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Figurative graphic expressions  
and the first Western Mediterranean farmers

A new zoomorphic contribution from Southern France

Esther López-Montalvo, Claire Manen, Jean Guilaine, François Baleux, Fabien Convertini

Abstract:  In Europe, the emergence of the agro-pastoral way of life is accompanied of a novel socio-symbolic system 
that develops new forms of expression, themes and supports. In this sense, the shape, themes and decorative patterns 
in ceramics have particularly favoured the characterisation of both regional identities and spheres of influence at dif-
ferent temporal and geographic scales. Among the themes portrayed, the figurative motifs take on special relevance 
since they also invoke a symbolic sphere that underlies the complex spread of farming from the Near East into Europe. 
Bearing this in mind, we present the first figurative zoomorphic decoration identified on pottery from the beginning 
of the Neolithic in Mediterranean France. Although these depictions are well known in Italy and Spain, they were still 
unheard of in our country.
The analysed vase comes from the coastal site of La Corrège (Leucate, Aude), discovered in the 1970s following 
dredging operations. New radiocarbon dates place this site in the period of full development of the cardial complex in 
southern France and Mediterranean Spain, between 5300 and 5000 cal. BCE.
The three-dimensional reconstruction of the decorated vessel and the microscopic observation of technical gestures, 
allowed us to virtually replace the motifs on the graphic space provided by the body of the vase, and thus to reproduce 
the spatial and narrative structure of the decoration. The in-depth analysis of the motifs and spatial patterns allows us 
to determine the order of the lines and the sequence of execution of the decoration, to interpret this decoration as the 
representation of a wild animal, probably a wild boar if we consider certain distinctive anatomical features of this spe-
cies, and to deduce a narrative dimension. 
This figurative ornamentation also provides new arguments regarding both the highly diversified means and forms of 
symbolic expression accompany the Neolithic transition in this area, and the fact that systematic opposition between 
schematic graphic expression and naturalist expression does not seem to be relevant. In this context, the characteriza-
tion of the diversity of the graphic expressions of the first farmers’ communities is an important challenge for future 
research. The study of graphic traditions and their large-scale distribution can thus provide new arguments for the 
analysis of the spatial and temporal dynamics of Mediterranean Neolithisation, while at the same time promoting our 
understanding of the symbolic system of the first farming societies, as the driving force of their identity and social 
cohesion.

Keywords: Early Neolithic, Cardial culture, Western Mediterranean, figurative ceramic decoration, schematic rock art, 
Spanish Levantine rock art.

Résumé : En Europe, l'émergence du mode de vie agropastoral s'accompagne d'un changement du système socio-sym-
bolique des sociétés qui développent de nouvelles formes d'expression graphique, de nouveaux thèmes et supports. En 
ce sens, la forme, les thèmes et les motifs décoratifs de la céramique ont particulièrement soutenu la caractérisation 
des identités régionales et des sphères d'influence néolithiques à différentes échelles temporelles et géographiques. 
Parmi les thèmes représentés, les motifs figuratifs revêtent une importance particulière car ils évoquent également une 
sphère symbolique propre aux communautés agropastorales qui diffusent depuis le Proche-Orient jusqu’en Europe 
occidentale, permettant ainsi d'approfondir la connaissance du cheminement des symboles identitaires dans cette vaste 
aire géographique. 
Dans cette perspective, nous présentons le premier décor zoomorphe figuratif identifié sur une poterie du début du 
Néolithique en France méditerranéenne. Si ces représentations sont bien connues en Italie et en Espagne, elles étaient 
en effet encore inédites sur notre territoire. À ce jour, il n'est pas possible de déterminer si cette absence d'expression 
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figurative sur les poteries est corrélée à une méthodologie biaisée (difficultés à identifier les thèmes ?), ou si elle 
représente une véritable lacune témoignant d'une histoire culturelle différenciée. Le vase analysé provient du gisement 
littoral de La Corrège (Leucate, Aude), découvert dans les années 1970 suite à des opérations de dragage. De nouvelles 
datations placent le gisement dans la période de plein développement du complexe cardial dans le sud de la France et 
en Espagne méditerranéenne, entre 5300 et 5000 cal. BCE. Parmi les éléments recueillis sur ce site, on trouve plus de 
600 fragments de vases décorés selon une stylistique typique du Cardial franco-ibérique. Parmi ces fragments, trois tes-
sons présentant un décor singulier ont été identifiés comme faisant partie du même récipient dans les premiers travaux 
de synthèse réalisés dans les années quatre-vingt, mais leur décor n'avait jamais fait l'objet d'une étude approfondie 
concernant les thèmes ou la composition des motifs. Récemment, la révision de l'assemblage céramique de La Corrège 
nous a permis de fournir une image plus complète de la morphologie et du décor de ce récipient en identifiant trois 
nouveaux tessons. Ce vase présente des caractéristiques très originales tant du point de vue de la pâte que du système 
décoratif qui le distinguent nettement du reste de la collection. Afin de pouvoir entreprendre une analyse exhaustive 
de la composition décorative du vase, nous nous sommes appuyés sur une modélisation et une reconstruction tridi-
mensionnelle virtuelle du vase, fondée sur les caractères morphométriques des tessons conservés, ainsi que sur une 
observation détaillée des motifs identifiés et des techniques d'impression à l'aide d'un microscope stéréoscopique. Cette 
restitution 3D nous a permis de replacer virtuellement les motifs sur l’espace graphique fourni par la panse du vase, 
et ainsi de reproduire la structure spatiale et narrative de la décoration. L'analyse approfondie des motifs et des sché-
mas spatiaux nous permet de déterminer l’ordre des tracés et la séquence d’exécution du décor, d’interpréter ce décor 
comme la figuration d’un animal sauvage, probablement un sanglier si nous considérons certains traits anatomiques 
distinctifs de cette espèce, et d’en déduire un sens narratif. Ce décor s’organise selon une frise horizontale, localisée à 
la jonction entre le col et la panse du vase, composée d’au moins 4 figurations animales opposées deux à deux. 
Les caractéristiques du vase à décor figuratif de La Corrège ouvrent ainsi la discussion sur le phénomène graphique, 
pariétal et mobilier, qui accompagne l’émergence et l’expansion du Néolithique méditerranéen, et nous invite en même 
temps à nous interroger sur la valorisation de la sphère du sauvage dans le système symbolique des premières commu-
nautés agropastorales. Les parallèles formels, thématiques et techniques établis entre le vase de La Corrège et celui issu 
du célèbre gisement de la Cova de l’Or en Espagne, livrent de nouveaux arguments en faveur des liens existants entre 
les horizons cardiaux languedocien et ceux du pays Valencien. Ces expressions graphiques participent ainsi, comme les 
autres catégories de vestiges, à la définition des paysages culturels et des sphères d’influence des communautés néolith-
iques. D’une manière plus générale, on peut observer qu’il existe un fonds graphique commun aux sociétés agropasto-
rales de Méditerranée occidentale, caractérisé par le partage de certains thèmes, notamment les anthropomorphes, ou 
symboles schématiques. La réalisation de décors figuratifs sur support céramique (anthropomorphes, zoomorphes et 
signes) est, par exemple, un mode d’expression bien connu qui accompagne l’implantation du Néolithique, bien que 
leur répartition sur les sites côtiers italiens, français et ibériques soit très hétérogène. On observe néanmoins, au sein de 
ce spectre symbolique, une hétérogénéité des moyens et des formes d’expression, comme de fortes disparités. 
Cette ornementation figurative fournit également de nouveaux arguments pour relativiser l'opposition systématique 
faite entre l'expression graphique schématique et l'expression naturaliste. Le décor du vase de La Corrège, comme d’au-
tres vases espagnols, montre en effet à quel point il est parfois difficile d’assigner tel caractère à telle tradition graphique 
et que les plages de recouvrement d’une tradition à une autre sont importantes. Dans ce contexte, la caractérisation de la 
diversité des expressions graphiques des premières communautés d'agriculteurs est un défi important pour la recherche 
future. Dans le même temps, il semble désormais intéressant d’envisager la décoration céramique sous l’angle de la 
production graphique. L’étude des traditions graphiques et de leur distribution à large échelle peut ainsi apporter de 
nouveaux arguments à l’analyse des dynamiques spatiales et temporelles de la néolithisation méditerranéenne tout en 
favorisant notre compréhension du système symbolique des premières sociétés paysannes, moteur de leur cohésion 
identitaire et sociale.

Mots-clés : Néolithique ancien, Cardial, Méditerranée occidentale, céramique, décoration figurative, art schématique, 
art levantin.

Complex mechanisms underpin the Neolithic tran-
sition in Western Europe, and decrypting these 
mechanisms is a major challenge for current 

research. Attempts to reconstruct the diffusion of techno-
economic innovations in Europe from Near Eastern areas 
of origin are sometimes contradictory, and oppose cultu-
ral diffusion, demic diffusion or a more complex com-
bination of these processes (Zvelebil and Lillie, 2000; 
Guilaine, 2013; Hofmanová et al., 2016). In this debate, 
the latest researches emphasize radiocarbon, paleogenetic 
or paleoenvironmental data (Berger and Guilaine, 2009; 
Bocquet-Appel et al., 2009; García-Martínez de Lagrán 
et al., 2018). Material and artistic productions are more 

rarely used in large-scale works despite of the fact that 
they are fundamental for identifying the filiations and 
cultural recombinations intrinsic to the Neolithisation 
process (Shennan et al., 2014; Bernabeu et al., 2017; 
Rigaud et al., 2018).

The first evidences of agro-pastoral societies in the 
Western Mediterranean date from the beginnings of the 6th 
millennium BCE. The expansion of the agricultural sys-
tems was a complex process showing disparate rhythms 
and modalities that have not been properly characterized 
so far. Recent overviews, based on radiocarbon dating 
on short-lived samples strictly contextualized, show 
very rapid dispersion from the south Italian and Adriatic 

00‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   45400‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   454 21/09/2021   18:0621/09/2021   18:06



Figurative graphic expressions and the first Western Mediterranean farmers

Tome 118, numéro 3, juillet-septembre 2021, p. 453-473.	 455

Fig. 1 – Location of La Corrège (Leucate, France) and some of the most emblematic Early Neolithic sites in Western Mediterranean men-
tioned in this paper. Italy: Kronio (Sicily), Rendina (Potenza), Passo di Corvo (Foggia), Lama Marangia (Minervino), Ripa Tetta (Lucera). 
France: Pendimoun (Castellar), Grotte des Fées (Leucate). Espagne: Cova del Toll (Moià), Cova Bonica (Vallirana), Cova Gran (Collbató), 
Can Sadurni (Begues), Cova del l’Or (Beniarrés), Cova de la Sarsa (Bocairent), Cova de les Cendres (Teulada).

Fig. 1 – Localisation du site de La Corrège (Leucate, Aude) et des principaux gisements  
du Néolithique ancien de Méditerranée occidentale cités dans l’article.

nuclear area (ca. 6000/5900 cal BCE) towards the coast-
lines of Northern Italy, the South of France (ca. 5800 cal 
BCE) and the Iberian Peninsula (ca. 5600 cal BCE) (Bin-
der et al., 2017; Isern et al., 2017; García Puchol et al., 
2018). However, the spatial and temporal dynamics of 
this diffusion are not regular and considerable disconti-
nuities have been identified (Manen et al., 2019).

Among the techno-economic developments in Wes-
tern European Neolithic communities, the manufacture 
of pottery was an emblematic innovation and represents 
a means of socio-symbolic expression accompanying 
a new way of thinking and a new relationship with the 
environment. Ceramic productions, and in particular the 
way they were decorated, were considered very early on 
as the common denominator of the first Neolithic expres-
sions in the Western Mediterranean (Western Impressed-
ware) (Bernabò Brea, 1950; Guilaine, 2007). Many 
works on decorative techniques and the composition of 
decorative patterns have been carried out with a view to 
characterizing regional identities and tracing the spheres 
of influence and interactions at different temporal and 
geographic scales (Manen, 2002; Radi, 2010). However, 
little work has been undertaken from the perspective of 
graphic production. In this context, figurative graphic 
expression on pottery is of major interest as it allows us 
to trace back and characterize a widespread social and 
symbolic trend, originating in the Near East. 

Bearing this in mind, we have recently carried out a 
new study of the ceramic collection of the La Corrège 
site (Leucate, Aude, France) in order to undertake a more 
comprehensive multi-proxy analysis of its decorations. 
Although the interdisciplinary research conducted in this 

Neolithic site during the 80’s was published in a mono-
graph directed by one of us (Guilaine et al., 1984), our 
new approach to the study of its ceramics has shed light 
on a particular decoration that does not fit the patterns 
identified in this site so far. A thorough analysis of the 
manufacturing and decorating process, based on a virtual 
three-dimensional modelling and reconstruction of the 
vessel, led us to identify a figurative zoomorphic deco-
ration with a rather complex spatial composition, the first 
one reported on pottery from the French Mediterranean 
Early Neolithic so far. Putting the figurative decoration 
from La Corrège into the context of the Neolithisation 
process of the Western Mediterranean allows us to further 
discuss both the complexity and disparate forms of figu-
rative graphic trend emerging during the earliest phases 
of the expansion of agricultural systems and the cultural 
links within this area.

LA CORRÈGE (LEUCATE):  
CONTEXT AND CHRONOLOGICAL DATA

The French site of La Corrège (Leucate, Aude) is 
located on the french Mediterranean coastline of 

the Gulf of Lion, about one hundred kilometres from the 
Spanish border (fig. 1), and was discovered in the 1970s 
after dredging operations (Guilaine et al., 1984). This 
discovery was important for two main reasons. Firstly, 
it brought to light the existence of a probable large-scale 
open-air cardial coastal settlement since the main habitat 
sites known until then, often in caves or shelters, were 
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rather located inland. Secondly, it then made it possible to 
illustrate the rise in sea level at the beginning of the Holo-
cene. Indeed, the low lagoon coasts of Languedoc, favou-
ring horizontal sea movements, were particularly affected 
by these sea level variations, which led to a significant 
loss of information about coastal settlements in the late 
Palaeolithic and Early Neolithic. These alterations in the 
landscape could explain the gap regarding cardial coastal 
settlements in the Languedoc region.

The La Corrège site has yield an impressive collection 
of archaeological material including over 600 fragments 
of vessels decorated in a typical French-Iberian Cardial 
style (Bernabeu, 1989), a varied toolkit in local flint, 
many macro-tool elements, fishnet weights, polished 
stone axes and bone industry. Several bones attest to hus-
bandry practices, hunting and coastal and high sea fishing 
(Guilaine et al., 1984). In spite of the absence of strati-
graphic context, La Corrège is an emblematic site for the 
Cardial culture in the South of France on account of the 
quantity of material gathered, the diversity of economic 
activities recorded and its open-air coastal location. In 
fact, no other major open-air cardial site has been exca-
vated to date on the west side of the Rhône river, being 
the emblematic Spanish lake site of La Draga (Banyoles, 
Gerona), around 100 km away, the closest site providing 
a sound point of comparison (Bosch i Lloret et al., 2011; 
Terradas et al., 2020). 

Although the material recovered at La Corrège allows 
it to be framed unquestionably within the Cardial horizon, 
we have recently developed a dating program that has 
allowed us to refine the chronology of this site (Manen et 
al., 2019) (table 1). Despite the constraints linked to the 
decontextualized nature of the available samples, 5 fau-
nal bones and 2 bone tools associated at the time of their 
discovery with the cardial ceramics have been chosen 
for radiocarbon dating. The fauna samples correspond to 
caprini and bovine domestic taxa, while bone tools are 
two punches shaped on deer metapods. Despite their long 

immersion in the marine environment, all these samples 
yielded a well-preserved collagen in sufficient quantity 
to obtain completely concordant results. The analysis of 
the dates obtained shows that they are evenly spread out 
in time, between 5350-5000 cal BCE (table 1). The site 
of La Corrège is thus part of the period of full expansion 
of the Cardial complex in the South of France and Medi-
terranean Spain (Oms et al., 2016a; Manen and Guilaine, 
2010). During this period, the network of sites became 
increasingly dense on the Mediterranean coastline and in 
more continental regions while the types of ecosystems 
exploited and economic models became more diversified 
(Rowley-Conwy et al., 2013; Antolín, 2015).

THE CERAMIC ASSEMBLAGE  
OF LA CORRÈGE

General considerations  
and methodological points

The catalogue and synthesis study of the morphology 
and decorations of the ceramic assemblage of La Cor-
rège were already published by one of us (Guilaine et al., 
1984). In this preliminary work, three sherds having a 
singular decoration (L1-L3) were identified as being part 
of the same vessel, but their decoration was not subject 
of a comprehensive study concerning the themes or com-
positional patterns. Recently, the revision of the ceramic 
assemblage of La Corrège has allowed us to provide a 
more complete picture of the morphology and decoration 
pattern of this vessel by identifying three new sherds (L4-
L6), whose decoration and characteristics of the fabric do 
not cast doubt on the fact that they belong to the same 
vessel (fig. 2). 

In accordance with the specific protocols used in the 
study of Early Neolithic pottery in the Western Mediter-
ranean (Binder et al., 2010), we present here a detailed 

Level Sample Laboratory  
code

Conventional 
Date BP

Cal BCE 
(HPD 95.4) Method Reference

Point 1

Charcoal

Gif 2747 5410 140 4545 3955

Conventional Guilaine  
et al., 1984

Point 1 Gif 2748 3210 110 1865 1205

Point 2 Gif 2749 5900 140 5210 4450

Point 1 Waterlogged wood MC 788 6800 90 5890 5535

Point 1

Animal 
bone

Ovis aries
Beta_398927 6280 30 5325 5130

AMS Manen  
et al., 2019

Point 1 Beta_398928 6210 30 5300 5050

Point 2 Caprini Beta_398929 6320 30 5365 5215

Point 1 Ovis aries Beta_398930 6270 30 5320 5080

Point 2 Bos taurus Beta_398931 6120 30 5210 4945

Indet. Animal 
bone-tool

Cervus 
elaphus

Beta_398932 6230 30 5305 5060

Point 1 Beta_398933 6190 30 5290 5035

Table 1 – Radiocarbon dates of La Corrège (Leucate, Aude, France).  
Only results obtained on short-lived samples are considered (dates in bold type). Calibration Oxcal 4.4 ; IntCal 2020.

Tabl. 1 – Datations radiocarbone de La Corrège (Leucate, Aude, France).  
Seules les mesures obtenues sur échantillon à durée de vie brève sont retenues (datations en gras). Calibration Oxcal 4.4 ; IntCal 2020.
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description of the manufacture, morphology and decora-
tion sequences of the six sherds (L1-L6), which opens the 
prospect of a more accurate reconstruction of the vessel 
and supports a new interpretative proposal of the motifs 
and their spatial organisation. Regarding the characteri-
sation of the raw material, a slide-mounted thin section 
(30 μm thick) has been analyzed under a polarizing 
microscope, to observe the distribution of the mineral 
components and their optical properties. First, in order 
to assess an accurate reading of the decoration compo-
sition a three-dimensional virtual reconstruction of the 
vessel has been developed. This virtual reconstruction 
was carried out in two stages: first, the digitization of the 
six preserved sherds by photogrammetry using Argisoft’s 
Photoscan Professional software; second, the virtual reas-
sembly including 3D approximation of the missing parts 
using Sketchup open-source software. This 3D recon-
struction model reproduces the original shape, volume 
and size of the vessel thereby permitting to study, first, 
the identification of motifs; second, the decoration spatial 
patterns and, finally, the eventual narrative sense of the 
themes depicted (fig. 2 and S1 File). Second, as for the 
in-depth study of the potter’s gesture and the organization 
of the different parts that make up the motifs, an on-axis 
zoom microscope Axio Zoom.V16 Zeiss has been used. 

The vessel of La Corrège:  
manufacture and decoration sequences

Raw material

A thin-section analysis of a sample has provided 
information on both petrographic fabric and mineralogy 
of its temper material. A clay family with sedimentary 
inclusions, rich in carbonates and quartz, to which grog 

grains were added as temper material has been identified. 
The carbonates, unrecognisable due to their strong altera-
tion, present detritism as distinctive trait. 

Shaping and finishing

The macroscopic analysis of the fabric shows a well-
preparing clay (compacteness and low-porosity) while 
the careful regularisation of the preform precludes a pre-
cise reconstruction of the shaping techniques used for this 
vessel. It is worth noting that several marks observable 
on the radial plane on the sherds demonstrate the assem-
bling of elements, probably coils, but it is not possible to 
go further. The internal wall of the vessel presents smoo-
thing wet clay surfaces while the external wall has been 
burnished before the decoration process. 

The graphic reconstruction of the preserved fragments 
associated with 3D modelling enables us to reconstruct 
the overall morphology of the vessel, resulting in a small 
bottle of 19,5 cm high and a maximum diameter of 18 cm 
(fig. 2 and S1 File). This vessel presents a composite pro-
file: the belly is spherical, and the inflection of the pro-
file underlines the junction between it and the neck. The 
latter was probably short intended to narrow the vessel 
opening. 

Decorative technique 

The vessel was decorated by impression on a leather 
hard paste; the edge of the impressions is very clear, with 
no bulges. The characteristics of the impressions permit 
to identify a Cerastoderma shell (Manen and Salanova, 
2010) as the tool used to make the decoration. Concer-
ning potter’s gestures, the shell was held perpendicularly 
to the paste or in a more tangential way, depending on the 

Fig. 2 – 3D reconstruction model of the decorated vessel from La Corrège. Final 3D texture model  
created by Sketchup open-source software. Images a and b show the identification code of the preserved sherds. 

Fig. 2 – Modèle numérique 3D du vase décoré de La Corrège. Modèle 3D texturé réalisé sous Sketchup.  
La numérotation des tessons préservés est détaillée sur les images a et b.
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zone of the decoration, and it was well separated from the 
paste between each impression.

Motifs description

Sherd L1. This fragment (fig. 2 and 3) presents a pat-
tern made up of four parts. The first part (1) consists of a 
horizontal band with six lines of sub-parallel horizontal 
impressions. It is worth noting that the upper line presents 

a slight interruption. The second part (2) is a band com-
prising five lines of oblique impressions, which converge 
towards the horizontal band at 80 degrees. The third part 
(3) consists of two juxtaposed truncated cones, filled with 
subparallel oblique lines, on the lower part of the hori-
zontal band. The fourth part (4) is a triangular element, 
composed of three convergent lines, just beside the junc-
tion of the two bands.

Fig. 3 – Sherd L1: a, sketch of the motif showing the different parts of the decoration; b, virtual non-texturized 3D reconstruction; c, digital 
picture showing the magnified detail of the triangular element and the juxtaposed truncated cones (Zeiss Microscope Axio Zoom V16).

Fig. 3 – Tesson L1 : a, reconstitution du motif et désignation des différentes parties de la décoration ;  
b, modèle numérique 3D sans texture ; c, détail agrandi de l'élément triangulaire et des troncs de cônes juxtaposés.
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Sherds L2/L3. These two fragments (fig. 2 and 4) bear 
a decoration consisting of two very partially preserved 
motifs. The more complete motif comprises three parts. 
The first (1) is a band made up of at least five lines at an 
angle of 45° in relation to the horizontal plane of represen-
tation. The second part (2) is a vertical band made up of 
six subparallel lines. The end of these lines is not visible. 

The third part (3) is a triangular element, comprising three 
convergent lines, directly beside the junction of the two 
bands. This same motif is repeated with a mirror effect 
along a vertical axis. It is very poorly preserved, but we can 
nonetheless identify the upper line of the band angled at 
45°(1), two subparallel lines belonging to the vertical band 
(2), and finally, the extremity of the triangular element (3).

Fig. 4 – Sherds L2-L3: a, sketch of the two motifs showing the different parts of the decoration; b, virtual non-texturized 3D reconstruction; 
c, magnified detail of the triangular element on the left (Zeiss Microscope Axio Zoom V16).

Fig. 4 – Tessons L2 et L3 : a, reconstitution des deux motifs composant les différentes parties de la décoration ;  
b, modèle numérique 3D sans texture ; c, détail agrandi de l'élément triangulaire de gauche (Zeiss Microscope Axio Zoom V16).

00‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   45900‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   459 21/09/2021   18:0621/09/2021   18:06



Esther López-Montalvo, Claire Manen, Jean Guilaine, François Baleux, Fabien Convertini

460	 Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française

Sherds L4/L5. In spite of surface erosion, it is pos-
sible to observe a motif made up of a horizontal band of 
five subparallel horizontal lines (fig. 2 and 5). The pres-
erved extremity of the band is limited by a vertical line. 
The lower part of the sherd is totally eroded and does not 
enable the identification of other lines.

Sherd L6. This is a small fragment of a non-decorated 
neck with a thinned lip (fig. 2). The macroscopic charac-
teristics of the fabric are identical to those of the other 
fragments.

Interpreting the themes,  
their decoration composition and narrative 

The most complete and well-preserved motif of 
sherd L1 (fig.  3) allowed us to assess the reading of 
the rest of the motifs of sherds L2/L3 and L4/L5. We 
propose interpreting the pattern of sherd L1 as a zoo-
morphic figure only preserved in its front part: the band 
of horizontal lines represents the body (1); the oblique 
lines shape the head (2); the truncated cones portray the 
front legs (3), and the ear is depicted by the triangular 
element (4). 

This would be a rather semi-naturalist anatomical 
depiction, although it must be stressed that certain details 
were carefully represented, such as the ear or the cervico-
dorsal line with a slight inflection at the neck. The face, 
even if it is not possible to have an overall vision of it, 
would be clearly disproportionate in relation to the body. 
The anatomical format of this specimen, with parallel 
layout of the cervico-dorsal line and the belly, the ear 
cocked as a danger signal, the probably short legs and the 
marked projection of the face, is characteristic elements 
of Sus sp. (fig. 6), and more specifically of the wild boar 
(Sus scrofa). The hypothesis of a small carnivore should 
not be ruled out, on account of the pointed shape of the 
ears and the anatomical characters, but the proportion of 

the face does not correspond to the silhouette of a canid 
(dog, wolf or even fox). 

Following the reading made for motif L1, the assem-
blage of sherds L2-L3 enables us to identify the face (ver-
tical band) (2), the neck (oblique band) (1) and the ear 
(triangle) (3) of two zoomorphs which, in view of their 
design, would be of the same species as L1. Considering 
the position of the face and the tension of the line drawing 
the neck, we can deduce that these animals are depicted 
with their heads down and facing each other. 

Finally, the interpretation of motif L4-L5 is more pro-
blematic due to the poor conservation of sherds. However 
and following the anatomical structure of motif L1, the 
horizontal lines could correspond to the body of a fourth 
animal. In this case, we cannot go any further in species 
identification since neither the head nor the extremities of 
the animal are preserved.  

Considering the profile, shape and curvature of the 
decorated sherds, the graphic arrangement would be 
situated below the junction between the neck and the 
belly, coinciding with the median and upper part of the 
vessel. The three-dimensional reconstruction has yielded 
a circumference-decorated area of 56,5  cm. Regarding 
the spatial arrangement of a two mirror-effect motifs 
in L2-L3 as well as their probable size, based on motif 
L1 (8,5 cm long), we propose that four specimens were 
juxtaposed following a symmetrical layout. The resul-
ting decoration could be organized in a horizontal frieze 
consisting of at least four animal depictions facing each 
other in pairs: L2/L3 on one side of the vessel; L1-L4/5 
on the opposite side (fig. 2, fig. 7 and S1 File).

Finally, the spatial arrangement of these figures, espe-
cially in the case of L2-L3, leads us to propose a possible 
narrative component that could be related to the beha-
viour of this species.

Fig. 5 – Sherds L4-L5: a, digital picture; b, virtual non-texturized 3D reconstruction. 

Fig. 5 – Tessons L4-L5 : a, photographie ; b, modèle numérique 3D sans texture.
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DISCUSSION

An exceptional vessel?

In the ceramic assemblage from La Corrège, this ves-
sel presents several distinctive features. Up to 18 sherds 
have been analysed, resulting in two petrographic fam-
ilies:  earths  with crystalline inclusions and earths with 
sedimentary inclusions. The vessel we present here 
is ranked in the last family, and it is distinguished by 
the presence of carbonates containing detrital elements 
(quartz, feldspar, white mica and quartzite). Moreover, 
the paste contains highly altered carbonates during fir-
ing. Although this sedimentary formation is present 2 km 
to the west of the present-day lagoon of Leucate, we can-
not rule out the hypothesis of a more distant origin, since 

it is impossible to conclude whether this vessel is local 
or imported.

It should also be noted that the macroscopic characte-
ristics of the fabric allows us to distinguish these sherds 
from the rest of the assemblage both by the colour and 
texture of the paste (compacity and size of the inclu-
sions) and by the fine thickness of the walls. We can-
not go further concerning the forming techniques. On 
the other hand, the figurative themes and the decoration 
patterns make this vase unique as the ceramics from La 
Corrège present exclusively linear and geometric motifs 
(fig. 8), while no other figurative depiction is known on 
the French Mediterranean shoreline, apart from the vessel 
from Grotte des Fées (Leucate) (Guilaine, 1985) of uncer-
tain chronology (Huet, 2018). This vessel is therefore 
exceptional, not only within the La Corrège site, but also 

Fig. 6 – The anatomy of the zoomorphs depicted (b et e) is reminiscent of that of the Suidae, specifically of the Sus scrofa (a, c et d). The 
specimens of sherds L2-L3 (e) show the heads down, in an attitude of watering or fighting (c-d). Picture (a) by Esther Garrido under CC 
BY-NC-ND 2.0 license; picture (c) by Hacheme26 CC BY-ND 2.0 license. Picture (d) by Sam Romilly CC BY 2.0 license.

Fig. 6 – L'anatomie des zoomorphes représentés (b & e) rappelle celle des Suidés, plus précisément de Sus scrofa (a, c et d).  
Les spécimens des tessons L2-L3 (e) montrent les têtes baissées, dans une attitude d’abreuvement ou de combat (c-d).
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within the French cardial horizon. Its uniqueness leads 
us to consider the possibility of the allochthonous origin 
of this vessel, given that the circulation of vessels over 
long distances, sometimes more than 100km, is attested 
in Early Neolithic Western Mediterranean contexts thus 
revealing supra-regional interaction networks (Manen 
and Convertini, 2012; Gabriele et al., 2019). 

The incomplete preservation of the decoration of the 
vessel of La Corrège may cast doubt on its interpretation 
as figurative zoomorphic motifs, as the combination of 
horizontal and vertical elements that make up the struc-
ture of these motifs is a recurrent graphic pattern both 
in the simplified representation of zoomorphs within the 
Schematic graphic horizon and in the design of the well-

documented compositions in the Iberian Cardial known 
as metopes (Bernabeu et al., 2011) (fig. 9a). Several rea-
sons regarding their design lead us to rule out the inter-
pretation of La Corrège’s motifs as possible metopes 
(fig. 9b-c). Indeed, motif L1 shows particular traits that 
are not in keeping with the geometry, and occasional 
symmetry, of metopes: firstly, the conjunction between 
part 1 and 2 does not match the 90º angle observed in the 
design of most metopes. Secondly, the impressed lines 
that make up part 1 show a slight change in trajectory, and 
this change cannot be explained by a surface alteration 
that could have led to an error by the potter. Thirdly, the 
different elements comprising the L1 motif do not show 
the same dimensions, contrary to the case of metopes. 

Fig. 7 – Proposition of the decoration pattern following the 3D virtual reconstruction of the vessel and the size and shape of the preserved 
motifs. In black colour, preserved parts of motifs; in red colour, hypothetical reconstruction using the shape of the best-preserved motif.

Fig. 7 – Reconstitution de la décoration sur la base de la reconstruction 3D du vase, de la taille et de la forme des motifs préservés. 
En couleur noire, parties de motifs conservées ; en couleur rouge, reconstruction hypothétique s’inspirant de la forme du motif le mieux 
préservé.

00‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   46200‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   462 21/09/2021   18:0621/09/2021   18:06



Figurative graphic expressions and the first Western Mediterranean farmers

Tome 118, numéro 3, juillet-septembre 2021, p. 453-473.	 463

Finally, the triangular element located at the conjunc-
tion of parts 1 and 2 is unique, and does not correspond 
to the repetitive patterns observed in metopes. In sum, 
even though each individual graphic element composing 
these motifs is part of the Cardial style, the rules for the 
layout of the elements making up the decor of the vessel 
of La Corrège are very different from those traditionally 
identified in this stylistic horizon. Although the metope 
motifs are the closest decorative pattern, a wider compa-

rison with the entire cardial geometric decorative patterns 
would be worthwhile. But before doing so, it is impera-
tive to develop an accurate methodological framework. 
However, this task, though envisaged at a later stage, is 
currently beyond the scope of this paper. Bearing this in 
mind, the themes portrayed in this vessel are rather in line 
with the zoomorphic graphic pattern documented both 
in Early Neolithic pottery and in the Schematic parietal 
horizon that follows the expansion of the Neolithic in 

Fig. 8 – Potteries from La Corrège.  
The decoration system is mainly based on a structure of ribbons and simple linear or geometric patterns.

Fig. 8 – Céramiques de La Corrège.  
Le système de décoration est principalement fondé sur une structure de rubans composés de motifs linéaires simples ou géométriques.
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the Western Mediterranean (Guilaine, 2003; Hernández 
Pérez and Martí Oliver, 1999; Fairén Jiménez, 2004). In 
both supports, animals are depicted with a simple hori-
zontal stroke that shapes the body and the head, while four 
vertical strokes display the animal’s legs. In some cases, 
parietal depictions could be more detailed by means of 
the magnified representation of the antlers and horns of 
male deer and goats (Acosta, 1983), while these kinds of 
elaborate zoomorphic depictions are more exceptional on 
pottery, as it will be discussed below. 

Figurative expression on pottery  
in the Western Mediterranean

In contrast to the French Mediterranean shoreline 
gap, figurative expression on pottery is well-documented 
in Early Neolithic settlements throughout the Western 
Mediterranean, although its distribution is uneven in this 

area. Horizons from the beginning of the Italian Neo-
lithic (5700-5300 cal. BCE) (Cipolloni Sampò, 2002; 
Fugazzola et al., 2004; Pessina and Tiné, 2008) contain 
anthropomorphic (or orants) and zoomorphic depic-
tions, as well as signs that are also found in Iberian Early 
Neolithic sites, notably around the Valencian regions 
(5450-5050 cal. BCE) (Bernabeu Aubán et al., 2011; 
Martí Oliver and Hernández Pérez, 1988; Pérez Botí, 
2001; Torregrosa and Galiana, 2001) (fig. 10). Anthro-
pomorphs made by impressing or incising the paste are 
the most widely portrayed theme in the Western Medi-
terranean (fig. 10), often interpreted as orants due to the 
raised position of their arms. They have been identified 
in different horizons of the Italian Neolithic, inter alia, 
Guadone, Stentinello, Lagnano da Piede or Masseria la 
Quercia, with strong formal and stylistic variations. In 
France, only a sequence of simplified anthropomorphs 
consisting of raised arms has been documented at Grotte 

Fig. 9 – The motifs of La Corrège show particular features that do not fit in with the formal structure of the metopes: a, vessel 291 from Cova 
de la Sarsa (Bocairent, Spain) and decorative scheme of metopes depicted in this vase (García Borja, 2017); b, sketch and 3D restitution 
of the sherd L1 of La Corrège; c, sketch and 3D restitution of the sherd L2-L3 of La Corrège.

Fig. 9 – Les motifs de La Corrège présentent des caractéristiques particulières qui ne correspondent pas à celles des décors en métopes : 
a, vase de la Cova de la Sarsa (Bocairent, Espagne) et motifs décoratifs en métopes (García Borja, 2017) ; b, dessin et modèle numérique 
du tesson L1 de La Corrège ; c, dessin et modèle numérique des tessons L2-L3 de La Corrège. 
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des Fées (Leucate) (Guilaine, 1985). This theme is much 
more widespread in the Cardial horizon in the Valencian 
region (Spain) (Martí Oliver and Hernández Pérez, 1988; 
Pérez Botí, 2001; García Borja, 2017) (fig.  10). The 
most emblematic examples are those from Cova de l’Or 
(Beniarrés, Alicante) and Cova de la Sarsa (Bocairent, 
Valencia). It is worth mentioning an exceptional example 
from outside this territory, interpreted as an anthropo-
morphic depiction with certain characteristic elements 

related to ramiforms, coming from the site of El Portalón 
de Cueva Mayor (Sierra de Atapuerca, Burgos) (Alday et 
al., 2019). Alongside these anthropomorphic depictions 
made by impressing or incising the paste, the clay was 
also modelled to form protome appliques. This technique 
was practically only used on vessels from the Early and 
Middle Italian Neolithic (Tunzi, 2015). Human depic-
tions are also found on other supports, and in particu-
lar, on the exceptional limestone block with a sculpted 

Fig. 10 – Figurative phenomenon emerging in Early Neolithic horizons in the Western Mediterranean. Some of the figurative themes 
represented in ceramic support can be identified throughout this area, while others could have a stronger regional component. *Uncertain 
chronology.

Fig. 10 – Phénomène figuratif associé aux horizons du Néolithique ancien de Méditerranée occidentale. Certains des thèmes figuratifs 
représentés sur support céramique peuvent être identifiés dans toute la zone, tandis que d'autres semblent avoir un ancrage régional plus 
marqué. *Chronologie incertaine.

00‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   46500‑BSPF_2021_3_LOPEZ MONTALVO.indd   465 21/09/2021   18:0621/09/2021   18:06



Esther López-Montalvo, Claire Manen, Jean Guilaine, François Baleux, Fabien Convertini

466	 Bulletin de la Société préhistorique française

Fig. 11 – Impressed figurative wild animal decorations belonging to the cardial horizon: a-b, Cova de l’Or (Beniarrés, Spain). The decoration 
consists of at least an ibex (a), a male red deer and a bovine (b) (Martí and Hernández, 1988; pictures provided by the Museum of Prehis-
tory of Valencia, Spain); c, sherd L1 of La Corrège.

Fig. 11 – Décorations figuratives d'animaux sauvages réalisées par impressions et appartenant à l'horizon cardial  : a-b, Cova de l'Or 
(Beniarrés, Espagne). Le décor se compose d’au moins un bouquetin (a), un cerf rouge mâle et un bovin (b) (Martí et Hernández, 1988 ; 
photos fournies par le Musée de Préhistoire de Valence, Espagne) ; c, tesson L1 de La Corrège.
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human head from the site of Pendimoun (Alpes-Mari-
times, France) (Binder et al., 2014). 

The thematic spectrum of the first farmers also com-
prises a series of schematic and standardized signs, inclu-
ding “sun-shaped”, “ramiform” or “zigzag” symbols, 
which are recurrent during the first phases of the Italian 
and Valencian Early Neolithic (fig. 10).

Finally, zoomorphs are much less widespread. Red 
deer, ibex, bovid, and even possible butterflies have 
been recorded (Martí Oliver et al., 2018; Oms et al., 
2016b), evoking the symbolic importance of the wild 
world (fig. 10). In spite of the rarity of the animal theme 
on pottery, two main techniques can be identified:  the 
portrayal on the surface of a vessel and the modelling of 
zoomorphic containers or prehensile elements. Here, we 
will focus on the former.

One of the rare known examples of impressed figu-
rative animal decoration has been documented at Cova 
de l’Or, a reference site for the first phases of Neolithic 
settlement in the Western Mediterranean. This consists of 
two fragments of the same vessel found in levels VI and 
V (Martí Oliver and Hernández Pérez, 1988; Martí Oliver 
and Juan-Cabanilles, 2002), with depictions of an ibex, a 
red deer and a bovine. This vessel belongs to phases 3-4 
defined by Bernabeu Aubán et al. (2011), corresponding 
to the classic Cardial (c. 5400-5150 BCE). The chronolo-
gical horizon is consistent with the new dates obtained for 
La Corrège, which supports the pertinence of a compara-
tive analysis between these two vessels (fig. 11).

It is impossible to reconstruct the original form of the 
vessel from Cova de l’Or, so here we will focus on tech-
niques, the formal and spatial conception of the motifs 
and the nature of the themes. Like at La Corrège, these 
representations were made by impression with a serra-
ted matrix: impression with a Cerastoderma shell at La 
Corrège and comb impression at Cova de l’Or. The ani-
mals are semi-naturalist in both cases, but the structure 
is cruder for La Corrège with less emphasis on anatomi-
cal detail. The juxtaposition of the impressed lines was 
probably used to reconstruct the corporal volume, but the 
result is more refined for Cova de l’Or due to the dis-
tinction between the silhouette and the internal filling of 
the body by means of the combination of horizontal and 
oblique strokes. The depiction of sexual and anatomical 
details in the vessel of Cova de l’Or, such as the thicke-
ning of the bovine’s tail towards the rump and the pres-
ence of hairs on the distal end, is noteworthy. Concerning 
perspective, in both vessels depictions are portrayed with 
a composite view: in the motifs of La Corrège only one 
ear is visible, in a strict optical-perspective profile, but 
L1 shows almost three legs from the front; while the ibex 
of Cova de l’Or shows its horns in an oblique biangu-
lar perspective, characteristic of the Levantine graphic 
horizon and of some Schematic phases, while the bovine 
shows a front view of hind legs and genitals.  

The theme is similar for both vessels and consists of 
the representation of wild species typical of Mediterra-
nean Holocene forests. The identification of a wild goat 
(Capra pyrenaica), a red deer (Cervus elaphus) and a 

bovine (Bos taurus) at Cova de l’Or is beyond doubt. 
These species were all present in the site environment, 
and their bone remains were discovered in the occupation 
levels of the site (Pérez Ripoll, 1980). At La Corrège, the 
faunal corpus is more limited due to the nature and pre-
servation conditions of the site, but the wild boar seems 
to have been identified among hunted species, despite the 
difficulties in discriminating between wild and domes-
tic species (Guilaine et al., 1984; Rowley-Conwy et al., 
2012).

As regards the composition, in contrast with the diver-
sity of species portrayed on the vessel from Cova de l’Or, 
the vase from La Corrège focuses seemingly on Suidae. 
The layout and organization of the spacing between the 
motifs are also different: the sherd depicting a male reed 
deer and a bovine shows a narrow spatial adjustment that 
even forces the inclination of the former to conform to the 
position of the latter. This tight spatial organization, also 
observed in the little overlaps between the horn of the 
ibex and the upper border, could be due to the fact that the 
vase was densely decorated. The composition consisted 
of these ethologically inconsistent species makes diffi-
cult to infer a clear narrative meaning, although they may 
convey some kind of symbolic and mythological conno-
tation, which is no longer detectable. The vase from La 
Corrège, on the contrary, could have a neater spatial orga-
nisation following the symmetrical “mirror” layout of the 
animals represented two by two. In this case, a narrative 
sense portraying a confrontational or watering attitude of 
animals could also be inferred. 

In spite of these differences, the vessel from Cova de 
l’Or remains the closest parallel. This affinity with the 
Iberian zone is reinforced by the analysis of the whole 
pottery production (Manen and Guilaine 2010). Indeed, 
the diversity of impression methods with a Cerastoderma 
shell identified on the ceramics from La Corrège (simple 
impression perpendicular to the vessel wall, simple tan-
gential impression, impression with the back of the shell 
or natis impression) is clearly similar to the Cardial style 
from Catalonia (Cova Bonica, Cova Gran, Can Sadurní 
or Cova del Toll) (Oms, 2017) and the Valencian region 
(Cova de l’Or, Cova de les Cendres or Cova de la Sarsa) 
(Bernabeu Aubán et al., 2011; García Borja, 2017). The 
morphology of the studied vessel, which is small with 
a spherical belly and a short neck, is widespread in the 
Valencian region. Bernabeu proposes a function linked to 
the transport of ochre for the Valencian region, based on 
the presence of colouring materials detected in some ves-
sels (Bernabeu Aubán, 1989). 

The pottery productions of La Corrège and Cova de 
l’Or thus demonstrate shared practices, but we cannot rule 
out the possibility that the vessel with figurative decora-
tion from La Corrège was imported, thereby being “intru-
sive” in this corpus. In the past, the history of research on 
the Neolithisation of the Western Mediterranean resulted 
in the systematic assumption that movements occurred 
from France towards Spain, but recent research tends to 
outline complex and multidirectional spheres of interac-
tion (Manen et al., 2019).
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The characteristics of the vessel with figurative deco-
ration from La Corrège thus contribute to the discussion 
on the complex graphic trend accompanying the emer-
gence and expansion of the Neolithic, on both portable 
and parietal supports. As highlighted above, agropastoral 
societies shared a common graphic background, characte-
rized by certain themes or schematic symbols (Guilaine, 
2003). However, we observe divergent means and forms 
of expression and strong disparities in the spatial disper-
sion of this symbolic spectrum that must be put in rela-
tion to marked regional particularities in the expansion of 
the Neolithic. In this regard, the graphic record is parti-
cularly rich and complex in Iberian Peninsula, especially 
in the Mediterranean basin. In this area, and in addition 
to the abundant collections of ceramics with figurative 
decorations, we must stress, on one hand, the huge num-
ber of decorated rock shelters and their widespread geo-
graphic extension, and on the other hand, the existence 
of at least two distinct parietal graphic horizons: Sche-
matic and Levantine (Hernández Pérez and Martí Oliver, 
2000-2001; Hernández Pérez and Martínez Valle, 2003; 
Hernández Pérez, 2016). The former, characterised by 
the portrayal of schematic or figurative semi-naturalistic 
motifs, is also found in Italian and French regions, whe-
reas the latter, characterized by formal naturalism and a 
narrative component focused on humans and wild ani-
mals, seems to be specific to the Iberian Mediterranean 
basin. Schematic parietal horizon and Early Neolithic 
ceramics share most of their themes, such as anthropo-
morphs, symbols and zoomorphs, so although no radio-
carbon date of parietal paintings is available, a part of 
the sequence of the Schematic art has been attributed to 
the first phases of Neolithic and the cardial ceramic hori-
zon (Hernández, 2016). On the contrary, Levantine hori-
zon seems to be exclusively parietal. Nonetheless, some 
scholars have proposed the zoomorphs portrayed on the 
vessel from Cova de l’Or as a direct parallel to the Levan-
tine naturalist horizon (Martí Oliver and Juan-Cabanilles, 
2002). This proposal has been widely contested by those 
who argue a Mesolithic chrono-cultural framework for 
these paintings (García et al., 2012), and it has been 
recently nuanced by Martí Oliver (2004), who proposes 
that these motifs would be part of a Neolithic art with 
little presence of zoomorphs, and that they would be in 
the line that leads to the emergence of Levantine rock 
art.  The absence of a relative chronology, based on por-
table parallels, together with the difficulty in obtaining 
radiocarbon dates of their pigments (López-Montalvo 
et al., 2017) have led to an absolute uncertainty regar-
ding the chrono-cultural context of this graphic horizon 
(Almagro Basch, 1951; Jordá Cerdá, 1966; McClure et 
al., 2008; Viñas, 2012). Furthermore, the association of 
the Schematic horizon with the first farmers has impli-
citly led to the rejection of a naturalistic-narrative horizon 
within the framework of Neolithic expansion. The ori-
gins of this polarisation go back to the systematic oppo-
sition between Neolithic and Mesolithic ways of life, and 
the determination to attribute a unique and stereotypical 
mode of expression to Neolithic communities (Martí 

Oliver, 2003; García Puchol et al., 2004; McClure et al., 
2008, López Montalvo, 2018).

However, the vessels from La Corrège and Cova de 
l’Or highlight the strong variability of graphic expres-
sions during the cardial horizon and show to what extent 
it can sometimes be difficult to attribute a particular for-
mal trait to a given graphic horizon due to significant 
overlaps between them. The former introduces the narra-
tive in its decorative composition; while the latter shows 
formal features– perspective or anatomical details– that 
do not fit with the extreme simplification of Schematic 
art. Therefore, the emergence and development of a gra-
phic expression of naturalist and narrative trend in this 
context cannot be excluded, especially if we bear in mind 
that the sublimation of the wild is part of the symbolic 
dimension of both Schematic and Levantine rock art.

CONCLUSION

The vessel from La Corrège is the only example of 
a semi-naturalist motif made on a ceramic support 

documented in the southern French Early Neolithic. 
However, it is not possible to determine whether this 
absence of figurative expression on pottery is correlated 
with a biased methodology (difficulties in identifying the-
mes?), or if it represents an actual gap showing a differen-
tiated cultural history. 

The formal, thematic and technical parallels esta-
blished between the vessels from La Corrège and Cova 
de l’Or provide new arguments in favour of close links 
between the Languedoc and the Valencian regions Car-
dial horizons. These graphic expressions thus contribute, 
in the same way as the other categories of remains (Berna-
beu Aubán, 1989; Manen and Perrin, 2009; Rigaud et al., 
2018) to the definition of cultural landscapes and spheres 
of influence of Neolithic communities, while allowing 
us to approach their symbolic system. In this sense, the 
themes portrayed on both vessels evoke the world of the 
wild, which could be paradoxical as it enters into contra-
diction with the agro-pastoral economy developed by 
the first Neolithic communities. However, different evi-
dences lead us to believe that the settlement and develop-
ment of the Neolithic is based on a disharmonic system 
where the socio-symbolic universe is disconnected from 
the economic organization of these first farming societies 
(Garine, 2006; Sidéra, 2000). Not only graphic depictions 
on parietal and portable supports denote a sublimation of 
the wild, giving greater importance to particularly dan-
gerous species or those whose hunting involves grea-
ter risk; other socio-symbolic activities, such as certain 
practices and funerary offerings or the manufacture of 
personal ornaments made from wild animal bones (red 
deer, wild boar or fox), show that wild fauna and pro-
bably big game hunting were particularly important for 
the symbolic and identity construction of the first agri-
cultural societies (Helmer et al., 2004; López-Montalvo, 
2018). Concerning funerary practices, the funerary 
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record during the Early Neolithic is somewhat opaque, 
given the few burials documented so far. The picture pro-
vided during the Middle and Late Neolithic is far to be 
homogenous, and the offerings do not conform to a recur-
rent pattern (Bernabeu Aubán et al., 2001; Chambon and 
Leclerc, 2003; García Puchol et al., 2012; Rojo Guerra 
et al., 2016; Zemour, 2011). Despite this marked diver-
sity, in certain contexts the funeral trousseau contains 
tools made of wild animal bones, while the association 
of weapons, bows and arrows would suggest indirectly 
a relationship of the deceased with hunting and probably 
also warfare (Sidéra, 2003; Arbogast, 2010). Other aspect 
that permits to assess the symbolic relationship between 
Neolithic societies and wild animals has to do with the 
occurrence of animal bones deposits in burials as food 
offerings, ritual commensality or a bestiary to accompany 
the buried. (Arbogast, 2013; Rojo Guerra et al., 2016). 
Regarding personal ornaments, various studies point to 
a preferential use of wild animal bones in the production 
of ornaments, among which pendants made with deer or 
wild boar canines proliferate, as well as imitations made 
with other raw materials (Sénépart, 1993; Pascual Benito, 
1998; Sidéra, 2004; Oliva Poveda, 2012). 

If in the symbolic sphere the wild seems to play a 
prominent role, other aspects invite us to think that the 
radical and systematic dichotomy between domestic and 
wild worlds does not seem entirely satisfactory in light 
of data provided by the Neolithic record pointing out 
the exploitation of wild resources (Vigne, 2007; Antolín, 
2015). In this sense it is worth noting that hunting took 
place throughout the Neolithic period, even more inten-
sely during the Middle and Late Neolithic in certain 
regions (Pérez Ripoll, 1987; Sidéra, 2000). However, 
the data do not provide a homogeneous picture either in 
terms of the intensity of these practices, their duration 
or the species hunted, aspects which in many cases were 
more dependent on environmental factors than cultural 
ones. On the other hand, the close relationship that the 
first agro-pastoral societies had with wild fauna is also 
reflected in the latest data provided by genetic studies 
in the process of domestication of certain species, as is 
the case of pigs. The analysis of ancient genomic data 
on modern European pigs has highlighted that they have 
experienced such a substantial genomic turnover that the 

original ancestor from Near East can hardly be detected at 
the end of the Neolithic (Frantz et al., 2019). The results 
of the research conducted by Frantz et al. do not imply 
an independent domestication process of this species, but 
a continuous management of herds that were intentio-
nally interbred with local wild boar. This study indirectly 
points to a human-mediated selection and, consequently, 
a relatively continuous contact with the wild populations. 

In short, the vessel from La Corrège provides new 
arguments regarding both the highly diversified means 
and forms of symbolic expression accompany the diffu-
sion of the Neolithic economy, and the fact that syste-
matic opposition between schematic graphic expression 
and naturalist expression does not seem to be relevant. 
In this context, the characterization of the diversity of the 
graphic expressions of the first farmers’ communities is 
an important challenge for future research. At the same 
time, it seems interesting to approach ceramic decoration 
from the perspective of graphic production. The study of 
graphic traditions and their large-scale distribution can 
provide new arguments for the analysis of the spatial and 
temporal dynamics of Mediterranean neolithisation and 
enhance our understanding of the symbolic system of the 
first agricultural societies, driver of identity and social 
cohesion.   
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