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The relations between Holocene climate changes, environmental modifications and

human adjustments in the Akakus and Messak massifs, SW Libya, have been the subject

of several papers over the last decades, based on the multi- and inter-disciplinary

research programme of the Italian-Libyan Archaeological Mission in the region (e.g.,

Cremaschi & di Lernia 1998, 1999; di Lernia 2002; Cremaschi and Zerboni 2009). The

reconstruction of the cultural scenario has been obtained combining extensive surveys

with selected samplings of datable contexts up to excavations of stratigraphic series in

conservative environments, such as rock-shelters and caves in the Akakus, or stone

monuments – ritual and funerary – in both the Akakus and Messak.

The 6th millennium BP, in particular, is well represented at Uan Tabu, Uan Telokat, Uan

Muhuggiag, Takarkori – all rockshelters located in the Akakus Mts. (e.g., Barich 1987;

Cremaschi and di Lernia 1998; di Lernia 1999, 2002; Garcea 2002; Tafuri et al. 2006; di

Lernia and Zampetti 2008), plus several surface sites in the surrounding sand dunes, in

particular Erg Uan Kasa and Edeyen of Murzuq (e.g., Cremaschi and di Lernia 1999;

Anag et al. 2007). Recent intensive surveys in the Messak plateaux and selected

excavations of ceremonial monuments with disarticulated animal remains confirm the

importance of this cultural phase also in this region (di Lernia 2006; di Lernia and

Gallinaro 2010),

The overall picture is that of a mature phase of the Saharan Pastoral Neolithic, based on

cattle herding and exploitation of wild cereals, together with minor contribution of

hunting activity. Rock art – painted and engraved – is exceptionally rich, and vividly



documents the central role played by cattle within this Saharan herding society (di

Lernia and Zampetti 2008). The settlement pattern is characterized by the seasonal

exploitation of different environments, through a transhumance from summer semi-

residential sites in the lowlands, to winter, more specialized sites, in the highlands (di

Lernia 2002).

The end of the Middle Pastoral shows a major change in the rainfall regime (Cremaschi

and Zerboni 2009), paralleled by a sharp decrease of water tables in the lacustrine

environments and more generally by a modification of the vegetal landscape (Mercuri

2008). The beginning of the Late Pastoral, conventionally placed in our local chrono-

cultural sequence at around 5000 years uncal bp, is characterised by a series of major

changes: i) a different settlement pattern, mirrored by transient camps in the lacustrine

areas, based on a larger interannual mobility scale, and ephemeral but specialized sites

in the mountains; ii) a re-organization of food security, based on a more goat-oriented

pastoral activity; iii) and iii) the emergence of stone-covered human burials.

In this work, we intend to carefully examine the funerary practices and biological

features of the available record of both phases (Middle vs. Late Pastoral): even if highly

fragmentary, badly preserved and patchy, these human remains are in fact important

archives of this crucial transition, especially if analysed in a wider perspective. The

comparison of the relations between settlements and mortuary sites, locational choices,

funerary rituals, skeletal data and isotopic information might offer in fact an interesting

insight on the wider connection between environmental degradation, access to resources,

and emergence of incipient social stratification at the end of the 6th millennium BP.


