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Abstract 

       The diversity of food practices among the first Mediterranean farmers is expressed not 
only in the range of food resources exploited, which includes a wide range of domesticated 

and wild animals and plants from the marine and terrestrial worlds. It can also be observed in 

the ways of producing, procuring, storing, preparing and consuming foodstuffs, which are 
made according to a wide range of gestures. Far from being static and homogeneous, the food 

practices of the first Mediterranean farmers underwent clear chronological evolutions that 

could be relatively rapid (over a few centuries) or gradual (over one or even two millennia). 

They are also subject to discernible geographical variations on macro- and micro-regional 
scales. Such spatio-temporal variations in the diet of the first Mediterranean farmers seem to 

be explained by both environmental (such as climate, flora and fauna, soils) and socio-cultural 

factors (such as the age and sex of the individuals).  
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Résumé 

La diversité des pratiques alimentaires chez les premiers paysans de Méditerranée s’exprime 

non seulement dans le spectre des ressources vivrières exploitées qui comprend un large panel 

d’espèces animales et végétales, domestiques et sauvages, issues des mondes marins et 
terrestres. Elle s’observe tout aussi dans les modes de production, d’acquisition, de 

conservation, de préparation et de consommation des denrées qui s’opèrent suivant un large 

éventail de gestes. Loin d’être statique et homogène, les pratiques alimentaires des premiers 

paysans de Méditerranée connaissent des évolutions chronologiques claires qui peuvent être 
relativement brutales (sur quelques siècles) ou graduelles (sur un voire deux millénaires). Elles 

connaissent aussi des variations géographiques discernables aux échelles macro- et micro-

régionales. De telles variations spatio-temporelles constatées dans l’alimentation des premiers 
paysans de Méditerranée semblent à la fois s’expliquer par des facteurs environnementaux 

(tels que le climat, la faune et la flore, les sols) et socio-culturels (tels que l’appartenance des 

individus à une classe d’âge et de sexe).         
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Statement regarding the diversity of food practices 

among the first Mediterranean farmers 

 The diet of the first Mediterranean farmers shows striking similarities from the Near 
East to the Spanish Levant. Once the major shift towards a fully developed Neolithic 

socioeconomic system occurred at the turn of the seventh and sixth millennia cal. BC, we 

observe the widespread adoption of a food model henceforth based on (i) the predominant 

exploitation of terrestrial resources;1 (ii) the preferred consumption of domesticated plants 
(cereals and legumes)2 and animals (goats, cattle, swine);3 (iii) the regular use of pottery for 

the preparation of foodstuffs.4 Such similarities, observed across the Mediterranean, are 

certainly linked to the fact that the first Neolithic communities of the region were highly 
interconnected, as shown by the long-distance exchange of obsidians.5 Beyond this apparent 

homogeneity lies a huge diversity of food practices. This diversity is reflected in (i) the diet of 

the first Mediterranean farming societies, which is much more fluctuating than we thought 
until very recently. As suggest by anthropological6 and isotopic7 analyses of human remains 

from several early Neolithic sites in the Mediterranean, this diet appears to be more or less 

rich in animal or plant proteins. The multiplicity of food choices can also be observed in (ii) 

the range of animal and plant resources exploited, which is much wider than those made up of 
the bred animals (such as goats, sheep, cattle and pigs) and cultivated plants (such as wheat, 

barley, lentils and peas). As bio-archaeological studies of faunal and botanical remains show, 

the first farmers of the region collected and consumed many other species, including wild 
terrestrial and marine animals (such as gazelle, wild boar, rabbit, deer, oysters, mussels and 

sea bream),8 as well as diverse wild plants, fruits and seeds (such as pistachios, almonds, 

acorns, hazelnuts, figs, apples, pears and strawberries).9 The diversity of food habits is also 

reflected in (iii) the ways of collecting, storing, preparing and consuming foodstuffs, which 
appear to be as varied as the raw food resources exploited. As the use-wear analyses of stone 

tools from several Early Neolithic sites in the Mediterranean show, the first farmers of the 

region harvested cereals with different shaped sickles that they used with different gestures,10 
before crushing them using grinding stones that were moved in a back-and-forth or circular 

motion.11 Such a diversity of foodstuffs and food practices, observed across the entire 

Mediterranean, seems to be partly explained by the constant reshaping of the first agro-
pastoral communities which interacted with the last Mediterranean hunter-gatherers.12 

Far from being static and homogeneous, the food habits of the first farming societies in 

the Mediterranean changed during the establishment of the Neolithic way of life in the East 
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2 Georges WILLCOX, “Food in the Early Neolithic of the Near East”, in Lucio MILANO (ed.), 

Paleonutrition and food practices in the ancient Near East. History of the Ancient Near East: towards a 

multidisciplinary approach (Padova, 2014), pp. 1-10. 

3 Jean-Denis VIGNE, “Zooarchaeological aspects of the Neolithic diet transition in the Near East and Europe 

and their putative relationships with the Neolithic Demographic Transition”, in Jean-Pierre BOCQUET-APPEL, 
Ofer BAR-YOSEF (eds), The Neolithic Demographic Transition and its Consequences (Dordrecht, 2018), 
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(10th–7th millennia cal. BC) and its spread to the West (7th–6th millennia cal. BC). Complex 

chronological evolutions are discernible at different time scales. Certain changes observed in 

the dietary practices of these communities thus seem to have occurred gradually over one or 

two millennia. Archaeobotanical studies show as an example a linear increase in the 

consumption of wild barley from the Epipalaeolithic (11th millennium cal. BC) to the beginning 

of the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B (PPNB) (9th millennium cal. BC).13 The study of knapped lithic 

industries, supported by the analysis of carious lesions in individuals buried during the Natufian 

and Pre-Pottery Neolithic (PPN), also attests to the gradual shift from gathering to cultivating 

wild and domestic cereals during the Epipalaeolithic–Neolithic transition (11th–8th millennia 
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cal. BC).14 Other changes observed in the food practices of the first Mediterranean farmers 

seem, on the contrary, to have occurred very quickly, over a few centuries at most. 

Archaeozoological studies thus reveal the sudden reduction in the consumption of gazelle in 

the Middle PPNB (last quarter of the 9th millennium cal. BC).15 Pottery studies show, 

furthermore, the almost instantaneous emergence of food storage in large ceramic vessels 

during the Early Neolithic in West Anatolia and Bulgaria (first quarter of the 6th millennium 

cal. BC).16 

Strong regional variations in the choice of raw food resources exploited as well as in the 

ways of collecting, storing and preparing foodstuffs are discernible at different spatial scales. 

Certain differences can thus be observed at the micro-regional level, even though it is often 

occupied by the same chrono-cultural entity. Archaeozoological studies of the faunal remains 

coming from Early Neolithic sites in the Iberian Peninsula show, for example, the preferred 

hunting of deer and wild boar in the north, rabbits in the centre and wild goats in the south of 

the region.17 Use-wear analyses of grinding tools from several PPNB sites in the Southern 

Levant reveal the processing of cereals in different ways, probably indicating the preparation 

of various recipes.18 Other differences can only be observed at the macro-regional level, which 

often includes a patchwork of chrono-cultural entities. Archaeozoological studies thus show a 

more important consumption of hunted species and bovines in the central Mediterranean than 

in the eastern and western Mediterranean.19 Use-wear studies of the flint industries reveal, 

furthermore, the use of curved sickles whose inserts are arranged to form a serrated edge in the 

central Mediterranean, while ‘L’-shaped harvesting knives with a straight cutting edge are used 

in the western Mediterranean.20 

The chronological and regional variations observed in the diet of the first Mediterranean 

farming societies seem to be partly explained by environmental factors. Climate, flora, fauna 

and soils are among the key components that can influence not only the choice of raw food 

resources exploited, but also the ways of collecting, storing and preparing foodstuffs. The 

availability of wild animals (fish and molluscs) and plants (herbaceous, etc.) that are likely to 

be consumed obviously depends on the environment in which the populations lived (coastline 

vs land, mountains vs plains, humid vs arid zones, forested or open landscapes).21 The 
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adaptation of domesticated animals (caprine and bovine) and plants (cereals and legumes) to 

the newly Neolithic territories of the central and western Mediterranean (more or less temperate 

climate, more or less fertile soils, etc.) probably required various breeding and cultivation 

strategies.22 However, environmental factors alone cannot explain such a diversity of culinary 

practices during the Early Neolithic in the Mediterranean. Human factors undoubtedly played 

a crucial role in the constitution of this patchwork of dietary behaviours. The affiliation of 

human groups to a cultural entity undoubtedly shaped their eating habits, as revealed for 

example by the marked differences in diet between the Sesklo and Impressa cultures.23 The 

membership of an individual to a given social class also influenced food habits,24 as evidenced 

by the practice of gendered diets according to age and/or sex among the Natufian and PPN 

cultures.25 This variability, resulting from human choices made in accordance with their 

environments, their social and cultural affiliations, opens up very promising perspectives for 

understanding the Neolithization processes in the Mediterranean based on food traditions. 

Future directions of research 

Despite our increasing knowledge of the diet of the first Mediterranean farmers over the last 

twenty years, it has to be said that we still have a very fragmentary view of the culinary habits 

of these communities. The various archaeological artefacts found at the Early Neolithic sites in 

Mediterranean are, first, still poorly studied from the perspective of reconstructing the ancient 

food practices. This is particularly true for kitchen utensils (ceramic and stone vessels, bone 

spoons, flint knifes and scrapers, grinding stones and mortars, etc.), which have still rarely been 

the subject of a thorough functional study for understanding the substances processed and the 

associated gestures.26 The same is true for storage (silos, granaries) and cooking features (ovens, 

hearths), which have rarely been analysed using a detailed micro-morphological approach in 

order to determine their mode of operation.27 Beyond the study of food remains (faunal and 

botanical), should we not also consider humans (human remains), the structures (ovens and 
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hearths, silos and granaries) and the tools (ceramic and stone containers, flint tools, etc.) that 

were used to produce, collect, store, prepare and consume foodstuffs in order to have a more 

comprehensive vision of past food practices? 

Research on the various kinds of archaeological evidence of the diet of the first 

Mediterranean farming communities has, then, remained very focused on the identification of 

domesticated terrestrial resources (caprine-bovine-pigs vs cereals-legumes) and associated 

secondary products (in particular dairy products and beer). This assertion is not only true for 

archaeozoological and archaeobotanical studies, which have been heavily occupied by key 

scientific issues related to the domestication of plants and animals during this pivotal period in 

human history.28 It is also the case for the chemical analyses of lipid residues trapped in the 

porous walls of the earliest Mediterranean ceramic vessels, which have largely focused on the 

question of dairy products.29 In addition to the food resources derived from agriculture and 

animal husbandry, should we not pay more attention to the products sourced from hunting, 

fishing and gathering? Beyond the range of ingredients consumed, should we not try to 

reconstruct the ways in which Neolithic people collected, stored, prepared and consumed 

foodstuffs? 

Few studies have, lastly, taken into account and cross-referenced the various 

archaeological remains that are likely to throw light on the diet of the first Mediterranean 

farmers, although their complementarities have been emphasized many times. Data from 

previous studies conducted separately have at best been gathered. The results from 

archaeozoology (in particular the slaughter profile of goats-sheep and cattle) and organic 

chemistry (molecular and isotopic composition of pottery residues) have, for example, been 

compared in order to specify the place of dairy products among the main Early Neolithic 

cultural entities in the Mediterranean.30 Data from archaeobotany (in particular the range of 

cereals and legumes exploited) and use-wear analysis of stone tools (distribution of polishes on 

sickle blades) have also been combined in order to better define the techniques of cereal 

harvesting and grinding among these communities.31 Beyond these cumulative approaches, 

should we not carry out an accurate multidisciplinary analysis that combines all the proxies in 

order to reconstruct the prehistoric food systems in all their diversity and complexity? Is it 

possible to go beyond a qualitative comparison of data to suggest a robust modelling of the 

Neolithic food system by integrating different sources of information? 
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Such an interdisciplinary analysis would make it possible to accurately reconstruct food 

systems, from the production of food resources to the consumption of meals, via the stages of 

food procurement, storage and preparation. This holistic approach makes it possible to establish 

the food traditions that betray the sociocultural identity of the individuals and societies who 

pass them on from generation to generation. By studying their distribution in space and time, it 

would be possible to shed new light on the filiations and interactions between communities, 

and to trace the mobility of individuals and groups who brought plants and animals with them 

using maritime or land pathways. Such an approach to the Neolithization processes, based on 

the contextualized study of food traditions in Mediterranean, would undoubtedly enrich our 

current knowledge of the historical phenomena, which have so far been approached mainly 

through the stylistic and technological analysis of material culture.
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