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Introduction

Practices of body ornamentation are very important
in all traditional societies from prehistory to modern
times. In fact, human beings have always conside-
red their bodies as a natural support for decoration
and transformation, as a medium to convey symbo-
lic meanings (Cordwell 1979). Personal ornaments,
as a component of body adornment, are often sig-
nificant material elements in defining the identity
of social groups and their members: they are con-
ceived and universally employed in order to dis-
tinguish individuals and groups from each other
and to convey information to others about age, gen-
der, social status and membership. Thus, such ob-
jects can serve as means of constructing and dis-

playing social identity. However, adornment items
also constitute a field of material culture with psy-
chological and religious implications, since they are
often considered powerful objects connected to ma-
gic and the supernatural (Roach, Eicher 1979).

The increase and spread of body ornamentation in
the Neolithic was certainly due to innovations in
the social organisation of Neolithic communities
wrought by the development of farming, animal
husbandry and settled villages. It was also a con-
sequence of changes in craft production, exchange
networks and raw material procurement which
took place during the Neolithic and which strongly
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Fig. 1. Neolithic sites menti-
oned in the text and figu-
res: 1 Arma di Nasino. 2 Pi-
pistrelli or Borzini cave and
Arma dell’Aquila. 3 Arene
Candide cave. 4 La Pollera
cave. 5 Alba. 6 Brignano Fra-
scata. 7 Godiasco – Monte Al-
feo. 8 Travo – Case Marchi.
9 Le Mose. 10 Ponte Ghiara.
11 Pontetaro. 12 Collecchio.
13 Parma (Benefizio and
via Guidorossi). 14 Gaione
(Cascina Catena and Cin-
ghio) and San Ruffino (Ca-
scina Marana and Villa Gre-
ci). 15 Bazzarola. 16 Rival-
tella – Ca’ Romensini and
Chiozza di Scandiano. 17
Formigine – Cantiere di Ma-
greta. 18 Fiorano Modenese.
19 San Giorgio – via Raf-
faello. 20 Vhò di Piadena. 21
Ostiano – Dugali Alti. 22 Ri-
va del Garda – via Brione.
23 Moletta Patone rock-shel-
ter. 24 La Vela. 25 Gaban
rock-shelter. 26 Mezzocorona
Borgonuovo. 27 Fimon – Mo-
lino Casarotto. 28 Fagnigola. 29 Sammardenchia. 30 Fontino cave. 31 Orso cave. 32 Bella cave. 33 Pa-
trizi cave. 34 Giglio island – Le Secche. 35 Pianosa island – Cala Giovanna and La Scola.

Roberto Micheli

228

influenced material culture and subsistence. Unfor-
tunately, many forms of body adornment do not sur-
vive in archaeological deposits, limiting our knowl-
edge about past identities. Instead, personal orna-
ments, which are mostly made of non-perishable
material, are often recovered during excavations
and can be extremely useful for the study of some
aspects of costume. During the first phases of the
Neolithic period, the production of personal orna-
ments increased and new types appeared. These are
two significant clues indicating an increase in the
complexity of Neolithic ways of appearance. In fact,
in traditional societies, a new kind of personal
adornment object is often linked to a new form of
costume, new messages to convey and new cultural
and social identities. These can also be expressed
through the choice and manipulation of particular
raw materials and/or the characteristic shapes and
colours of personal ornaments, as well as by their
arrangement on the body or clothing.

The data available for the Italian Neolithic are not
yet comparable to those of other European Neoli-
thic groups, although they have been increasing in
the last years, thanks to some fortunate discoveries
(Fig. 1). The paper explores some of the above is-

sues, focusing on the personal ornaments of Early
and Middle Neolithic groups in northern Italy dated
between 5600 and 4300 calBC, concentrating on
the period during which prehistoric groups moved
from the first stages of Neolithisation in the 6th mil-
lennium calBC to a well-established, well-organised
and fully Neolithic society in the 5th millennium
calBC. The study investigates how personal orna-
ments may disclose social or cultural identities tak-
ing into consideration the raw materials employed,
the existence of patterns in the material culture and
the geographical distribution. Lastly, it considers the
relevance of objects of adornment in funerary con-
texts.

The Early and Middle Neolithic of northern Italy:
a brief outline

The Neolithisation of northern Italy took place dur-
ing the first half of the 6th millennium calBC with
the colonisation by Impressed Ware groups of the
coastal territories of the Tyrrhenian and Ligurian
seas along maritime routes following the main ma-
rine streams. A second case of colonisation of Im-
pressed Ware groups is attested along the Adriatic
coast of the Peninsula, when such groups spread
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from the central Italian re-
gions, reaching Romagna in
the second half of the 6th

millennium calBC (Bagolini
1992.280–284; Pessina 1998;
Malone 2003; Pessina, Tiné
2008). Until the first centu-
ries of the 6th millennium
calBC, almost all northern
Italian territories were occu-
pied by late Mesolithic hun-
ter-gatherers of the Castelno-
vian tradition (Binder 2000;
Biagi 2003; Franco 2011)
which in some cases may
have had a role in the pro-
cess of Neolithisation; how-
ever, such groups are not at-
tested in Liguria, where Neo-
lithic groups settled in the western territory in the
first centuries of the 6th millennium calBC in an ap-
parently ‘empty space’. A recent study of the litera-
ture (Binder, Maggi 2001) recognises two main
phases in Liguria and Provence: an ancient hori-
zon, characterised by Impressed decoration and da-
ted between 5800 and 5400 calBC, testifies to the
first episodes of colonisation, while a more recent
horizon with the characteristic Cardial decoration is
dated between 5400 and 5000 calBC and is contem-
porary to the French-Iberian Cardial Ware horizon
(Binder 2000; Manen, Sabbatier 2003; Skeates
2003; van Willinger 2004; Guilaine, Manen 2007).
In the Po Plain, however, Neolithisation happened
around the middle of the 6th millennium calBC,
when the Padan Neolithic groups occupied the ex-
tensively forested area along the main river courses
(Bagolini 1992.284–293; Pessina 1998; Malone
2003; Pessina, Tiné 2008). While the former was a
clear colonisation event from the southern regions
along maritime routes, the latter was a more circum-
scribed and complex phenomenon that included va-
rious processes and influences not yet completely
understood. The two chronologically contempora-
neous cultural spheres in the second half of the 6th

millennium calBC (Fig. 2) remained substantially in-
dependent of each other, preserving their specific
material culture despite the fact that some contacts
existed between them.

The first process of Neolithisation in northern Italy
and the subsequent phase during which the Po Plain
Neolithic groups put down roots were followed,
between the end of the 6th and the first century of
the 5th millennium calBC, by a phase during which
Neolithic societies consolidated. In a short span of
time, Early Neolithic groups had been replaced and
absorbed by the Square-Mouthed Pottery (Vasi a
Bocca Quadrata, SMP) culture, which displayed a
strong ability to expand and adapt to the many dif-
ferent environments of northern Italy. SMP culture
developed during the 5th millennium calBC in three
main phases which were marked by variations in
pottery decoration and which affected a vast geogra-
phical area from Piedmont and Liguria in the west,
to western Friuli in the east.1 Its main core area
was localised in the central Po Plain between west-
ern Emilia, southern Lombardy and western Veneto
(Bagolini 1992.293–300, Figs. 4–5; Pessina, Tiné
2008.96–99, Fig. 13). The development of SMP cul-
ture has long been the subject of discussion, but to-
day its local origins are widely recognised, although
various cultural influences from other regions may
have helped shape it. Thus, local roots and external
cultural inputs contributed to the rise of a distinc-
tive culture with a strong identity and a high de-
gree of uniformity, despite some regional divisions.
The discoveries made in recent years have greatly
increased our knowledge of the SMP culture, revea-

1 The first phase (SMP 1 – geometric-linear style) is characterised by the presence of fine-ware pottery decorated with geometrical
scratched patterns and can be dated between 5000/4900 and 4500 calBC (Bernabò Brea et al. 2010a.Fig. 1). The second phase
(SMP 2 – meander-spiral style) presents incised spiral pattern decorated pottery and appears between 4500 and 4300 calBC (Ber-
nabò Brea et al. 2010a.Fig. 2). The third phase (SMP 3 – incised and impressed style) is characterised by the presence of im-
pressed and incised decoration and continues until around 4000 calBC. The appearance of the first Chassey groups around 4300
calBC marks the end of the development of SMP culture in north-western Italy, whereas it continues in the north-eastern regions
with clear northern transalpine influences (Mottes et al. 2010).

Fig. 2. Early Neolithic groups of northern Italy.
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ling its complexity and raising new questions about
its origin and evolution (Ferrari et al. 2006; Berna-
bò Brea et al. 2010a; 2010b; Dal Santo, Mazzieri
2010; Mottes et al. 2010).

Social identity and appearance: some consid-
erations

The Neolithic is an interesting phase for observing
the changes which affected the material culture and
ideology of prehistoric European groups. “It is wi-
dely accepted, in fact, that the emergence of far-
ming was a fundamental social change in Eu-
rope” and elsewhere. “The emergence of new kinds
of social practices arising simultaneously with
their definition was therefore of major impor-
tance in these times of widespread change. New
individual persons would have been created with-
in expanded forms of relational personhood
through the impact of new kinds of social group-
ings, new embodied skills and new raw materials.
It is clear that early farming groups depended on
a far wider range of skills and competences than
in the previous period. The construction of such
new types of skill created a concomitant rise in the
diversity of personal identities” (Chapman, Gay-
darska 2011.28, 37). Such diversity was highlighted
in many ways by body ornamentation and its multi-
form expressions. Bodily appearance is, in fact, a po-
werful and meaningful tool for expressing social ca-
tegories and identities. It is commonly used to sig-
nal how individuals are placed within society and
to mark changes in their status. Moreover, it can be
deliberately employed to affirm the identity of both
individuals and groups. Part of its significance lies
in its readability and, indeed, body adornment con-
tains codes that can be investigated (Sørensen 1997.
93). By means of dress, personal ornaments, hair-
style, tattooing, body painting and modifications,
as well as posture and gesture, an individual can
communicate many messages, allowing self-identifi-
cation as a member of larger or different social
groups. Nevertheless, appearance is not fixed nor
static, but changes in time and in relation to the life-
cycle of individuals (birth, puberty, sexual maturity,
death, etc.) and to their status, since the individual
moves the same body through many identities, often
simultaneously changing the elements that express
them (Fisher, Loren 2003): past and present iden-
tities are, in fact, fairly complex issues, and the hu-
man body acts as a basic point of reference. How-
ever, the body may attain multiple social identities.
Many scholars have stressed the multiplicity of hu-
man identities. Some types of identity groups may

have little stability and duration, but other identity
groups are fairly stable and change slowly (Cornell
2004.77–78).

Terence Turner (1969; 1995) stresses the relevance
of body adornment as a special form of symbolic
communication the purpose of which is to classify
individuals during transitions in their life; changes,
in fact, are marked by a transformation in body or-
namentation. “The body and direct modifications
of its form tend to play a role more fundamental
in simple societies than in ones with differentiated
systems of exchange. In such simple societies, the
circulation of tokens of social identity and value
may not be mediated by the exchange of objects
(valuables, gifts, or commodities). Societies in
which social identity is not constituted primarily
through the exchange of goods nevertheless de-
pend on the public circulation of symbolic tokens
of valued aspects of personal identity, such as
marks of status, appropriate role performance,
and the values associated with them. In the ab-
sence of concrete objects that might serve as em-
bodiments of such values or tokens of status, a so-
ciety may make use of other modes of circulation
that do not rely on the exchange of objects. One
such mode is specialized verbal performance.
Another mode of circulation without exchange is
through visual display that involves specialized
forms of bodily appearance. Where these forms of
bodily appearance carry the main load of commu-
nicating the nature and value of personal identity,
they frequently involve the direct modification of
the body itself and/or the elaboration of complex
semiotic codes of bodily adornment fraught with
social messages about the content and value of
personal identity and status” (Turner 1995.147).
Thus, body adornment connects the social and bio-
logical aspects of individuals with the values of the
society in which they live and move.

Representation and materiality: the role of
personal ornaments

The personal ornaments of Italian Neolithic groups
comprise largely ring bracelets and beads, while
decorative applications do not appear to be very
common. Firstly, however, it is important to stress
the material distinction between unelaborated and
elaborated ornaments: the former include objects
with natural, unmodified shapes, such as simply
perforated shells, teeth and bones; the latter, how-
ever, refer to artefacts such as beads or ring brace-
lets produced through a complex manufacturing
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process involving a complete change from the origi-
nal morphology of the raw materials and blanks
employed. As is well known, unelaborated orna-
ments were largely employed from the early phase
of the Upper Palaeolithic (White 1992; 2007; Van-
haeren, d’Errico 2006; Kuhn, Stiner 2007), per-
haps even earlier (Zilhão 2007.24–27), and conti-
nued to be used during the Neolithic and later, de-
creasing progressively in number and importance.
The spread of elaborated ornaments is a characteri-
stic phenomenon of the Neolithisation process
(Wright, Garrard 2003; Bar-Yosef Mayer, Porat
2008; Rigaud 2011) and of subsequent periods,
even though such artefacts are attested also in hun-
ter-gatherer body decoration of previous phases
(White 1992.550–553; Rigaud 2011).

Unelaborated personal ornaments may link indivi-
duals to the natural world through a metonymy
(White 1992.542), associating the wearer of a sim-
ply perforated animal tooth to the whole animal
body and its imagery. Furthermore, such associa-
tion can have powerful and diversified symbolic
meanings. In fact, in traditional societies, parts of
animals or plants are often used metonymically as
elements of personal adornment in order to asso-
ciate the wearer with the qualities of the animal.
The process of decoration in the Papua New Guinea
Highlands, for example, is not representational but
metonymical: when Hageners wish to associate them-
selves with powerful, magical things such as birds,
they do not depict birds on masks, carvings, or pain-
tings. Instead, they take the birds’ feathers and wear
them as decorations (Strathern, Strathern 1971.
176).

Elaborated ornaments introduced changes in body
adornment and appearance in the form of new geo-
metric shapes previously not widely attested, caus-
ing a progressive shift from items strictly linked to
natural forms to more abstract objects having no
obvious connection with the physical and mineral
world. The reasons for such a shift are several: one
is related to developments in society and the increa-
sing need for objects of adornment displaying the
various identities of Neolithic people in a new and
more complex social world; another is related to im-
proved polishing techniques, increasing the ways of
shaping materials. Elaborated ornaments require a
more complex manufacturing process which, as Ran-
dall White (1992.541) noted, involves three stages:

! the selection and procurement of raw materials;
" the transformation of these into conventional

forms via a set of techniques and production re-
lations;

# exchange/display/use of the finished objects.

Each of these operational stages is, of course, car-
ried out in a particular social and cultural physical
environment. Such an operational chain leaves sig-
nificant traces in the archaeological record and rai-
ses the clear possibility of studying the construction
of meaning and its socio-spatial distribution in ar-
chaeological contexts. Nevertheless, the organised
production of artefacts in traditional societies was
not simply linear, because operational phases and
sub-phases are characterised by conditions of tempo-
ral and spatial discontinuity, phenomena of inter-
sections of different cycles of manufacture, and, in
some rare cases, events of ramification of some ope-
rational stages (Vidale 1992.111).

Material systems of personal adornment enable the
construction of a diversity of social and personal
identities linked to individual and group histories,
values and beliefs through deep metaphorical rela-
tions between the raw materials employed and the
created forms of the objects (White 2007.287). As
already noted, personal ornaments are among the
various components of body adornment which can
survive in archaeological deposits, giving some in-
teresting clues about the multiform representation
of identity. In particular, burials are the best field
in which prehistoric identities are revealed, because
much of the evidence of costumes found in such
contexts, including personal ornaments, was pre-
sumably related to the appearance of the dead per-
son when he/she was alive, even if they were trans-
formed culturally and conceptually in the grave
into the clothes of the dead (Sørensen 1997.102).
Moreover, differences in the arrangement of graves
and the treatment of corpses, the presence of offer-
ings in graves, the richness and variability of grave-
goods and, lastly, the presence of body adornment
relate to the funerary ideology of each human group
and the ways it imagines the otherworld. Neverthe-
less, in traditional living societies, such variability
also depends on other factors linked to the perso-
nality and social identity of the dead, such as age
group, gender and social membership and/or ac-
quired prestige during life as a consequence of ora-
tory ability, experience and interpersonal relation-
ships. “Different societies have in fact different
concepts of the person, different understandings
of the boundaries of and interpenetrations be-
tween people and things, one person and another,
and groups. Some artefacts might be features of
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a person, or persons in their own right” (Fowler
2004.4). According to this view, variability in per-
sonal ornamentation can be one of the multiform
expressions of such differences and can be detected
in funerary contexts.

The spread of some specific personal ornaments
among many individuals of one or more groups can
display and stress their membership of a particular
community. In fact, “the ethnographic evidence in-
dicates that the range of animal and plant spe-
cies selected for the decorative value of their parts
is usually quite constant within the same groups
and among closely related communities. This ho-
mogeneity is probably due to the fact that their va-
lue as personal ornaments derives from a deeply
imbedded and widely shared cosmological struc-
ture with respect to particular species. In other
words, animals of great cosmological value or po-
wer are often used in the construction and com-
munication of social identities” (White 1992.543).
This can also be true of raw materials from mineral
sources, such as steatite, variscite or softer green
stone, employed to create body adornments not
only for their evident technological and aesthetic
qualities, but also, perhaps, for their intrinsically
powerful, symbolic values. However, an analysis of
sources of supply, of circulation networks of objects
and the possible existence of zones where some
items do not appear at all, can reveal the scale of
territorial organisation and population dynamics on
the basis of local, regional or long-distance item di-
stribution, which can identify cultural, ethnic or lin-
guistic entities as shown by the personal ornaments
of the Early Upper Palaeolithic by Vanhaeren et
d’Errico (2006), of the Mesolithic by Newell et al.
(1990), and, recently, of the final Mesolithic and
Early Neolithic by Rigaud (2011). Nevertheless, tem-
poral and spatial variation in patterns of material
culture could be related to changes in the degree of
conflict and competition for resources, as some eth-
nographic evidence suggests; in fact, material cul-
ture can be used to express and reinforce aspects of
social relationships that are related to economic and
political strategies. This is true, in fact, between sex,
age, and political groups within societies as much as
it is true between societies as a whole. Forms of
body adornment can be use in some instances also
“as key symbols in the structuring and unfolding
of political life”. Thus, “like a map with marks of
social and political terrain, body decoration gives
a chart of the cultural anatomy which structures
relations of status, hierarchy, and power” (Steiner
1990.443). Besides, “bodily adornment may show

the position of a person in a hierarchical system
of authority” (Roach, Eicher 1979.15). In the Lake
Baringo district in Kenya, for example, there was a
very clear difference between the clothes and perso-
nal ornaments worn by young unmarried men and
those worn by older age-sets who are able to marry;
such a distinction clearly depends on the consider-
able amount of tension between the younger and
older men over access to women as wives acting as
a key factor in their social structure (Hodder 1979.
447–448; 1982).

Personal ornaments and Early Neolithic groups:
the case of northern Italy

Neolithic personal ornaments in northern Italy com-
prise mainly ring bracelets of stone and shell and
necklaces formed by various unelaborated or elab-
orated elements of stone, shell and tooth joined
together with a string and arranged as a sequence
of one type only or as a mixed composition of vari-
ous materials. Two large independent cultural sphe-
res existed during the Early Neolithic as a conse-
quence of the processes involved in Neolithisation
(Fig. 2). Some characteristics of such cultural dis-
tinction are also reflected in personal ornaments
and, consequently, in body adornment and appear-
ance. It is possible, in fact, to distinguish two main
traditions in Neolithic costume: on the one hand,
the employment of simply perforated shells as
beads, pendants or decorative applications charac-
terised the Impressed and Cardial groups; on the
other hand, stone ring bracelets were peculiar to
the Po Plain Neolithic groups. However, a more fle-
xible picture probably existed, with local and regio-
nal variations in bodily decoration also within the
same cultural sphere, but the available data do not
allow a more precise analysis.

Personal ornaments are generally not numerous,
since very rich collections from the Early Neolithic
in the Thyrrenian and Ligurian areas are very few.
Arene Candide cave in Liguria (Bernabò Brea 1946;
1956; Taborin 1974.309–310; Traversone 1999;
Borrello 2003) and Cala Giovanna Piano and La
Scola on Pianosa Island in Tuscany (Bonato et al.
2000; Ducci et al. 2000; Bisconti, Zamagni 2007)
yielded the largest collections of personal orna-
ments, along with a few other localities in southern
France and Corsica (Taborin 1974; Courtin, Gutherz
1976; Barge 1987; Courtin 2000). The Arene Can-
dide cave is undoubtedly the most interesting site
due to its huge archaeological deposit and well-pre-
served stratigraphy, documenting the whole chrono-
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logical development of the Neolithic in Italy (Maggi
1997); but it is also an important reference site for
the entire north-western Mediterranean. Also, the
cave presents a large and diversified assemblage of
Neolithic personal ornaments.

Impressed/Cardial Ware2 people made personal or-
naments mainly from shells; other raw materials are
generally less represented. This may have been in-
fluenced by the location of many Neolithic sites im-
mediately along the coast or nearby (Fig. 1): marine
resources, in fact, were intensely exploited both for
human nutrition and the manufacturing of daily
tools, as well as for producing personal ornaments.
Many shell species were employed, but Columbella
rustica (Fig. 3) was surely predominant at many
sites of the Tyrrhenian coast, Liguria and southern
France. As noted elsewhere in the western Mediter-
ranean (Barge 1987; Courtin 2000.87; Guilaine,
Manen 2007.28–29), its frequent occurrence as an
ornamental shell might be related to the previous
adornment tradition of the last hunter-gatherers
groups, since simply perforated Columbella rusti-
ca shells and red deer canines are ubiquitous orna-
ments of Mesolithic groups in northern Italy and
the surrounding regions (Alvarez Fernandez 2003;
Borrello, Dalmeri 2005. 43–45; Franco 2011.79–
89; Rigaud 2011.399, Fig. 148). Unfortunately, in
Liguria there is no evidence of any direct relation-
ship between the last Mesolithic and the early Im-

pressed Ware groups, since there are no Mesolithic
sites along the coasts dating back to the first half of
the 6th millennium calBC. Therefore, Mesolithic com-
ponent in Neolithic body adornment precedes the
arrival of Impressed Ware people in Liguria and pro-
bably originated from some other southern Italian
region.

The frequency of elaborated personal ornaments is
generally low. There are some fragmented ring bra-
celets obtained from Glycymeris and Spondylus
shells and some characteristic pendants made of
Charonia, Glycymeris or Spondylus shells (Fig. 4).
Among beads, there are some discoidal specimens
obtained from Cardium shell (Micheli 2005.Fig.
8). Evidence of personal ornament manufacturing is
sporadic in the Impressed Ware zone, except for a
few findings of the Arene Candide cave attesting the
beginning of ring bracelet production from Spondy-
lus gaederopus shells (Borrello, Micheli 2011.Fig.
4). Evidence of shell bead manufacture is occasio-
nal in Italy, since there are no data as interesting as
those from southern France, where some specialised
workshops at Chateauneuf-les-Martigues, Riaux 1
and Fontbrégoua operated (Taborin 1974.311–312;
Barge 1987; Courtin 2000.93–94, Figs. 42–43).

Some stone discoidal or cylindrical beads complete
the series of elaborated ornaments. Some steatite
specimens were found on Pianosa, but no evidence
of local manufacture (Bisconti, Zamagni 2007.142),
which is documented in the case of discoidal schist
beads on Giglio island, where some rough outs were
discovered (Brandaglia 2000.126, Fig. 2.23–26).

2 I use the generic name of Impressed/Cardial Ware where it is not possible to be more detailed because the data on personal
ornaments are scarce, or they are statistically significant in only one of the two phases.

Fig. 3. Perforated Columbella rustica shell from the
Arene Candide cave (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of
Museo Civico di Archeologia Ligure – Genova-Pe-
gli).

Fig. 4. Crescent-shaped Spondylus gaederopus shell
pendant from the Arene Candide cave (photo F. La-
bica and S. Paba, courtesy of Museo Civico di Ar-
cheologia Ligure – Genova-Pegli).
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Some other stone beads are attested at the Arene
Candide cave, where a possible steatite blank for
cylindrical or discoidal beads was also found (Star-
nini, Voytek 1997.429, Fig. I.I). More evidence of
steatite beads is attested in central Italy in some Im-
pressed Ware sites (Micheli 2003.286). However,
the use of stone beads or pendants is sporadic. Stea-
tite is a soft variety of talc that can be found in the
northern Apennine range, in the central hilly zone
of Tuscany, but also in central Liguria. It is a very
important raw material, largely exploited for mak-
ing personal ornaments later, during the 5th millen-
nium calBC, among the SMP people of Emilia (Mi-
cheli et al. in press; Micheli, Mazzieri 2012). It is
difficult to say if the beginning of steatite exploita-
tion is related to the penetration of Impressed/Car-
dial Ware groups into inland areas or, instead, if it
was a result of the spread along the Tyrrhenian
coasts of steatite personal ornaments manufactured
by Neolithic groups inhabiting inland areas; on the
other hand, steatite ornaments are rare among the
Po Plain and central Italian Neolithic groups.

In northern Italy, ring bracelets are characteristic
and seemingly exclusive to all groups of the Early
Neolithic (Fig. 5). They are very common in the Fio-
rano, Vhò and Friulian groups (Sammardenchia and
Fagnigola), but are attested in small numbers also
in the Isolino and Gaban groups and in central Italy,
in the area affected by Incised Lines Ware (Cerami-
ca a Linee Incise) groups. As we have seen, these
objects are unknown in the Impressed/Cardial Ware
costume and appear only in Liguria during a tran-
sitional phase between the final Cardial horizon
and the SMP 1 phase (Tanda
1977; Pessina 1998; Micheli
2012). The distribution of such
objects is very wide, indicating
that the use of this particular
body adornment was trans-cul-
tural and had a long-lasting tra-
dition as an important compo-
nent of costume. Unfortunately,
complete bracelets are few (Fig.
6) and it is plausible that they
come from disturbed graves, but
there are no data to prove this.
However, their use as arm-rings
is likely, as evidence shows in
France (Joffroy 1972; Constan-
tin, Vachard 2004) and central
Europe (Zápotocká 1984; Nie-
szery, Brienl 1993; Jeunesse
1995; 1997).

The most common bracelets have a triangular or
drop section (Tanda 1977.112). Various types of
rock were used, but softer green stones are cer-
tainly the most preferred for their technical quali-
ties, easy workability and aesthetic qualtities. Ring
bracelets can also be made from bone and shell; the
former, however, are very rare, while the latter are
more numerous, although less common than stone
specimens. Shell items are made of Spondylus gae-
deropus, Glycymeris sp., and Charonia lampas (Mi-
cheli 2006a; Borrello, Micheli 2011). The geogra-
phical distribution of stone and shell ring bracelets
often coincides, although the latter are less common
and probably more precious.

The remains of stone ring bracelet production are
attested at some sites in the Piedmont region, in the
area with deposits of secondary Oligocene conglo-
merates. The remains are documented in the same
sites (for example Alba and Brignano Frascata),
where the production of stone axes and hatchets is
also attested (Negrino et al. 2004; Starnini et al.
2004). Such evidence testifies to a form of specia-
lised craft based on the transformation of raw ma-
terials that needed particular skill and knowledge.
Raw materials were brought to those settlements
located in the same region where the ornaments
were worked, refined, employed locally or distribu-
ted to the central and eastern Padan Neolithic
groups. Green stone ring rough-outs are attested
also from a few central Po Plain sites, proving that
the final manufacture of stone bracelets also took
place in settlements very far from the main supply-
ing areas. The incidence of the raw materials emplo-

Fig. 5. Distribution of ring bracelets in northern Italy.
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yed for stone ring bracelets varies among the dif-
ferent Neolithic groups (Micheli 2012) depending
on various factors, such as:
! the distance of the raw material procurement area

from settlements;
! the availability of good quality stones in territories

controlled by various groups;
! the presence of other less valuable stones locally;
! the preference for green stone objects rather than

other rocks;
! the existence of exchange networks allowing the

spreading of valuable raw materials and goods.

In the Po Plain area, other personal ornaments are
occasional. Elaborated ornaments such as discoidal
beads are also exceptional and found at only three
sites: in Lumbardy at Ostiano – Dugali Alti with one
Spondylus specimen (Biagi et al. 1993.Fig. 10.2)
and at Godiasco – Monte Alfeo with a steatite speci-
men (Simone Zopfi 2004.92, Fig. 86.1–3), and in
Trentino at Riparo Gaban with a few limestone sam-
ples. Perforated Cyclope neritea and Columbella
rustica shells are known only from the Riparo Ga-
ban (Borrello, Dalmeri 2005.45), where such items
seem to continue a previous tradition attested dur-
ing the Late Mesolithic. The Gaban group is, in fact,
a well known case of an acculturated Mesolithic lo-
cal community (Bagolini 1992.290–292). Such a
context also yielded perforated red deer canines,
being another characteristic Mesolithic item of adorn-
ment. A few fossil Dentalium shells came from two
sites at Vhò and one at Fiorano (Micheli 2005.58).

Unfortunately, Early Neolithic burials are little
known in northern Italy (Bagolini, Grifoni Cre-
monesi 1994). This is a problem for anyone attem-
pting to reconstruct Early Neolithic social identi-
ties, since it does not allow us to define the forms

of body adornment, nor does it allow any observa-
tions regarding the relationship between the body
and personal ornamentation: in fact, in the few
identified burials, no personal ornaments have been
found. However, Impressed/Cardial burials have not
yielded any personal ornaments or grave-goods,
even in the remainder of the Italian Peninsula (Gri-
foni Cremonesi 2003; Malone 2003). In central
Italy, in Tuscan and Latium regions, some burials of
the Incised Lines Ware group occur with grave-
goods and personal ornaments in Fontino, Orso, Bel-
la and Patrizi caves (Fig. 1). Nevertheless, such bu-
rials are of no help in providing information about
the identities of the dead, since they were distur-
bed or completely damaged by later cave occupa-
tions. However, adornment items are various and
include unelaborated ornaments (perforated shells,
fossil Dentalium shells, small bones tubes and per-
forated red deer canines) and elaborated objects
(stone and bone ring bracelets, perforated bone pla-
ques and occasional pendants imitating red deer ca-
nines) (Grifoni Cremonesi 1992. 319–320; Bagoli-
ni, Grifoni Cremonesi 1994. 150–151). Objects of
adornment, including some shell discoidal beads
and pendants and a few stone and shell ring bra-
celets are occasionally attested also in burials in
southern France attributed to the Cardial horizon
(Beyneix 1997). Since Impressed/Cardial Ware bu-
rials have not usually yielded any grave-goods or
personal ornaments, such evidence provides inte-
resting clues as to the spread of body adornment
components characteristic of other neighbouring
Neolithic communities in the funerary context of a
French Cardial Ware group.

Different ways of adorning the body: the Ita-
lian Middle Neolithic example

The Middle Neolithic period shows a more complex
picture. Particularly in the first and second phases,
SMP culture presents a certain degree of complexity
in the costume domain, as indicated by the variabi-
lity of forms and raw materials employed for perso-
nal ornamentation. Information is very scanty, how-
ever, in the last phase, as is the case for many other
groups attributed to the Late Neolithic. During the
SMP 1 and 2 phases, considerable differences in body
adornment are documented particularly in Liguria,
the central Po Plain, and the Trentino area, where
personal ornaments are generally well attested.

The importance of shells and teeth in Liguria
In Liguria, body adornment items comprise simply
perforated shells, bones and teeth, while elaborated

Fig. 6. Paragonite mica-schist ring bracelet from
Sammardenchia settlement (after Pessina 1998).
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ornaments are few. Such objects are particularly
common during the SMP 1 phase, decreasing signi-
ficantly later. The occurrence of simply perforated
shells is high and seems to depend on an older tra-
dition typical of the Ligurian Early Neolithic; the in-
cidence of the Columbella rustica continues to be
high also during the SMP phase in Liguria, but other
species such as Cardium and Glycymeris are also
used. A similar high incidence of perforated shells
is attested nowhere else in northern Italy, except at
Ponte Ghiara in Emilia, where there is a formative
phase of the SMP culture. In this site, adornment
objects comprise mainly perforated Cardium shells
(Fig. 7) procured from a nearby fossil deposit and
attesting a Neolithic costume not yet characterised
by other SMP personal ornaments, such as steatite
or Spondylus beads (Micheli 2006b).

The occurrence of perforated bones and teeth is an
interesting phenomenon, because it marks an inno-
vation with respect to the previous Early Neolithic,
revealing a prevalence of wild over domesticated
animals. Among animal teeth, dog, fox and wolf ca-
nines are most common, while sporadic feline, mu-
stelid and bear canines are also employed. Red deer
canines, however, are almost totally absent. Simply
perforated or transformed pendants made of wild
boar tusks also feature. Perforated bones comprise
lynx, marten, fox and wild cat mandibles, bear pha-
lanxes and hare and wild cat metatarsus. There is a
clear preference for personal ornaments obtained
from predators, highlighting the value and skill of
those individuals, usually male figures, involved in
hunting (Bernabò Brea et al. 2010a).

In Liguria, many SMP burials
have been excavated in the
caves of the Ponente since the
19th century; in fact, more
than a hundred inhumations
can be ascribed to the Middle
Neolithic phase from excava-
tions at the Arma di Nasino,
Pipistrelli, Arma dell’Aquila,
Arene Candide and La Pollera
caves, as well as a few other
sites (Issel 1908; Bernabò
Brea 1946; 1956; Delfino
1981; Del Lucchese 1997).
The dead were frequently en-
closed in stone cists, while in-
fants’ graves were unprotect-
ed. The bodies were in flexed
positions, with most of the

heads oriented N or N-E. Some skeletons were cove-
red with ochre, which in many instances was contai-
ned in a vessel. Grave-goods are attested in some bu-
rials, but they are not very common (Bernabò Brea
et al. 2010a; 2010b). In some cases, the anthropolo-
gical data are absent or need to be revised after a
new analysis. Some 20% of burials had personal or-
naments consisting mainly of unelaborated orna-
ments. Among such items, perforated shells are the
most significant, with a preference for Columbella
rustica and Glycymeris sp., although other species
are also present, such as Cerithium sp., Conus me-
diterraneus, Purpura haemastoma and Cypraea
lurida. Other items include perforated teeth and
tusks. Perforated shells and teeth are associated with
adults and children’s graves of both sexes.

Some burials are worth mentioning because of the
personal ornaments associated with the dead. One
adult female burial in La Pollera cave (grave I) pre-
sents an interesting necklace formed by six perfora-
ted canid canine teeth associated with a lynx man-
dible placed along the right femur (Fig. 8). The use
of such composed necklaces is confirmed by two ot-
her discoveries at the Arene Candide cave and Par-
ma-via Guidorossi, grave 27 (Bernabò Brea et al.
2010a.Figs. 17–18). In the La Pollera cave (grave X)
a child burial disclosed Dentalium shells probably
used as necklace, as in some children’s burials at
Emilia. Fragment of two stone rings and one shell
ring were discovered in association with skeletal re-
mains at Pipistrelli cave (grave IV), Arma di Nasino
and La Pollera cave (grave III), respectively (Delfi-
no 1981); nevertheless, because of their fragmented

Fig. 7. Perforated Cerastoderma (Cardium) shells from Ponte Ghiara set-
tlement (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of Museo Archeologico Nazionale di
Parma).
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state, these objects seem to be offerings deposited
in the grave rather than real personal ornaments of
the dead. In fact, ring bracelets have not been found
in any other SMP burials of northern Italy, indicat-
ing that they are not characteristic of SMP groups.
Their occasional occurrence and use in some SMP
contexts should be interpreted as a practice resulting
from an external influence from other coeval Neoli-
thic groups.

Some final comments worth making about the Ligu-
rian case are as follows:

! Personal ornaments are not attested in all graves,
just as in other regions under SMP influence; such
evidence suggests that they are not always impor-
tant in displaying the identities of all individuals in
the otherworld.

" The incidence of elaborated ornaments is low, gi-
ven the prevalence of simply perforated shells and
teeth referring respectively to the marine world and
some of its products and to the animal domain.

# The number of personal ornaments in each burial
is generally low, showing that body adornment was
poor and not particularly complex.

$ Perishable items may also have been employed to
highlight individual identities.

% Adornment items when attested in burials are re-
lated both to genders and age groups, making it dif-
ficult to identify clearly the correlation between per-
sonal ornaments and the different stages of life of
the individuals.

The relevance of steatite in the central Po Plain
The personal ornaments of western Emilia and the
Mantua territory share many common elements, al-
though in the Mantua area the finds are numerically
less significant. In Emilia, adornment objects com-
prise fossil shells such as Dentalium and micro-Den-
talium, some perforated shells (mostly Cardium and
rarely Conus), and fossil calcareous tubes of marine
worms. Perforated canine teeth are also present, in-
cluding dog, fox and bear teeth (Micheli 2006b; Ber-
nabò Brea et al. 2010a). The incidence of teeth of
the various species used for ornamentation reprodu-
ces substantially the same ratio documented in Ligu-
ria between domesticated and wild animals.

Elaborated ornaments, apart from steatite artefacts,
are rare. Spondylus artefacts are sporadic, except

for a hemispheric button from Le Mose, a cylindrical
bead from Formigine (Mazzier, Micheli in press)
and some beads from a grave at San Giorgio-via Raf-
faello near Mantua (Castagna et al. in press). Such
evidence attests the first occurrence of Spondylus
ornaments in the SMP sphere in the central Po Plain.
In fact, Spondylus ornaments did not seem to be
characteristic of this area during the 5th millennium
calBC, when they do feature, however, in Liguria
and Trentino. The new data show that such arte-
facts, even if uncommon, were also appreciated by
the SMP groups of the Po Plain (Borrello, Micheli
2011). The shapes of Spondylus ornaments from
Liguria, the central Po Plain and Trentino differed:
in Liguria, ring bracelets and some unusual pendants
are attested; in the central Po Plain, a hemispherical
button and some irregular beads have been found,
while from Trentino, many types of bead are known,
among which the large cylindrical type is perhaps
the most characteristic.

The production of decorative steatite objects during
the Middle Neolithic is an important phenomenon
that distinguishes the Emilian SMP communities from
other coeval groups. The sites with steatite objects
are in fact numerous, while the use of other rocks
occasionally persists. Steatite, also known as soap-
stone, is a soft rock with a very low hardness rating
on the Mohs scale (equal to 1), appropriate for ma-
nufacturing personal ornaments. It is a metamorphic
rock found in ophiolitic masses which are very com-
mon in Liguria in the Voltri Group between Genoa
and Savona and in the eastern part of the region, as
well as in the Tuscan-Emilian Apennines. In the latter

Fig. 8. Lynx mandible and perforated canid cani-
nes from La Pollera cave (grave I) (photo R. Miche-
li, courtesy of Museo Civico di Archeologia Ligure –
Genova-Pegli).
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area, steatite is often present in discontinuous,
strongly lenticular outcrops, usually not very thick
and mostly concentrated in rather small areas. No
deposits have been found outside the context of the
primary formation of steatite, such as river beds far
from the point of origin, as the low degree of hard-
ness of the material does not allow storage; thus, the
supply must have been available in the primary out-
cropping areas in the Apennines or nearby zones
(Micheli et al. in press; Micheli, Mazzieri 2012).

The available data indicate the existence of a few
centres specialising in the manufacture of personal
ornaments (Benefizio, Gaione – Cascina Catena and
San Ruffino – Villa Greci) where production was
very intense, with abundant production waste; mean-
while, finished artefacts prevail at other sites. The
discovery of materials showing the entire production
sequence is particularly important in the case of Be-
nefizio (Fig. 9), where numerous remains of the ma-
nufacture of microbeads and larger discoidal beads
were found in features 11 and 79 (Mazzieri, Micheli
2008).

The shapes of beads and pendants from Emilia vary
widely (Figs. 10–11). It is possible to distinguish
three categories of personal steatite ornament:

! Objects that cannot be classified and are often re-
presented by a single specimen, such as extremely
fine pendants.

" Types which are fairly standardised in shape and
size, but cannot be clearly associated with a manu-
facturing process.

# Extremely standardised artefacts obtained through
a more complex manufacturing cycle (e.g., discoidal
or short cylindrical beads with a diameter of 5–8mm,
and microbeads with a diameter of 2– 3mm) (Fig.
12).

Steatite ornaments are certainly to be considered a
product of high technological investment, probably
created by experts and involving specialised crafts-
manship. The spread of microbeads, all of the same
size and shape, throughout many sites may imply
mass production, a control of their manufacturing
processes, and probably the existence of artisans
with specific skills (Fig. 13). This hypothesis is also
supported by the occurrence at several sites of bi-
conical pendant (Figs. 11.1–3 and 14), whose parti-
cular features suggest that there was control of the
shape and dimensions of the artefacts, demonstra-

ting the existence of well-organised production, as
well as specific patterns for the production of orna-
ments (Micheli, Mazzieri 2012).

The abundance of steatite remains at some sites and
their distribution indicates that manufacturing trans-
cended the mere domestic sphere. However, the oc-
currence of such remains is variable; there are, in
fact, differences between sites where the artefacts
are very numerous and diverse, and other sites
where production seems to have been more limited.
What is certain is that the manufacture of steatite
ornaments was so important for Emilian SMP groups
that it undoubtedly had considerable economic and
social implications, at least for some communities or
villages. Moreover, it is likely that such objects were
used to emphasise the status of certain individuals
or, perhaps, of particular social groups, since they
are not evenly distributed among the SMP burials
identified so far in Emilia, despite being fairly com-
mon in many settlements. It is also possible that
steatite artefacts were worn by those who were
somehow involved in the supply of raw material
and the manufacture of ornaments (Micheli et al.
in press).

The production of these steatite objects, already well
attested for the SMP 1 phase, increased during the
second phase. In fact, during SMP 2, such growth is
simultaneous with the manufacture of various types
of artefact made from exotic rocks as a result of the
intensification of wide-ranging cultural relations be-
tween SMP groups and other contemporary cultures
such as Serra d’Alto. Nevertheless, steatite items do
not seem to circulate widely outside the central Po
Plain, and when they occasionally leave such an
area, they remain in the SMP world, as shown by the
recent finds in Trentino. Such evidence suggests a
close connection between steatite artefacts and SMP

Fig. 9. Remains of steatite microbead production
from Benefizio settlement (photo R. Micheli, cour-
tesy of Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Parma).
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people, and how the former were used as material
elements of body adornment to mark the identity of
Emilian groups (Micheli, Mazzieri 2012).

The discoveries found in recent years in Emilia have
increased the data available so far concerning SMP
funeral practices, highlighting their complexity: it is
possible, in fact, to establish a framework of elabo-
rate rituals, modes of treating bodies, choice of
grave-goods and objects adorning the dead. The
graves identified so far between Piacenza and Reg-
gio Emilia number over 230, which is a good sam-
ple for the study of Neolithic burial practices and
their variability. Pots and some bone tools are gen-
erally associated with female burials, while green
stone axes and flint arrow-heads are male burial ob-
jects (Bernabò Brea et al. 2010a; 2010b). Thus, gen-
der distinction of the dead is evident, although bu-
rial objects are not evenly distributed. It is possible
to distinguish burials without grave-goods or orna-
ments, with only grave-goods, with ornaments only,
and finally with grave-goods and ornaments. Such
distinctions are clues to differences in the personal
and social identities of the dead which, however, are
not always clearly understandable. The occurrence
of adornment objects is generally low, about 10% of
the total: these objects appear frequently in the bu-
rials of female adults or children, and only in rare
cases in male graves. What is remarkable in the ex-
pression of the SMP costume is the eclecticism in the

choice of personal ornament and the variability of
body adornment between individuals due to the dy-
namic SMP society. Therefore, the domain of SMP
personal ornamentation appears to be multiform
and much more elaborated than what had been
thought until recently (Mazzieri, Micheli 2012).

Personal ornaments appear in the central Po Plain
in twenty-two graves in Emilia and four burials in
the Mantua territory. Steatite adornment objects are
attested in only eight burials: their distribution can-
not be related clearly to a single gender or specific
age group, even if these items seem more charac-
teristic of adult individuals. The use of perforated
shells, fossil calcareous tubes of marine worms and
Dentalium shells, while rare, is documented in both
adult and children female burials. The recent dis-
coveries of two female children’s burials at Gaione-
Parco del Cinghio (grave 10) and Parma-via Guido-
rossi (grave 58) are therefore very interesting, since
they confirm the practice of adorning the bust of fe-
male children with fossil micro-Dentalium, perhaps
with the purpose of marking their status as children.
Perforated animal teeth were already known in Emi-
lia from some discoveries at the Ponte Ghiara, Col-
lecchio and Rivaltella–Ca’ Romensini settlements,
but the finds from the Parma-via Guidorossi burials
provide new evidence about the employment of such
adornment items (Mazzieri, Micheli 2012). Perfora-
ted teeth of dog or fox are associated with adult fe-

Fig. 10. Steatite beads
from SMP sites in west-
ern Emilia. 1 Ponte
Ghiara; 2–5, 7, 11, 16–
18, 21–24 Gaione – Ca-
scina Catena; 6 Travo –
Case Marchi; 8 San Ruf-
fino – Cascina Marana;
12 San Ruffino – Villa
Greci; 9, 13 Bazzarola;
10, 14, 15, 19, 20 Chioz-
za di Scandiano (grave
I); 25–30 Rivaltella –
Ca’ Romensini (draw-
ings by R. Micheli, cour-
tesy of Museo Archeolo-
gico Nazionale di Par-
ma and Musei Civici di
Reggio Emilia).
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male burials. Perforated red deer canines appear not
have been used by SMP people; nevertheless, imi-
tations are attested, such as the steatite pendants at
Pontetaro and Gaione (Micheli et al. in press) or a
bone specimen in a female grave at Parma-via Gui-
dorossi (Bernabò Brea et al. 2010a.Fig. 21). There
is, however, unusual evidence attested at Parma-via
Guidorossi (grave 6): an adult female wearing a per-
forated human canine tooth (Bernabò Brea et al.
2010a.Fig. 20). Such evidence is interesting, but pro-
bably not exceptional in the SMP world, because
some perforated human incisors were found at the
settlement of Fimon-Molino Casarotto in Veneto
(Broglio et al. 2004.59, Fig. 5). The practice of trans-
forming human teeth, or other human parts, into
objects of adornment is well-known ethnographical-
ly, but extremely rare in the archaeological record.
A recent review of all available published data in

Europe since the Upper Palaeolithic to the Copper
Age reveals seventy specimens of perforated human
teeth transformed into personal ornaments. The
Neolithic evidence is limited to the early phase and
restricted to three LBK sites in central Europe (Herx-
heim and Zeuzleben in Germany, Nitra in Slovakia)
and the Dispilio settlement in Greece (Ifantidis
2010). Thus, the SMP case is very significant. Such
scarcity cannot be due to the lack of raw material,
but rather to a choice having various meanings (aes-
thetic, emotional, magical or religious).

The significance of Spondylus shells in Tren-
tino
The personal ornaments most preferred by the SMP
groups of Trentino are Spondylus shell beads, some
perforated Columbella rustica shells and, a recent
addition to the list, steatite beads. Objects of local

Fig. 11. Steatite pen-
dants from SMP sites
in western Emilia. 1,
2, 8–12, 14–17, 21
Gaione – Cascina Ca-
tena; 3–5 Reggio Emi-
lia territory (Chierici
collection); 6 Travo –
Case Marchi; 7, 19, 20
San Ruffino – Villa
Greci; 13 Bazzarola;
18 Pontetaro (draw-
ings by R. Micheli,
courtesy of Museo Ar-
cheologico Nazionale
di Parma and Musei
Civici di Reggio Emi-
lia).
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origin also appear occasionally, such as pendants ob-
tained from wild boar tusk, perforated red deer ca-
nines and perforated pebbles.

Spondylus beads are attested in four graves at La
Vela (Bagolini 1990) and in settlement deposits at
the Moletta Patone rock-shelter (Bagolini et al.
1984) and Riva del Garda–via Brione. The latter evi-
dence is a recent discovery, confirming their varia-
bility in shape and the predilection reserved for such
objects by SMP people. In fact, the types found so far
are numerous: large cylindrical beads (Fig. 15), short
cylindrical specimens and discoidal elements (Fig.
16). A twofold origin is plausible for such artefacts:
Spondylus ornaments came via the central Po Plain
and Lake Garda from SMP groups settled along the
coasts of Liguria, or they spread through the Alpine
mountain range from other coeval central European
Neolithic groups, where such objects are common.

In Trentino, there are some about thirty SMP buri-
als, but their number is probably higher. The fune-
rary practices include inhumation burials, with inter-
red individuals crouched on the left side and depo-
sited in stone cists or in pits within stone circles,
sometimes strewn with red ochre (Bernabò Brea et
al. 2010a). Such funerary evidence is ascribed main-
ly to the SMP 2 phase. Burials include grave-goods,
counting stone axes, hatches and chisels, ceramic
pots and flint arrow-heads and blades, but graves
without grave-goods or adornment objects are also
known (Pedrotti 1996; Mottes 1996). Personal orna-
ments are few and concentrated in three burials of
females of different ages and one burial of a child of

undetermined sex at the important graveyard of La
Vela (Bagolini 1990). However, the La Vela evidence
is interesting because it highlights the personhood
of some individuals of the community through body
adornment, and in particular, that of a 4–5 year-old
child richly adorned with a long necklace and a bra-
celet formed from around 150 Spondylus beads (Fig.
17).

The differences in frequency and richness of grave-
goods and the presence of some prestigious or exo-
tic personal ornaments in SMP burials clues to the
existence of some kind of hierarchy in SMP society,
the features of which are not clear. Some children’s
burials with rich grave-goods are also known in the
central Po Plain, thus it is probable that the identity
of such children and their belonging to a certain so-
cial group were represented in the grave by these
objects. It was, in fact, very unlikely that Spondylus
beads of exotic origin from remote territories were
passed from hand to hand until they reached a 4–5
year-old child. The LBK evidence shows that such
prestigious and valuable objects may have been han-
ded down from generation to generation by some
relatives as symbols of their status and power (Jeu-
nesse 1997.116–117).

Steatite beads from Riva del Garda-via Brione (Fig.
18) and La Vela are very similar in typology and di-
mensions to those of Emilia. From the former site
come some microbeads and one small pyramidal
pendant, and from the latter, some short cylindrical
specimens. Since steatite is not common in the Alps,
it is likely that these beads came from western Emi-
lia.

In the SMP domain, perforated Columbella rustica
shells feature among personal ornaments only in Li-
guria. Therefore, the specimens from Riva del Garda-
via Brione (Fig. 19) and Mezzocorona Borgonuovo
(Bazzanella et al. 2002) are particularly interesting
because of their peculiarity. In fact, such shells are
different from other Neolithic Columbella rustica
specimens from northern Italy: the hole is obtained
by abrasion in correspondence with the natural ope-
ning. Such perforation suggests a specific way of fi-
xing shells and their probable use as decorative ap-
plications instead of the beads of a necklace.

The discoveries made at Riva del Garda-via Brione
provide new data about SMP personal ornaments in
Trentino and confirm the existence of exchange net-
works between the central Po Plain groups and those
of the central Alpine region via Lake Garda. It seems

Fig. 12. Steatite microbeads from a burned fe-
male burial from Gaione–Cascina Catena (grave
35) (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of Museo Archeo-
logico Nazionale di Parma).
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Fig. 13. Dimensional ratios and lengthening indexes of steatite beads from some SMP sites in western
Emilia.
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that the SMP groups of Trentino preferred personal
ornaments of exotic origin that linked them ideally
to the place where such objects were procured or
manufactured and, perhaps, the territories where
SMP culture had its original core, or to other territo-
ries and people in central Europe, as the case of the
large cylindrical Spondylus beads suggest. It is not
possible to outline clearly the social identities of SMP
groups of the central Alpine region, except in a few
instances; however, the data suggest a prevalence of
male burials with grave-goods, but without personal
ornaments. As documented in other SMP burial con-
texts, stone axes and arrow-heads are very signifi-
cant objects, highlighting male identity (Bernabò
Brea et al. 2010a).

Material culture, Neolithic groups and ethnici-
ty: some notes on personal ornaments

“There is usually very little ambiguity or blurring
about the tribal group to which a person belongs.
Each tribe is characterised by a distinctive style of
dress. The people themselves know very clearly
whether at any one moment they are identifying
with the Pokot, Njemps or Tugen, and this identifi-
cation is shown overtly in items of dress” (Hodder
1982.18). This is true not only of the Baringo dis-
trict in Kenya, but for any human groups, because
body adornment communicates and strengthens so-
cial identities and the sense of belonging through
appearance codes which are meaningful in people’s
lives. Thus, the combination and arrangement of or-
namental objects worn or attached to the body dis-
tinguish individuals visually, linking them to catego-
ries and groups. The distribution and clustering of
some of such elements could therefore be useful to
distinguish prehistoric groups and bound their cultu-
ral borders. In fact, “personal ornaments, perhaps
more than any other aspect of the archaeological
record, are a point of access for archaeologists into
the social world of the past” (White 1992.539), be-
cause they share a system of meaning intelligible
within a community and aimed at communicating
not only intra-group differences, but also regional af-
filiations and group membership.

In traditional archaeology, there was a tendency to
interpret all differences in the material cultures of
different groups as permanent ethnic markers, but
recent studies point to the inadequacy of these pos-
tulates (Cornell 2004.69). Ethnicity, and the rela-
tionship between cultures and ethnic/tribal groups,
remains a problematic aspect of archaeological ana-
lysis, because the connection between variations in
material culture and the expression of ethnic/tribal
distinction is complex (Ucko 1969; Hodder 1982;
Jones 1997). The difficulty lies in identifying which
material characteristics are socially meaningful in a
particular social context, and which are irrelevant. A

further problem for archaeo-
logists is to consider which
non-material elements might
have been important to group
identity, and how they would
appear in archaeological re-
mains. Recent studies on
group identity suggest that
differences in almost any cul-
tural features can distinguish
one group from another. The

Fig. 14. Biconical pendants from Pontetaro settle-
ment (photos R. Micheli, courtesy of Museo Archeo-
logico Nazionale di Parma).

Fig. 15. Cylindrical Spondylus shell bead from Riva del Garda – via Brione
settlement (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of Soprintendenza per i Beni Libra-
ri, Archivistici e Archeologici della Provincia di Trento).
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distribution of a pottery style, for exam-
ple, may not indicate the existence of
an ethnic group, but may mark political
boundaries or simply the spatial limits
of a particular system of distribution
(Emberling 1997.300–311).

The boundaries of ethnic/tribal groups
and the identification of individuals are
not stable, because they may change
through time and from place to place,
often as a result of the manipulation of
identity. “In archaeological literature,
it has also been suggested that ethni-
city is a dynamic and instrumental
phenomenon and that material cul-
ture is actively used in the justification
and manipulation of inter-group rela-
tions’ and this can take place by means of stylistic
variation. Thus, ‘style can be one of the many chan-
nels through which identity can be projected to
others, and consequently it will be affected by pro-
cesses of social comparison and determined by the
outcome of that comparison in terms of the expres-
sion of similarity and difference. Moreover, with
reference to social identity and group membership,
style may be actively used in the disruption, alter-
ation and creation of social relationship” (Jones
1997.110–111, 113). Nevertheless, items of material
culture involved in ethnic symbolism can vary be-
tween different groups and the ways through which
ethnic boundaries are expressed may involve few
aspects of material culture, while other material com-
ponents spread across such boundaries. The analysis
of the personal ornaments of the Tugen, Njemps and
Pokot tribal groups reveals, in fact, the importance of
some adornment objects as symbolic elements iden-
tifying women belonging to specific social groups.
Thus, women’s earrings and decoration patterns
clearly display the affiliation of a female to one tri-
bal group or another. However, there is a difference
between the traits associated with male and female,
in that items related to men tended to move farther
and more easily across borders than female objects.
Although many socio-economic interactions exist be-
tween the above-mentioned tribes, tribal borders are
perfectly preserved in many aspects of material cul-
ture, some of which also persist in costumes, parti-
cularly of women (Hodder 1977.253–258; 1982.75–
86). The reverse case is documented in Sierra Leone:
the Limba, Yalunka and Kuranko groups share seve-
ral common cultural traits, but material culture pro-
vides only a limited indication of divisions. Material
expressions of group cohesion, social identity and

ethnicity are primarily visible in ritual, and the most
important indicators of ethnicity are material as-
pects of ritual behaviour, such as shrines, rock pain-
tings and burial practices. It is notable that various
types of aesthetic expression, a field which is often
regarded as an indicator of ethnicity or social iden-
tity, are very limited throughout northern Sierra
Leone (DeCorse 1999). Such interesting observations
clearly show that material culture, group member-
ship, social identity and ethnicity often do not cor-
respond or are not usually directly correlated. More-
over, it is difficult to identify such traits in archaeo-
logical contexts, because data for the past are often
incomplete and poorer than those available for liv-
ing groups.

During the Early Neolithic, two large cultural sphe-
res existed in northern Italy with specific material
cultures and ideologies and probably with their own
languages and ethnicities; the distribution of sites
and exchange networks of goods and raw materials
confirm such distinction.

The Impressed/Cardial Ware culture affected a wide
territory, but appears to have been uniform, since its
material culture shows little evidence of marked re-
gionalisation. Instead, the Po Plain Neolithic groups
show a common cultural identity, but with many re-
gional entities related to each other through intra-
groups interactions and the circulation of the same
commodities (Lessini Mounts flint, green stone arte-
facts, Fiorano cup, etc.). Also, personal ornaments,
despite the inadequate data and lack of burials, in-
dicate a twofold body adornment domain. In parti-
cular, the wide distribution of green stone ring bra-
celets highlights the existence of a common aesthe-

Fig. 16. Spondylus shell beads from Riva del Garda–via Brione
settlement (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of Soprintendenza per i
Beni Librari, Archivistici e Archeologici della Provincia di Tren-
to).
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tic of body adornment and the employment of the
same permanent ornaments on the body among va-
rious Neolithic groups. Thus, ring bracelets can be
considered socially meaningful in the context of the
Po Plain Neolithic and a trans-cultural component of
body ornamentation for such groups.

Perforated Columbella rustica shells might have
been similarly important in the Impressed/Cardial
world. Nevertheless, the real use of such shells is not
yet clear, because they could be variously employed
as single pendants, as beads of a necklace or a bra-
celet, and/or for decorative application on clothes or
textile. Therefore, the social significance of wearing
Columbella shells is not immediately evident, depen-
ding on contexts of employment unfortunately un-
known to us. The use of cowrie shells (Cypraea)
among the Naga people of northeastern India might
clarify this point. Such people employ many kinds
of body adornment items (Jacobs 1990.103–115;
Saul 2005.31–70), among which cowrie shells are
largely appreciated for their aesthetic qualities and
brilliance, and as objects conveying information
about the status of individuals. This shell is socially
very meaningful in the Naga’s language of body
adornment: nevertheless, its significance is not inhe-
rent in the shells or their exotic origin, but on the
context in which they are employed as ornament
and on their arrangement on clothes forming par-
ticular motifs. For the Naga, body adornment is more
than a matter of aesthetics: it helps make statements
about, and define the identity of individuals and
groups. The personal ornaments and clothes of the
Naga highlight the group membership of individuals
(class age, clan or village), while the colours and mo-
tifs of decorative applications on clothes signal achi-
eved status and how it has been attained. Thus, cow-
rie shells, as decorative applications of clothes, are
components of a common language that changes on

the basis of the circumstance
of use from one Naga tribal
group to another within the
same culture. Although there
are some Naga personal orna-
ments that can be worn by
anyone, how and when they
wish, most adornment items
are meaningful, because they
are powerful objects that must
be handled with care. Indeed,
all elements of body adorn-
ment are so important in Naga
society for displaying perso-
nal and social identities that

they are conceived as part of the definition of being
truly human. Therefore, they have to be removed
from the body at death, since they cannot follow the
corpse of the wearer in the grave. I am aware that
it is not appropriate to apply ethnographic models
to a prehistoric context, but some of the previous ob-
servations might be enlightening for explaining some
unclear aspects of Italian Neolithic body ornamenta-
tion.

The personal ornaments of SMP groups are numer-
ous and their variety allows us to draw a regional
pattern of variability depending on the local availa-
bility of raw materials, exchange networks of exotic
objects and also on the aesthetic or cultural prefe-
rences of the different groups. Such regional varia-
bility, however, is also due to different chronology,
as confirmed by the three SMP pottery styles. During
the SMP 1 phase in western Liguria and at the Pon-
te Ghiara site, in fact, it is possible to recognise the

Fig. 17. Grave-good from a 4–5 year-old child interment at La Vela (grave
III) (after Mottes 2007).

Fig. 18. Steatite microbeads from Riva del Garda –
via Brione settlement (photo R. Micheli, courtesy
of Soprintendenza per i Beni Librari, Archivistici e
Archeologici della Provincia di Trento).



Roberto Micheli

246

importance of perforated shells and teeth and Den-
talium shells, although at other Emilia sites of the
same phase, steatite beads start to come appear. In
the subsequent phase, the evidence in Liguria is
scanty, while it is very significant in western Emilia,
where many types of steatite bead and pendant
spread, along with some perforated shells and teeth,
Dentalium shells and Spondylus beads. The evi-
dence in the Mantua area is not yet very rich, but it
is similar to that of Emilia. In the same phase in the
Adige valley and the upper Lake Garda areas, Spon-
dylus beads are characteristic together with some
perforated shells and steatite beads. Finally, during
the SMP 3 phase, personal ornaments disappear al-
most completely.

SMP culture presents a body adornment domain
which is more complex and very different from that
of other coeval Neolithic groups on the Peninsula.
The Ripoli and Serra d’Alto cultures do not have, in
fact, a similarly developed range of personal orna-
mentation, nor do they present the same regional
variability, although the contacts and relationships,
especially between SMP and Serra d’Alto groups, are
well documented during the half of the 5th millen-
nium calBC. Instead, the SMP and Chassey cultures
do not seem partly permeable to each other because
both entities have two well-established cultural iden-
tities, with their individual ideologies and material
cultures. Chassey groups spread in Italy from the
west during a late phase of the SMP culture, presen-
ting few and not very characteristic decorative ob-
jects, although such items are well known in the
same cultural sphere in southern France (Courtin,
Gutherz 1976; Barge 1982; 1988). Chassey groups
did not receive any components of SMP personal or-
nament traditions during their tenure in northern
Italy. A different case is attested in Switzerland with
reference to the Chamblandes group of stone cist
burials dated to the Middle-Late Neolithic. Such
groups and SMP culture are partially coeval and
share many traits in their funerary practices: per-
sonal ornaments are generally associated with fe-
male individuals or the young and children and vary
from region to region. As in the SMP world, differ-
ences are evident between the burials of Italian Val-
le d’Aosta and Swiss Vallais and those of the Leman
basin; the former have revealed only ring bracelets
made of Glycymeris and Charonia shells, while the
latter present mainly wild boar tusk plaques, Charo-
nia shell pendants and Glis type buttons. Thus, the
ways in which the dead were adorned in the Cham-
blandes group might be a manifestation, visible in
the funerary domain, of ethnic/tribal differences

within the same cultural sphere (Moinat et al. 2007.
305), as in the SMP world. Moreover, it can be ar-
gued that such SMP regional variability may be part-
ly rooted in the previous differentiation of early
Neolithic groups and in some of their traits transmit-
ted to the SMP culture: Cardial Ware in Liguria, the
Vhò group in the central Po Plain and Gaban group
in the Adige Valley. Therefore, some of these regio-
nal differences might denote the persistence of dif-
ferent ethnic/tribal groups within the SMP world,
but this can not be confirmed by other data.

Removable vs. permanent personal ornaments:
the relationship with the body

The relationship between the body and ornamental
objects worn or attached to it is always transient. In
fact, such items associated with appearance are thre-
efold:
! elements permanently attached to the body;
! permanent items fixed to clothes and textiles;
! removable objects.

Permanent objects had a lasting relationship with
individuals and must have provided a permanent
statement on personhood, because they created
fixed identities. In some traditional groups, the
relationship of personal ornaments with the body
emphasises differences of gender among individu-
als: for example, male wear only removable items,
while females are associated with permanent
objects, sometimes not easy to wear, producing some
sort of obstacle to movement or even bodily defor-
mation (Sørensen 1997.101–102).

The use of ring bracelets as permanent markers of
individuals is observed from the Early Neolithic on-

Fig. 19. Perforated Columbella rustica shells from
Riva del Garda – via Brione settlement (photo R.
Micheli, courtesy of Soprintendenza per i Beni Lib-
rari, Archivistici e Archeologici della Provincia di
Trento).
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wards among many Europeans groups (Zápotocká
1984; Jeunesse 1997). Therefore, the northern Ita-
lian case is perfectly in accord with the rest of Eu-
rope. Nevertheless, the significance of such objects
among Italian Neolithic groups is not yet clear: we
still do not know whether they characterised gen-
der, age class, kinship, social group membership
(clan, lineage, village, etc.) or other social features
of individuals. Ring bracelets were generally worn
on upper arms from a very early age by Neolithic
people and worn for many years until they were da-
maged or until the death of the owner. However,
broken bracelets could be reassembled, as in the
case of the composed specimens fixed together by
means of strings. Composed bracelets do not seem
to be only the result of repair, as shown by the bur-
ial of Jablines–Longues Raies in France (Bulard et
al. 1993), but rather they might be considered as a
particular type of bracelet that could be worn and
removed easily, especially when made of precious
or rare raw materials.

It is clear that the majority of Impressed/Cardial
Ware and SMP personal ornaments were employed
as removable items on the body (necklaces, brace-
lets, pendants, etc.) or as decorative applications on
clothes. Through the choice of permanent or remo-
vable ornaments, a group decided between different
looks and chose how to appear before others: perma-
nent objects gave individuals a more static appear-
ance, while removable items created a more original
and diversified look. However, such observations
leave out the importance of perishable ornaments,
of which there are no traces in the Neolithic cos-
tume in Italy so far.

There are no clues to the exact use of personal or-
naments in the Impressed/Cardial Ware culture and
their relationship with the body; nevertheless, we
know that removable ornaments could have been
employed in many ways. Ring bracelets could have
been used as permanent ornaments on arms, usu-
ally above the elbow, and, less frequently, on wrists
or ankles. The predilection of Po Plain Neolithic
groups for objects marking the limb articulations of
the body is evident. Personal ornaments of SMP
groups are all removable. On the basis of the funer-
ary data, they were employed in various ways: as
single pendants or beads of necklaces adorning neck
and chest; as beads of bracelets around the wrist; as
decoration on a sash or waistband; as ornaments
adorning the head, worn directly on the hair or in-
directly on perishable diadems and hats. Numerous
areas of the body could be adorned, even if the bust

seems to have been preferred, because it emphasi-
ses the face of the individual and their personality.

Green, white and black: some observations on
the Neolithic aesthetic of colours

Colour is everywhere. It is a significant component
of the natural environment, but the perception of it
through our senses and the perception of its attribu-
tes (texture, brightness, etc.) are socially and cul-
turally constructed. Thus, all variations in the per-
ception of colours in one or another human group
have their origins in language and not in human
physiology. In fact, the use of colours permeating all
aspects of the material culture of a human group
depends largely on cultural preferences and aesthe-
tic appreciation, but may also be related to wider
aspects of ideology and cosmology. It is the result
of a continue interaction between people, things and
substances of the natural (e.g., mineral) world. For
such reasons, the cultural significance of colours has
been emphasised in several anthropological and ar-
chaeological studies (e.g., Turner 1967; 1969; 1995;
Jones, MacGregor 2002; MacLaury et al. 2007).

Since several cultural meanings can be attributed to
them, colours play an important role as elements dis-
playing differences in appearance. This is clearly ob-
servable since the Neolithic, but probably also ear-
lier. In particular, despite the availability of many
types of rock, PPNA and later groups of the Levant
have a particular appreciation for green personal or-
naments obtained from various stones that are wide-
ly reported and sometimes dominate bead assembla-
ges, followed by red specimens forming a structural
and probably meaningful opposition with the former
(Wright, Garrard 2002.277–278; Bar-Yosef Mayer,
Porat 2008). An analogous case, but more articulate,
is documented in the Balkans between the Neolithic
and the Copper Age, when colour and brilliance be-
come significant features in preferences for objects
of the greatest visual significance in social practices,
among which personal ornaments are relevant
(Chapman 2007; Gaydarska, Chapman 2008).

The cultural or aesthetic preference for some co-
lours for body adornment is also well documented
in the Neolithic of northern Italy. The incidence of
green ring bracelets is very high in the Early Neoli-
thic series of Vhò and Friulian groups, while it is less
relevant in the Fiorano group because fewer pre-
cious and locally available stones of other colours
were employed. Artefacts made from softer green
metaophiolitic stone have two aesthetic qualities
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ideal for visual display which made them highly ap-
preciated: a pleasing colour varying from light to
dark green and a glossy surface which becomes very
smooth with polishing (Micheli 2012). As suggested
for the Levant, the preference for green specimens
during the Early Neolithic might imply certain mea-
nings related to the colour, such as fertility, vege-
tation, the regeneration or life, but such a hypothe-
sis cannot be corroborated. Nevertheless, a few white
shell ring bracelets are also known aside green-co-
loured specimens attesting a possible chromatic con-
trast in the employment of such ornaments.

It is also possible to observe a further distinction in
the spread of Neolithic ring bracelets between north-
ern Italy and southern France on the basis of raw
materials availability, aesthetics preferences and the
extension of exchange networks. In the latter areas,
in fact, ring bracelets of marble or limestone rang-
ing in colour from white to light grey are very com-
mon and reached Liguria without extending to the
rest of northern Italy (Courtin, Gutherz 1976). More-
over, there is a strict relationship between the sec-
tion morphology of the ring and the geological cha-
racteristics of the stone employed, since specimens
with thin and large triangular sections obtained from
green stones appear in Italy without spreading wide-
ly in France, where other types of marble or lime-
stone bracelet with a narrow and high oval section
are well known.

Regarding shell items, three observations are pos-
sible about aesthetics and brilliance. Firstly, some
fresh shells were collected solely for their beautiful
shapes, colours and shine, having no use as food or
tools. In such cases, the possibilities of choice are as
many as the qualities of the shells available in the
sea or along the coasts. Secondly, the process of pro-
duction of elaborated personal ornaments usually
removes most of the colour and brilliance, as well
as the characteristic morphology of the original ex-
ternal surface of shells. This means that elaborated
ornaments are generally white, although some Spon-
dylus ring bracelets retain reddish traces of the ori-
ginal colour. Thirdly, fossil shells do not usually pre-
serve their original colour and shine, but are white
or light grey and opaque. All three cases have been
documented in various forms for the Early and Mid-
dle Neolithic in northern Italy.

Colour contrast and opposition in SMP body adorn-
ment can be identified, thanks to some evidence. At
Parma–via Guidorossi (grave 58), the burial of a 2–
5 year-old child included a fossil micro-Dentalium

necklace with some shells with traces of red ochre
inside, suggesting a thread soaked in red pigment
(Fig. 20). Thus, the necklace presents a red-white op-
position. The use of red mineral pigments on the
body of the SMP dead is documented in Liguria and
some graves of Trentino. In particular, the analysis
of the red pigment in grave III at La Vela indicates
the use of cinnabar, a mineral mainly characteristic
of the Amiata Mount formations in Tuscany (Dal Rì
et al. 2001). Such pigment was used to cover the up-
per part of the corpse, but it was also employed to
colour the Spondylus beads with a thin film of pig-
ment mixed with clay. While in the case of Parma-
via Guidorossi the purpose was to create a chroma-
tic opposition between the thread and the shells, in
the latter case it was clearly the intention to change
the white colour of the worked Spondylus artefacts
to red, like the original Spondylus shell.

Further evidence for the preference for some parti-
cular colour is the high incidence of black or dark
grey steatite personal ornaments. In the northern
Apennines, green is the prevailing steatite colour in
the outcrops, although other colours are present
(beige, brown, dark red, black and grey). The use
of green or other colours is, however, very limited
and occasional, while the occurrence of dark colour
ornaments is around 95% or more of the total
known. Since black steatite is not common in the
deposits, its large procurement cannot have been
casual, as it involved a specific and thorough survey
by SMP prospectors of the localities where it was
available. Such choice depends on an aesthetic pre-
ference for using black or dark grey steatite as beads
for totally dark necklaces, or to match other light-

Fig. 20. Micro-Dentalium with red pigment traces
inside, from a necklace of a 2–5 year-old child in-
terment at Parma – via Guidorossi (grave 58)
(photo R. Micheli, courtesy of Museo Archeologico
Nazionale di Parma).
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coloured ornaments, such as white perforated shells
or beige teeth to form composite necklaces. Never-
theless, a chromatic opposition could be also obtai-
ned by mixing differently coloured steatite beads, as
in the case of the outstanding necklace worn by an
adult male in a grave at Parma-via Guidorossi (Fig.
21). Pyro-technological treatments of steatite arte-
facts intended to change their natural colours by
means of thermal alteration have not yet been docu-
mented for SMP culture. The preference for certain
colours and for chromatic contrasts in SMP personal
ornaments was probably essential for reproducing
views about the world and for constructing differen-
ces and oppositions between individuals through
body adornment.

Concluding remarks

Through body adornment, individuals can commu-
nicate many messages and information about their
biological status and gender, their social and econo-
mic position, their kingship and/or membership of
a larger social group. This happens by means of a
variety of perishable and inorganic materials and of
various shapes and colours. Thus, body ornamenta-
tion is a powerful and meaningful mediation of so-
cial categories and identities, containing many codes
that can be read and immediately understood with-
out ambiguity about their meaning, as the ethnogra-
phic evidence suggests. As I have shown throughout
this paper, personal ornaments, just as other compo-
nents of body adornment, highlight similarities, dif-
ferences or oppositions between individuals which
can be used to affirm the identity of both individuals
and groups.

Although in traditional societies body adornment is
more uniform and standardised within the same so-
cial group, making its codes more legible than those
of our complex western society, the reconstruction
of identities in prehistoric contexts is not an easy
task. The archaeological data are often incomplete
and not homogeneously available for sites and ter-
ritories, limiting our knowledge of the past, as in the
case of the very low occurrence of Early Neolithic
graves in northern Italy. Moreover, personal orna-
ments do not feature in all burials, but only in some,
as in SMP and Chamblandes funerary practises. This
implies that the identities of the dead were not only
highlighted by personal ornamentation, but also by
other symbolic elements that were not necessarily
imperishable like those of grave-goods. Objects of
adornment seem, instead, not very relevant in the
Neolithic funerary practises of the Impressed/Car-

dial Ware, Ripoli, Serra d’Alto and Chassey cultures
for highlighting the personal and social identities
of the dead. Moreover, we should not neglect the im-
portance of perishable items in Neolithic body adorn-
ment, items which appear in many traditional living
societies.

From what I have described above, the importance
of personal ornaments and raw materials in high-
lighting some Neolithic groups and their identities,
as well as the identities of some individuals within
such groups, is clear. The same cannot yet be said of
the Impressed/Cardial Ware culture, while it is evi-
dent in the case of Po Plain Neolithic groups, among
which ring bracelets are a characteristic type of body
adornment identifying groups with their own tra-
ditions and identities, but within a larger and com-
mon cultural sphere. The importance of personal
ornaments is very clear within the body adornment
tradition of SMP culture, given the differences in the
ways each group adorned its individuals, thus dis-
playing cultural particularities’ denoting different
ethnic/tribal groups within the SMP world, although
such statement cannot be corroborated by other
data. However, the Baringo district and the Naga
examples concerning the meaning and context of
personal ornamentation and the group membership
of individuals can be helpful in understanding some
points of the SMP case.

As I have stressed many times in this paper, the SMP
ornamentation system is more complex and multi-

Fig. 21. Chromatic contrast in a steatite bead neck-
lace from an adult male interment at Parma–via
Guidorossi (grave 3) (photo R. Micheli, courtesy of
Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Parma).
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form than that of previous Early Neolithic groups;
many identities probably appeared in SMP culture as
a consequence of new personhoods created by new
kinds of social groupings, new embodied skills and
new raw materials during the Middle Neolithic. The
data for the earlier Neolithic phase are, however,
still too scarce. Except for a few standardised objects
that provide some clues about past identities, SMP
personal ornaments appear too various and elabo-
rate: individuals adorned themselves in many dif-
ferent ways in order to stand out, and this is true
not only of different SMP regional groups, but also
within individual SMP social groups. Although the
SMP personal ornaments are generally numerous, it
is difficult to decipher their codes fully and under-
stand their meanings.

This paper has presented a picture of personal orna-
ments used between 5600 and 4300 calBC, showing
how in some case body adornment had long-lasting
traditions and in other cases was temporally limited,
and how some of its components spread over very
large areas, while others were restricted to only one
region. It has also shown the variation in raw mate-
rials, shapes and colours and how such elements
were often meaningful in constructing past identi-
ties. Certainly, many aspects of the personal and so-
cial identities of the Neolithic groups of northern
Italy remain unknown. This will be possible only
through new discoveries of Neolithic burials preser-
ving rich grave-goods and personal ornaments,
which might significantly increase the available data
and offer new detailed information about the past
identities of Neolithic people and their multiform
complexity.
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