Birth and death: infant burials from
Vlasac and Lepenski Vir

Dusan Bori¢' & Sofija Stefanovi¢?

Why were infants buried beneath house-floors at the Mesolithic and early Neolithic site of Lepenski
Vir? Undertaking a new analysis of the neonate remains at Vlasac and Lepenski Vir the authors
reject the idea of sacrificial infanticide, and demonstrate a consistency of respect in these burials.
They suggest that the deaths were mourned and the dead, like the living, were given protection by
the houses they were buried in. The treatment of mothers and children suggests increasing social

cobesion from the Mesolithic at Viasac to the early Neolithic at Lepenski Vir.
Keywords: Mesolithic, Neolithic, Danube Gorges, Lepenski Vir, infant burial

Introduction

Vlasac and Lepenski Vir are key sites for the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition in south-east
Europe that feature rich burials, including many infants and subadults. Both sites provide
the possibility of examining social attitudes to the death of the young and shed light on the
importance of these age groups for the reproduction of social units over time. In spite of
several analyses of human osteological material from the area of the Danube Gorges, there
has been little integration of the results from physical anthropology and the archacological
context of the burials. In a programmatic step to overcome this research bias, we initiated a
re-analyses of infant burials from Vlasac and Lepenski, focussing on this group because of a
large number of infant burials and their striking spatial patterning. Mortuary data from
Vlasac and Lepenski Vir provide the possibility of defining transformations in cultural attitudes
towards infant deaths.

The archaeology of the Danube Gorges

The archaeological sites in the Danube Gorges were excavated through rescue projects in the
1960s-1970s on both the Serbian and the Romanian sides of the Danube (see Figure 1).
Sequences at sites such as Lepenski Vir, Vlasac, Padina and Schela Cladovei document the
transformation of fisher-hunter-gatherers of the Mesolithic period (c. 10 000-6300 CalBC)
to early pottery users of the Early Neolithic (c. 6300-5500 CalBC) (e.g. Srejovi¢ 1969,
1972; Chapman 1992; Radovanovi¢ 1996; Bonsall ez 2/. 2000; Bori¢ 1999, 2002a, 2002b;
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Tringham 2000). Sites in the
Upper Gorge (Vlasac, A
Lepenski Vir and Padina) | 3 o~ ’ i
contained remains of |~ 0 W%E
trapezoidal floors with
rectangular stone hearths,
sculptured boulders and
complex sequences of human
burials. Subsistence focused
on both the river and the
hinterland areas, and faunal
remains included red deer, |
pig, aurochs and abundant Eg&";« o
fish bones. The most L
problematic issue at Lepenski Qe .
Vir is the presence of Early | TR
Neolithic pottery in the | WX T
trapezoidal buildings, and . R
their absolute dating (cf. R
Borid 1999, 2002a;
Garasanina & Radovanovi¢
2001; Tringham 2000).

Isotopic measurements of
stable carbon and nitrogen  Figure 1. Map showing the Upper Gorge sites with Mesolithic-Early Neolithic
suggest a pOSSiblC dietary sequences in the Danube Gorges.
shift in the Neolithic, i.e. after ¢. 6100 CalBC (cf. Bonsall ez a/. 2000; see also Grupe ez al.
2003 and Bori¢ ez al. in press). Although isotopic measurements were analysed for ten children
from Lepenski Vir and 7 from Vlasac by Bonsall ez 2/. (2000: 125-6) it is not possible to
relate palacodietary results to particular individuals as information on what skeletons were
analysed was not published in their report. (For new stable isotope analyses of this material
see Grupe et al. 2003 and Bori¢ ez al. in press).

There are more than 500 burials in the Mesolithic and Early Neolithic sites on both sides of
the Danube in this region (Roksandi¢ 1999, 2000; Radovanovi¢ 1996; Boroneang ez al. 1999;
Boronean2001), and the buried individuals represent only a selected portion of the population
that inhabited the region over several millennia. A variety of burial positions is recorded: extended
inhumations, burials in a sitting position with crossed legs, crouched/flexed burials, group
burials, cremations and partial burials with disarticulated cranial and postcranial bones. There
is a pronounced manipulation and circulation of detached skulls and mandibles. A relatively
large number of infant and subadult individuals are attested at Vlasac and Lepenski Vir. The
category ‘infant’ here designates individuals up to one-year old. A large majority of Vlasac and
Lepenski Vir infant burials are neonates. There are two foetuses at Vlasac and there are several
possibly older infants at both Vlasac and Lepenski Vir on the basis of size of long bones. Ageing
infant burials on the basis of size of long bones must be considered only as an approximate
estimate (+ several weeks). Here, we describe infant burials from these two sites.

Padina”

::::::::
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Vlasac

Some 640 m* were excavated at Vlasac in 1970-1971 (Srejovi¢ & Letica 1978). The site is
largely dated to the Mesolithic phase, with some possible Early Neolithic features and burials.
The excavators reported three stratigraphic phases (Vlasac I-I1I). Burials are found around
rectangular hearths and structures with the trapezoidal base (Figure 2). AMS dates on some

of the human burials suggest an occupation at this site as early as c. 9800 CalBC, which
might have lasted continuously at least up to c. 6900 CalBC (Bonsall ez /. 2000: Table 3).

OxA-5824: 9800+/-130 BP
(9750-8700 CalBO)

R 4
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% extended articulation (parallel to the Danube - heads downstream)
3 extended articulation

A seated with crossed legs

X disarticulated postcranial, cranial bones & partial burials

N contracted & flexed burials

4 cremated burials

¥ foetus, neonates, infants & children

¥ human mandible

© human skull

Figure 2. Viasac — architectural features and burials from all phases (modified afier Srejovi¢ & Letica 1978). AMS dates on
human burials corrected for the fresh water reservoir effect acc. to Method 2 as described by Cook et al. 2002.

Two physical Vlasac: sex and age
anthropologists studied the 1207 [ males ?
human re/n.mms from Vlasz.tc/: 100 males
(Nemeskéri 1978; Roksandi¢ I females ?
1999, 2000). There are 87 80 - . '
graves at the site. The sex and females
age structure shown in Figure 60+ I unknown
3 is based on the most recent |

re-analyses of the human

bones (Roksandi¢ 1999, 20
2000). 0 .

On the b‘j‘SiS of our re- Neonates Subadults ~ Aduts  Unknown age
analyses of infant burials,

there are 26 foetal and
neonate burials at Vlasac (see
Table 1) and their age structure is shown in Figure 4. The estimated gestational age is based
on the maximum length of femur and/or humerus (Bass 1987; Mays 1999), but in four

Figure 3. Age and sex structure of the human remains from Viasac (N = 165) (after
Roksandi¢ 1999, 2000).
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instances we estimated the 16
age also on the basis of tibia 14
and  radius  lengths.
According to their burial
context, foetal and neonate
burials at Vlasac can be 8
separated into four groups: a) 6
found in the pelvic area of a 4

2

0

12
10

pregnant woman (Burial 67),
b) found with adult
individuals during
anthropological analyses,

some possibly pregnant
women (Burials 50[1], Figure 4. Infants and neonates from Viasac — estimated age in gestational wecks

50a[1], 55[21, 4b(1], 36[1], " =*%
49(2], 60[1], 84[1]), ¢) clearly buried with an adult individual after the birth (Burials 58b by
the legs of Burial 58 and Burial 6a on the right chest of Burial 6) and d) found as separate
burials (Burials 10, 12, 12b, 19, 21, 21[1], 35a, 36[1], 42a, 42b, 59, 61, 62, 66b). Note that
in previous anthropological analyses, adult Burials 6 (Figure 5), 50, 50a, 58, 60, 84, which
have associated remains of neonates, were sexed as male individuals (Nemeskéri 1978). The
main criteria used to attribute sex to these individuals were robust features of their skulls. In
the most recent re-analyses with more restrictive criteria used in the attribution of sex, Burials
6, 50a, and 84 were sexed as “males?” (see Figure 3) only on the robusticity criteria while
Burial 60 was sexed as clearly male and 50 was left unsexed (Roksandi¢ 1999: appendix 1).
In Burial 67, foetal bones were found in the pelvic area and mother and child most likely
died prior to the birth. Other individuals are much closer to the expected time of birth, i.e.
aged at around 38-40 gestational weeks. It is possible that some of the individuals found
with adults died together with their mothers immediately prior to birth or during birth. Two
individuals of neonate age, Burials 58b and 6a, clearly died after birth and were buried
together with adult individuals who could have been their mothers or, if males, acting as
protective maternal figures (see Figure 5). There are a number of infant burials that were
buried separately. These include both neonates and infants between 2 and 4 months old.
This older age is partly reflected in the special body treatment and offerings. For instance,
Burial 21 was placed next to Hearth 4 (see Figure 2) with 50 perforated shells of Cyclope
neritea Linnaeus snails and covered by Cyprinidae teeth (Srejovic & Letica 1978: 58), while
Burial 42 was found beheaded and covered by Cyprinidae teeth and red ochre (ibid.: 58).
The body treatment of adult burials with neonates is telling — Burial 67 with foetal bones
was covered with red ochre over the groin area and the deceased’s right hand was placed on
the lower belly (ibid.: 57) while on the bones of Burial 6, with neonate Burial 6a on its chest
(Figure 5), red ochre was found on the ribs and vertebrae, i.e. where the child was placed
(ibid.: 68). Red ochre was noted on adult Burial 50 (ibid.: 59) and red ochre and Cyprinidae
teeth were found covering adult Burials 49 and 50a. In a particularly interesting context,
adult Burial 60 was found with neonate bones (Burial 60[1]) and was covered by Cyprinidae
teeth over the groin area, while neonate Burials 59, 61 and 62 were found in small oval pits

26-28 29-31 32-34 35-37 38-40 41-43 44-46 >47
Age in gestational weeks
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next to Burial 60 completely
covered with red ochre (ibid.:

60) (Figure 6).

Lepenski Vir

Lepenski Vir is the type-site
for the entire Iron Gates/
Danube Gorges regional
group. The preserved area of
the settlement (c. 2400 m?)
was completely excavated
between 1965 and 1970
(Srejovi¢ 1969a, 1972,
1981). There are at least 73
structures, termed ‘houses’ or
‘shrines” with trapezoidal
floors plastered with red
limestone (Figure 7).
Rectangular hearths made of
vertical stone slabs were
placed in the centre of each
dwelling and sculptured
boulders with fish-human
features were found on
building floors, primarily
around the hearth area. The
excavator reported four
major phases with several
sub-phases (Proto-Lepenski
Vir, Lepenski Vir la-e, - -
Lepenski Vir Il and Lepenskj Figure 5. Neonate Burial 6a found on the chest of Burial 6 at Viasac (photo: Centre
Vir IIIa-b) However, for Archaeological Research, Belgrade).

3 I"_ = - _..‘_-'_' "‘{ ‘._ & ; o X x
T 1 e R T R Seoa

radiometric dates from this site and material culture associations realistically indicate two
distinct periods in the occupation at the site — Proto-Lepenski Vir, representing a Mesolithic
phase around 7500 Cal BC and Lepenski Vir I represented by the trapezoidal buildings of
Early Neolithic age, c. 6300-5500 CalBC (Bori¢ 2002a, Whittle ez 2/. 2002) — while there
remains a possibility for a continuous sequence between the two periods.

Nemeskéri (1972), Zoffmann (1983) and Roksandi¢ (1999, 2000) have studied the human
remains from this site arriving at different sex and age estimates. The 134 reported graves
contained the remains of c¢. 190 individuals. The sex and age structure shown in Figure 8 is
based on the most recent re-analyses of human bones.

On the basis of our re-analyses, there are 41 neonate burials at Lepenski Vir (Table 2) and
their age structure is shown in Figure 9. The estimated gestational age is based on the maximum
length of femur and/or humerus (Bass 1987; Mays 1999). Neonate burials from Lepenski
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Vir were found underneath
floors of trapezoidal
buildings (cf. Radovanovié
1996; Srejovi¢ 1969a, 1981;
Stefanovi¢ & Bori¢ in press).
These burials are
stratigraphically connected
with 19 trapezoidal structures
and were placed exclusively in
the rear of the buildings
(Figures 10 and 11). The
burial pits either cut the
limestone floors or were dug

immediately off the floor edge,

I 1 L L il I

Ocm Scm

frequently between the

construction stones Figure 6. Bones of neonate Burial 61 buried in an oval pit covered with red ochre at
Viasac.

surrounding the floor. In one

OxA-5828: 705093 BP OxA-5831: 6910+93 BP
(6080-5720 CalB( (5990-5630 CalBC)

OxA-5830: 7150101 BP
(6230-5800 CalBC)

i — )

. OxA-5829: 669093 BP
L 2 (5750-5470 CalBC)

o OxA-5827: 72302 101 BP
(6400-5800 CalBC)
@
&
“les
ch - o
DTV § SR i
b 6o 13
15 e 17
15 K1
¥
o
¥
I~ I——
0
" {—3 DANUBE
House floors Dypes of burial:
Sfurnished with Y extended articulation placed on/dug through floors and outside houses (parallel to the Danube- otiented downstream)
reddish limestone X extended articulation without skull placed on/beneath floors and outside houses (parallel to the Danube - oriented downstream)

extended articulation
A secated with crossed legs
¥ disarticulated postcranial bones on/beneath floors and outside houses
W contracted & flexed placed on floors or buried outside houses
X contracted with detached skull
¥ new born infants and children dug through the floor (extended & contracted)
¥ human mandible
© human skull
Y red deer antlers & skull
\) auroch’s horncores & skull
=+ later period burials (?)

Figure 7. Trapezoidal buildings and construction stones of Lepenski Vir I phase according to Srejovit (after Srejovié 1981: 20-
21) and types of burial onlbeneath building floors and outside buildings from all phases. Large arabic numbers indicate
buildings of Lepenski Vir I, small arabic numbers burials (all phases). Some features of Lepenski Vir I1 are also shown here and

are marked by roman numbers. AMS dates on human burials corrected for the fresh water reservoir effect acc. to Method 2 as
described by Cook et al. 2002.

533

Research



Birth and death

L6-6€© 79 - MN-IS oures €4 6T ¥C
0y—8¢ © 9 9/ MN-TS 4410 241 Jo dog aq7 uo parwyd suo — % 071 6T €T
07-8¢ & - 6L i i 611 6T TC
07-8¢ & ¢9 <L swes I€1 [T 1T
07—8¢ & 99 20 swes 0€1 [T 0T
0y—8¢ & 89 8/ 42410 ag/1 4220
t auo paovd atam spLng saigr asagr — & 6C1 LT 61
L6-6€ 0 €9 ®eIqI], i % 8T1 [T 8l
1% 0O 0L €8 MN-IS s3a] 1uaq Apy8i[s/papuarxy €9 97 LI
07—-8¢ O /9 6L M SP1S P2 /PIX[] 701 Y2 91
07—8€ ¢ £ 6L AS—MN op1s 1y3u1/paxal 101 <Y
07—8€ O - 6L % % <6 Yo ¥l
0y-8¢ & 99 6L MN-IS PTS 2 /PXT] %6 ¥o €1
0%—8¢ c9 <L N-S s3] paroenuod/3peg €01 61 Tl
1669 9 - % % €86 61 11
L6-6€D 19 - AS-MN PIS 3] /PaX3L] 86 61 01
07-8¢ 0 79 ¥nqry i % 911 €1 6
1% 0 0/ - x i 011 ¥ 8
0%-8¢ ¢ /9 - SN $8o] paxoyy ey 801 vy L
07—-8¢ © L9 - SN (Bursstur s327) speg L01 ¥y 9
CH1¥ ¢ : - - AJuo suoq 2uQ (1)901 y g
9—pp © v/ 18 AN-MS? spreaano pakerds s3ayspoeg 901 y ¥
1% O - 78 i i e601 57 ¢
0%—8¢ €9 [/ AN—HS s8] paxapypoeg 601 ¥y C
0y-8¢ & c9 - % % 48! ¢ I
(sppam 1838 ur)  (ww) Ypdug| (wrar) Sus) ‘ou ‘ou
xas pue a3y snIswngy muwayj plicisfg) uonisoJ [eng  asnopy

*(ssaxd ut v 10 w?o&.:ﬁv 101Je) sasAJeue YN(J UO Paseq SUONEUTUIIANOP XoG 'SH29M
[euone1sa3 ur o3e 21eWNSS 01 pasn syuSWAINSEIW duoq Fuo[ S[qe[rese pue I\ Bysuado I8 suoneiusLio pue suonisod IOY) ‘s[eLINg JUBJU] — 7 [qET,

534



Dusan Borit & Sofija Stefanovié

ﬁ—u.-.wvwvm

uoneIuatIo 1o uonisod reapun — i
uoneIUuaWSe1j 01 ANP SIUSWAINSEIW PAIBWNSD — =

0%—8¢=¢ 9= - (D98 IX A
¥ ¥ pb 1%

05-8% ¢ 8 - qe8 X [PA7]
2 * ‘upb oy
paarasaxd 10N t t Pl 8% 6€
07—8€ O - 08 i % L11 €9 8¢
0%-8€ O 99 LL AS-AN spreaano padeds s3a1/5oeq €11 £9 L€
1§-6€0 i i 811 9 o¢
07—8¢ O 69 - i % LT1 ¥ o€
0%—8¢ 9 ¢9 v/ % % cel ¥S  ¥E
07-8¢ © %9 L N-S 3B $11 U0 PIPUAXY 74! ¥ €€
0%7-8¢ O - LL MN-TS 9PIs Yo|/p1oENUO]) €71 ¥ €
07-8¢ & 69 8/ MN-IS2 i 96 ¢y I¢
LE—CE=¢ - 0/= - Auo auoq suQ (111 8¢  0¢
0%-8¢ 5 — 9/ N-S SpIemIno ﬁukﬁmm me Peg 111 8¢ 6T
0y—8¢ & L9 9 % % ¢l L€ 8T
08¢ & c9 - % % 49 L€ [T
0%—8¢ ¢ 9 9. N-S spreaano padefds s3a15poeq SI1 9¢ 9z
07—-8¢ © %9 (74 N-S spremino padeds s3o1/3peg yI1 9¢  GT

(spoam 11508 ur)  (wuw) Juwzu— (urur) Juwzu— ‘ou ‘ou

pely ﬁﬂd vw< mﬁhvaq—m uﬂavm .uﬁvm.ﬂo GOmumwOnm ﬁdm.:-m vwﬂom

(ponunuon) 7 d[qe],

535



Birth and death

case neonate Burial 63 was Lepenski Vir: sex and age

found at the front corner of 90 males
House 26 (Bori¢ 1999: Figure 80 females
19). This exception is due to 70

the unusual orientation of this 60 B unknown
building — parallel to the 50

Danube along its longer axis  4q

(see Figure 7). The clearest 3

example of burials being cut 20

through the limestone floor 10 l
and not interred before 0

plastering the floor (contra nfants  Subaduts  Aduts  Unknown age

Sr Cj ovi¢ 1969: 136; 1972: Figure 8. Age and sex structure of the human remains at Lepenski Vir (N = 190)
119; contra Radovanovid (afier Roksandié 1999, 2000).

2000, 340, n.7) is Burial 113

in House 63’ — a burial pit cut through the 3¢,
floor is clearly visible with a stone block
placed over it (Figure 11). In a number of
instances, burial pits of oval and rectangular g
shape were visible in the virgin soil only after

the floor was removed (Burials 94, 103,106, 197
107,128-131 and 132) (e.g. Figure 12). This 44
is due to the very small diameter of these

pits and, frequently, extensive damage of the 5'J

limestone floor. A number of neonate burials 0l . . . .

were oriented with the heads toward the 35-37 38-40 41-43 44-46
south-east or the south, i.e. approximately  Figure 9. Neonates ar Lepenski Vir (withour Burials 134, 836
parallel to the Danube with their heads and 836/1]) with estimated age in gestational weeks
pointing downstream. This position/ V=3¢

orientation is similar to some adult burials from Lepenski Vir and other sites in the Danube
Gorges and might have been imbued with some ideological and/or religious significance (cf.
Radovanovi¢ 1997). Still, within the same building, neonate burials were also found oriented
with their heads pointing to the north-west, north or north-east (see Table 2). In some cases,
stones bordered particular burials (Burials 63, 106, 125). There were few exceptions to the
context of burial beneath the floor: Burials 83b and 83b(1) were not associated with
architectural features and are possibly of a different chronological age. The remains of infant
Burial 134 found in the rear of House 48 were not preserved after the excavation (Lepenski
Vir Field Diary, 1970).

No grave offerings were found in neonate burials at this site. Only in the infill of Burial
113 (House 63’) were two small fragments of Early Neolithic pottery found (Lepenski Vir
Field Diary 1970). It is unlikely that these fragments represent intentional deposition but
were rather residually present in the burial infill (for discussions about the presence of pottery
in trapezoidal buildings see Bori¢ 1999, 2002a; Garasanina & Radovanovi¢ 2001).
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[ Tlimestone floor
Il infant burials / preserved skeletal parts

] outline of features underneath the floor
(app. the same level as infant burials)

[ sculptured boulder

Figure 10. House 24 and neonate Burials 94, 95, 101 and 102 at Lepenski Vir.
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outline of the limestone floor and stones
of later House 63

|:| limestone floor of older House 63'
- infant burials / preserved skeletal parts

[ Joutline of features from House 63'

remains of the hearth of House 63

+ +

Figure 11. House 63’ and a cross-section of the burial pit for neonate Burial 113 covered by a stone block ar Lepenski Vir.

In a number of instances, it was not possible to establish the exact position of the skeleton
(see Table 2). Although the taphonomic condition of neonate burials on the whole is good at
Lepenski Vir, later disturbances might have been responsible for these unclear positions. For
instance, placing a new interment in the same area could have disturbed earlier skeletons,
affecting their preservation (e.g. Burial 98a disturbed by Burial 98 in House 19, Burial 110
disturbed by Burial 107 in House 4 and Burial 109a disturbed by Burial 109 in House 4°). It
is possible that interment of Burials 129, 130 and 131 (House 27) and Burials 120 and 121
(House 29) took place at the same time in the respective buildings (see Stefanovi¢ & Bori¢
in press). Recorded burial positions include: a) extended, b) contracted/flexed and ¢) a position
with legs splayed outwards (see Table 2). In some burials only legs were contracted while the
torso was lying on the back. The third group in the position with legs splayed outwards (with
the heels below the pelvis and noted in the 1970 Field Diary as ‘sitting’) is especially interesting.
It is possible to explain this position by reference to the process of re-enacting, i.e. re-fleshing
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the body (cf. Hawkes with
Molleson 2000), thus
discerning a specific body
treatment prior to the burial.
This specific burial position
could be a consequence of
placing neonates in a bag
prior to their interment in a
small burial pit. In the
process of decay the bones of ; :
the skeleton would slump o
depending on how the bag B,
containing the neonate’s
body was placed in the :
ground_ If neonate’s body Figure 12. Neonate Burial 98 after lifiing the floor of House 19, Lepenski Vir
was put contracte dinab ag (photo: Centre for Archaeological Research, Belgrade).

and placed on its back, the
legs would slump either
outwards to the sides, or
both legs would slump to
one side. In addition to
neonate burials found in this
position, child Burial 97
(around 2-6 years old) in
House 31 was found in a
similar position too (Figure
13). It is worth noting that
possibly chronologically
older houses contained
burials in this position. On
the other hand, both
contracted (Burial 123) and
extended (Burial 124) burials
were noted in House 47 and
it is unclear whether these
after  positions  can
chronologically be

differentiated (see Stefanovi¢  Figure 13. Child Burial 97 underneath the floor of House 31, Lepenski Vir
(photo: Centre for Archaeological Research, Belgrade).

e
—
e

T TR, ey & i i

& Bori¢ in press).

Similar to the pattern of neonate interments in the rear of 19 buildings, another older
child Burial 92 (around 2 years old) was found in the rear of House 28, under a large stone
block flanked by two stone sculptures (Stefanovi¢ & Bori¢ in press; cf. Srejovi¢ 1972: Figure
10, 14). We shall contextualise this instance in the following discussion.
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Discussion and interpretation

Taphonomically, neonate burials from Lepenski Vir are better preserved than those from
Vlasac. This differential preservation is due to a different deposition and archaeological context
at the two sites. We noted some signs of classically described nutritional deficiency at Lepenski
Vir, such as cribra orbitalia on Burial 120 (House 29). Burials 106 and 107 in House 4 had
irregular growth of claviculae. Irregular growth of long bones and porosity were noted on
Burials 108 in House 4, 109 and 109a in House 4’, 114 in House 36 and 121 in House 29.
There are 19 male and 14 female neonates from Lepenski Vir on the basis of the DNA
analyses (Table 2; Culjkovi¢ e al. in press) and hence no clear preference for only one sex.
The DNA analyses further suggest a heterogeneous structure of the population among the
houses on the basis of this material (ibid.).

There is a clear difference between Vlasac and Lepenski Vir in the burial treatment of
infants. At Vlasac, the prevalence of neonate burials with mothers (but also with, in one
instance, at least one male adult too) indicates a pronounced concern for the death of pregnant
women, some of who might have died giving birth or during pregnancy. In several cases it
seems that both mother and a child died immediately after the birth and were buried together
(e.g. Burials 6-6a, Figure 5). The pronounced concern for both the mother and child is
emotionally moving in the instance where the hand of individual in Burial 67 was placed
over the lower belly with the unborn baby. It seems that the practice of covering the pelvic
area or the whole body with red ochre relates to mothers and infants in particular. Similarly,
after re-examining Cyprinidae teeth found in burials, one of us (DB) noted that a number of
these had small perforations on the root and might have been attached as part of a garment
(possibly to some kind of apron or string skirt) (Bori¢ 2002b). These again could specifically
relate to women and infants. Infant Burial 21 (2-4 months old) was buried separately with
50 perforated snails and this probably reflects its stage of social embodiment, which sharply
differs from neonates.

A different treatment of Lepenski Vir neonates can be explained as a consequence of culture
changes affecting the community in the Gorges in a diachronic perspective. One of the main
differences at Lepenski Vir is that neonates are no longer buried with adults in the space
around open-air hearths and stone constructions but as separate burials under red limestone
floors of trapezoidal buildings, always in the rear of a building. This change in the burial rite
possibly suggests some major social and ideological restructuring in the Danube Gorges, or
at least in the Upper Gorge, at the beginning of the Early Neolithic, i.e. c. 6300 CalBC, at
the time when, also, the first elaborate trapezoidal buildings appear at Lepenski Vir. There
are no "“C dates for neonate burials and we date them stratigraphically, i.e. in relation to the
dating of a particular building.

The association of infant and subadult burials with architectural/dwelling structures is
recurrent throughout the Neolithic Balkans and eastern Mediterranean (e.g. Whittle ez a/.
2002; Zoffmann 1988; Brukner 1960; Benac 1973; Gimbutas [ed.] 1976; Demoule &
Lichardus-Itten 1994; Rodden 1965; Gallis 1996; Jacobsen 1976; le Brun 1989, 1997;
Mellaart 1967; Hodder 1999; Molleson ez al. http://www.catalhoyuk.com/). With regard to
the frequently debated issue as to whether we are dealing with the practice of infanticide
when encountering a large number of infant burials in an archaeological record, we see no
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reason to interpret burials at Vlasac and Lepenski Vir as victims of infanticide, regardless of

a high death peak between 38-40 gestational weeks (cf. Mays 1998: 66). This conclusion is

based on the following:

*  thereisaconsiderable communal concern expressed towards infants and pregnant women
at chronologically earlier Vlasac, which can hardly speak in favour of an infanticide
tradition in this cultural context

*  neonate burials at Lepenski Vir were not buried before the floor of a building was
turnished (contra the scenario regarding possible ‘sacrificial deposits’) but burial pits
were cut through already existing floors

*  infantand children burials were also found underneath floors of buildings in a number
of pre-Neolithic and Neolithic contexts of the eastern Mediterranean, and the meanings
surrounding these practices might have been shared.

Why were neonates especially selected for burial in this particular way under floors of the
Lepenski Vir trapezoidal buildings? This question can perhaps be answered by looking at
some other burials also found interred into cuts made through the floors of buildings of
Lepenski Vir. Adult Male Burials 26 (House 34) and 7/I-a (House 21) and child Burials 61
(House 40) and 92 (House 28) were cut through the floors of their respective buildings (cf.
Srejovic 1969, 1972; Radovanovi¢ 1996; Stefanovi¢ & Bori¢ in press). These are all extended
inhumations, lying parallel to the Danube, heads pointing downstream. Adult Male Burials
26 and 7/I-a were placed immediately behind the back area of the hearths while subadult
Burials 61 and 92 were found placed more to the rear of their respective buildings, similar to
the position of neonates. This spatial patterning reflects differences in rank and gender, possibly
inscribed onto the division of building space (see Stefanovi¢ & Bori¢ in press).

A possible interpretation for burials cut through building floors can be related to ideas
about ‘houses’ as places that embodied ancestral powers. Disarticulated cranial and postcranial
bones were found on building floors at Lepenski Vir, and in the case of Burial 7/I-a a detached
human skull with a pronouncedly robust features (perhaps considered as ‘ancestral’) was
placed to accompany the burial (cf. Srejovi¢ 1972: Figure 61; Radovanovi¢ 1996: Figure
4.3), possibly acting as a heirloom or relic (Bori¢ 2003). Sculptured boulders found in many
buildings are also possibly sacred heirlooms that indicate ambiguous meanings of these spaces
with both sacred and profane connotations. To bury neonates within the ‘house’ space might
have been seen as both protective for their ungendered souls in the spirit world of the afterlife
and important for the reproductive potency of the building seen as an embodiment of a
lineage. One instance from Balkan ethnography may be particularly evocative in this context.
Among the Saracatsans, pastoral nomads in the Balkans, in the case of the death of a new-
born or a miscarriage there was a widespread custom up until 1940 to put the child in a bag
full of salt and to hang it above the parents’ marital bed for approximately forty days, until
the child’s corpse dries out. After this period the corpse of the deceased child in the bag is
buried in a pit dug in a corner of the hut AATENULY AN 1957: 68 cited by Antonijevi¢ 1982:
134).

Similar examples of the connection between new-borns and houses are found in other
cultures (e.g. Bloch 1995; Riviere 1995; Gibson 1995; Gillespie 2000: 219, note 8; Waterson
1990, 2000), while some comparative studies of folk dress in the Balkans and Anatolia identify
concerns that connect issues of the protection and fertility with mothers and children (cf.
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Welters 1999). In Tana Toraja, South Sulawesi, Indonesia, through successive generations,
fathers would bury placentas (seen as a ‘twin’ to the baby) of new-born babies always at the
same spot at the east side of a house that is associated with life and the rising sun (Waterson
1990: 198, 2000: 180, 182). In other Indonesian societies, such as the Timorese, the umbilicus
and placenta would be placed in a bag and hung on the central (ancestral) pillar of the main
room in a house. Similarly, in Tanimbar the placenta would be buried in the house floor
(ibid.: 180). In another example from the same region, in the village of Ara, among the
Makassarese of South Sulawesi, Indonesia, the birth is surrounded by extensive magic rituals
intended to facilitate the delivery and protect the baby (but also the mother) from evil forces
and spirits that can harm the baby while still “i the extremely vulnerable condition of having
an unhealed navel and soft fontanelle” (Gibson 1995: 137).

Or one may evoke the notion of “boneless” baby that comes from the Vezo of Madagascar
(Astuti 1998). The Vezo think that people are not born as humans, but become human as
they get older. They see new-born babies as strongly tied with mothers, vulnerable and not
fully human. Moreover, new-born babies are malleable and plastic, especially with regard to
their facial features, and their bodies are soft and weak, i.e. ‘boneless’, and only have the
potential to become “fully-boned” adults (ibid.: 36). Both mother and baby are vulnerable
after the event of birth as their bodies can be penetrated by the deadly “air” and babies must
be protected by being wrapped up in layers of clothes (ibid.: 35). Such small babies must not
be left alone as they are unprotected from the harmful influence of abound kind of spirits —
angatse, which are the reason that eyelids of babies tremble and roll sideways every time the
spirits are around. Another kind of danger comes from vengeful ancestors that can be bad-
tempered and can easily harm a “boneless” baby. If a baby dies before it is one year old, it
cannot be buried in a family ancestral tomb as it has not become a human, i.e. its social
person has not been “created” yet (ibid.: 36-37). It is interesting to note that in the case of the
Zafimaniry of Madagascar, houses, as people, also acquire ‘bones’ through their slow build
up with more permanent material (from woven bamboo to massive wooden planks) and
elaboration of specific decorative wood carvings, where the process of ‘beautifying’ the timbers
makes a part in the process of the growth and successful marriage of the founding couple
(Bloch 1995: 78ft).

In this context, could we maintain the idea that in our case study the described burial
practices at Lepenski Vir are “the domestication of the death” by bringing the dead body into
the house as suggested by Hodder (1990: 29)? Our analysis suggests that instead of the issue
of control over the dead body, infant burials from Lepenski Vir may rather indicate an
emotional response to the death of a new-born that is also constitutive of a concern and
emphasis on the reproduction of more permanent social units embodied in trapezoidal
buildings. These concerns might have also been expressed in one of the representational
boulders found in House 57/XLIV, which is most likely a depiction of a hybrid fish/woman
giving birth (Srejovi¢ & Babovi¢ 1983: 114-115).

We suggest that the protective role of houses might have been seen as important for the
dead as for the living at Lepenski Vir. The neonate, subadult and adult burials found placed
in burial pits cut through building floors might have needed the protection of these structures,
likely understood as lineage/ancestral focal points. The situation is different at Vlasac where
infant burials are largely found in relation to an adult burial, and it could possibly indicate
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an expression of less nuclear social groupings during the Mesolithic period. The change
seems to be related to new social and ideological frameworks that were promoted in the
Early Neolithic context at Lepenski Vir. However, this apparent change in mortuary treatment
of infants is rather an extension of the process that may already be observed at Vlasac where
burials of various age groups were clustered around open-air rectangular hearths, possibly
standing for a particular social group of a wider community.

On the other hand, the apotropaic character of infant burial practices might have been
also directed towards the living community in order to appease possibly vengeful infant
souls, trapped in the liminality of death experience for which they have not been prepared
(cf. Bloch & Parry 1982; Metcalf & Huntington 1991; Bandi¢ 1997). Hence, these practices
might have been surrounded with possibly ambiguous but not contradictory concerns.

Certain elements related to the protective, i.e. apotropaic, principle of mortuary rites seem
to remain the same in the diachronic perspective. Thus, it could be instructive to note that
the colour of building floors at Lepenski Vir is red and that red ochre at Vlasac was extensively
used in relation to deceased pregnant women (and some other adults) and infants; in both
cases the colour red possibly marked a protective arena (Bori¢ 2002).

Conclusion

The contextual study of neonate and infant burials from Vlasac and Lepenski Vir opens up
a potential to discern specific stages of social embodiment related to age in these societies. It
also provides the possibility of describing aspects of lived experience (cf. Meskell 1994, 1996)
with a glimpse over the emotional side of disruptive life events, such as the death of new-
borns and pregnant women. On the basis of our findings, we are compelled to reject the
infanticide/sacrificial deposit explanation for infant burials at the two sites, which is frequently
related to a research practices of imposing savage stereotypes onto the past record (see Schrire
& Steiger 1974). This conclusion is based both on the stratigraphic position of infant burials
at Lepenski Vir that were interred into burial pits cut through the floor and not sacrificially
deposited before the floor was furnished and, also, on the diachronically retained aspects of
mortuary rites, which both at Vlasac and Lepenski Vir suggest a will to protect, directed both
towards deceased infants and the living community.

Recently, there have been burgeoning fields of study, at least partly influenced by third
wave feminism, that focus on varied aspects of childhood in the archaeological record (e.g.
Sofaer Derevenski 1997; Scott 1999; Politis 1999; Joyce 2000). The previous discussion
with regard to examples of Mesolithic and Early Neolithic infant burials from Vlasac and
Lepenski Vir indicates that in both contexts a significant proportion of those selected for
burials were infants and subadults. Moreover, it seems that the social and symbolic importance
of new-born infants might have been equal to that of the ‘big men’ of the community
concerning the reproduction of social units equated with particular houses.
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