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Abstract

Due to the construction of the M86 motorway, intensive quarrying activity started at several locations of the
Raba Valley in Northwestern Hungary. This undertaking provided the discovery of a new archaeological site
near the village of Pali in August 2014. During the rescue excavation, a rich lithic assemblage was un-
earthed, suggesting a human occupation related to the Epipalaeolithic-Early Mesolithic period. It is the first
in situ site preceding the Neolithic in the region.

Introduction

Due to the construction of the M86 motorway, intensive quarrying activity started at several
locations of the Raba Valley. This undertaking provided the discovery of a new archaeologi-
cal site near the village of Pali in August 2014 which seems to change our view on the Late
Pleistocene—Early Holocene population history of the Carpathian Basin. According to our
field observations during the rescue excavation of the Pali-Dombok site, we recognised an
Epipalaeolithic/Early Mesolithic industry which is the first in situ verified site preceding the
Neolithic in Northwestern Transdanubia.

Geographic setting

The village of Pali is situated in the region named Kisalfold (Little Plain), 60 kilometers
Southwest of Gy6r as the crow flies (Fig. 1). Nowadays, the landscape is defined by the clos-
est rivers, namely the Raba and the Répce.! The general geological stratigraphy of the region
consists of fluvial clay, silt and dark brown slope sediment layers at the top, belonging to the
Holocene period. Below these, 10 to 50 meters thick gravel and sand layers are lying, de-
posited by quaternary fluvial activity. During the Late Quaternary, a slow subsidence of the
territory contributed to the accumulation of these sediments. The Pali-Dombok site is lo-
cated five kilometers south from the village, where a sand pit was exploited by the locals
since a long time (Fig. 2). The M86 Motorway construction developed further economic in-
terest in gravel extraction here. At the old spot, a new pit has been initiated in August 2014.

1 DOVENYI 2010, 310.
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The discovery and the rescue excavation of the site

Pali-Dombok was already registered as an archaeological site because remains of a settle-
ment from the Roman period were found on the surface next to the old sand pit of the vil-
lage. Some Prehistoric (probably Neolithic) pits with very poor archaeological material were
also reported during the archaeological survey before the opening of the new gravel pit.

On the 28th of August 2014, Janos Hatos archaeologist assistant found five knapped stone
artifacts in the sediments of the southern slope of the gravel pit at approximately two me-
tres under the actual surface. According to his observations, the lithics came from a loamy
sediment deposited directly on the thick gravel layer. Maté Losonczi archaeological inspec-
tor at the county has stopped the exploitation and contacted us at the Institute of Archaeo-
logical Sciences of the E6tvos Lorand University. Unfortunately, the verification of the strati-
graphic context of the artifacts was no more possible during our visit at the site on the 12th
of September. On the 3rd of October, Janos Hatos found two blades and a core fragment,
made of radiolarite, in the slope a dozen meters further to the west from the location of the
first discovery. This time the quarrying has stopped immediately. This way we could carry
out a test excavation for verifying the stratigraphic context on the 10th of October. Seven-
teen lithic artifacts have been recorded on an excavated area of one and a half square me-
ters. They were unearthed from the dark grey palaeosoil-like sediment overlaying the lower-
most loamy layer above the gravels. The positions of the finds suggested the existence of an
archaeological horizon (Fig. 3).

Taking into account that the archaeological material consists of debitage products, including
very small flakes — probably from retouching tools — and some core fragments, in an undis-
turbed stratigraphic position, a conclusion was drawn that we are facing the remains of hu-
man occupation. Although the lithics were undiagnostic from a taxonomic point of view,
their position at the bottom of the sequence of the sediments over the gravel allows to sup-
pose quite an old age. On the geological map of Hungary, the area concerned is marked as a
fluvial sand and gravel formation of Middle-Upper Pleistocene age (Qp4).> Based on these
results, a rescue excavation was necessary which has been carried out between the 30th of
October and the 7th of November (Fig. 4).

The 4 x 1 m trench was thoroughly excavated by hand tools in very thin layers. By this method
we could record the original location of all the finds, even chips less than 5 mm of diameter.
The locations were registered by xyz coordinates, enabling us to take further spatial analyses in
a georeferred system. Altogether 925 artifacts were secured during the excavation. They are ex-
clusively knapped stones: retouched tools, flakes, retouch flakes, blades, bladelets, rejuvenation
removals, and cores. According to our field observations, they came from a well defined ar-
chaeological level of 5-6 cm thickness which belongs to the lower part of the palaeosoil-like
sediment layer (Fig. 5).

The knapped stone assemblage

The raw material of the lithic collection is very homogenous, all 925 pieces belong to the radi-
olarite types coming from the Jurrasic formations of the Bakony Mountains.® The assemblage

2 Bubpar - Gyaroc 2009, 52.
3 BIrO — DoBosI 1991; BIrG 2008.

352



Zs. MESTER — N. FARAGO — A. KIRALY: The first in situ Old Stone Age assemblage from the Raba Valley

is abundant in light brown, sometimes striped variations, however dark brown pieces occur
also. The maximum length of the artifacts varies between 2-3 mm to 60-70 mm. More than
50 percent of the knapped stones falls below 5 mm in size, testifying in situ tool production.
Although the complete technological evaluation is still pending, the chaine opératoire seems
tairly complete at the site. Blanks of all sizes and types are present, core preparing and reju-
venating flakes, core tablets, cortical pieces, complete blades and bladelets are very frequent
(Fig. 6). The scarcity of cores awaits explanation, only half a dozen were present. They are
quite exhausted, but the signs of blade debitage are apparent. Retouched tools are not nu-
merous either, at this point of the examination only a dozen can be mentioned. Among them
several end scrapers, a bifacially formed piece, a triangle, a backed point, a truncated blade
and a burin are worth to mention (Fig. 7). The presence of microlithic elements and the over-
all character of the tools allow us to locate the Pali assemblage in the Epipalaeolithic-Early
Mesolithic cultural era.

The spatial interpretation

The high number of very small removals was already salient during the fieldwork. Three size
categories were created for the findings in order to investigate their spatial distribution. Ker-
nel density maps were generated with a radius of seven on the horizontal distribution of the
artifacts using xy coordinates. Having a look on the three density maps (Fig. 8) it becomes
clear that the three size categories have different weight points. This size-related variability
can be interpreted as sign of discrete spatio-temporal stages of stone tool production. One of
the key topics in intra-site analysis is the question of dense find concentrations. Two possible
answers for such arrangements are dumping and knapping.* Danish experimental archaeolo-
gists, replicating the flint knapping method of the Mesolithic Kongemose culture, showed that
the two types of find accumulation create statistically different patterns. In case of dumping,
the composition is more homogenous in size, than in a knapped stone concentration.’

The Epipaleolithic/Mesolithic in Transdanubia and the beginning of the Neolithic

The significance of the new site at Pali can be evaluated in context of the problem of the
Epipalaeolithic—-Mesolithic period in Hungary. This period is underrepresented in the Hun-
garian prehistoric research, however such sites occur in the scientific literature since the
1930s.° Most of them are stray finds coming from surface surveys, like the bone harpoons
from the environs of Csor,’ the enigmatic assemblages from the region of Gyér,?® or the
Mesolithic/Neolithic sites in the Vazsony Basin.” Two further assemblages from Kaposhomok
and Pamuk were subjects of a more recent revision by Tibor Marton, who excluded the later
site from the Mesolithic period.'” Only three sites were excavated from this chronological
horizon along the Danube and in Transdanubia. Sz6dliget-Vac!! and Szekszard-Palank'? were
investigated in the middle of the last century, since then they did not go through a complex

4 JOHANSEN — STAPERT 1998, 29.
5 JOHANSEN — STAPERT 1998, 31.
6 VERTES 1965, 212-222; DoBosI 1975, 68-70.
7 MARoOsI 1936; MAKKAY 1970.
8 GALLUS 1942.
9 M£szAROS 1948; BIrO 1992.
10 MARTON 2003.
11 GABORI 1956; 1968.
12 VERTES 1962.
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revision despite the many questions and problems arising around them. Concerning
Szédliget-Vac, a reevaluation of the assemblage was made in the frame of an unpublished MA
thesis by David Kraus," while for the assemblage of Szekszard-Palank only the raw material
use was treated in a paper by Robert Kertész and Orsolya Demeter.' The site of Regdly 2 was
examined more recently by a team leaded by William J. Eichmann, but the fully conducted
evaluation is still in progress.’> On the occasion of this later assemblage the authors concerned
the question of the emergence of the first farming communities in North-Transdanubia.

The relationship between indigenous (Mesolithic) and immigrant (Neolithic) populations
constitutes a paramount scientific problem concerning this period as a whole. One aspect of
this riddle is the adoption of agriculture by Mesolithic peoples from the freshly settled bear-
ers of the StarCevo culture, the first food-producing populations in the region. Was there
any cultural contact of this kind or not? More importantly, is there any sign of an indige-
nous population through the times, which was substantial enough to build models of con-
tact on it? From this point of view it is crucial to investigate the Epipalaeolithic, Mesolithic
and Early Neolithic periods in more detail, because the formation of the LBK is connected to
this region since a long time.'® Obviously this problem can be approached the most easily by
the omnipresent knapped stone industries in these periods, but until now we did not dispose
stratified sites on the territory of Northwestern Transdanubia. At this point some of the
scholars are very cautious to see continuity between the Mesolithic and the Neolithic,’
some of them rather neglect any connection between these periods'® and some of them sup-
pose a clear similarity between the two knapped stone industries."
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Fig. 2. Location of the Pali-Dombok site.
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Fig. 3. Test excavation of the site. Note the horizontal arrangement of the artifacts marked by sticks.
(Photo: N. Faragd).

Fig. 4. View of the site during the rescue excavation. (Photo: N. Faragd).
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Fig. 5. View of the trench during excavation, showing the stratigraphic position of the archaeological level.
(Photo: N. Faragd).
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Fig. 6. Selected pieces demonstrating the overall character of the lithic assemblage.
(Photo: N. Faragoé; design: A. Kiraly).
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Fig. 7. Retouched tools from the lithic assemblage. (Photo: N. Farago; design: A. Kiraly).
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Fig. 8. Kernel density map of the horizontal distribution of the artifacts. (Design: A. Kiraly).
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