Gabori Miklos Hont-Virhegy lelohelyen néhany szdz pattintott kovet gyiijtott. A leletanyag
jellegzetességei alapjdn arra kovetkeztetett, hogy azt az epipaleolitikumra’ kell keltezni és tipoldgiai jellegei a
Gravettien késé glacidlis tovabbélését bizonyitjik Swidérien hatdsok mellett. Az utobbi évek 1ij tudomdnyos ered-
ményei, ami a Karpat-medence belsé részének ,epipaleolitikumat” érintik, sziikségessé tették a leletanyag tijra-
értékelését. A dolgozatban techno-tipoldgiai szempontbdl tekintjiik at a Gabori Miklés érvelése szempontjabil
fontos leleteket. Az eredmények azt mutatjdk, hogy a pattintott ké leletanyag nem egységes és tobb régészeti kor-
szak leletei keveredhetnek benne, valdsziniileg a kozépsé paleolitikumtdl egészen az ijkGkorig, vagy a rézkorig.

Keywords: ‘Epipalaeolithic’, Mesolithic, Late Gravettian, indirect percussion technique, pressure technique, com-
parative lithic typology

Kulcsszavak: ,.epipaleolitikum”, mezolitikum, késé Gravettien, kozvetett iitéses technika, nyomdsos technika,
dsszehasonlito tipologiai elemzés

Introduction

Until the discovery of Mesolithic sites in the North-
ern Great Hungarian Plain, the taxonomy and chro-
nology of the Final Pleistocene and Early Holocene
periods was defined as follows. ‘Epipalaeolithic’ in-
dustries were believed to have a Gravettian origin
with Swiderian influences. Such lithic assemblages
were found at open-air sites, such as Hont-Templom-
domb (Gabori 1956a), Hont-Kutyika (Gabori

1956b), and Hont-Varhegy (Gébori 1956b; Gabori
1964, 68), as well as cave sites, including those of the
so-called Pilisszant6 Culture (Vértes 1965, 202-211)
(Fig. 1). The youngest Palaeolithic site with probable
Gravettian origins and lacking Swiderian features
was Szekszard-Palank (Vértes 1962). The Mesolithic
sites of Kaposhomok and Vac-Szdédliget were as-
signed to the Tardenoisian based on the presence of
geometric microliths (Gébori 1956¢; Pusztai 1957;
Gébori 1968). The most widespread Mesolithic
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group was a macrolithic one (Eger Culture), charac-
terised by handaxes, bifacial leaf-shaped tools, side-
scrapers, and general Upper Palaeolithic tool types
such as endscrapers (Vértes 1951; Gabori 1964, 70).
Miklés Gabori included Hont-Csitar in the latter
group or the ‘Epipalaeolithic’ (Gabori 1956b; Gabori
1964, 70).

The concept persisted for several decades despite
the early international criticism of the ‘macrolithic
Mesolithic’ (Koztowski 1973). Even with the rejec-
tion of the ‘macrolithic Mesolithic’ (Siman 1979; Ga-
bori 1981; Ringer 1983; Dobosi 1995) and the reas-
sessing of Hont-Csitar (Zandler 2010), the cultural
and chronological position of Hont-Templomdomb
and Hont-Varhegy sites remained unresolved. Later,
Hont-Templomdomb was still referred to as a pos-
sible ‘Epipalaeolithic’ or Epigravettian site (Dobosi,
Simdan 2000; Péntek, Zandler 2016). However, recent
research has challenged the cultural attribution of
Hont-Templomdomb to the ‘Epipalaeolithic’ (Sze-
gedi et al. 2023). The archaeological reliability of

Hont-Varhegy was also questioned due to the pos-
sible mixing of Palaeolithic and Late Neolithic finds
(Simén 1993, 249; Dobosi, Siman 2000, 328).

To decide whether Hont-Varhegy is an ‘Epipaleo-
lithic’ site or its lithic record is mixed, we conducted
a techno-typological study, focusing on two points:
the presence of Swiderien elements and the possible
admixture with younger prehistoric finds.

Materials and methods: Lithics and techno-
typological analysis

The lithic record of Hont-Varhegy is part of the
collection of the Hungarian National Museum (Pb
73/332-479; Pb 90/277-295). According to Miklos
Gabori, the entire assemblage consists of about 300
pieces (Gabori 1958, 60). The typological categories
were based on the publications of Demars and Lau-
rent (Demars, Laurent 1989) and Lengyel (Lengyel
2016). The distinction of possible knapping tech-
niques was based on the available literature on lithic

250 500 750 m
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Fig. 1. Archaeological sites around Hont and the sites mentioned in the text.
1. kép. A Hont kornyéki és a szovegben emlitett lel6helyek.
1: Hont-Varhegy; 2: Hont-Babat; 3: Hont-Csitar; 4: Hont-Templomdomb; 5: Hont-Parassa III; 6: Vac-Szédliget I-11;
7: Regoly 2; 8: Szekszard-Palank; 9: Kaposhomok
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technology (Pelegrin 1991; Inizan et al. 1999; Pel-
egrin 2006; Serensen 2012; Damlien 2015). To iden-
tify lithic raw materials, we used the comparative
raw material collection of the Hungarian National
Museum (Litotheka) (Bird, Dobosi 1991; Biré et al.
2000). We analysed 54 representative lithics in de-
tail, including 43 tools, 2 cores, and 9 unretouched
blades.

Results

Miklés Gabori mentioned two retouched blades
(Gabori 1964, XVIIL. 20, 23). The first (Pb 73/395;
Gabori 1964, XVIIL. 20; Fig. 2. 1), a proximal frag-
ment of a regular, relatively large flint blade, re-
touched on the right edge and truncated towards its
base and a relatively large flint blade (Pb 73/394; Ga-
bori 1964, XVIII. 23; Fig. 3. 20), retouched on its left
edge and truncated at its base. Originally, this blade
was described as having a ventral basal retouch, al-
though the presumed inverse retouch is a set of neg-
atives caused by fresh damage, as indicated by the
scars cutting the patina on the surface of the blade.
Besides, two unpublished truncated and retouched

3cm
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<

blades were found in the collection. The first one (Pb
73/379; Fig. 2. 9) was truncated on its distal end and
also has an inverse retouch at the right edge; the sec-
ond is a bitruncated retouched blade (Pb 73/380; Fig.
3.17).

One of the tools (Pb 73/387) was identified as a
‘microgravette’ (Gabori 1964, XVIII. 14; Fig. 3. 11),
broken at both the distal and the proximal part and
also bearing damage on the ventral face. The ven-
tral inverse retouch opposed to the backed edge is
visible. It is, in fact, a Gravette point (Demars, Lau-
rent 1989, 100; Lengyel 2016, 51) made most likely
of Transdanubian radiolarite. Four more, yet un-
published, backed pieces were found in the assem-
blage (Fig. 3. 12-15), while a sole truncated backed
blade has dorsal truncation on its distal part and
ventral inverse retouch at its base (Pb 90/277.2; Fig.
3. 16). Originally, two more blades were described
as backed (Géabori 1964, XVIII. 15-16), but none of
them has abrupt only semi-abrupt backing retouch
on the left edge of the blade (Pb 73/384; Fig. 4. 7; Pb
73/384; Fig. 2. 5).

Three endscrapers made on blades were pub-
lished in 1964 (Gdabori 1964, XVIII. 3-5). One of

I

I

Fig. 2. Lithics from Hont-Varhegy. 1, 5, 10: Retouched blades; 9: truncated retouched blade; 2-4, 8: proximal fragments
of blade blanks; 6-7: mesial fragments of blade blanks
2. kép. Pattintott kovek Hont-Varhegyr6l. 1, 5, 10: Retusalt pengék; 9: csonkitott retusalt penge; 2-4, 8: pengék
proximalis toredékei; 6-7: pengék mezialis toredékei
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Fig. 3. Lithics from Hont-Varhegy. 1-10: Endscrapers; 11: Gravette point; 12-15: backed blades; 16: truncated backed
blade; 17: bitruncated retouched blade; 18, 22: obliquely truncated blades; 19: distal fragment of a blade blank;
20: retouched blade; 21, 23: burins
3. kép. Pattintott kovek Hont-Varhegyr6l. 1-10: Vakarok; 11: Gravette hegy; 12-15: tompitott hatd pengék;

16: csonkitott, tompitott hatt penge; 17: kettdsen csonkitott retusalt penge; 18, 22: ferdén csonkitott pengék;

19: penge disztélis toredéke; 20: retusalt penge; 21, 23: vésd
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them (Pb 73/408) was made on a distal fragment of
a blade (Gébori 1964, XVIIL. 5; Fig. 3. 6). Another
one was made probably on a blade, although its
proximal part is missing due to the dorsal retouch
at its base (Pb 73/411; Fig. 3. 5). This piece can be
described as a double endscraper. A bigger end-
scraper was made on a radiolarite flake (Pb 73/412;
Fig. 3. 7). Several more endscrapers can be found in
the inventory of Hont-Varhegy, including one (Pb
73/406; Fig. 3. 1) crafted from a core rejuvenation
tablet. Further broken endscrapers made on blades
were also found in the assemblage (Pb 73/409; Fig.
3. 10; Pb73/400; Fig. 3. 9).

A blade (Pb 73/392; Fig. 3. 18) interpreted earlier
as a borer (Gébori 1964, XVIII. 12) was reclassified
as an obliquely truncated blade, which does not fit
the borer category from a typological perspective.
Two more borers made on flakes were identified in
the collection (Pb 73/435; Fig. 4. 5; Pb 73/424; Fig.
4. 10).

Miklos Gabori mentioned four tanged or ‘tanged-
like’ specimens (Gabori 1964, 19, XVIIL. 1, 7, 18).
The first (Pb 73/390; Gabori 1964, XVIII. 1; Fig. 2.
8) does not feature either a shoulder or a tang. An
another piece was misoriented (Pb 73/391; Gabori
1964, XVIII. 19); and no tang can be recognised,
but a distal fragment of an inversely retouched blade
(Fig. 2. 10). A further misoriented piece (Pb 73/375;
Gabori 1964, XVIII. 7) is also a distal fragment of a
limnic silicite blade without traces of retouch (Fig.
3. 19). The finds also included a ‘Kosténki-type
tanged point’ (Gabori 1964, XVIIIL. 18). This piece
is almost completely retouched around its edges on
the dorsal side and bifacially retouched on the left
edge (Pb 73/389; Fig. 4. 2).

Two burins were also found. One of them is a
mesial fragment of a limnic silicite blade, with two
burin negatives on breaks, coming from the distal
and proximal ends of the right edge of the blade (Pb
73/336; Fig. 3. 23) The second burin was made on a
flake (Pb 90/277.1; Fig. 3. 21). Moreover, a piece ear-
lier described as a ‘burin-point’ can be classified as a
borer (Pb 73/424; Fig. 4. 6).

A peculiar find was a neo-crested blade modified
by a bifacial retouch (Pb 73/439; Fig. 4. 1), featuring
an increasing curvature towards its distal end and a
definite overhang on its platform.

The distal fragment of a roughly elaborated,
asymmetrical, bifacially worked leaf-shaped limnic
silicite point with a parallelogram-shaped cross-sec-
tion was also found in the assemblage (Fig. 4. 11).

Technological attributes possibly pointing to in-
direct percussion technique were observed on sev-
eral lithics. These attributes include an intact over-
hang on the dorsal face of the blade platform, which
suggests that no platform abrasion, crucial for the
success of direct percussion, was performed (Mester,
Tixier 2013). The impact point is not discernible,
but they have lipped platforms and diffused bulbs.
The butts of some blades are also relatively large (Pb
73/349; Pb 73/353; Pb73/342; Pb 73/388; Pb 73/439;
Fig. 2. 2-4; Fig. 4. 1, Fig. 7), which also indicates indi-
rect percussion (Pelegrin 2006, 45). The platform an-
gle on these pieces is always close to 90°. The blades
show some regularity, but the thickness of their
cross-sections does not seem to be constant, which
would be a criterion of the pressure technique (Ini-
zan et al. 1999, 79). Cores exploited by indirect per-
cussion were not found in the assemblage; however,
two very small cores have regular negatives on their
debitage surfaces (Pb73/436; Pb73/468). One of the
cores is bullet-shaped (Fig. 4. 8), which suggests
applying pressure technique (Inizan, Lechevallier
1985). The other core has a prepared striking plat-
form, and only one of its fronts was exploited during
the debitage, resulting in a more rectangular shape
(Fig. 4. 9). Both cores were made of Trandanubian
radiolarite. The good quality of the raw material and
the technological features of both cores suggest the
application of pressure technique, probably using a
hand-held pressure tool (Pelegrin’s ‘Mode 1°) (Pel-
egrin 2012, 468-469). Blanks produced from these
cores were not found in the assemblage, but three
mesial fragments of blades with trapezoidal cross-
sections (Pb 73/369; Pb 73/357) are having rather
regular edges, and arrises (Fig. 2. 6-7, Fig. 4. 4).

Discussion

The results indicate that the lithic record of Hont-
Varhegy is an admixture of finds from several ar-
chaeological periods. The most archaic artefact is
a fragment of an asymmetrical leaf-shaped bifacial
point (Fig. 4. 11). The elaboration of this find sug-
gests that it can be connected to the Early Upper Pal-
aeolithic Szeletian or Middle Palaeolithic Babony-
ian industry (Ringer 1983; Mester 2010), both of
which are present in the area close to Hont-Varhegy
(Marko, Péntek 2003-2004; Marko 2009; Zandler
2010). However, a Middle-Upper Palaeolithic dat-
ing of the find is also possible since Late Gravettian
hunter-gatherers probably employed bifacial leaf-
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Fig. 4. Lithics from Hont-Vérhegy. 1-2, 7: Retouched blades; 3—4: mesial fragment of a blade blank; 5-6, 10: borers;
8: bullet shaped core; 9: unidirectional blade core; 11: leaf-shaped bifacial point
4. kép. Pattintott kovek Hont-Varhegyr6l. 1-2, 7: Retusalt pengék; 3—4: mezialis pengetoredék; 5-6, 10: firdk;
8: puskatoltény alaku magkd; 9: egy leiitési felszines pengemagkd; 11: levél alaka bifacidlis hegy
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shaped points in their toolkit in Eastern Central Eu-
rope (Lengyel et al. 2016). The Gravette point is the
sole tool type that represents Gravettian (Lengyel
2016). Furthermore, a bitruncated retouched blade
with a flat retouch on the ventral side of its base
(Fig. 3. 17) resembles a Late Gravettian rectangle,
although it lacks backing (Wilczynski et al. 2015).
Truncated-backed and backed blades are general
armature types from the Middle-Upper Palaeolithic
until the Mesolithic. Accordingly, those items alone
are unsuitable for cultural or chronological attri-
bution (Lengyel 2016; Marton et al. 2021). This is
also true for domestic tool types, such as retouched
blades, burins, and endscrapers (Lengyel 2016).
Some of the endscrapers were made on circular
flakes and fit the typological category of thumbnail
endscrapers (Fig. 3. 2—4; Fig. 8), which are often
connected with the Late Upper and Final Palaeolith-
ic of Europe (Demars, Laurent 1989, 42; Bonsall,
Boroneant 2016). However, this tool type is also
known from Neolithic contexts from Hungary (Ka-
czanowska et al. 2010; Kaczanowska, Koztowski
2012, Fig. 3). Based on all that, these endscrapers
do not represent a specific archaeological period.
The tanged features mentioned by Miklés Gébori
are absent from the assemblage as none of the pre-
sumed tools were tanged or shouldered. The ‘Kostén-
ki-type tanged point’ resembles some large shouldered
points from Kosténki I, Layer 1 (Rogachev, Anikovich
1984, Ris. 92), but it is smaller than those (length: 45.56
mm; width: 10.92 mm, thickness: 5.13 mm); besides,
shouldered points from Eastern Europe mostly lack
invasive bifacial retouch. In addition, the stem of the
point, the shoulder was made with backing retouch in
the Eastern European and Eastern Central European
Late Gravettian (Siman 1989; Wilczynski 2016, Fig.
10; Reynolds et al. 2019; Szegedi et al. 2023, Fig. 5).
As the angles of removal are low on this piece, we do
not consider it a Late Gravettian shouldered point but
a retouched blade instead. Judging from the bifacial
retouch of the neo-crested blade mentioned above, the
two pieces probably belong to the same archaeological
period. The latter has technological attributes indicat-
ing indirect percussion technique. Traits of neither
indirect percussion nor pressure technique have been
identified in the Palaeolithic record of the Carpathian
Basin. Although the use of pressure technique has been
suggested for the Mesolithic, it has never been conclu-
sively proven through detailed technological analysis
(Eichmann et al. 2010, 223-227). In contrast, finds dis-
playing the stigma’s of indirect percussion and pressure

techniques are well-known from the Neolithic of the
Carpathian Basin (Mester, Farag6 2010; Kaczanow-
ska, Koztowski 2012). Conclusively, the Neolithic oc-
cupation of Hont-Varhegy is probable, especially as
ceramic fragments dated to the Middle Neolithic have
also been recovered (Dobosi, Siman 2000) and possi-
ble Late Neolithic lithics were also reported from there
(Siman 1993, 249). Our reassessment contributes to
this viewpoint, as the assemblage of Hont-Varhegy is,
in fact, characterised by blades most likely produced by
indirect percussion technique.

Based on the techno-typological characteristics
of its lithic record, Hont-Varhegy cannot be con-
sidered an ‘Epipaleolithic’ site; however, we cannot
rule out the Middle or Late Upper Palaeolithic dat-
ing of the artefacts due to the presence of backed
elements, widely known from such sites in Hun-
gary (Lengyel 2018). Taking into consideration the
recent re-evaluation of Hont-Templomdomb and
Hont-Parassa III (Lengyel 2016; Szegedi et al. 2023),
the Late Gravettian cultural and chronological at-
tribution of some finds is possible. Backed blades
are also known from the Mesolithic (Kertész 2002;
Marton et al. 2021), but as the Hont-Varhegy assem-
blage lacks any geometric microliths of Mesolithic
style, we cannot resolve this issue. The closest site to
yield plausible geometric microliths, a sole triangle
and trapeze, is Pasztd-Maria-tanya (Siman 1993, 2.
abra). The finds were collected from the surface; they
might represent some occasional visits of Mesolith-
ic hunter-gatherers to the North Hungarian Range,
which was likely their main lithic raw material pro-
curement zone (Kertész 2002, 288). However, based
on our current knowledge, the Mesolithic is yet un-
known in the mountainous regions of Hungary, ex-
cept for Paszto-Maria-Tanya. Mesolithic settlements
were more closely related to riverside environments
in the Pannonian Basin (Gébori 1956c¢; Vértes 1962;
Kertész 2002; Mester et al. 2015; Marton et al. 2021),
but we must also note that Mesolithic open-air sites
with geometric microliths, mostly dated to the Bo-
real period, are also known from the Western Car-
pathians in today’s Slovakia (Nemergut et al. 2023).

Conclusion

The results of the presented techno-typological re-
view indicate that the lithic record of Hont-Varhegy
is not homogenous, encompassing artifacts from
multiple archaeological periods, ranging from the
Middle Palaeolithic to the Neolithic or Copper Age.
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Distinct traits associated with these periods could be
clearly identified within the lithic assemblage.

Additionally, as a side result of the re-evaluation
of the lithic record from Hont-Templomdomb, the
current investigations have demonstrated that the
so-called ‘Epipaleolithic’ lithic record cannot be iso-
lated solely on typological grounds within the inner
Carpathian Basin.

These findings reduce the number of confidently
identified Late Glacial sites in Hungary and lend
further support to the hypothesis of a significant de-
cline in hunter-gatherer populations leading up to
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A KARPAT-MEDENCE ,, EPIPALEOLITIKUMANAK” KERDESEHEZ:
PATTINTOTT KOVEK HONT-VARHEGYROL (ESZAK-MAGYARORSZAG)

Osszefoglalds

A Hont kornyéki lel6helyekre az 1950-es években
nagy figyelmet forditott Gabori Miklds. Ekkor keriil-
tek eld felszini gytjtések révén olyan lel6helyek, mint
Hont-Csitar, Hont-Templomdomb, Hont-Kutyika és
Hont-Varhegy. Ezek koziil csak Csitart és Templom-
dombot hitelesitették asatassal. A lel6helyek pattin-
tott ko leletanyagat a paleolitikum legvégéhez, az
epipalaeolitikumhoz, vagy egy levéleszkozokkel is
jellemezhetd, un. ,,durvaeszkozos” mezolitikumhoz
kototték. Noha az utobbi régészeti kultirat az 1980-
as évek végétdl feliilvizsgaltak és lel6helyeit a kozép-
s6 paleolitikumhoz vagy korai felsé paleolitikumhoz
kototték, a Templomdomb és a Varhegy leletanya-
ganak djraértékelése elmaradt. A Templomdomb
leletanyagat a rendelkezésre 4ll6 adatok alapjan a
szerzOk korabban a kozépso felsé paleolitikus késo
Gravettienhez kototték tipoldgiai alapon, mas kuta-
tok pedig a Csitar anyagat vizsgaltak feliil. Mivel a
Varhegy pattintott koveivel kapcsolatban kétségek
meriiltek fel, a leletanyag ,epipaleolitikus” keltezése
tovabbra sem volt egyértelmd, ekképpen ujraértel-
mezése sziikségszer( volt. A vizsgalat soran a Gabori
Miklés éltal 1964-ben kozolt, ,epipaleolitikus” kor-
meghatarozasban alapvetd eszkozokre dsszpontosi-
tottunk, illetve az esetleges fiatalabb dskori pattintott
kovekre is igyekeztiink felhivni a figyelmet.
Techno-tipoldgiai elemzésiink arra mutatott ra,
hogy a leletanyag valdszintileg kevert és tobb ds-
kori régészeti kulturahoz kothetd, akar a kozépso
paleolitikumtdl egészen a rézkorig. A vizsgalt pen-
gék egy része a kozvetett litéses pattintasi technika

© 2024 The Author(s).

nyomait mutatja, mig két kisméreti magko inkabb a
nyomasos technikahoz kéthetd. Utobbi két pattinta-
si technika jelenlegi ismereteink alapjan a régibb ko-
korban nem volt ismert a Karpat-medencében, de a
kora neolitikumtdél mar megtalalhatok. A leletanyag
kevés kifejezetten régészeti kulturahoz kothetd da-
rabot tartalmaz, egyediil egy Gravette-hegy toredé-
ke tamaszthatja ala pontosabban a felsé paleolitikus
keltezést, illetve tovabbi tompitott és egy darab
csonkitott és tompitott penge. Utdbbiak viszont a
kozépso felsd paleolitikumtol a mezolitikumig a va-
dasz-gyljtogetd kozosségek vadaszati fegyvereinek
alkatrészei, ezért kozelebbi kronoldgiai besorolas-
ra alkalmatlanok. A szilankon késziilt hiivelykko-
rom-alaku vakarok sem tekinthet6k kifejezetten az
~epipaleolit” vagy mezolit eszkozkészlet részének,
mivel azok jelen vannak a fiatalabb korok régészeti
kultaraiban is. A mezolitikumra jellemz6 geometri-
kus mikrolitok teljesen hianyoznak. A Gabori Mik-
16s altal nyeles hegyként kozolt eszkozok besorolasa
tévesnek bizonyult.

Osszességében Hont-Varhegy leletanyagénak je-
len, nem teljes kord ujraértékelése azt mutatja, hogy
az idérendileg vagy kulturdlisan semmiképpen sem
~epipaleolit” és nem is mezolitikus, hanem tobb ré-
gészeti korszak anyagai keveredve taldlhatok benne.
Ez az eredménytiink erdsiti azt a feltételezést, misze-
rint a Karpat-medence belsd részein a régészetileg
~epipaleolitikus”, idérendileg a késé glacialishoz
kotheté emberi megtelepedések nyomai jorészt hi-
anyoznak.
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