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in Chronocultural Studies of the Upper Palaeolithic
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Résumé

Le Gravettien est mort: contre’équivoque et la réification dans les études chronoculturelles du Paléolithique supérieur

Le mot « gravettien » est utilisé dans beaucoup de sens : comme substantif (« le Gravettien ») pour décrire un techno-
complexe, une culture, une période de temps, une tradition, etc.; comme substantif collectif (« les Gravettiens ») pour
décrire une population; et comme adjectif (« gravettien ») appliqué aux sites, assemblages, outils lithiques, sépultures,
arts et beaucoup d’autres aspects des vestiges archéologiques. Au sein de notre discipline, il y a un extraordinaire manque
de discussion a propos de la définition de ce terme et de son usage. Ce qui est clair, toutefois, c’est que ce terme n’est pas
utilisé de maniere cohérente. Cela engendre des problemes significatifs pour Iélaboration d’argument solide et pour la
communication. Ici, je fais le bilan de I'usage de ce terme aujourd’hui et je discute briévement de la distinction entre les
perspectives matérialistes et idéalistes a son propos. Je suggere une définition formelle pour « gravettien » comme adjectif,
qui est délibérément minimale et monothétique (c’est-a-dire reposant sur la stricte correspondance de caractéristiques
singuliéres) et je donne quelques exemples de I'utilisation d’une telle définition pour améliorer des questions de recherches
archéologiques. Finalement, je suggeére que 'usage des termes « le Gravettien » et « les Gravettiens » comme substantifs
soit abandonné.

Mots-clés : taxonomie culturelle, Paléolithique supérieur moyen, technocomplexes.

Abstract

The word “Gravettian” is used in many different senses: as a noun (“the Gravettian”) to describe a technocomplex,
culture, time period, tradition, etc.; as a collective noun (“the Gravettians”) to describe a population; and as an adjective
(“Gravettian”) applied to sites, assemblages, lithics, burials, art, and many other aspects of the archaeological record.
Within our discipline, there is extraordinarily little explicit discussion of the definition of this term, and how it should be
used. What is clear, however, is that this term is not used consistently. This causes significant problems for constructing
robust arguments and for communication. Here, I review the usage of this term in the present day and briefly consider
the distinction between its materialist and idealist conceptualisations. I suggest a formal definition for Gravettian as an
adjective, which is deliberately minimal and monothetic, and give some examples of how the usage of such a definition
may help to improve archaeological research questions. Finally, I suggest that the usage of “the Gravettian” and “the
Gravettians” as nouns should be abandoned.

Keywords: cultural taxonomy, Mid Upper Palaeolithic, technocomplexes.

Introduction

What does Gravettian mean? This single word
has come to serve as a noun (the Gravettian), a
collective noun (the Gravettians), and an adjective
(Gravettian). When used as a noun (the Gravettian)
it can mean amongst other things a technocomplex, a
collection of archaeological material or assemblages,
a time period, or a culture. When used as a collective
noun (the Gravettians) it refers to a putative
past population, one that was somehow distinct
from those which it followed, preceded, and lived
contemporaneously with. When used as an adjective

it may describe sites, assemblages, a time period,
lithic artefacts, populations, traditions, art, burials,
technology, and more.

In this paper I argue that the multivalence of this
term is at the root of many problems we currently
face in understanding Mid Upper Palaeolithic (MUP)
prehistory. The looseness with which we employ the
word Gravettian frequently belies a looseness in our
thinking, as we switch between categorically different
concepts (e.g. time period, culture, population),
without ever quite defining exactly what we mean
or how we see the relationships between them.
Most of what I have to say is equally applicable to
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our understanding of terms such as Aurignacian
and Magdalenian. Although I focus on the English-
language literature, the observations made here are
applicable to work in other languages too.

This argument is put forward in the hope that an
improved use of terminology can clarify our debates
and problems, improve communication within and
beyond our discipline, and lead to a better under-
standing of the past. It is through attempting to tackle
my own terminological inconsistencies that I have
come to develop strong views on this problem. Having
done most of my work to date in Eastern Europe,
where numerous non-Gravettian assemblages are
dated to the Mid Upper Palaeolithic (Flas, 2015;
Sinitsyn, 2015; Dinnis et al., 2018), I have found that
working with formal, precise terminologies is crucial
to robust archaeological reasoning. This is also the
case for areas such as northwestern Europe, where
questions of the definition of Maisierian and the dif-
ferences between this term and wider definitions of
Gravettian are highly important (e.g. Pesesse and
Flas, 2011; Touzé, 2018). More widely, I would argue
that careful consideration of our concepts and defini-
tions is key to resolving many recurrent problems we
deal with as archaeologists.

There are three main intended audiences for this
article. The first includes those who work directly
on Gravettian assemblages and sequences. My
colleagues in this area generally have an excellent
understanding of the nuances of variation among
these assemblages and the complex histories of our
cultural taxonomies. However, we often find ourselves
returning again and again to questions of ontology
and epistemology, of “what was/is the Gravettian?”
or “what were the origins of the Gravettian?” or
“what was the relationship between the Gravettian
and the Maisierian?” and so on. I attempt here to
offer a way past these recurrent debates by reframing
our definition of “Gravettian” and arguing for a
less reified view of cultural taxonomic units. The
second intended audience includes archaeologists
and archaeological scientists who do not directly
study Gravettian material culture. For these this
article is largely intended as an appeal for more
caution concerning any idea of “the Gravettian”
as a homogeneous phenomenon possessing an
essential character common to all assemblages.
Although we might well use the term “Gravettian”
as a shorthand to describe a large group of MUP
European assemblages, any conceptualisation of
“the Gravettian” as representing a discrete culture,
or population, or even technocomplex, is more
epistemologically dubious than is often assumed. The
final audience includes those who are just beginning

to learn about Upper Palaeolithic archaeology and
find themselves confronted by the challenge of under-
standing what is meant by “Gravettian”. I hope that
the focus I place here on strict and explicit definition
of this term might offer a way to move quickly past
terminological questioning and onto the many more
interesting challenges that the Upper Palaeolithic
archaeological record poses.

A very short history of “the Gravettian”

Although a first definition of “Gravettian” was pro-
posed many decades ago (Garrod, 1938), the history
of the adoption of this term to describe MUP assem-
blages across Europe is complex. In France the most
important aspect of this history is the Perigordian
debate, concerning the cultural taxonomy and history
of development of assemblages now mostly described
as Chatelperronian and Gravettian (Djindjian and
Bosselin, 1994; Pesesse, 2018). In other parts of
Europe, it is only recently that a Gravettian attri-
bution has been extended to the majority of MUP
assemblages, thanks largely to better chronologies
and reassessment of assemblages. For example, in
Romania, claims for Aurignacian assemblages dating
to the MUP have been critically assessed and rejected
in recent decades (Steguweit et al., 2009; Anghelinu
and Nita 2014). In Hungary, a chronocultural model
that closely matches the Gravettian and Epigravettian
framework for other parts of Central Europe has
been put forward only in the last few years (Lengyel,
2016). Similar complex histories of research can be
described for many other parts of Europe. The road
to the present state of affairs, whereby nearly all MUP
assemblages from across Europe are described as
Gravettian, has been long and contested.

At the same time, the development of the
term “Gravettian” is entangled with the history of
conceptualisation of cultural taxonomic units more
generally. This history has developed differently
in different parts of Europe, and involves a huge
number of personalities and debates that the present
discussion will not attempt to review. However,
the long history of interaction between population
concepts and cultural taxonomic units (Reynolds,
2020) may help in part to explain the multiplicity
of usages of the word “Gravettian” outlined below.
Various approaches to archaeological systematics
during the twentieth century, which often came from
Anglo-American sources (e.g. Clarke, 1968; Dunnell,
1971) have also left their mark. Meanwhile, across
Europe, twentieth-century political contexts and
the development of different schools of archaeology
affected the conceptualisation of cultural taxonomic
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units (e.g. Davis, 1983; Tomaskova, 2003; Vander
Linden and Roberts 2011). Over the last century, dis-
cussions of Gravettian assemblages have been based
on a multiplicity of approaches to cultural taxonomy,
which differ in their formality, completeness and
epistemological foundations.

Finally, the ongoing debates concerning the defini-
tion and identification of “the Gravettian” have been
enriched by the increased amounts of archaeological
material at our disposal, improved chronology,
and more comparative work. All of this has
enabled better understanding of the variation, both
geographical and chronological, among Gravettian
sites and assemblages across Europe. From the 1990s
on, there has also been an increasing focus on the
“Mid Upper Palaeolithic” as a discrete time period
(Mussi and Roebroeks, 1996; Roebroeks et al., 2000).
Many authors, especially those writing in French,
have made important observations and discussions
concerning the meaning and multivalence of the term
“Gravettian” (e.g. Klaric, 2003; Pesesse 2008, 2013,
2017; Goutas, 2009, 2013; de la Pefia Alonso, 2012;
Noiret, 2013). The arguments made in this paper,
although they differ from those of other authors,
owe a great debt to the work that has been done
across Europe in recent decades in understanding
the complexity of Gravettian assemblages and in
deconstructing the vocabulary we use to describe and
analyse them.

Equivocation: one word, many meanings

The term “the Gravettian” is used in numerous ways
in the present day. It is extremely rare that an explicit
definition of the term is provided in published litera-
ture. In practice this term is used with a wide range of
meanings, and in this paper I am interested in its use
in general archaeological discussion, not just in the
instances where it is the subject of special reflection.
The following summary draws on English-language
literature alone for the sake of simplicity, but similar
usages can be found in many languages. The citations
are drawn from a wide range of literature and should
not be assumed to reflect the full depth of each
author’s views on the definition of “Gravettian”,
many of whom are writing in a second language.
They are also not intended as criticism of the authors
and should not be interpreted as such. However, they
do hopefully reflect the significant variability at a dis-
ciplinary level in how we use this term.

In the literature, we are told that the Gravettian
“is” many different things. It is a “culture”
(Kaminska, 2016; Simonet, 2017), a “cultural unit”
(Kuhn, 2013; Kozlowski, 2015), a “(cultural) entity”

(Klaric, 2007; Svoboda, 2007), a “(time) period” (e.g.
Revedin et al., 2015; Svoboda, 2015; Wojtal et al.,
2015), and a “technological tradition” (de la Pena
and Vega Toscano, 2013). Perhaps most often, it is
a “technocomplex” (e.g. Davies, 2007; Schmidt et al.,
2012; Bernaldo de Quirds et al., 2015; Tripp, 2016).
Sometimes it is a “macro-regional technocomplex”
(Perles, 2013) or “macro techno-complex” (Talamo
et al., 2014) or “archaeological industry” (Reynolds
et al., 2015). More rarely in modern usage it is an
“archaeological culture” (e.g. Bar-Yosef, 2007; Kuhn,
2013; Reynolds et al. 2015; Lengyel and Wilczynski,
2018).

The above examples are all drawn from predicative
expressions concerning the Gravettian, i.e. where we
are told that “the Gravettian is...”. In other cases we
need to read between the lines to understand the
sense in which this term is used. Such cases include
the usages outlined above, and also others, such as
where it appears that the term is being used to refer
directly to a stratigraphic unit or archaeological layer
(e.g. Bodu et al., 2014; Svoboda, 2015; Simonet, 2017),
or even a population (Staubwasser et al., 2018).

The use of the term “technocomplex” requires
further discussion. It is frequently explicitly stated
that the Gravettian is a technocomplex (see above),
while references to “the Gravettian technocomplex”
(i.e. using Gravettian as a modifier for the word
technocomplex) are even more numerous (e.g. Banks
et al, 2008; Bradtmoller et al, 2015; Wojtal and
Wilczynski, 2015; Moreau et al., 2016; Skrdla et al.,
2016). Occasionally we find reference to techno-
complexes within the Gravettian technocomplex:
e.g. “the Eastern Gravettian” or Pavlovian as techno-
complexes (Hoffecker, 2002, p. 220; Farbstein, 2011).
However, such chronologically and geographically
restricted subsidiary groupings are more usually
referred to by other terms, e.g. “faciés” or “phases”
(e.g. Klaric, 2007; Reynolds et al., 2015; Goutas, 2016).

Despite its wide usage, it is not usually clear what
exactly is meant by the use of the term “techno-
complex”. Although there is a rich literature on the
terminology of “technocomplexes”, “archaeological
cultures” etc. (e.g. Clarke, 1968; Gamble et al., 2005;
Roberts and Vander Linden, 2011; Serensen, 2014;
Hermon and Niccolucci, 2017), this is almost never
cited in relation to the “Gravettian technocomplex”.
Clarke (1968, p. 188) defined a technocomplex as
“a group of cultures characterized by assemblages
sharing a polythetic range but differing specific types
of the general families of artefact-types, shared as a
widely diffused and interlinked response to common
factors in environment, economy and technology”.
Here, “cultures” refers to his “archaeological
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culture”, defined as “a polythetic set of specific
and comprehensive artefact-type categories which
consistently recur together in assemblages within a
limited geographical area” (ibid.). It may be the case
that some archaeologists are using the Clarkeian
definition of a technocomplex in relation to “the
Gravettian”. However, it is certainly not clear that we
all are, or what alternative definitions might be in use.

The second usage of Gravettian, as a collective
noun referring to a population (“the Gravettians”)
is widespread but not universal (e.g. Otte, 2013;
Ronchitelli et al., 2015; Svoboda, 2015). Often “the
Gravettians” appear to be understood as being dis-
tinct from the populations that preceded and suc-
ceeded it. This is despite the fact that, although it is
often held that there was a population turnover asso-
ciated with the Aurignacian-Gravettian transition
(Otte and Keeley, 1990; Conard and Bolus, 2003;
Finlayson and Carrién, 2007; Bradtmoller et al,
2012), it is not generally assumed that there was a
population turnover associated with the Gravettian—
post-Gravettian transition (Finlayson and Carrion,
2007; Perles, 2013). In fact, recent evidence from the
study of ancient genomes suggests that there was no
complete population turnover at either the beginning
or end of the Mid Upper Palaeolithic (Fu et al., 2016;
Posth et al, 2016). Finally, the use of “Gravettian”
as an adjective is near-universal, and it may refer to
sites, lithic assemblages, artefacts, art, faunal assem-
blages, technology, occupations, dwelling structures,
mobility patterns, subsistence strategies, culture,
traditions, social networks, a time period, people,
groups, a population or populations, and so on.

It is clear that on a disciplinary level we are
not always using these terms in the same way. The
absence of explicit definitions and the highly variable
usage of these terms are highly concerning, because
they suggest that we lack consensus on some of our
most basic concepts. This implies that the theoretical
underpinnings of our discipline are not as strong as
they could or should be. The potential risks of this
state of affairs include impaired communication, mis-
understandings, and poor formulation of research
questions.

It might be argued that the multivalence of the
word “Gravettian” is a strength, that it allows us to
treat assemblages, populations, cultures, etc. as the
deeply intertwined phenomena that they are. How-
ever, simply put, a time period, a technological tra-
dition, a past population, and a stratigraphic unit are
not the same thing, and they are also not the same as
an archaeological taxonomic unit, technocomplex, or
archaeological culture. The equivocation inherent in

treating all these usages as interchangeable suggests a
lack of attention at a disciplinary level to the definition
of these terms, which has significant consequences for
the clarity and logic of our debates. A reassessment of
our usage of terms such as “Gravettian”, with greater
focus on consistency and explicit definition, could
yield significant benefits for our research.

Materialism and idealism, past and present

The problem of equivocation in our usage of terms
such as Gravettian is serious, and this would be the
case no matter which definitions were used and inter-
changed in practice. However, the fact that some
working definitions are based in a materialist pers-
pective and others in an idealist perspective causes
further problems. So too does the fact that some defi-
nitions are based on phenomena that existed in the
past but no longer exist while others are based on
phenomena that exist in the present day.

Materialist and idealist have many different mean-
ings in philosophy, archaeology and everyday lan-
guage. Here, by “materialist” I mean aspects of reality
that have or had material form. Hence, a settlement,
a population of humans, a stratigraphic unit, and an
archaeological assemblage are all material bases for
definitions. I use “idealist” to describe anything like
a tradition, a culture (in the anthropological sense,
rather than “material culture”), or a concept. Strictly
speaking these can only be considered as abstract
descriptions of material reality—they do not have an
independent material existence that can be directly
touched or measured.

Similarly, it is useful to make a strict distinction
between that which existed in the past, and does not
exist anymore, and that which exists in the present.
The majority of material culture that was used by the
people who made Gravettian assemblages no longer
exists. The population(s) who created Gravettian
assemblages no longer exist. Archaeological assem-
blages, on the other hand, do exist in the present day
and can be studied and restudied. Among idealist
phenomena, Gravettian cultures and traditions
no longer exist (if they ever did); the only idealist
phenomena relating to the Mid Upper Palaeolithic
that exist to be directly interrogated in the present are
our own conceptions and ideas (cf. Valentin, 2008;
Pesesse, 2017). Finally, stratigraphic units, cultural
layers, etc., fall in a strange place between materialist
and idealist. Although prior to excavation they
obviously have a material existence, they are usually
destroyed in the process of their study, removing
them from present-day material reality.
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Switching between idealist and materialist
concepts, and between phenomena that existed in the
past and phenomena that exist in the present, are pro-
cesses full of potential logical dangers. The fact that
this is commonly done in our discipline without any
recognition of the fact that we are doing it only makes
it more hazardous. Eliding the differences between
all these different concepts creates space for errors of
logic and miscommunications: furthermore, it means
that we may miss opportunities to fully appreciate the
complex relationships between all these different, but
linked, phenomena. Past populationsand assemblages
and stratigraphic units are all very different, but there
are also obvious relationships between them that are
worth studying. If we fail to differentiate between
them accurately and consistently, we cannot gain a
proper understanding of the complex mechanisms
and processes that connect them.

A suggestion for a strictly materialist, monothetic
definition of Gravettian assemblages

Here, I would like to suggest a strictly materialist defi-
nition of “Gravettian” (not “the Gravettian”) which
is deliberately designed to be as minimal as possible
and which is founded in the present-day material
reality of archaeological assemblages. It is intended to
encompass a temporally and geographically coherent
group of assemblages, linked by a common feature of
their material culture. This is based on the supposition
that a properly defined cultural taxonomic unit must
reflect material cultural similarities that are plausibly
the result of past social or historical connections
rather than being the result of convergence or ran-
dom variation (Clarke, 1968; Teyssandier and Zilhao,
2018). Hence, it is necessary to create a definition that
excludes assemblages that are chronologically and/or
geographically separate from the coherent group of
assemblages of interest. The definition of Gravettian
proposed here is similar to that used in previous
papers (Reynolds et al., 2017, 2019), and is as follows:
“Gravettian” is an adjective that describes archaeo-
logical assemblages:

« found in Europe,

« dating to the Mid Upper Palaeolithic (ca. 30-22 ka

uncal BP),
« and containing evidence for systematic production
of backed lithic artefacts.

There are three aspects to this definition: geo-
graphical, temporal, and material cultural. The first
two aspects are included to differentiate Gravettian
assemblages (which do appear to form a coherent

temporal and geographical group) from earlier and
later assemblages containing backed lithics, or those
found outside of Europe. At its upper limit, the date
range serves only to differentiate Gravettian assem-
blages from much earlier, unrelated Chatelperronian
assemblages, and perhaps the backed lithic assem-
blage found at Buran-Kaya III (Crimea) dated to
more than 32 ka uncal BP (Prat et al., 2011; Péan et
al., 2013; Yanevich, 2014). None of these assemblages
necessarily have any direct link with the group of
Gravettian assemblages of interest here. On the other
hand, the lower limit of the date range is an arbitrary
point in time that separates Gravettian assemblages
from Epigravettian assemblages in much of Europe,
even though in many regions there appear to be
techno-typological similarities between assemblages
attributed to each of these groups, atleast in the shared
presence of systematically backed lithics (Mihailovic
and Mihailovic, 2007; Noiret, 2009; Anghelinu et al.,
2012, 2018). This limit was chosen to approximately
reflect the conventional chronological boundary
between Gravettian and Epigravettian assemblages
(which is often cited as the Last Glacial Maximum).

The third element of the definition is designed to
differentiate Gravettian assemblages from preceding
Aurignacian assemblages but also from groups of
assemblages found in Eastern Europe that lack backed
lithics and may be entirely unrelated to Gravettian
assemblages: these include the Streletskian/Sungirian,
Gorodtsovian and Anosovka-Tel’'manskaya Culture
assemblages (Flas, 2015; Sinitsyn, 2015; Bosinski,
2017; Dinnis et al. 2018). The term “systematic”
leaves some room for interpretation but is intended
to exclude assemblages where only a small number of
heterogeneous, possibly ad hoc, backed artefacts are
found. This criterion was chosen to include all assem-
blages containing significant numbers of backed
bladelets, Gravette points, shouldered points, etc.,
without an insistence on the primacy of any one of
these index fossils.

The definition here is fully materialist and rooted
in present-day reality: it is based on extant archaeo-
logical assemblages that can be studied and restudied.
The definition is based on lithic technology, but the
term can be extended to non-lithic elements of the
assemblage or to features that are in definite archaeo-
logical association with the assemblage. Hence,
we might also describe Gravettian art, Gravettian
burials, and Gravettian dwellings, as long as we are
describing features that are in definite association
with assemblages that fulfil the above criteria. We
could also extend this term to abstract subjects of
interest, e.g. Gravettian technologies, Gravettian
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social structures, and Gravettian mobility patterns:
i.e., the technologies, social structures and mobility
patterns that are reflected in Gravettian assemblages.
However, in a formal sense, I would argue that we
should not define “Gravettian technologies/social
structures/mobility patterns” but “technologies/
social structures/mobility patterns which are attested
in Gravettian assemblages”. This also applies to
aspects of material reality in the past or present
that we might want to study: hence, formally, not
“Gravettian populations” but rather “populations
that created/used/deposited Gravettian assem-
blages”; not “Gravettian layers” but “layers that have
yielded Gravettian assemblages” and so on. This may
seem excessively pedantic but it is intended to avoid
potential slippage in meaning: a Gravettian attribu-
tion can only be made on the basis of a lithic assem-
blage. All other aspects of the archaeological record,
and any abstract concepts we might be interested in,
acquire a description as “Gravettian” only by a link
with Gravettian lithic assemblages.

The definition is deliberately monothetic rather
than polythetic (Clarke, 1968; Needham, 1975; Davis,
1990) and designed to be minimal. Many attempts at
defining or characterising “Gravettian” make refer-
ence to numerous types of evidence, including dif-
ferent stone tool categories, burials, art, symbolism,
etc. However, if such criteria were included in this
formal definition, many sites traditionally described
as Gravettian would have to be excluded. The same is
true for definitions based around specific categories
of stone tools. For example, if the presence of Gravette
points is used as a criterion for the definition of
Gravettian, a large proportion of Eastern European
sites would have to be excluded (see e.g. Klaric et al.,
2009; Pesesse, 2013 for discussions of the importance
of the techno-typology of backed index fossils for
understanding the Gravettian record of Western
Europe: extending the same approach to the rest of
Europe reveals even more variability in lithic assem-
blages—see e.g. Polanskd and Hromadova, 2015;
Reynolds et al., 2019).

The choice to create a monothetic definition is in
part guided by a preference for creating the simplest,
most unambiguous definition possible. Furthermore,
my previous (unpublished) attempts to assign groups
of assemblages to discrete cultural taxonomic units
based on polythetic criteria frequently encountered
logical difficulties, due to the fact that different mate-
rial culture features do not always cluster cleanly, but
are often found in overlapping groups of assemblages.
The definition here is intended purely as descriptive,
not analytical. In the view presented here, the choice

of whether or not to call an assemblage Gravettian
is simply a necessary basic descriptive step, and only
one minor aspect of the work that needs to be done
to properly place a site within the Upper Palaeolithic
chronocultural framework. The use of such a defini-
tion aims to separate description from analysis and to
move away from reified polythetic cultural taxonomic
units towards a more bottom-up approach to under-
standing variation in the archaeological record.

It could be argued that we should go further, and
entirely discard terms such as “Gravettian”. We could
in principle certainly move to a purely chronological
phasing of the Upper Palaeolithic record (“Early
Upper Palaeolithic”, “Mid Upper Palaeolithic” etc.)
but in practice the temporal definition of these phases
would probably continue to be based on the chrono-
logy of traditional cultural taxonomic groupings
(e.g. Aurignacian, Gravettian). However, it seems
that the majority of Upper Palaeolithic specialists do
believe these terms have value and would prefer to
keep them—at the very least for the sake of scholarly
communication. Furthermore, the term “Gravettian”
as defined here does have usefulness as a descriptive
term, even if it is not intended to have any particular
analytical value.

Although it may be argued that a focus on a
single criterion cannot reflect the entire cultural
complexity of Gravettian assemblages, the aim
of this definition is not to fully reflect or describe
cultural complexity, but simply to provide a clear,
usable descriptive term. The definition used here is
deliberately simple and deliberately does not make
any ontological claims regarding any Gravettian
“culture”, “population”, “entity” and so on. It is just
one fairly useful term for describing an archaeo-
logical assemblage. The reification of groups of
assemblages as technocomplexes, archaeological
cultures, etc. has in practice done much to obscure
the abundant variation that is found within them as
well as the profound similarities they often share with
other groups of assemblages. Therefore, I propose
abandoning all references to “the Gravettian”, be it
as a technocomplex, an archaeological culture, an
archaeological taxonomic unit, or anything else. This
is what is meant by the somewhat presumptuous title
of this paper, “The Gravettian is dead”.

The presence of evidence for the habitual use of
backing technology is sufficient to define Gravettian
assemblages as a geographically and temporally
coherent group. However, similar monothetic defi-
nitions can—and should—be used to define groups
within this set of assemblages. So, on the pattern of
the definition of Gravettian used above, we can also
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easily create formal definitions for the (already quite
well-defined) Noaillian, Kostenkian, etc., based on
the presence of Noailles burins, Kosténki-Avdeevo
type shouldered points, etc. (Grigor’ev, 1993; Klaric,
2007). We can also create new definitions based on
the presence of éléments bitronqués/Late Gravettian
rectangles, Anosovka points, etc. (Polanskd and
Hromadova, 2015; Wilczynski et al., 2015; Reynolds
et al., 2019). There is also no reason why we should
not use other aspects of material culture, e.g. osseous
artefacts or personal ornaments, as criteria where they
can be used to define temporally and geographically
coherent groupings. We should not expect all of
these groupings to necessarily form a hierarchical,
nested structure: rather, they may overlap, and these
overlaps themselves are likely to be informative and
useful.

One objection that might be raised to such an
approach concerns the problem of assemblages that
lack backed lithics but which nevertheless are usually
described as Gravettian, for example the Rayssian
assemblage of La Picardie and the Noaillian assem-
blage of Callan (Klaric et al., 2011; Morala, 2011;
Pesesse, 2017). However, the point of the approach
to the definition of “Gravettian” proposed here is that
I do not think that complex questions concerning
e.g. relationship of Rayssian assemblages to each
other and to other assemblages can be answered by
deciding whether or not to call these assemblages
Gravettian or not. Choosing whether to call an
assemblage Gravettian or not should be based on an
explicit, formal definition of Gravettian, such as the
one suggested in this paper. Describing and analysing
variation between assemblages is a different task that
requires different tools and much more complex
argumentation.

The effects of this type of definition
on archaeological practice

The usefulness of this type of strict, materialist defini-
tion is best revealed by a discussion of how it plays out
in terms of some major recurrent research questions.
The question of “the origin of the Gravettian” has
received attention in numerous publications (e.g.
Conard and Moreau, 2004; Koztowski, 2015). How-
ever, if we use the above definition of Gravettian,
it makes no sense to talk about “the origin of the
Gravettian” because “Gravettian” is an adjective, not
a noun. However, we can ask numerous precise ques-
tions of the archaeological record that might be of
interest, for example:
« Which are the earliest Gravettian assemblages and

how old are they?

o What is the geographical distribution of the ear-
liest Gravettian assemblages? Are any similar
assemblages found outside of Europe at around
the same time?

o Are there any similarities between the earliest
Gravettian assemblages and preceding assem-
blages?

o What sort of differences are exhibited between
the earliest Gravettian assemblages and preceding
assemblages in terms of toolkit functions, subsist-
ence strategies, and mobility patterns?

« Does palaeogenetic evidence suggest a population
turnover at the time of appearance of the first
Gravettian assemblages?

These questions are sometimes asked in studies of
“the origin of the Gravettian” buta focus on Gravettian
assemblages, rather than “the Gravettian” enables us
to ask more precise questions than e.g. “where was
the origin of the Gravettian?”, and helps us to clearly
separate questions of population dynamics from
questions of change in material culture. Importantly,
if the approach proposed in this paper is followed,
then we could answer all these questions satisfactorily
but still not claim to have found “the origin of the
Gravettian”—the concept of “the Gravettian” itself is
deprecated here.

We can also extend this approach to other ques-
tions, including the subject of the current volume.
Rather than asking something like “what is the rela-
tionship between the Maisierian and the Gravettian”
we might ask:

o Do “Maisierian” assemblages in northwest Europe
meet the above definition of Gravettian?

« Whataretheindexfeatures (includingindexfossils,
but also specific, restricted technological features,
symbols, etc.) that can be used to place Gravettian
assemblages in northwest Europe into temporally
and geographically coherent groupings? These
index features need to be restricted in their distri-
bution in the archaeological record as a whole but
also to be found in geographical and temporal
clusters.

« What do we know about population dynamics in
northwest Europe around the Mid Upper Palaeo-
lithic from genetic and/or palaeoanthropological
studies? How does this compare to the variation
that we see in the material culture record?
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This sidesteps potentially fruitless debates on
questions such as “was the Maisierian part of the
Gravettian or not?” which essentially rest on the defi-
nitions that we choose to use for “the Maisierian” and
“the Gravettian”. This is not to say that the relation-
ship between assemblages typically described as
Maisierian and other Early Gravettian assemblages
is not worthy of investigation: it is. But a focus on
abstract taxonomic units, rather than variation and
similarities among assemblages themselves, risks
digression from arguments based on the archaeo-
logical material. When we as a discipline discuss “the
Maisierian”, the same problems arise as when we talk
about “the Gravettian”—we are not all talking about
the same thing.

Finally, we can even return to questions of
taxonomic units, technocomplexes, etc., without
necessarily reifying the group of assemblages we call
“Gravettian”. Questions we might ask in this case
include:

« Do Gravettian assemblages represent a
“technocomplex” sensu Clarke (1968)?

o Is it possible to make a distinction between
Gravettian and Epigravettian (or Magdalenian)
assemblages that is not partially based on chrono-
logy?

o To what extent do groups of Gravettian assem-
blages established based on the presence/absence
of different lithic index fossils (and other features)
mirror each other?

« Can we test the possible relationship between
Gravettian assemblages and a past population?
What arguments and evidence can be used to do
this?

These questions are formulated with conscious avoid-
ance of any reference to “the Gravettian”. As a result,
they sidestep any ambiguity concerning what is mean
by “the Gravettian” in order to focus on the archaeo-
logical material and its interpretation.

Conclusions

The attention given in this paper to issues of termino-
logy may seem excessive. But what I have tried to do
here is to show a way that we can stop talking about
terminology so much in the study of the Upper
Palaeolithic. A shift to minimal, strictly descriptive,
material-based definitions of taxonomic units means
that we can cease having debates about nomenclature
—over whether a site should be attributed to this
or that unit—when we could instead be discussing
technology, chronology, or something else similarly
interesting.

Although it is conventional to discuss “the
Gravettian” withoutgivinganyindication of whatdefi-
nition of that term is being used, we need to abandon
this practice if we want to avoid opacity and ambiguity
in our arguments. We need to be explicit about our
definitions of terms like “Gravettian” and include
them in our communications. Furthermore, if we
make reference in our definitions of “Gravettian” etc.
to concepts such as “technocomplex”, we also need to
explain what we mean by those terms.

Here, I have proposed a simple, usable definition
of Gravettian that can be adopted or adapted as
necessary. It does not aim to say much about the
assemblages to which it applies: although it does tell
us that an assemblage belongs to a geographically and
temporally coherent group of assemblages sharing a
widespread technological feature, it does not tell us
whether they were all made by a discrete population,
or whether there was a Gravettian “identity” in the
past, or anything about the relationships between
Gravettian and non-Gravettian assemblages. All
it does is provide some straightforward rules for
whether we should describe an assemblage as
Gravettian, so that we can rapidly set this taxonomic
question aside and move onto questions of analysis
and interpretation.

Beyond the definition of “Gravettian” as an
adjective, “the Gravettian” as an idealist ontological
concept is not, I think, salvageable. There are too
many competing, and often very fuzzy, definitions in
circulation. In short, despite the continuing usefulness
of the term “Gravettian” as an adjective to describe
assemblages, the Gravettian, in my view, is dead.
More widely, the concept of the technocomplex (and
archaeological culture, etc.) may also be dead for the
same reasons, unless they can be revived by renewed
debate to establish their significance and definition.
Finally, the concept of “the Gravettians” as a popula-
tion lacks a solid inferential basis and does not seem
to be well supported by recent results of studies of
Upper Palaeolithic ancient human genomes (Fu et al.,
2016; Posth et al., 2016). Abandoning the concepts of
“the Gravettian” and “the Gravettians” will help us to
do better archaeology, as it will force us to be clearer
in our use of language and concepts. It is certainly
possible to write about Gravettian assemblages
without ever mentioning “the Gravettian” or “the
Gravettians” (see e.g. Reynolds et al., 2017, 2019).
We do not need to reify idealist conceptions of past
cultures or groupings in order to study the past.
What we need to do is to describe the archaeological
record as accurately as we can, and to ask interesting
questions of it. The Gravettian is dead. Long live the
study of Gravettian assemblages.
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