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Introduction

The usual approach to prehistoric imagery is essen-
tialist in character. Figurines and other representa-
tions of humans, animals and other entities are con-
sidered products of an inner ‘ideological’ or ‘non-
practical’ behaviour, which is separated from the
rest of social life and is presumed to illuminate the
mental activity or even capacity of the people that
used the artefacts. Representations of any kind are
still approached as an inherent facet of humanity,
albeit of a certain stage of humanity’s evolution. It
is not fortuitous that the earliest representations
made by humans are still equated with art and, con-
sequently, are taken as an index of civilization, of
people ascending to the next level of their long walk
toward the present (see for instance Renfrew’s
(2003.13) recent argument: ‘We [sapiens ancestors

of 40 000 years ago and modern humans in Europe
today] are pretty much the same. This is partly illu-
strated by the remarkable cave art that appeared in
France and Spain’).

The equation of certain artefacts with a certain stage
and, therefore, with a certain ‘economic’ behaviour
characterizes all sorts of periodizations and classifi-
cations. Although making representations is not a
trait of each and every society, attempts to gather
different societies under a common denominator
are still considered valid (e.g. Renfrew 2007.xv). Yet,
in these cases, even though representations were
the very criterion for assembling the different socie-
ties under the same roof, the distinctive trait refers
again to other fields (‘sedentism’, ‘hierarchy’, Ren-
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frew 2007.xvi). As far as the Neolithic is concerned,
here too the common agricultural regime presuppo-
ses that material culture, and that includes represen-
tations as well, performs the same functions across
the regions where they are found. Representations
are considered a by-product of the evolution of hu-
manity, of its capacity, that is, to reify abstract ideas
which are bound to be part of its parcel at some
point in time. Irrespective of when each and every
trait appears in the ‘archaeological record’, the ines-
capable conclusion is that a common ‘economic’
background would mean a common range of ‘be-
liefs’ incarnated in the representations of the period:
Neolithic representations are first and foremost Neo-
lithic, which means that the Neolithic is already con-
stituted before representations enter the scene. When
they do, they appear merely as representatives of
the common regime, with no power over it. It is as
if they were made solely to inform others of peo-
ple’s intentions, to serve as mirrors of one’s inner
self.

Contrary to this view, I make a plea to change the
order and consider the ‘Neolithic’ as the by-product
of the use of representations. It is time to abandon
the implicit idea that artefacts are reflections of past
intentionalities and, instead, interpret material cul-
ture as a resource upon which agents draw in order
to situate themselves in the world (Barrett 2005). In
each and every case where artefacts that represent
people, animals or other entities are used, they are
constitutive of the framework which guides people’s
actions, and are not merely a manifestation of it. In
this way, regional traits are deemed particularly im-
portant for the constitution of specific subjectivities
in contrast to a generic ‘Neolithic individual’. If re-
presentations are different, then their world is dif-
ferent, not because they bear witness to different be-
liefs, but because they are part of the materials that
built that world. In this paper, I try to provide an
example of such regional traits that would have con-
stituted different contexts for agency during the
Neolithic, and take up the case of the southern Bal-
kans, from northern Greece to Serbia.

How to do things with figurines

How is it that representations constitute a way of
life for their users? There is much debate over the
relation of people with material culture, a debate
usually formed around the idea of the mutual con-

stitution of people and things. Even though this de-
bate began with some very powerful theoretical pro-
positions, admittedly with an extremely careful arti-
culation, in order not to reify the two parts of the
equation (Miller 1987; see also Miller 2005; Meskell
2004), usually in archaeology, and indeed in the sub-
field of representational practices (usually called
‘art’), the theoretical exposition takes the form of a
simple to-and-fro relation between the two parts,
whereby people make things and things have an ef-
fect on people. In this formulation, people are affec-
ted by artefacts only after their production, their
ascension to full-fledged things. Meanwhile, the pro-
cess is rather absent from the discussion, as are arte-
facts that have not successfully reached the end of
the process. Infelicitous actions do not count, since
they are not ‘imbued with the intention of the pro-
ducer’ (Mina 2008.116; citing Knappett 2006.240,
who, however, focuses on the process of manufac-
ture and speaks of imbuing with mindfulness, rather
than intention).  And yet, arguably all production is
infelicitous, for nothing can be said to correspond
exactly to some predisposed intentions of the produ-
cer (Butler 1993; Barrett 2005; Felman 2003)1.
Products are bound to fail to materialize an inten-
tion, and this makes change possible. In a nutshell,
separating the formation of intentions from the
actual manufacture of things hardly suggests the
mutual constitution of people and things. Contrary

Fig. 1. Map with areas and sites discussed in the
text: 1. Dimini; 2. Platia Magoula Zarkou; 3. Ma-
kriyalos; 4. Sitagroi; 5. Promachon-Topolni≠a; 6.
Kova≠evo; 7. Anza; 8. Rakitovo; 9. Karanovo; 10.
Ov≠arovo; 11. Divostin; 12. Selevac; 13. Vin≠a; 14.
Donja Branjevina.

1 For the concept of felicitous and infelicitous (speech) acts, see Austin 1962, from which the section title is evidently borrowed,
and Derrida 1982, Felman 2003, Butler 1997.
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to that, the constitution of intentions should be situ-
ated within the manufacturing process (Joyce 2000;
Nanoglou 2008a.2–3). As Miller points out, ‘our hu-
manity is not prior to what it creates’ (Miller 2005.
10; see also Nanoglou 2008b.314), and thus our con-
stitution as subjects is coextensive with the consti-
tution of other entities such as animals, plants or
things, etc. This is an unceasing process, but it ‘sta-
bilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary,
fixity, and surface we call matter’ (Butler 1993.9,
emphasis removed). In this, it draws upon earlier
processes, earlier stabilizations, earlier boundaries
and surfaces, which it rearticulates into new, yet
conditioned ones.

Representations are such entities that stabilize over
time in a certain form. Their materialization is an
endless process (Meskell 2007), but one which, as a
result of the discourses structuring each context,
produces different ‘matters’. The very categorization
of artefacts today is the result of specific discourses
that dominate the field of archaeology, and we can
imagine that figurines might have not been a cohe-
rent or intelligible category of artefacts in the past
(Meskell 1995; Ucko 1996). Again, we should not
conceptualize discourses as pre-existing structures
that produce simple manifestations of themselves.
Discourses are entirely coextensive with their being
practiced and performed, which is why they never
attain closure (Nanoglou 2008b.314). In this vein,
representations are performative articulations, i.e.
they do not stand merely for an abstract set of rules,
but actually materialize discourses, which on the
other hand cannot exist outside this materialization.

In the process of constituting themselves, then, peo-
ple draw upon such articulations, performing and
materializing discourses that also inform and gov-
ern the materialization of entities such as figurines,
anthropomorphic and zoomorphic vessels, or any
other relevant artefact. By studying the patterns of
the production and use of all these artefacts we can
reconstruct (at least partially) some of the discour-
ses that governed the production of human subjects,
focusing on their performative power – their capa-
city to produce what they describe, be it a human
body or a certain animal, in flesh or in clay.

This process always takes place in specific conditions,
it is always local (Whittle 2003; citing Latour 1993)
and produces particular ‘fields of time-space’ (Bar-
rett 1994.72) or ‘spacetimes’ (Munn 1986.9–11, see
Nanoglou 2006.157), because the circumstances in
which people, animals, actions and material culture

converge are unique, and so are the rearticulations
of these moments. These moments are reference
points for the configuration of people’s lives; the
practices that were performed there acted as guide-
lines for new ones. This means, of course, that in
each case a different set of practices was called upon
as reference matter; a new world was constituted, a
world anchored in and conditioned by the referen-
ces, but still a world that had broken away from
these reference points. The more faithful the reite-
ration of the referent, the more powerful became
both the referent and the referring act. On the one
hand, commemorating moments in various fields,
extending the spacetime (Munn 1986), amounted to
reinforcing their position as reference points, raising
them to the level of dominating discourse. On the
other hand, this made the reiteration of the mo-
ments intelligible and acceptable, even desirable.

Within this framework, representations both com-
memorate and are commemorated. They reiterate
previous practices, whether the manufacture of ano-
ther artefact, someone’s action or disposition etc.,
and they stand as reference points for practices to
come, be they the manufacture of another artefact,
someone’s action or disposition etc. They do this
from specific positions, having a specific materiality,
a specific material presence. Figurines are small and
handy; vessels in the form of a human or an animal
serve as containers too; big statues are relatively im-
movable and easier to see and so forth. They take
part in various social fields in different ways and are
brought to bear upon people’s lives according to
specific biographies, both their own and their users’.
From this point of view, the lives of their users are
bound to be similar – having to draw upon intercon-
nected spacetimes – and different, having always to
choose and fail to reiterate identically specific space-
times.

In this paper, I am going to pursue this line of
thought in considering the representational prac-
tices of the middle and southern Balkans during the
Neolithic, i.e. the area of Greece, particularly north-
ern Greece (primarily the areas of Thessaly and Ma-
cedonia, as there is not much information on Epirus
or Thrace), the former Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria (but
not northeastern Bulgaria in the later Neolithic,
which follows a different trajectory). I will focus on
the ways humans are represented in these areas du-
ring the Neolithic and the consequences that any si-
milarities or any differences might have had for the
lives of their respective inhabitants. The exploration
will focus on the differences between two regions,
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a northern and a southern one, which will include
different modern areas during time. Although the
paper is about regional differences, in the course of
this text I will leave out of the discussion any varia-
bility within each region and treat them generically.
This is due to space and research limitations, and I
fully acknowledge that this variability is essential to
any fuller understanding of the life of the inhabi-
tants of the regions (see also Nanoglou 2006). I
hope that the approach advocated here will remain
valid in any prospective examination of smaller or
greater regions. For similar reasons, I will explore
the case within a two-phase timeframe, distingui-
shing between an earlier and a later Neolithic. The
former will refer to the Early Neolithic of the central
Balkans (or ‘Star≠evo culture’) and the Early and
Middle Neolithic of northern Greece (or ‘Protoses-
klo’ and ‘Sesklo culture’, respectively) and the latter
to the Late Neolithic of the central Balkans (‘Vin≠a
culture’) and northern Greece (‘Dimini culture’)2. In
calendrical years, the earlier Neolithic more or less
spans the seventh and the first half of the sixth mil-
lennium BC, and the later Neolithic, the second half
of the sixth and the fifth millennium BC (Andreou
et al. 1996; Reingruber and Thissen 2005).

Diversified beginnings: the earlier Neolithic

Although hardly constituting a beginning per se, like
any other period for that matter, the earlier Neoli-
thic will serve here as the beginning of my explo-
ration. On an analytical level, the changes observed
during this time have been given much credit, to the
point of even talking about a revolution. I do not
mean to suggest that there were not profound chan-
ges taking place during this time in the area under
consideration. On the contrary, there were signifi-
cant departures from earlier traditions: new types of
settlement, new types of artefacts, new types of re-
sources (see Bailey 2000). But the important issue
is not to see these novelties as exhibiting new tech-
nologies, that is, as the dissemination of some kind
of new knowledge, but as the emergence of new re-
lations between the inhabitants (Whittle 2001), re-
lations that included animals, plants and things.
Among those things, there were many objects that
represented humans: figurines, vessels in the form

of humans or with human-shaped add-ons, pen-
dants and other items. Figurines, i.e. objects that re-
present humans, but which are not pendants, re-
ceptacles, or attached to receptacles, constitute by
far the largest category, and I will concentrate on
them in the remainder of the paper.3 They seem to
be omnipresent, even if their distribution is not with-
out variation. There are sites that have produced
thousands, and sites that have produced a mere
handful (Nanoglou 2006 for Greece, but the same
applies to the North).

Admittedly we are somewhat at a disadvantage re-
garding any knowledge of their context of use (see
Nanoglou 2008a.3–4 for a discussion). There are
not many publications with detailed information on
the context of discovery. Most of the objects found
in an undisturbed layer come from refuse deposits,
which at least tell us something about the end of
their life. In northern Greece, there are a few occur-
rences of figurines deposited in groups, but there is
no way of knowing whether this was a widespread
practice (but see below). Thus iconography remains
the most promising avenue of investigation and, in-
terestingly, the area where differences between re-
gions emerge most clearly.

During the earlier Neolithic, almost all figurines were
made from clay (Nanoglou 2008b). However, there
are two major differences between the assemblages
excavated in the central Balkans and those excava-
ted in Greece: the first has to do with the ratio of
humans versus animals, and the other with the way
humans were represented in the two regions (for a
fuller discussion see Nanoglou 2008a). Although my
main concern rests with human figures, the two dif-
ferences are interconnected, and both need to be ta-
ken into consideration. In both areas, human figuri-
nes predominate, but while in the assemblages from
the central Balkans (‘Star≠evo’ assemblages) we find
a ratio of humans to animals fluctuating from 2:1 to
4:1, in northern Greece the ratio rises to fluctuate
from 10:1 to 15:1, and in certain cases animal figuri-
nes are non-existent (Nanoglou 2008a.5). Thus in
the central Balkans, there is a significant concern
with animals, whereas in northern Greece the icono-
graphic landscape is overtly anthropocentric, at least
when it comes to figurines.

2 The equation of the Greek Late Neolithic with the ‘Dimini culture’ is not wholly accurate any more. In fact the so-called ‘Dimini
phases’ correspond to the second half of the Late Neolithic. The first half is called ‘pre-Dimini phases’. It should be borne in mind
that many of the traits of the ‘Dimini phases’ continue in use in the ill-defined Final Neolithic period.

3 There are reasons, besides the presence of a hole, to differentiate between figurines and pendants, at least in Neolithic Thessaly
(Nanoglou 2005.144 and especially Nanoglou 2008b.317). The differentiation between anthropomorphic figurines and vessels is
for the moment mostly an analytical one.
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Relevant to this point is the way humans are repre-
sented in the two regions. In the central Balkans, fi-
gures are mostly rendered without detail (see Gim-
butas 1976 for Anza; Demoule and Lichardus-Itten
1994 and Lichardus-Itten et al. 2002 for Kova≠evo;
Radun≠eva et al. 2002 for Rakitovo; Hiptmair 1997
for Karanovo, Vajsov 1998 for northeastern Bulga-
ria; Letica 1988 for Divostin; and Karmanski 2005
for Donja Branjevina). Legs and hands, when pre-
sent, seem to be there only to make their existence
apparent (Nanoglou 2008a.9). In contrast, in north-
ern Greece, legs and hands are always present and
doing something. Nearly all the figures have their
legs and hands in a specific posture/gesture. There
is enough variation to suggest that they are not ma-
nifestations of a single type, and at the same time,
there is enough repetition to suggest that groupings
can be made (see Nanoglou 2005). Specific gestures
and postures are more frequent in some regions
than others, but there are no gestures or postures
exclusive to any region (Nanoglou 2006). This might
indicate that these gestures and postures were mea-
ningful in relation to each other, a point that reso-
nates with the fact that some figurines are found in
groups (see above), suggesting that this variety can
be interpreted as connoting different actions on be-
half of the figures (Nanoglou 2005; 2008a.8).

So people in the central Balkans were brought to life
and socialized in a landscape with generic images of
humans and animals, whereas in northern Greece
they encountered a landscape populated with active
human figures. However the artefacts were used and
discarded, they provided a different framework in
each region for social life to continue. Their contexts
of use and discard are, of course, critical for an un-

derstanding of the exact way they were brought to
bear upon people’s lives, and the lack of informa-
tion on them is a great loss, but in any case their dif-
ferences can be informative as such. To say the least,
these different frameworks would have enabled and
compelled their users to attain a different ontologi-
cal status in each region. In the central Balkans, the
body was invoked as a generic form and in conjun-
ction with animals, highlighting perhaps humanity
as such or a certain group identity, which also inclu-
ded animals (see also Bailey 2000 and 2005 for the
idea that figurines negotiated the boundaries of the
community). In northern Greece, however, the body
was always in action, in a way making activity the
normal case, naturalizing this particular body. Even
if figurines were used only in specific instances, their
effect on people would have exceeded their bounda-
ries, and each time, these instances served as refe-
rence points (even negative ones) for other activities
(Nanoglou 2005.147; 2008a.10). So, even if active
bodies were the norm for the contexts where figu-
rines were used and these contexts were specific
and limited, figurines would have evoked certain
responses from their users (conscious or not) even
outside these contexts, if only to define such an ex-
terior. In any case, these contexts would have for-
med scenes, where people and other entities (ani-
mals, plants, stones, artefacts, etc.) would have con-
verged, and where people would have addressed all
the rest in ways conditioned – at least to a certain
extent – by the figures. That does not mean necessa-
rily that people would have imitated the movements
depicted by the figures. But the materiality of the fi-
gurines would have certainly been taken account of;
their presence would have been accounted for.

Fig. 2. Characteristic types of figurines from earlier Neolithic sites in Thessaly. (Photos and drawings by
the author.).
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It is a completely different
thing to account for figures
that bring forth generic no-
tions of humanity and ani-
mality (or a combination of
these, see Nanoglou 2008a.
5) and figures that focus on
what people do. They evoke
different questions: on the
one hand: ‘What or who are
you to expect a certain posi-
tion in this world?’ (a ‘what
or who’ that evidently con-
cerns animals, too); on the
other hand: ‘What do you
do, to attain such a posi-
tion?’ (Nanoglou 2008a.9).
These questions, these ac-
counts, are not merely ex-
planations after the fact.
They are not present to in-
form on an already achieved
condition. They are rather
constitutive of the ontologi-
cal status of the people that engage in such scenes
and, by correlation, of the people that do not. This
means that people in the two regions would have
been constituted as subjects in different ways and in
a different world. Can we be more specific on the
issue? Perhaps, up to a certain point, and consider-
ing the generalizing level of this exploration, we
could suggest that, trying to cope with animals,
plants, their built and unbuilt environment, the land
and its resources or whatever, people in the central
Balkans paid special attention to the position of hu-
mans and animals within this web of relations. This
might resonate with the somewhat loose architectu-
ral definition of community space in the central Bal-
kans (Bailey 2000; 2005. 4–5) and the suggestion
that in flat, extended settlements, animals were held
inside the occupation area (Chapman 1989; An-
dreou & Kotsakis 1994). Perhaps both of these prac-
tices, the incorporation of animals in the occupation
area and in the representational field, could be in-
terpreted as part of their incorporation in a common
identity, as Bailey has already suggested (2000). Yet,
rather than expressing such an identity, figurines
constituted it, bringing together diverse entities (at
least from our point of view) and normalizing their
fusion. In northern Greece, such a fusion does not

seem to have been in the foreground. Figurines seem
concerned with the actions of people, especially ac-
tions performed collectively, and this again might
resonate with the way the built environment was or-
ganized, resulting in settlements with packed build-
ings and limited open air space (Kotsakis 1999).4
Perhaps, then, architecture and representational pra-
ctices instigated the constitution of a communal iden-
tity different from the one in the central Balkans,
which was centred on the relation of humans and
animals, focusing instead on the relations between
humans and realizing a community whose distinc-
tive trait was to perform certain actions. The distin-
ctiveness of this process in each case and the speci-
fic identities it constituted need to be explored on a
more local level, bringing forth the particularities of
each context of use, but for the moment it seems un-
avoidable to conclude that the inhabitants of the
two regions did not live in the same world.

Rearticulating the tradition: the later Neolithic

In both regions, there are many changes observed in
the assemblages of the later Neolithic. To follow
these changes gradually is difficult, both in view of
the space available and the danger of presenting a

Fig. 3. Characteristic types of figurines from later Neolithic sites in
Thessaly. (a and b: photos by the author; c. after Wace and Thompson
1912.fig. 25b.).

4 An important caveat: there are still no published assemblages from earlier Neolithic flat extended settlements in northern Greece,
which might prove to be inconsistent with this suggestion. All figurine assemblages known to me during the writing of this paper
come from settlements with intensive habitation, regardless of their turning to tells or not (see Nanoglou 2008c.146 for this mat-
ter and a call to focus on the process of rebuilding, rather than the final outcome of this process).
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circular argument as long as we rely on these very
changes as chronological markers. So, rather than
trying to present what came first and second, I will
focus again on the general traits of the period and
especially the first half of the fifth millennium BC. In
the case of northern Greece in particular there is a
further reason to do so. Regarding Thessaly, pub-
lished data from Late Neolithic assemblages dating
to the second half of the sixth millennium BC (the
‘pre-Dimini phases’, see note 2) are not that common
and, indeed, most of our information on the later
Neolithic comes from assemblages dating to the first
half of the fifth millennium BC (the proper ‘Dimini
phases’, see note 2). In the rest of northern Greece,
namely Macedonia and Thrace, most of the assem-
blages show a remarkable similarity to the ones from
the northern areas (the ‘Vin≠a culture’) and so in this
period the comparison is between Thessaly and the
areas to the North, rather than northern Greece and
the central Balkans.

There are certain traits that seem to be present in
both areas. Hands are rendered as mere stubs (Trin-
gham 1971.112; Nanoglou 2005.150) and the size
of the head is big in relation to the body (Tringham
1971.184 for Vin≠a and Nanoglou 2008b.323 for
Greece), which seems to suggest an emphasis on the
head (along with other features, at least for Thes-
saly, Nanoglou 2005.150–1). Another similarity is a
trend towards the standardization of forms: in both
areas and despite the variety in a range of details,
most of the figurines can be categorized into just a
few different types (Pavlovi≤ 1990; Nanoglou 2008b.
324), evoking more generality than particularity.
Certain other features are not so easily comparable.
In the first half of the period, figurines from Serbia
to Macedonia are mostly standing, and rarely seated
(Tringham 1971.112; Milojkovi≤ 1990.415; Nano-
glou 2006.164), a feature that we cannot discern in
Thessaly, due to the lack of contemporary assembla-
ges.5 Towards the second half of the period, it seems
that figurines with a solid lower part proliferate in
the North (Milojkovi≤ 1990.412; Nanoglou 2004),
though standing and seated ones continue (Trin-
gham 1971.184), whereas in Thessaly, figurines with
a solid lower part definitely predominate (Nanoglou
2005.150).

The major changes introduced in this period are:
a) for Thessaly:

i) the dominance of figures that (like the ones in
the earlier Neolithic central Balkans) show only
a generic human form (Nanoglou 2005), and

ii) the proliferation of stone as a material for the
manufacture of figurines (Nanoglou 2008b);
and

b) for the northern areas, the use of incisions on
many figurines (Tringham 1971; Chapman 1981;
Srejovi≤ 1988; Milojkovi≤ 1990; Pavlovi≤ 1990). 

So, in this period, both areas have figurines that at
first sight focus on a generic human form; but this is
not exactly the case. First of all, in Thessaly, the ge-
neric form comes from the re-articulation of a tra-
dition that focused on specific bodies, which sug-
gests that there was a repudiation of previous prac-
tices, a move against them. This move, in conjunction
with the proliferation of stone figures, suggests that
the interest is no longer in what a body does, but
what a body is made of (Nanoglou 2008b.326). Ra-
ther than simply generic, the new form is primarily
static, and the various figurines are differentiated
through their material. Meanwhile, in northern
areas, the body remains generic in its form, but is
particularized through incisions. A further difference
lies in the use of perforations. During the course of
the period, figurines with perforated arms seem to
multiply in the North (Tringham 1971.185; Nano-
glou 2008b.320), whereas in Thessaly they are not
that common.

The ratio of human to animal figurines remains rela-
tively unchanged in Thessaly and certain areas with
a strong connection to Thessaly during this period
(e.g. Makriyalos, Pieria, see Nanoglou & Pappa
forthcoming), whereas to the North, animal figurines
are again more frequent than in Thessaly, but not
as frequent as in the earlier Neolithic (as evidenced
at sites like Sitagroi, Gimbutas 1986; Selevac, Miloj-
kovi≤ 1990; or Divostin, Letica 1988). This could be
explained partly as a continuation of the previous
tradition. On the other hand, animals are very much
represented in other media, especially vessels, sug-
gesting that animals were invoked in a quite diffe-
rent manner in this period (Nanoglou 2009).

So, there are certain features that reiterate the tra-
ditions of the earlier Neolithic and there are other
features that introduce radical changes into the ico-
nographic landscapes of the areas under examina-

5 It is interesting to note that most of the few figurines definitively dated to this phase are either standing (Wace and Thompson
1912.Fig. 71b and 76l from Tsangli) or seated (Gallis 1985 from Platia Magoula Zarkou, which also are very early in the period).
But they are not enough for a stronger argument.
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tion. As already said, there is variation within the
regions I have been comparing in either period, but
I am going to focus on practices that seem to be
found over wider areas. As I will argue further be-
low, this does not mean that the differences descri-
bed here correspond to the essential character of
two ‘cultures’ that occupied two neighbouring areas.
The differences I describe and the areas constituted
by them are partly conditioned by the level on which
I have chosen to study the whole area. That said, it
seems significant that on this level certain differen-
ces do emerge and these point again towards the
existence of different worlds.

In Thessaly, the break with the previous tradition
seems more radical. The denial of movement and
preoccupation with the materials one is made of sug-
gests a major change in the way people understood
themselves. The ontological questions posed by these
artefacts, in the contexts they were used, were con-
cerned not with the actions of people, but with their
making (Nanoglou 2008b; see also Nanoglou 2005.
152). In the northern areas, changes seem radical on
a different level. The proliferation of incisions sug-
gests that the generic form of the body is no longer
adequate for the contexts where figurines were
used. These bodies needed further features in order
to be of some use in the various scenes where they
were invoked. Even though not all figurines were
marked with incisions, those that were incised rear-
ticulated the whole field of representation. At least
these called for a change in the way bodies were con-
stituted, not least by setting up an ‘opposition’ to
those that were not incised. The act of incision sug-
gests, perhaps, that the focus was on the surface of
the body. That what was significant was the appea-
rance of an incised body, a body that looked a cer-
tain way. The discussion on whether the incisions
should be interpreted as clothing or something else
is old (Milojkovi≤ 1990.412–3) and not yet resolved,
but the focus on the surface was meaningful, regard-
less of what the incisions referred to.

So we can discern changes in both areas. On a cer-
tain level, these changes have resemblances. A more
or less static image is projected, and an interest in
appearances and the head can be detected. On ano-
ther level, though, differences prevail, both on ac-
count of the specific history that representation as a
practice had in each region and on account of the
specific materiality of the objects in question. Thus,
we can suggest that the Thessalian figurines emanate
a preoccupation with the substances of which they
were made. But this preoccupation should not be in-

terpreted as a move to distinguish between interior
and exterior, as the use of the material as a differen-
tiating feature could suggest a conflation of our epi-
stemological categories of substance and appearance,
with their material being their form (Nanoglou
2008b.326, 329). So, the interest seems to have lain
in the construction of these entities, and we could
perhaps suggest that this also reveals a concern with
the past, with the way things came to be what they
were (Nanoglou 2008b.325, for pertinent ethnogra-
phic material see Ingold 2000.113 and Descola
1996.88), something that resonates with processes
seen in other social fields in later Neolithic Greece
(Nanoglou 2001.313; 2008b.325). In this vein, the
figures from Thessaly constituted an iconographic
landscape whereby people would have been able,
and perhaps compelled, to identify themselves with
reference to their making and their origins.

The figures to the North of Thessaly do not seem to
share these concerns. First of all, they seem to have
rarely used stone as a material. It seems that clay
continued to be seen as the appropriate material for
their manufacture. Second, they are static and per-
haps generic, but they are particularized through the
use of incisions (at least some of them). Incision (and
its fellow concept, inscription) has at present some
very powerful connotations of an act exercised from
outside. It is no accident that this notion is in the
middle of discussions pertaining to the meaningful-
ness of bodies (for the most comprehensive and
thorough study yet, see Meskell 1999). Incision/in-
scription is considered a process whereby meaning
is inscribed on an already formed body, as if matter
preceded mind. I would suggest that, to a certain ex-
tent, incision/inscription is an action upon some-
thing, but this something cannot be considered al-
ready formed. It is not an act upon a body, but the
rearticulation of something into a body. Furthermore,
this very practice is what constitutes a surface, as
long as we understand inscription/incision as acting
on a surface. More importantly for our case, this sur-
face does not need to invoke an underground, even
less an underground where this essential character
remains hidden (as in the body, which behind ap-
pearances is purportedly always the same biological
entity). What seems significant is that these figures
had to carry certain insignia in order to be appropri-
ate for their use (whatever that was). Their material
and their generic form were no longer enough, as
they probably had been in the earlier Neolithic.
These insignia were part of the body and, as such,
they presented a particular body, one that had to be
covered with them, one that had to carry them and
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reveal them so as to be meaningful. It is perhaps not
incoherent to suggest that within the context of their
use these figures invited the presence of ‘incised’
persons, of persons covered with relevant insignia,
and their place in the social network of the commu-
nity was recognized and acknowledged with refer-
ence to these insignia.

Information about the contexts where these figuri-
nes were invoked is scarce indeed. In the area North
of Thessaly, there are occasionally groups of figuri-
nes found in pits (Tringham and Conkey 1998), but
these seem to be assemblages formed through the
clearing of areas, rather than purposeful depositions
of sets of artefacts as in the above mentioned earlier
Neolithic cases in Greece. Whenever we have infor-
mation, it seems that figurines were not deposited in
large numbers (Letica 1988 for Divostin; Nanoglou

and Pappa forthcoming for
Makriyalos). Even in cases of
figurines discovered in large
numbers in some features,
their deposition corresponds
to a gradual accumulation of
layers, rather than a single
event (e.g. Makriyalos pit 212,
Pappa 2008 and Promachon-
Topolni≠a pit 4, Koukouli-
Chrysanthaki et al. 2007).
Their deposition in fragments
(Tringham and Conkey 1998;
Chapman 2000; Chapman
and Gaydarska 2007) and
usually in refuse pits (Trin-
gham and Conkey 1998) sug-
gests that their final disposal
was different from that reser-
ved for the earlier Neolithic
figurines from Greece (at least
for some of them, see above).
There are, of course, excep-
tions (Letica 1988.179 for Di-
vostin, where a group of se-
ven intact figurines was
found in House 23).6 The ex-
tensive use of perforations,
from which they could presu-
mably be hung, points to a
different use-life for these ar-
tefacts. We do not need to in-
terpret them as amulets hung

from someone’s neck (although this is a valid sug-
gestion), for the perforations could serve to fasten
many together. But in this case, their fastening was
deemed unnecessary for their final deposition.

The information on the contexts of figurine use from
Thessaly is even more frustrating, for there is vir-
tually nothing to rely on apart from the case of Pla-
tia Magoula Zarkou, where a building-model with
eight figurines was found under a floor (Gallis 1985)
and two figurines were found in the area of the ce-
metery (Gallis 1982). But this find is actually dated
very late in the earlier Neolithic or very early in the
later Neolithic and can be included in the earlier tra-
dition (see Nanoglou 2005.149 for a discussion).
Most of the studies are too old and they provide only
catalogues of the finds, with only general informa-
tion on contexts of discovery. Moreover, even stud-

Fig. 4. Chart with characteristic figurines from each phase in the 1977–
1978 excavation area at Selevac. (Reproduced with permission from R.
Tringham and D. D. Krsti≤ (eds.) 1990. Selevac: a Neolithic village in Yu-
goslavia (Monumenta Archaeologica 15). The Cotsen Institute of Archaeo-
logy, UCLA. Los Angeles (CA): Fig. 11b.).

6 Compare also the group of figurines found in a house of phase IX in Ov≠arovo, northeastern Bulgaria (dated around the mid-
dle of the fifth millennium BC, Todorova 1982.67).
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ies which are supposed to focus on the distribution
of the figurines provide no details that could help
determine the process of deposition (e.g. Skafida
1992; see Nanoglou 2005.151).

So other than suggesting that these artefacts would
have provided points of reference for the deploy-
ment of practices in various social fields, there is not
much to go forward. Even at this non-specific level,
the iconographic landscapes constituted through
these artefacts were different in the two areas, and
so was the inhabitation of these landscapes. People
would have been enabled and compelled to account
for themselves by drawing upon different resources.
As long as people needed to situate themselves with-
in their community, this would have been possible
only through invoking the particular representations
present at hand. So, asking about and accounting for
one’s making would have been essential, at least in
certain instances, for someone to go on living. How-
ever this was translated (e.g. origins, kinship, etc.),
the consequences would have been paramount for
someone’s life and place in the community. It would
have affected the ontological status of the person in
question, the way s/he understood herself/himself
and others and the way s/he was understood by oth-
ers. The same applies to asking about and accoun-
ting for in terms of insignia. This would have also
been significant for someone’s life and place in the
community. It would have also touched upon the
ontological status of the person in question. But the
persons would have been different – one constituted
in relation to concerns about her/his past, about the
process that brought her/him in that position, the
other constituted in relation to concerns about the
visibility of her/his marks. As different persons, they
would also have inhabited different worlds.

One Neolithic, two Neolithics, three Neolithics…

That the Neolithic is nothing more than an analytical
concept, a heuristic device, should be a common-
place by now (see especially Whittle 2003), although
many studies still reify the period, attributing to it
an essential character, longing for a hard core to
emerge, which can be observed, described and fol-
lowed through regions (Kotsakis 2002). If we agree
that the Neolithic was not a stage in the evolution
of mankind, an essential economic background upon
which social life was built, but a modern concept
helping us to grasp our history and our place in the
world, constituting in the process the very world we
are inhabiting, then the question is: what kind of
world did the people of the past inhabit and what

kind of concepts did they use to understand it and
position themselves within it? In this process, arte-
facts are and were the co-producers of the world
(Meskell 2008.375, following Latour 1993). As long
as these artefacts are different and in different asso-
ciations, in different assemblages (Latour 2005), the
worlds produced are bound to be different. There
are many Neolithics (as products of our own endea-
vour to understand our past and our present) and
there were many ‘Neolithics’ (as products of their
endeavour to understand their past and present).

People in the southern Balkans inhabited a land-
scape populated with other people, animals, plants,
rocks, rivers, mountains and other entities and fea-
tures and were called upon to account for them and
for themselves as they encountered other beings (hu-
man or not). Drawing upon previous practices, they
were called to make choices and reiterate certain
practices that were deemed appropriate for contin-
gent events. During the earlier Neolithic in the Bal-
kans, people manufactured clay figurines, clay ob-
jects citing human and animal beings, and used them
on occasions that cannot be adequately described.
Yet, whatever these occasions were, figurines would
have been points of reference for the conceptualiza-
tion of themselves and others. Communities living
in Thessaly focused significantly on citing humans
and their actions in clay. Growing up in these com-
munities, someone would have been compelled to
focus on exactly these features and define herself/
himself according to relevant criteria. This defining
process was conditioned by the circumstances, the
contexts of use of the artefacts. Reiterating the arte-
facts would entail commemorating to a small or large
extent these circumstances, the spacetimes where the
artefacts were articulated and re-articulated within
the fabric of social life. This commemoration would
have ensured that the spacetimes would have been
extended (Munn 1986) and similarities would have
covered greater regions. In fact, this commemora-
tion would have constituted regional identities, as it
would have served as a defining trait for a group of
people and a group of communities (see Nanoglou
2006). So, people to the North probably focused on
different features, citing both people and animals
in clay and concentrating on their generic images,
rather than on their actions. They were commemo-
rating different instances, different scenes where
people, animals and other beings (animate or inani-
mate) engaged with each other. In these instances
their relation to animals was probably deemed quite
important. Extending different spacetimes, each
group of people and communities constituted two
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different regions where a distinctive world was pro-
duced. In the first case, a world assembled with refe-
rence to human actions; in the second, a world re-
volving around the relation between humans and
animals, or perhaps something that transcended the
two categories as we moderns understand them (see
Nanoglou 2008a.5 and Meskell 2008). It is perhaps
no coincidence that in the first case people lived in
densely populated settlements (Kotsakis 1999), whe-
reas in the second, the organization of settlements
was somehow looser (Bailey 2000; 2005.4–5; see
Nanoglou 2008a.8 and the caveat ibid note 9). What
constituted a viable or desirable community would
have been contingent on the practices that focused
on what constituted a viable or desirable body. If
the reference points for the community included
animals, then animals should probably have been
present in the community space (Chapman 1989 for
the interpretation of flat extended settlements as
inclusive of pasture areas). On the contrary, if the fo-
cus was on people’s actions and their monitoring,
then an appropriate spatial arrangement should
have been provided.

For the people in these two regions, carrying out
everyday tasks would have differed. Even though
agricultural regimes no longer seem so different in
the two regions (Bogaard 2004), it does not mean
that representational practices were mere variations
on a common theme. On the one hand, figurines in
Greece do not seem to delve into the subject of do-
mestication (Nanoglou 2009). The artefacts seem
to cite practices pertaining to other facets of life in
these communities. Consequently, these facets were
defined as separate social fields through their cita-
tion by figurines. They were constituted and condi-
tioned by these artefacts, which at the same time
constituted and conditioned these fields. There peo-
ple would have been requested to focus on their ac-
tions in the presence of others. And their life and
their world would have revolved, at least to some
extent, around these spacetimes, allowing them and
perhaps compelling them to define themselves as
participants or not, or as successful or unsuccessful
contributors, etc. Meanwhile, figurines to the North
touch upon the subject of human-animal relations.
This does not mean that they probe the issue of do-
mestication, but it is evident that in fields defined by
the use of these artefacts the interest was not just in
people. It is not clear whether people and animals
were considered opposed or not in these scenes
(Nanoglou 2008a.5). We could see it as the negotia-
tion of a certain hybridism (see Meskell 2008 on Ça-
talhöyük), but that must remain purely hypothetical

for the moment. The important thing is that they
were concerned only with the generic image of the
human and animal body, with their presence as such,
and thus people would have been guided to define
themselves accordingly. Actions were perhaps irrele-
vant – what really mattered was the position one
held in this spectrum of possible relations between
persons and animals. Consequently, people were
constituted along different trajectories in the two re-
gions. Their ontological status – who they were, what
they were – was contingent on their understanding
of these artefacts and the definition of a place for
themselves according to this understanding. In or-
der to act socially it was necessary that their very
being was intelligible and sanctioned, which was
only possible through adherence to the discourses
materialized by the figurines (among others, of
course), even in order to subvert them.

Following upon these distinct traditions, the inhabi-
tants of the two regions rearticulated them in the cen-
turies that ensued. Yet again, two regions were defi-
ned by the very reiteration of practices over space, by
the extension of specific spacetimes. That the regions
were not the same as before underlines the argument
that these regional identities had to be performed in
order to persevere. The changes in the artefact assem-
blages of a certain region can be explained as chan-
ges in the commemoration of the spacetimes that
were valued and deemed important for the social life
of the inhabitants. People were starting to invoke dif-
ferent practices and different artefacts in their vari-
ous encounters with each other or with other creatu-
res and entities. The same process that allowed mate-
rial culture to change over time allowed it to change
over space too. In each new encounter a rearticula-
tion of the previous moments was bound to happen,
and yet it was contingent on the choices made.

These changes suggest a radical break with the past
in Thessaly. The concern with acting bodies was
dropped, and people focused on the material of the
figures. I have argued that this could be interpreted
as a concern with the making of the figures and, by
extension, with the making of their users. So, from
a discourse that focused on the actions that were
presented and, consequently, the present, we turn to
a discourse that focused on origins and the past. This
resonates with changes occurring in other social
fields, especially the manipulation of the form of a
settlement to resemble a long-lived tell (Nanoglou
2001; 2008c). This does not mean that tells were ex-
clusively related to such constructs, since this was ob-
viously not the case (Vin≠a being an excellent exam-
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ple). It does mean that a certain concern with the ori-
gins of people and of their communities was acqui-
ring a central position in the social life of the inhabi-
tants of Neolithic Thessaly, and that they would have
experienced this life through such a pervasive prism.

To the North of Thessaly, such concerns are not evi-
dent, at least to us. Appearance seems to have been
a major classificatory principle for figurines and con-
sequently for people too. This could have been an-
chored in the past, namely in the way appearances
were inherited and reproduced. But the significant
feature here seems to be the need to monitor some-
one’s place in the community. Seen this way, it is not
opposed to the previous tradition of the region, but
it does certainly rearticulate it to a great extent, di-
recting attention to a particular plane of the body, its
surface (again: not necessarily opposed to a deep
core). This concentration on the surface and its in-
cision resonates, perhaps, with relevant practices in
the production of pottery. Vessels were widely inci-
sed and, indeed, the relation between the incisions
on pottery and on figurines has been noted (see Mi-
lojkovi≤ 1990.413 citing Srejovi≤ 1968). It is per-
haps significant that in communities sharing this type
of figurines, vessels with human and animal features
are common (Pileidou 2006; see Nanoglou 2009).
It seems that there existed a strong relation between
figurines and pottery, one that focused among other
things on the organization of their appearance thro-
ugh incision. It is perhaps equally significant that in
this region figurines continued to be made almost
exclusively of clay, reinforcing the relation between
the two classes. There are, of course, differences be-
tween them: first of all it seems that the ratio be-
tween humans and animals was inverted in pottery,
where vessels with animal features outnumber ves-
sels with human features (Nanoglou 2009 for north-
ern Greece). So, in an expanded field of representa-
tion, which includes both figurines and vessels, it
seems that humans and animals are indeed again a
major theme, continuing from a previous tradition.
But in this case, humans and animals are constrai-
ned to a great extent within a subfield of their own:
figurines predominantly for humans, vessels predo-
minantly for animals. Humans and animals continue
to be paired when it comes to representations, but
they are constituted as different sub-species through
the artefacts that cite them. Animals seem to be de-
fined as containers (Nanoglou 2009), whereas the

use of perforations might allow us to suggest that
humans were considered, at least in some instances,
as something to be carried around.

So people drew upon different material resources
and produced themselves as diverse persons, as di-
verse kinds of persons. In the same process, they
were producing different worlds, not just different
worldviews, but different entities, different creatu-
res. It was one thing to be a human or an animal in
Thessaly, and another to the North. It is important
to insist on the matter: the issue is not about a Neo-
lithic regime that is understood and felt differently
by various agents, but about the production of diffe-
rent regimes and different constituents (different
animals, different plants, different people, different
resources, etc.), even different kinds of constituents
(taxonomies different from ‘animals’, ‘plants’, ‘peo-
ple’, etc.). In each region, people, animals or any enti-
ty had a different presence in their world. They were
able to be present, to situate themselves and others
in the world, to act and react as something different.

There was, of course, no rigid boundary between re-
gions. Boundaries were performed as people com-
memorated specific spacetimes and reiterated spe-
cific practices. The two regions I have been describ-
ing in this paper are to a large extent a product of
my own research. The case of Makriyalos is eloquent:
from a community sharing many similarities with
the northern area in the first half of the Late Neo-
lithic, it turned into a community sharing many fea-
tures with Thessaly in the second half of the period
(Pappa and Besios 1999; Pappa 2008). Yet this was
not a case of changing sides, but a rearticulation of
the community’s own past, since many of the traits
encountered in the first phase are present in the se-
cond. In Makriyalos, as in any other case, people did
not merely join or leave a ‘culture’, but produced an
inhabitable place by citing previous experiences. The
very context of citation was conditioned by these ex-
periences and people’s ability to reiterate them, and
at the same time, fail to reiterate them.

I would like to thank Prof. M. Budja for inviting me
to contribute to this volume. I am also grateful to
Lynn Meskell for looking through the text at a very
short notice. Standard disclaimers apply.
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