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The early Neolithic site of Colombelles «Le Lazzaro» is located in Basse-Normandie (France), 
north-east of Caen and near the estuary of the Orne river. It was first discovered in 1996 and 
subsequently excavated in five annual campaigns, between 2001 and 2005. This volume 
represents the complete publication of the excavation, including specialist reports on the 
ceramic, lithic, funerary and environmental assemblages. Although few structural features such 
as postholes were recovered during excavation, the occurrence of lateral pits arranged in pairs 
and oriented ESE-WNW suggest that between nine and eleven Linearbandkeramik-style (LBK) 
longhouses had once been present at the site. Alongside the Neolithic structural features, 18 
burials and five empty pits suggestive of graves, were also found. Two of the burials appear 
early Neolithic in date and are associated with the settlement features, the rest date to the Bronze 
and Iron Ages. What makes this site notable, however, is that Colombelles is located some 200 
km from the nearest LBK sites in the Paris Basin, thus potentially marking it out as the western-
most point of the Linearbandkeramik world. While the “Danubian” Neolithic was known about 
in the region before the discovery at Colombelles, the pottery finds from this site suggest that the 
settlement may well have been one of the earliest in the area. The excavators date the site to the 
transition between final phase of the Rubané (as the LBK is termed in French) in the Paris Basin 
(Rubané récent du Bassin parisien; RRBP) and the beginning of the following cultural phase, 
named Blicquy–Villenueve-Saint-Germain (BQ-VSG). Therefore, while the volume is nominally 
an excavation report, the site of Colombelles has much to contribute to our knowledge of the 
arrival of the Neolithic in Normandy and, as the authors recognise, the spread of farming in the 
6th and 5th millenniums BC more generally.  
 
Two debates on the spread of the Neolithic influence the interpretation of the site. The first is the 
character of the Mesolithic or indigenous populations of Northern France and their contribution 
to the spread of the Neolithic. The region in question is famous for the discovery and first 
identification of La Hoguette, which together with Limburg, make up the two so-called hunter-
gatherer ceramic wares which are present alongside the LBK in its western distribution. 
Although La Hoguette is not present at the site, a small sherd with potentially Limburg-related 
decoration was identified. The lithic assemblage is strongly characteristic of the western-LBK 
tradition, but some similarities with Mesolithic arrowheads are identified.  Discussion of these 
finds is well balanced and contributes to a growing picture of complexity at the Mesolithic-
Neolithic transition in Basse-Normandie. The authors interpret the strong influence from RRBP 
artefact styles and the more subtle hints of Mesolithic presence as representing contact between 
the indigenous population and in-coming farmers, migrating from the valleys of the Paris Basin.  
 
The second debate is the extent of diversity found in the LBK in northern France. The nearest 
contemporary LBK sites are those of the Oise, Aisne and Yonne valleys. Therefore, whether the 



differences identified at Colombelles are a factor of chronology or representative of diversity 
from the ‘core’ Paris Basin sites are identified as important to comprehending the context in 
which the site was first established. Central to this, and to some extent the previous, debate is the 
need for an accurate and well-defined chronological attribution for the site. This has been 
assessed from both the cultural affiliations of the lithics and pottery, and a series of radiocarbon 
dates. A total 13 14C dates were produced, five on burials which dated to the Bronze Age and a 
further eight which fall within the Neolithic. Of these eight dates, five were produced on charred 
hazelnut shells, two on unidentified charcoal and one from a human burial. Seven of the 
Neolithic dates calibrate to before 5000 cal BC —crucially before the end of the RRBP in the 
Paris Basin — but further refinement of the dates is not attempted. The ceramic styles present a 
compelling case for a strong relationship to the RRBP final phase, based on Constantin and 
Ilett’s (1997) analysis of the Aisne valley ceramic assemblage. However, while there is much 
similarity between the RRBP final and the Aisne valley, certain styles frequent in the Paris Basin 
are in comparison under-represented at Colombelles and decorative schemes belonging to the 
earlier RRBP are completely absent. The authors conclude that the group who moved from the 
Paris Basin to establish the settlement at Colombelles were less conservative than those living in 
the Aisne valley, when the Rubané had been established for several generations (page 142). A 
few features typical of BQ-VSG ceramic decoration, such as one vase with the characteristic 
incised herringbone motif, are present and this attribution is supported by the five schist bracelets 
(and one additional rough-out) also discovered at the site. These objects are seen as characteristic 
of the BQ-VSG, but are also known from sites in the Paris Basin, which are similarly considered 
transitional between the RRBP and BQ-VSG (page 260).  
 
The text is divided into six unnumbered sections, which include the specialist reports, covering 
in turn; 1. a general introduction to the excavation and its cultural context; 2. the structure and 
organisation of the site; 3. the analysis of the finds; 4. the environmental remains; 5. an 
interpretation of the spatial and settlement patterns; and 6. a final synthesis, drawing each of 
these elements together. The first section covers the general presentation of the site and includes 
a well laid-out discussion of the context of the research undertaken at the site and includes six 
problems tackled by the volume, namely the place of Colombelles within the Rubané tradition, 
the organisation of the early Neolithic village, the environmental context, economy and raw 
material exploitation, the Mesolithic background and characterising the funerary practices. These 
problems frame the text and provide a useful focus for the discussion in each of the specialist 
reports. The result is that the volume hangs together nicely, with the significance of each analysis 
usefully embedded in the wider context. The regional topography and raw material sources are 
also presented here, alongside an assessment of the preservation of the site and the methods of 
excavation. The second section details the features from the early Neolithic site, organised by 
household unit, as well as the funerary practices (which were hampered by poor bone 
preservation), and the radiocarbon dates.  
 
The specialist reports are presented in the third section, covering the ceramic assemblage (both 
typological and petrographic analysis had been carried out), the lithic assemblage (chipped and 
ground stone, including haematite processing) and the personal ornamentation found at the 
settlement and in the graves. Much space is given to discussing the lithic industries, which show 
strong similarities with western LBK assemblages. The processing of haematite is, however, 
unknown at French LBK sites, but use-wear analysis suggests this activity took place at 
Colombelles. These analyses are accompanied by a brief account in the fourth section of the 
landscape and environment, reconstructed from palynology, charcoal analysis and an account of 
the cultivated plants. The fifth section discusses the organisation of the village, including spatial 
analysis of the features and finds. Micromorphological analysis of two of the lateral pits (126 
and 164-1) is also presented here, which suggests many activities at the settlement took place in 
the spaces between the houses. The spatial analysis of the finds suggests that while the site may 



not of have had a long duration, some of the houses are likely to have been earlier than others. 
The synthesis at the end returns to each of the six ‘problems’ identified above. The evidence is 
carefully assessed in considering both the organisation and function of the site, as well as its 
broad cultural and chronological context. The conclusion put forward is that, on the basis of the 
strength of connections to the LBK-world, Colombelles is likely to have been settled by a group 
migrating from the Paris Basin, perhaps following previously established contacts with 
indigenous hunter-gatherers. This leads the authors to suggest a slow spread of the Neolithic into 
this region can no longer be supported.    
 
The volume includes detailed summaries in English and German, and figure captions throughout 
the volume are given in both French and English. Forty one appendices follow the main text. 
Although many of the appendices are counts of the finds assemblages by material or feature in 
tabular form, there is also an account of the non-Neolithic features to appear at the site, which 
includes an Iron Age rectangular enclosure. Colour is used to good effect throughout the volume, 
which not only makes the price very reasonable, but also renders presentation of the spatial 
distribution of the finds (pages 305–330) easy to access. Also worth noting is the detailed 
discussion of the use-wear of the ground stone assemblages, which is very well illustrated with 
colour photos. One site on its own is unlikely to resolve the history of the later 6th–early 5th 
millennium in Northern France and the volume may have benefited from more detailed 
comparison to other nearby sites. However, the site at Colombelles «Le Lazzaro» does offer a 
vital new window on the period, which has been fully realised by the discussion presented in the 
volume. Overall this text is a readable introduction to issues at play in the broader dynamics of 
the spread of the Neolithic in Northern France and, as a result, this volume is of interest to 
anyone researching the spread of the Neolithic through central and western Europe. 
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