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ourselves and name others. Lariguage allows for tactical and stra- 
tegic planning, for an effective division of labor, for an enhance 
ment of group identity, and ultimately for the development of 

imagery and multilevel symbolism.
In Jim s view, anatomical evidence (such as the elaboration 

of Broca’s and Werneke’s areas of the human brain along witLits 
asymmetries) and the archaeological evidence for the develop 

ment of the capacity for symbolic thought (such as burial orna 
ments, cave imagery, complexity of tool kits, and so forth) could 
not have come into being all at once, but at different times and 

over long periods. And so, therefore, did language.
While both Jim and Olga disagree about the timing and 

nature of the appearance of symboling, they agree that the onset 
of gendering does occur relatively late. While we cannot see the 
beginnings of language in time, we can see the beginnings of gen 
dering, and we will take a look at one time and place where we 
know it had recently appeared. All of this theoretical and inter 
pretive discussion is something the reader can either take sides 

about or not. It does suggest the phenomenal complexity in 
volved in identifying the core of modern humanness and also the 

phenomenal complexity of thç quest to pin it down. It is time to 
see how all these paths to being human played out in Eurasia and 
elsewhere. We will begin along a river valley in what is todays 
Czech Republic some 26,000 years ago—an antidote, perhaps, 
to the stories of Chapter One. We have, as they say, come a long 

way, baby.
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k THE FASHIONING OF WOMEN

In which we visit a pleasant encampment full of 
Brooks Brothers-style weaving and other wo)n- 

anly creations, the first fireworks, mammoth non 
hunts, and people who could be your neighbors.

THE PLACE: A camp on the gentle, grassy slope of a hill in today s 
Pavlov Hills, from which three limestone outcrops rise above the 
broad south Moravian plain in the eastern region of today’s 
Czech Republic. The view to the north, south, and east stretches 
for miles over grassland and forest: a broad valley that served

I

people and wildlife as a highway from the flatlands of the mighty 

Danube into northern Europe. The Pavlov Hüls lie along the 
right bank of a river that flows into the Morava River„ a major 
tributary to the Danube. To the north, a month’s march away, lies 
the great wall of glacial ice. Equally far to the southwest, ice blan 
kets the great mountains known today as the Alps. The village is 
not far above a swampy area fed by the river that courses through 
the plains, its moisture supporting a variety of deciduous trees— 
alder, ash, birch, groves ofwfllows, the occasional oak, and beyond, 
in drier soils, the conifers, pines, spruce, and others. Off in the 
distance, a few clusters of reindeer and smaU herds of horses head
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south. Beyond, a group of female mammoths and their young 

plod northward.

THE TIME: 26,000 years ago. The summer has ended, and the 

nightly temperatures in these early autumn weeks reach near 

freezing. It will get colder as the winter comes on, but for now 

the days are relatively warm once the sun rises above the hills.

THE VILLAGE: This is where several groups of people have come to^ 
gether to spend the long fall, winter, and early spring, just as they 

and their ancestors have done since longer than anyone can re 
member or compute. The camp is about 200 yards upslope from 

the river at a place where natural mineral licks attract nutrient- 
starved animals in the spring months, especially mammoth fe 
males and their young. There the weaker ones die, leaving their 

bones for the people to use. Over the eons, people have made use 
of their bones and tusks as raw materials to build dwellings and 

make tools and other objects. Now they have erected five tentlike 

structures over depressions in the ground they have cleaned out, 
throwing away last year’s broken flint and bone and broken tools 

and other household trash. Walls and roofs of skins sewed to 
gether are held up by wooden poles, their edges held down against 
the force of the cold winds with rocks. In the largest of these 

structures, sitting in the middle of the camp, five hearths have 
been delineated with circles of rocks. The others contain single 

hearths. Upslope from the camp about 80 yards sits another 

structure, with limestone slabs holding down walls of hide on 

three sides. Inside this structure are layers of ashes and ceramic 

fragments.
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On this particular morning, just as the eastern sky is begin 
ning to lighten, a woman emerges from one of the tents and nods 

to the sleepy youth who is tending the fire in the middle of the 

camp that burns through the night as a warning to predators. She 
walks slowly and painfully up the slope to this small structure. 
Taking sticks of wood from a pile she ordered her young grand 
children to make yesterday, she builds a fire. The flames lick hun 

grily at the pine sticks, reaching into the cold air. Not pausing to 

warm herself, she piles more sticks, larger ones, on the flames, 
and then retreats down the slope to her dwelling. Moments later, 

»„she reemerges, carrying a tightly woven basket filled with water 

and a cloth carrying bag filled with dusty brown soil. By now the 

fire has rendered the fuel into glowing hot coals. She nods ap 

provingly, then sits down beside the kiln with a grunt about her 

complaining knee joints. Making clay by mixing the fine dusty 
soil with water, she fashions a tiny bear’s head and body. She sets 
that aside, fashions legs, and presses them into the body. She in 

tones some words and. throws the bear into the fire. In minutes, 
the bear explodes with a sharp Crack! and a cascade of sparks and 

pieces of the bear rattle off the walls of the kiln. Thus does the 
old woman’s day begin, rendering their world as safe as she ran 

for the rest of the people.

By now people are stepping outside their dwellings into 
the cold, scratching, yawning, looking up at the sky for signs of 

the weather for this day. Young children begin darting here and 

there, yelping and shouting, parents hissing at them to be quiet. 

Two women, each suckling a new baby, stand together talking. 
Some of the group’s men stand in a circle, chewing on narrow 

strips of rabbit jerky, glancing out to the horse herds moving
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across the plains far away, making plans. From up the hillside at 

the kiln, the sharp pops of the old woman’s fireworks are reassur 
ing sounds. As the sun rises over the hills, casting long shadows 
that reach down the slope, activity in the camp begins to pick up. 
Innumerable chores need doing. Several men are soon engaged 
in replacing the tiny old blades affixed to the ivory foreshafts of 

their wooden spears with newly knapped flint blades, renewing 
the lethally sharp array. These weapons are for hunting horses 
and the small red deer out on the plains, a task that could take 

several men an entire day and night and still resixlt in failure.
Another man grinds a piece of gray slate into a pendant to 

replace the one that shattered the day before when he fell onto 
some rocks while running. An older man, his hands now gnarled 

and crooked, slowly opens up a long hunting net, unrolling it on 
the ground. He then inspects it from one end 40 feet to the other 

end, seeing that the knots are still all secure. Satisfied, he rolls it 
back up and places it on the ground near a lone tree that stands a 

few feet from the dwelling where he. with his family, sleeps.
Inside, his daughter boils a mush of various wild seeds in a 

tightly plaited basket with hardened clay inside. The thickening 
gruel bubbles, some of it slopping over the edge of the basket and 
falling into the hearth. The young woman has been feeding this 
to her four-year old daughter for a week now, weaning her from 
the breast. Earlier, she and three other mothers sent their daugh 
ters off to collect the nettles that grow in the disturbed soil 
around the camp and are now ready to be processed. The girls 

and their mothers will set about soaking the nettles to remove 
the outer cover and free up the finer fibers inside. The fibers will 

then be twisted into string of various plies.
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The Old Woman, the oldest person in camp, though she is 
still vigorous, will supervise the making of the string and will take 
the finest as warps and wefts for her own work on her loom. Last 
year, she taught the young girls five of the eight ways of twining, 
some for making baskets and floor mats, some for making the 
wall hangings that helped keep out the icy winds of winter, and 
yet others for the fine mysteries of creating loom-woven fabric to 

sew together into form-fitting warm-weather clothes. The Old 
Woman, who is a bit scary for the girls because she is so powerful, 
has chosen one of the girls as a special student; she will learn to 

'sew the seams of ceremonial shirts. She will show another girl 
the arts of the loom, and one day perhaps this girl will become 
the Old Woman, the weaver who makes the finest fabric for 
clothing for whoever in her lifetime emerges as the leader.

As the day goes on, several of the men set oiit for the plains 
below, bristling with flint knives and spéars of wood tipped with 
ivory and stone blades, sweating in the midday sun, their hide 
shirts hanging from their belts. They will be on the march most 
of the day, camping near a place on the river favored by horses 
and some of the local deer. Other men stay in camp, a few telling 

exaggerated tales of hunting to the boys, a few others digging up 
the loose dusty soil and carrying it up the hill in bags made of 
fiber to the old woman at the kiln. In the shade of one of the 
free-standing trees, three young women gossip and laugh as they 

grind the small tough seeds of certain prairie grasses. It is a good 
day for a feast to celebrate the coming together here of these re 
lated families for the season.

By late afternoon, each family’s net has been unrolled and 

carefully inspected, and tied together to form two long nets, each
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some 8o feèt across. Now the children, some of the women and 
men, and a few elders set out with the nets. The children carry 

sticks, which they brandish bravely as they run along behind the 
adults. Several of the adults carry clubs fashioned from fallen 
branches. Led by the oldest in the party, they pause after a half 
hour’s walk on the slopes that are covered by underbrush. Care 
fully the oldsters unfurl the nets, unwinding them from the car 
rying poles, which are then used to anchor.the nets to the ground. 
Several of the younger women, the men, and all the children si 
lently circle around upslope until they reach nearly to the top of 

the hill. There they form into a wide arc and on a signal begin the 
charge down the hill, shrieking wildly, whacking trees as they go 
by, setting up a terrifying din. Rabbits, foxes, and other small 
mammals emerge from the underbrush and dart back and forth, 
trending downhill to escape the mayhem coming their way. Within 
minutes several dozen of these creatures have leaped into the 
nets to be quickly dispatched by people swinging their clubs. As 

the sun drops down to the western horizon, the people head back 
with more meat and fur than they will be able to use for days.

The camp bustles with activity as preparations for the feast 
get under way—skinning the animals, starting the hearth fires 
and the outdoor fire that will burn all night, and performing in 
numerable other chores. Meanwhile, the old woman who was 
first to greet the day has returned to the kiln up the slope with 
one of her youthful apprentices. She has kneaded into existence 
a few dozen small clay pellets, several animal figurines, and, most 
elaborate, a figurine of a woman with broad hips and buttocks 
and pendulous breasts, faceless, footless, with lines etched into 

her back that suggest ample flesh, which bespeaks a prosperous
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woman. Carefully, she places all these objects into her basket 
except for the figurine, which she hands to the older of her two 

apprentices. The girl grins widely at the honor and holds the fig 
urine carefully in her hand, and they set out for the camp below. 
As the feasting proceeds into the night, a few couples slip ofif into 
the dark, heading for courting camps a short walk away in a copse 
of trees. Others dance and chant, while the old woman throws an 

occasional pellet or animal figure into the fire as she sings a spe 
cial song to herself in a high keening voice and the clay figurines 
explode. Toward the end of the festivities, she instructs the sleepy 

apprentice to throw the figurine of the woman into the flames. 
Most of the people in camp stop to watch as the girl flips the figu 

rine into the fire, and they wait silently for a minute or so until a 
loud crack signifies the end of the ritual, of the feast, of the day 

With that, the people settle down for the night, eyelids 
drooping, stomachs full, ceremonies properly done to celebrate 
the successful hunt—a good day indeed.

WHAT’S RIGHT ABOUT THAT PICTURE
How much of this scenario is guesswork and how much is certain? 
What is the evidence that lies behind this view of a day spent at 
a site that would come to be known as Dolni Vestonice I? This 
site has been excavated and examined by numerous archaeolo 

gists over the last three quarters of a century and, over this time, 
has yielded up several startling discoveries. Among the first such 

was the figurine of the woman that we saw tossed into the central 
fire of the camp at the end of the feast. She was subsequently 
discovered on July 13,1925, during the Moravian Museum’s exca 

vation under the leadership of Karel Absolon. The workers found
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her in two unequal pieces less than a foot apart. The Vestonice 
Venus, as she came to be known, became famous as the earliest 

ceramic object ever found. A picture soon emerged—indeed, an 

actual illustration by Zdenek Burian—showing an elderly man 
with disheveled white hair, wearing a sleeveless shirt of some 

animal skin, with a necklace of teeth and other no doubt mean 
ingful objects around his neck, carefully sculpting the figurine 

with a stick of animal bone. It is more likely that the figurine was 
carved by a woman, probably the “priestess who used it.

At the time of its discovery, one member of the crew noted 

what appeared to be a fragmentary fingerprint left on the Venus’s 
spine before firing. Recently this fingerprint was analyzed micro 
scopically to determine such features as the breadth of ridges, 

which correlate with the age of the originator of the print. It turns 
out that the person who held this figurine was between 7 and 15 

years old, and almost surely was not the maker of the figurine, 
since it is unlikely that a beginner or â child could have made it.

On the other hand, it was possible to call into question the 
actual ceramic skill of this “first” ceramicist. The site of the kiln 

upslope was first looked intq by archaeologists in the 1950s. It 
yielded fragments of a total of 707 animal figurines and 14 human 
figurines, all fired clay. In addition there were some 2,000 small 
pellets. This suggests two possibilities. One, the ceramicist(s) 

were extremely incompetent. Two, they knew just what they were 
doing and had no interest in creating objects that would remain 
intact but instead were making objects that would, by design, 

harden in the flames and explode. This can be achieved by, among 
other things, adjusting the wetness of the clay. The building of 

three walls of the kiln suggests that they knew full well that the
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figurines would explode, adding to the suggestion that a deliber 

ate effort was going on not only the first ceramic objects ever 
known, but also perhaps the first example of a kind of fireworks. 
Our description of .this as embodying some sort of ritual is some 
thing of an imaginative leap, but it seems unlikely that such 

onerous activity would be done out of sheer frivolity at a time 
when survival was a full-time job.

THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF THE FIBER ARTS
More important probably than the presumably ritual use of ce 
ramics in Dolni Vestonice is the discovery that by 26,000 years 
ago, these Upper Paleolithic people of Eurasia were well along in 
what has been called the String Revolution, a technological 
breakthrough (better thought of as the Fiber Revolution) that 
had profound effects on human destiny—probably more pro 
found effects than any advance in the technique of making spear 

points, knives, scrapers and other tools out of stone. The term 

String Revolution was evidently the original idea of Elizabeth 
Wayland Barber of Occidental College in California. She wrote 

a lovely book. Women’s Work, suggesting what a remarkable inven 

tion string was, whenever it first was used. String’s invention, she 

wrote, “opened the door to an enormous array of new'ways to 
labor and improve the odds of survival...” Comparing it to the 

steam engine, she mentioned the need of string for weaving and 
said that on a far more basic level, “string can be used simply to 
tie things up—to catch, to hold, to carry. From these notions 

come snares and fishlines, tethers and leashes, carrying nets, han 
dles, and packages, not to mention a way of binding objects to 

gether to form more complex tools.” Indeed, she thought, so
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powerful was string “in taming the world and to hutnan will and 

ingenuity” that it may well have made it possible for humans to 
populate virtually every niche they could reach. So the fiber arti 

facts found in those old Moravian sites were far more important 
than their humble appearance would have suggested.

Three certainties exist about fiber artifacts. Compared with 
things made out of stone, bone, antler, shell, and even (in some 

cases) wood, fiber items are highly perishable. Because of this, 
there simply aren’t as many fiber artifacts remaining in the 
ground as other kinds. And there are even fewer fiber artifacts in 
the archaeological record than have persisted in the ground be 

cause practically all archaeologists have not been trained to see 
them in the ground, much less recover them (often an extremely 
delicate and technical task). There remain only a handful of ar 

chaeology departments here and abroad where such training is 
available, particularly at the graduate level. The other certain 
thing about fiber artifacts is that, in dry caves and other places 
where they do not deteriorate and disappear, they have been 

found to outnumber stone artifacts by a factor of 20 to i. In sev 
eral other situations (places covered with water where aerobic 
bacteria cannot get to the artifacts, and in permafrost), fiber and 
wood artifacts have been found to account for 95 percent of all 
artifacts recovered. That amounts to a tremendous amount of 
information that archaeologists have missed in most parts of the 

world, including Late Pleistocene Eurasia.
A third certainty about fiber artifacts such as baskets is 

that, unlike stone or bone artifacts or even pottery, the method 
by which the artifact was made is apparent in the artifact itself 

Modern stone-knappers who like to replicate old spear points.
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for example, can do sö with considerable skill, and of course 
they know the steps they took to get to the finished product. But 

the earlier steps made are not necessarily present in the point. By 

contrast, a practiced eye can perceive which of a finite number 
of logical steps the basket maker took. Indeed, no weaver of 
baskets and fabrics and other items makes such things exactly as 

anyone else does, so one can actually glimpse a bit of the living 
individual craftswoman. At the same time, most basket makers 
of prehistory operated within an identifiable ctdtural framework, 

just as one sees tribal distinctions in the baskets, say, of Apache 
women as distinct from Paiute women. And within such a tribal 
tradition, one can also see what appears to be one generation, 

or even one basket maker, who taught those who came along 
afterward.

If one takes modern ethnographic studies of hunter- 
gatherer societies as not wholly unrepresentative of Late Paleo 
lithic societies, the work of most human beings—especially 

women—has been overlooked. One result, which we noted in 
Chapter One, was that this left room for the picture to emerge of 

Upper Paleolithic society and economics dominated by the 
mighty hunters setting out to slaughter mammoths and other 
large animals—though mammoths especially caught the imagi 

nation of those reconstructing these ancient lifeways. There was 
some evidence for this, but only a smidgin. Most notably, in a few 
places archaeologists found stone points among huge mammoth 
bone assemblages in Eurasia (and also North America, where we 
will go in a later chapter). It appeared to many that astonish- 

ingly efficient and daring hunters were taking on entire herds 

and killing them for food.
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But there was a problem here of specialization. Paleontol 
ogists, whose interest lay in the realm of prehistoric zoology 

rather than in the affairs of humans and hominids, found numer 
ous similar assemblages of mammoth bones in Eurasia (and 

smaller assemblages in Siberia and North America) that had no 

stone points. And even in those assemblages where stone points 
and other tools were found, butchering marks were few and far 

between. In other words, over thousands of years and in various 
places (such as mineral licks, as at Dolni Vestonice, where the 
remains of a hundred or so mammoths were found), probosci 
dians died and created boneyards from which the people made 

what use they could.
Ethnographic studies of modern people have turned up 

practically no instances of deliberate elephant hunting before the 

advent of the ivory trade in modern times. There is no evidence 
of Upper Paleolithic assemblages of enough hunters (maybe 40 
or so) to take down a mammoth, much less the number needed 

to wipe out a herd. It is dangerous enough, in fact, to go after any 
animal the size of a horse or a bison if one is armed with a spear. 
Only the foolhardiest would attempt to kill an animal that stands 

14 feet high and has a notoriously bad temper when annoyed. A 

statement that has been assigned to multiple originators suggests 
that it is more likely that every so often a Paleolithic hunter 
brought down an already wounded mammoth (or one slowed 
down a bit in the mud of a swamp) and then talked about it for 

the rest of his life. The picture of Man the Mighty Hunter is now 
fading out of the annals of prehistory. By far, most of the animal 

remains found strewn about places like Dolni Vestonice consists 
of the bones of small mammals like hares and foxes.
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The finds of perishable artifacts in Dolni Vestonice I and 
several other sites in Moravia have done much to blow the old 

picture of Upper Paleolithic life out of the water, and with it the 
dominant figure of the mighty male hunter, and replaced it with 

a picture something like the one with which this chapter began. 
The first of these finds was made in 1993, consisting of mysteri 

ous impressions in strange clay fragments in Dolni Vestonice I, 
which turned out to be the imprints of basketry and textiles made 
from wild plants. These were the earliest forms of the fiber arts 
known indeed, some 10,000 years earlier than anything found 

before. Just what the fragments themselves were is not clear. 
They might have been pieces of flooring on which items of weav 
ing or basketry had been impressed, and turned into hard evi 
dence when the place burned down. In any event, they and 
subsequent finds in these sites showed that people here were al 
ready weaving and making basketry with at least eight different 
styles of twining, some of which remain common today. Some of 
the fabrics were as fine as a Brooks Brothers shirt. People had to 
have been weaving textiles on looms and making free-standing 

basketry for a very long time to have developed such ability and 
diversity and sophistication of technique.

Just exactly what those people were making from all this 
weaving, basketry, and cordage is impossible to say with certainty, 
but given the excellence of technique there is reason to think 
that they were making baskets of various kinds and possibly mats 
for sleeping and wall hangings, and clothing of various kinds such 

as shawls, skirts, sashes, and shirts. They used whipping stitches 
like those used today to sew two pieces of fabric together and 

that no doubt served the same end 26,000 years ago.
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In addition to knots and other signs of weaving, numerous 
tools were turned up over the many times these sites were exam 
ined that can now be seen as tools for weaving and other steps in 
the production of such materials. One puzzling artifact made of 
mammoth ivory was shaped something like a boomerang but 
without the curve. It makes perfect sense as a weaving batten 
(and in fact is nearly identical to the battens still in use today 
among Navajo weavers). Another tool, basically a rod with a 
doughnut-shaped end, has been fairly commonly found through 
out the world dating from later times, and has puzzled archae 
ologists, whose best idea for them is that they were used somehow 
to straighten spear and arrow shafts. But when they are thought 

about in the context of Moravian weaving, it seems that they 
would have been useful in the spinning of threads into string or 
yarn for weaving. Fairly large ivory needles were already known
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from such places, and the assumption was that they were used for 

sewing together skins and furs for clothing, but the proliferation 
of smaller needles found across Eurasia could not have been con 

veniently used for stitching such tough and unforgiving materi 
als—except for the thinnest of leather. They are the right size, 
however, for stitching together pieces of woven fabric. Some of 
the ivory needles found are so fine that they would have permit 
ted embroidery.

The very diversity of styles and workmanship that emerges 
from all these perishable artifacts and their associated tools, plus 

the fact that most of the stone used to make stone tools was not 
local, all suggests that these were people who assembled here for 

part of the year (perhaps a large part) and separated into smaller 

groups—probably ne^-nuclear family groups—at other times. It 
is reasonable to speculate that each such household might well 
have its (her) own favored techniques and brought them to the 
larger group, thus accounting for much of the remarkable diver 

sity of products.

GROUP HUNTING
Four of the fragments examined had impressions of cordage tied 
into sheet bends or weaver’s knots and this (along with what 

appear to be tools for measuring the spaces between knots) 
strongly suggests that they were making nets for hunting rela 
tively small mammals, as well as string bags. Earlier workers had 

noticed the abundance indeed, prevalence—of bones of such 
small mammals as hares and foxes in Upper Paleolithic camps 

in eastern and central Europe, but came up with fairly weak 

suggestions for the means of hunting them. Anyone who has
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watched these animals race and dart when threatened will find it 
implausible in the extreme to imagine people chasing them down 

in the open and clubbing them, or even throwing little spears at 
them, both of which have been offered as serious explanations 
(of course by male archaeologists). The use of nets, on the other 
hand, as well as cordage snares, easily explains the peoples’ suc 
cess. They could, obviously, have made nets of wider mesh and 
thicker cordage for hunting larger animals as well, but no evi 
dence of this has been found. At the same time, the large bone 

needles that were assumed to be used for sewing skins together 
would have also been handy tools for making the nets.

What then are the social implications of all this? First of 
all, we know from such modern himter-gatherer societies as the 

Pygmies of the Ituri Forest in Africa’s Congo region that net 
hunting is a communal affair involving women, children, and el 
derly people as well as adult males. It engages essentially every 
one in the group as beaters, clubbers, or net holders and makes 
the acquisition of high-energy and high-protein food (meat) 
much less dangerous and more dependable. By adjusting the 

mesh, they could have caught even smaller forms of life—birds, 
even insects. This would ease the problems involved in feeding a 
relatively larger aggregation of people by providing a mass har 
vest in a short time—a surplus beyond their immediate need that 
in turn would make ceremonial feasts possible. Such behavior is 
noted ethnographically.

Making things out of fiber is not the sole prerogative of 
either sex in ethnographic accounts of small bands or larger tribal 
societies. More often than not, for example, men make sandals 
for themselves and their families, and it is also fairly clear that in
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such societies both men and women know how to produce sandals 
and other items that use basketry techniques and materials. In 

many cases, men probably do make things like baskets that they 
need for their own purposes, but throughout the tribal world 
today women make most basketry But loom or frame weaving is 

a craft practiced almost exclusively by women in the tribal world, 
as IS the gathering and processing of plant products for such 

weaving. This is the case in virtually all tribal societies where tex- 
tÜes and basketry are produced for domestic and communal 

needs, and typically it breaks down only when such perishable 
products enter the domain of market exchange. One rare excep 

tion to this among American Indian tribes is the Hopi of north 

eastern Arizona (an agricultural society) whose men do all the 

weaving—restricted to ceremonial wear such as sashes and kilts 
and costumery of brides made by their paternal uncles. Next 
door to the Hopi. as it were, Navajo women do all the weav 

ing—almost entirely rugs—though the looms are often built by 
the husbands, and a weaver’s son-in-law is expected to supply 
her with some of the weaving tools.

In addition, from cross-cultural studies throughout the 
world, the making of ceramic items, especially pottery, in many 

societies that we are familiar with is chiefly the province of 
women. There are, to be sure, innumerable variations that people 
have invented over time for all such matters, but even in the face 
of some scholarly quibbles, it is safe to assume what could be called 
the default position: that most if not aU of the ceramics, weaving, 
basketry, and clothing was made by women in the years that 

DoIni Vestonice and the other Moravian sites were inhabited. 
And from that and other evidence—notably the Venus figures—
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it is safe to assume that the idea of gender—the separate category 
with its associated roles and identities was now present. In other 

words, we see heré the malleable social notion of gender, as op- 
posed to (and in addition to) the clear biological function of sex. 
It is not clear from any particular archaeological evidence at these 

Moravian sites that the idea of man as opposed to male was prev- 
aient. There is virtually no iconography that suggests otherwise, 
but Thurber’s war of the sexes (read gender) would presumably 
soon begin. In any event, it is safe to say that some division of 

labor was in place, and with it probably a set of family relatives 
with whom one identified and by whom one identified oneself 
on a permanent intergenerational basis, a group in which every 
segment—children, men, women, elders—stood to gain. The 
population explosion that took place in this period seems to bear 
this out. In other words, here is one of the most vivid examples 
yet discovered of what we can safely call thoroughly, recognizably, 

behaviorally modern humans.

Does this seem to be a great deal to read into these frag 

ments of perishable items and ceramics along with a few intact 

tools? In fact, it isn’t, and new, closer looks at those enigmatic 
Venus figurines that are so fascinating a feature of this Upper 
Paleolithic Eurasian society tend to strengthen this hypothesis 

and round out our picture of life in those days.

VENUSES
Some 200 Venus figurines and figurine fragments from across 
Europe are the most representational three-dimensional images 

made in the Gravettian period some 27,000 to 22,000 years ago, 
which, of course, includes the Moravian sites described above.
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Figure 8-2.
Front and back views of 
the female figurine in 
ivory from Kostenki I.

O. SOFFER
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Nothing is their equal before this period from anywhere in the 
world, and thousands of years go by before anything comparable 

appears again. As a result, they have claimed the attention of am 
ateurs and professionals alike with almost the same continuing 
fascination certain scholars and most kids have for dinosaurs. As 

we said in Chapter Six, the Venus of Willendorf is surely the best 
known of all these sculptures. They remain in many ways enig 

matic, mysterious, even confusing. They serve many purposes 
today including as Rorschach emblems for some of today s hang 

ups. They obviously mean “female,” and they probably mean 

woman,” which suggests that they are not simply representa 

tions of the reproductive function of the female human, or gyne 

cological and obstetrical “textbooks,” as one scholar put it. At the
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same time, there is simply no denying that the sculptors of these 
figurines went to a great deal of trouble to show off the sexual 
and secondary sexual features of the female human, even to the 

point of leaving the rest of the figure—face, feet, arms, and so 
forth—either abstract or absent altogether. (There are exceptions 

to this, of course, but no exception in the entire matter is more 
obvious than the fact that there are only one or two examples of 

clearly male figurines from this region and period. There are many 
figurines that are androgenous, without visible sex.)

What escaped many observers, both male and female, for 
many years was that some of these figurines were partly clad. The 
Venus of Willendorf’s head, for example, though faceless, did 

have hair, it seemed, braided and wrapped aroimd her head. Others 
had little bits of decorations—body bands, bracelets, minor bits 
and pieces of material of some sort. But never mind—they were 
largely naked and had to represent fertility, menstruation, the 

godhead (as goddess), or (giggle) paleoporn.
Then in 1998, coming off their discovery of the many fiber 

artifacts from Moravian sites, which many of their colleagues 
considered an important rearrangement of the picture of Upper 
Paleolithic society in Europe, Adovasio and Soffer turned their 
attention to these figures. To begin with, a close inspection of the 
braids of the Venus of Willendorf showed that her “hair” was.-on 
the contrary, a woven hat, a radially hand-woven item of apparel 
that was probably begun from a knotted center in the manner 
of certain coiled baskets made today by Hopi, Apache, and other 
American Indian tribes in which a flexible element is wrapped 
with stem stitches as the spiral grows. Seven circuits encircle the 

head, with two extra half-circuits over the nape of the neck.
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Figure 8-3.
Close-up of the coiling start of the 
basket hat depicted on the head of the 
Venus of Wûlendof
S. HOLLAND, COURTESY OF O. SOFFER

Indeed, so precise is the carving of all this stitchery that it is not 

unreasonable to think that, among the functions involved in this 
Upper Paleolithic masterpiece, it served as a blueprint or instruc 
tion manual showing weavers how to make such hats. Indeed, 
anyone who has done any sculpting in stone or wood can tell you 
that the fashioning of the body, while extremely closely realized, 
would have been easy compared with the astounding control and 

staying power needed to render the stitching (even a few splices) 
of this hat so true and precise. The carver had to have spent more 

time on just the hat than on the rest of the entire figurine.
Of all the scholars who have examined these figurines over 

the decades (and there must be hundreds), only one other, Eliza 
beth Barber, ever took notice of the fiber accoutrements some of 
them wore. One British scholar who studied the Venuses in his 

youth never noticed any clothing because, he recalled, he “never 

got past the breasts.”
Several other such figurines from central and eastern 

Europe wear similarly detailed radial or spiral woven hats as well 
as some begun by interlacing grids. Western European figurines 
tend to be more schematic, such as the Venus of Brassempouy

The Fashioning of Women 189



o 5
III1II

cm

Figure 8-4.
Leß, right, and top views of the plaited start of the basket hat 
depicted on the marl head of the female figurine from Kostenki I.

S. HOLLAND. COURTESY O. SOFFER

whose hair may be covered, in a more abstract rendering, by some 
sort of hairnet or snood. One thing that seems fairly common to 
all the partly clad figurines is that when they wear hats or caps, 

the facial details are absent. This suggests a social importance to 
the headgear, rather than an individual statement of personal 

identity. In other words, these various forms of headgear may 

speak to a particular status or rank enjoyed by at least some women.
Other forms of clothing or cloth decorations found on Ve- 

nuses of this Gravettian period include straps wrapped around 
the figure, often above the breasts, and sometimes held there 
with over-the-shoulder straps. Yet others wear belts, often low 

on their hips, sometimes connected to skirts of string. The Venus 
of Lespugue, for example—she of the truly overwhelming hips— 

wears a back skirt carved with a remarkable attention to detail. It 

consists of eleven cords attached to a base cord that serves as a
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belt. The cords are secured to the belt by looping both ends of a 

single-ply string over the belt and twisting the ends together with 
a final Z twist. On several of the cords, the carver made 30 and 

4Ò separate incisions to show the individual twists, and she took 

great care to depict the progressive changes in angle of twist. At 
the bottom of the skirt, the angle of twist is much looser, clearly 

suggesting that the cords were unraveling or fraying at the hem.
What is to be made of all this? An important thing to note 

is that, except for one sexually ambiguous fragment that has a 
belt, such apparel appears only on figurines that are female. 

Clearly, as well, the garments so carefully portrayed are not the 

normal daily wear of women in these times, since they lived in 
climates where such clothing would be utterly insufficient against 
the cold except of course for the woven hats. In the few known 
burials of the time, people were interred fully clothed. The body 
bands, belts, string skirts, and so forth could have been for ritual 

purposes, or they could have been signs of status, perhaps worn 
over one’s daily clothing—or not, in the case of ceremonial use. 
Indeed, they might have been imagined, as with the halos de- 

picted on icons of saints. What they do suggest is that such ap 
parel was a woman thing, not worn by males, and that it served to 

immortalize at some great effort the fact that such apparel set 
women (or at least certain women) apart in a social category of 
their own. Much of the woven material from this period that was 
found imprinted on ceramic fragments is as finely done as any 
thing done later in the Bronze and Iron Ages, and equal to much 
of the thin cotton and linen garments worn today Given the 

amount of effort involved in weaving such cloth and also in carv 
ing a replica of it in stone, one can reasonably conclude that the
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Figure 8-5.
The Venus of Brassempoy, 
carved from ivory.

s. HOLLAND. COURTESY 
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pieces of apparel found on so many of the Gravettian Venuses 
were symbols of achievement, or prestige. And it is also fair to say 
that, for those who were weavers or ceramicists, the workaday 
world was more complex, the daily round of chores, tasks, and 

roles more intense. Who were they?
The precision with which the carvers of the Venuses rep- 

resented woven items leads almost inevitably to the conclusion 

that they were created by the weavers themselves, or at least 
under,the sharp-eyed tutelage of the weavers. That it was almost 
surely women who did most of this fine weaving and basketry is 
one matter to which the ethnographic record appears to be a reli 

able guide.
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