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a b s t r a c t

This paper is focused on cultural and subsistence changes in North African societies during the Early and
Middle Holocene, with a special emphasis on the emergence of a productive economy in the Eastern
Maghreb. An overview of Western Mediterranean Neolithic spread is first given in order to verify the
trajectories evinced in European and North African contexts as well as the different models for neo-
lithisation recently proposed in both contexts. A chrono-stratigraphical, economical and technological
analysis carried out from coastal (SHM-1) and inland (Doukanet el Khoutifa and Kef Hamda) Tunisian
sites is then proposed. New AMS dates offer insights on Upper Capsian development as well as on the
Neolithic transition during the 9th and 8th millennium cal BP. Information gathered at SHM-1 and Kef
Hamda indicates the acquisition of some specific Neolithic features such as decorated pottery in a hunter
egatherer context dated to 8000 cal BP. Data from Doukanet el Khoutifa hint at a Neolithic productive
economy from 7400 cal BP based on pastoral activities and integrating the consumption of wild animals
and plants, with no evidence for agriculture. These data confirm the specific North African pathways
identified in other local contexts, where an active role of Epipalaeolithic groups is at the basis of the
Neolithic transition through an acculturation process.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd and INQUA. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

On the scale of the Mediterranean, North Africa is a key area for
understanding the social, economic and technical dynamics
involving hunteregatherer groups during the Early and Middle
Holocene. Current data show an important Epipaleolithic

behavioral variability from Egypt to Morocco, leading to alternative
Neolithic development models compared to those identified in the
Levant and in Europe (Garcea, 2004, 2006; Barich, 2014). It is
assumed that the different pathways so far recognized are linked to
cultural choices involving successful adaptation phenomena to
local environmental diversity and Holocene climatic fluctuations.

However, the available data are still largely insufficient as the
region suffers from fragmented prehistoric research and a full
picture of the richness and diversity of local developments is still
lacking. With the exception of some specific regions in Egypt, Libya
and coastal Morocco, deeply investigated during the last decades,
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research in Algeria and Tunisia was almost completely interrupted
after the 70's, creating an important gap in our knowledge of recent
prehistory. Furthermore, our comprehension of North African
prehistory was strongly marked by two different traditions oper-
ating in the region. A French tradition in the Maghreb and an
anglophone one in Libya and Egypt have contributed, with their
respective approaches and methods, to create a cleavage in the
information obtained in these two areas. The former was mainly
based on the study of material culture. Artificial cultural facies were
proposed, accordingly, on typological classification of material
production: lithic types (Camps, 1974), but also bone industry and
pottery (Camps-Fabrer, 1966) were used to define cultural groups
on a regional basis. The terminology applied was also dependent on
a euro-centric point of view, labelling complexes and so far widely
unknown cultural dynamics with European and Levantine evolu-
tionary schemes: “Upper Paleolithic”, “Mesolithic/Epipaleolithic”
and “Neolithic” were then defined by the appearance of new lithic
types or class artefacts. Following the basic assumption that the
recovery of organic (faunal and vegetal) remains in North African
contexts was difficult or impossible, the Neolithic was therefore
considered as a technological evolution, marked by material in-
novations like pottery or new lithic products such as axes, arrow-
heads or rectangles (Camps, 1969, 1974; Aumassip, 1984, 1986;
Ballouche et al., 2012). This assumption has however neglected
the whole economic context (with the noteworthy exception of
Roubet's work in the Algerian Aur�es and the recent Moroccan data)
in order to detect the existence of agriculture or animal husbandry
activities practised within the sites. For a long time, following
Gordon Childe's (1925) evolutionary scheme, pottery was consid-
ered as the main marker for dating a site from the Neolithic period.
It is now established that a Saharan pottery production appeared
autonomously before the Levantine one during the 12th millen-
nium cal BP between the Hoggar and the Nile within semi-
sedentary hunteregatherer communities (Close, 1995; Garcea,
2006; Huysecom et al., 2009). Its northward diffusion occurred
before the spreading of animal husbandry and the emergence of
Impressa and Cardial pottery in Western Mediterranean. This is
demonstrated in Libya where pottery appears, probably imported,
in the Late Acacus phase, since the early 10th millennium cal BP
(Barich, 1974, 1987; Cremaschi and di Lernia, 1998a; Garcea, 2004)
and in South-Eastern Algeria since the end of the 10th millennium
cal BP (Messili et al., 2013).

In contrast, prehistoric research carried out by Anglophone and
Italian scholars working in Africa was based on a holistic or eco-
nomic approach (Klees, 1993; Lucarini, 2013), taking into account
technical, economic and environmental spheres. This allowed the
assessment of the interaction between ecological and cultural as-
pects and to propose, in some cases, models of local settlement
systems and their evolution between the Early and the Middle
Holocene. Examples can be found along the Nile and in the Egyp-
tian Desert (Wendorf and Schild, 1980, 2001; Close, 1984; Barich
et al., 2014), in the Libyan Tadrart Acacus, Cyrenaica, and Jebel
Gharbi (Barich, 1987; Cremaschi and di Lernia, 1998a; di Lernia,
1999; Garcea, 2001) as well as in the Algerian T�elidj�ene Bassin
(Lubell et al., 1975, 1982e1983). These data show a significant
variability of hunteregatherers and Neolithic behaviors, which can
be interpreted as cultural local responses to the different ecological
niches and to Holocene climatic instability affecting available
resources.

The region, especially Maghreb, is only marginally considered in
the debates on the Mediterranean as a possible route for the
transmission and innovation of Neolithic features. North Africa, as
an interactive area where Saharan and Mediterranean influences
operate and produce a mosaic of cultural behaviors, is still
underestimated.

After a forced decennial oblivion that followed decolonization of
the Maghreb countries, the interest for the Southern shores of the
Mediterranean has recently been renewed. Two main diffusion
waves concern the Western Mediterranean basin between the 9th
and the 8th millennia cal BP:

- The first one is marked by the spread of blades and trapezes
industries associated with pressure and indirect percussion
reduction techniques, characterizing the so-called “Second
Mesolithic” between Sicily and Atlantic Europe. The first evi-
dence of pressure technique in Western Europe comes from
Southern Italy, at Uzzo Cave and Latronico 3, in layers dated
between the first and, more securely, the second half of the 9th
millennium cal BP (Binder et al., 2012). This corresponds to the
most ancient dates recorded in Upper Capsian sites associated
with the same technological innovation (Sali�ege et al., 2013). An
active role of the Capsian groups, as well as a putative North
African origin of this main change within the Mesolithic soci-
eties, has been recently postulated (Perrin et al., 2009).

- Spread of domesticated plants and animals, alongside pottery,
marks the second main innovation set crossing the Mediterra-
nean westward in a few centuries. The terms and chronology of
this diffusion is now sufficiently well defined to propose more
refinedmodels. However, if a NorthernMediterranean route can
be retraced on the basis of reliable radiocarbon dates of
ImpressaeCardial complex sites, a North African pathway has
been only hypothesized.

To better understand the role played by North African groups in
these major changes, we should first be able to identify the vari-
ability of local settlement system and cultural behaviors, as well as
the chronological framework, taking into account the specific fea-
tures of the hunteregatherer groups and the diachronic variability
of the settlements at intra and inter-site levels. The aim of this
paper is to establish a chronology of the Capsian evolution towards
the Neolithic period on the basis of new subsistence, techno-
typological, chronological and environmental data, provided by
recent investigations at three sites (Fig. 1) located between the
Tunisian Dorsale (Kef Hamda, Doukanet el Khoutifa) and the
Hammamet Gulf (SHM-1).

We will first summarize the main features of the Neolithic
diffusion in the Western Mediterranean, with a synthetic overview
of data issued from Northern and Southern shores. We will then
focus on new data from Tunisian contexts in order to verify the
integration of Upper Capsian and Neolithic groups in Mediterra-
nean interactional dynamics and networks. Finally, we will discuss
these data in order to propose a model of development for the
Eastern Maghreb.

2. The Neolithic emergence in the Western Mediterranean: an
overview

While an exogenous origin of the Neolithic package diffusion
through Western Mediterranean is no longer disputable, the
increment of radiocarbon dates in recent years provides a more
precise chronological framework of its emergence and expansion.
Moreover, it enables us to propose models on Neolithisation based
on demic diffusion and/or on the putative interactions with local
groups (migration vs. acculturation). Ammerman and Cavalli-Sfor-
za's ‘wave of advancement’ model (1971) was the first effort made
to interpolate chronological data on Neolithic diffusion through
Mediterranean and Europe. A regular population spread was
postulated with an advancement rate calculated at ca. 1 km/year.
Other models based on recent data and a more strict use of
radiocarbon dates to be considered as reliable (Manen and Sabatier,
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