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Rethinking Migrations in Late Prehistoric Eurasia is one 
of last year’s additions to the growing body of edited vol-
umes dedicated to the study of human migration and mo-
bility in the past. This topic, for various reasons rather mar-
ginal in the past decades,1 has gained increasing attention 
ever since the advances in biomolecular sciences yielded 
methodologies applicable to archaeological research. What 
Kristian Kristiansen2 calls ‘the third scientific revolution’ 
in archaeology has allowed new questions to be answered 
and new perspectives to be explored. The natural sciences 
have opened up many new possibilities, but the results thus 
acquired are not useful without thoughtful interpretation 
through an archaeological – or humanistic – lens. This call 
for interdisciplinarity forms a common thread throughout 
the publication. The volume, stemming from a conference 
on migrations in the metal ages in Edinburgh in 2019, con-
sists of introductory and concluding chapters by the editors 
and thirteen essays. Human mobility from c. 3000 BCE 
is explored through a number of methods and approach-
es, spanning from analyses of isotopes and ancient DNA 
(aDNA), through material culture studies, to archaeomet-
allurgy, and to spatial analyses and algorithm-based maps. 
Authored by archaeologists and anthropologists and aimed 
at an audience with the same focus, even the technical de-
scriptions of the aDNA studies, and isotope analyses of 
both human and animal samples are presented in a manner 
comprehensible to those with a basic understanding of the 
methods. Deeper knowledge of the Yamnaya, Bell Beaker 
and Corded Ware cultures are, on the other hand, expected. 
Temperate Europe is the focal point, but the Asian steppe 
is also included as a starting point of migration events, with 
one essay (Chapter 6) dedicated to the Andronovo Culture 
of central Asia. The scope of individual chapters is varied – 
while some are more theoretical and offer broader perspec-
tives (chapters 1, 2, 15), others are more deeply immersed 
within their specialization and consequently are a rather 
challenging read (chapters 3, 4). Chapter 9 detours to the 
animal kingdom, namely to the great apes, to illustrate social 

1 See Anthony 1990.
2 Kristiansen 2014.

relations and modes of cohabitation, and Chapter 11 creates 
a theoretical model of human migrations based on historical 
examples, and then discusses its application in a prehistori-
cal context. This diversity offers the reader a chance to learn 
not only about the presented projects, valuable to scholars, 
but also about the range of possible approaches, which may 
be appreciated by students. 

As Maja Gori and Aydin Abar note in their essay ‘Com-
paring Apples and Oranges? Confronting Social Science and 
Natural Science Approaches to Migration in Archaeology’ 
(Chapter 2), the rise in popularity of the topic in archaeolo-
gy thanks to bioarchaeology’s great leaps forward is far from 
unproblematic. The authors reflect on the tensions between 
these two fields, their methodologies, discourses and inter-
pretative frames. The development and paradigm shifts are 
often expressed with the use of the prefix ‘re-‘, as is also the 
case with the title of the very volume in question. So, what 
exactly is rethought about the migrations in late prehistoric 
Eurasia here? Advances in the natural sciences gave archae-
ology powerful tools to explore the movement of people, 
animals, and even ideas. Although the book is primarily con-
cerned with the first of these three, the ideas materialized in 
the clothes, pottery, tools and weapons – in other words, the 
material culture – are inevitably part of the discussion. Their 
spread has for decades been used as a proxy for the movement 
of people; it was assumed that the typology of objects can be 
likened to the identity of the people: who else would spread 
the material culture if not the bearers of that culture? This 
concept, aptly summarized as ‘pots are people’, was, how-
ever, gradually abandoned in light of theoretical advances in 
the late 20th century, to become completely untenable in the 
face of the biomolecular studies. Cases are presented where 
individuals of non-local origin were found in a context that 
did not differ in terms of the material culture, in the funer-
ary rite, or in any other manner from the locals. And con-
versely, individuals that from the archaeological perspective 
might be considered foreign, turned out to be locals, born 
and raised in that place. It should also be kept in mind that 
successful integration in the sense of material culture does 
not necessarily equal social integration – one can wear the 
same clothes and use the same tools as the others, but still 
feel unwelcome and be perceived as a foreigner by the others. 
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Kristiansen’s Chapter 5 offers a thorough overview of the dif-
ferent motivations and social roles of the travellers, and the 
related social institutions. Through a combination of isotope 
analyses, material culture typology and archaeometallurgy 
he identifies and discusses those travelling in the framework 
of guest-friendship, primogeniture, fosterage, trade or war. 
However, it was not only the men who travelled. Exogamy 
and the mobility of women in general is debated in multiple 
essays, and it is striking to see the different conclusions at 
which the authors have arrived. Carola Metzner-Nebelsick 
in Chapter 10 considers the bride’s migration a one-time and 
final event, which contrasts with documented cases where 
women migrated over notable distances repeatedly.3 Kath-
arina Rebay-Salisbury in Chapter 9 brings up the possibility 
of return movements, e.g. for assistance with a birth, whether 
by the mother-to-be or her female relatives acting as mid-
wives and caretakers, and there are multiple other possible 
frameworks for women’s mobility not necessarily related 
to marriage (or more broadly a change in cohabitation) and 
motherhood.4 These, sometimes contradictory, conclusions 
do not disprove interpretations based on conventional ar-
chaeology. As many authors agree, biomolecular methods 
bring a fresh perspective and new data, but archaeological 
analysis must follow. Careful examination and interpretation 
can then lead to remarkable conclusions. A prime example is 
the findings presented by Philipp W. Stockhammer and Ken 
Massy (Chapter 8) based on previous work by them and their 
colleagues.5 They discuss the fact that at the Early Bronze Age 
Lech Valley farmsteads, non-local women from afar (unlike 
those from not-so-distant localities) did not have any detect-
able offspring which contrasts with the general assumption 
that women left their homes primarily to bear children in the 
locality of their partner. The authors propose several possible 
explanations, leaning towards the conclusion that they may 
have been professional wet nurses and ambassadors of their 
distant cultures. This scenario may seem a little far-fetched 
considering how little evidence the authors present (although 
it is further elaborated by Stockhammer6), but whether we 
accept it or not, it still remains one of several possible expla-
nations, showing that the mobility of women may have been 
much more complex than previously thought. 

The particularly engaging last essay by the editorial 
team, ‘Relating Past and Present Human Mobility’, brings 
up several important points. Human behaviour cannot be 

3 E.g. Frei et al. 2015.
4 See e.g. Brown 2014. – Stockhammer 2023.
5 Knipper et al. 2017. – Mittnik et al. 2019.
6 Stockhammer 2023.

fully comprehended through the natural sciences and their 
outcomes alone. The study of aDNA can reveal who was re-
lated to whom and by extension, how the community was 
organized, but it does not tell us anything about mutual 
feelings and the sense of belonging. Thanks to the isotope 
analyses, we may know where a certain individual was born, 
what they consumed, how far or even how many times they 
moved back and forth. But why did they move in the first 
place? And why did they stop where they did? Did they like 
it there? Was, and if so how was their movement organized or 
institutionalized? How did they perceive their own identity? 
Did it change after the movement? Many of these questions 
are addressed in the previous contributions. Concepts such 
as exogamy (chapters 5, 7–10, 12), fosterage (chapters 5, 8, 
12) and transhumance (chapters 5, 6, 9, 14) are discussed re-
peatedly. The editors continue to debate various push and 
pull factors for both small-scale and large-scale mobility, also 
considering approaches not included in the volume, such as 
the archaeologies of the senses.7 Furthermore, as suggested 
by the title of the chapter, they strive to stress how the stud-
ies of past and present migrations are intertwined, and how 
cooperation between archaeology and modern social sciences 
can be beneficial to both: in sharing concepts, as well as in 
understanding and interpreting human behaviour. The sig-
nificance of detours or counterintuitively longer routes in 
contrast to least-cost pathways may serve as a case in point. 
In Chapter 12, Veronica Cicolani and Lorenzo Zamboni 
work with mathematical models to create an algorithm find-
ing the easiest pathways between Alpine strategic points such 
as settlements, trading hubs or metal production sites. But as 
Courtney Nimura et al. warn in Chapter 15, other, less direct 
routes may be preferred for reasons ranging from personal 
experience, through different perception of the landscape, to 
the control by social or political institutions related to the mi-
gration event. This is as true today as it was in the Bronze and 
Iron Ages, again accenting the significance of learning about 
present-day migrations in order to better understand the past 
ones – and vice versa. 

Rethinking Migrations provides the reader with a solid 
selection of concepts, methodological approaches, projects, 
and results. It is a book by research archaeologists for re-
search archaeologists, but even though the focal point is 
Bronze and Iron Age Eurasia, it does not adhere strictly to 
the geo-temporal delimitation. On the contrary, the empha-
sized applicability to other contexts, including present-day 
migrations, makes it all the more interesting a read.

7 Hamilakis 2011.

ArchA 108 Druck.indb   299ArchA 108 Druck.indb   299 15.11.2024   10:35:0515.11.2024   10:35:05



300 Rezensionen / Reviews

Anthony 1990
D. W. Anthony, Migration in archeology: the baby and the bathwa-

ter, American Anthropologist 92/4, 1990, 895–914.
Brown 2014
K. A. Brown, Women on the move: the DNA evidence for female 

mobility and exogamy in prehistory. In: J. Leary (Ed.), Past Mo-
bilities: Archaeological Approaches to Movement and Mobility. 
London – New York 2014, 155–173.

Frei et al. 2015
K. M. Frei, U. Mannering, K. Kristiansen, M. E. Allentoft,

A. S. Wilson, I. Skals, S. Tridico, M. L. Nosch, E. Willers­
lev, L. Clarke, R. Frei, Tracing the dynamic life story of a 
Bronze Age female, Nature Scientific Reports 5, 2015, 10431.

Hamilakis 2011
Y. Hamilakis, Archaeologies of the senses. In: T. Insoll (Ed.), The 

Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Ritual and Religion. 
Oxford 2011, 208–225.

Knipper et al. 2017
C. Knipper, A. Mittnik, K. Massy, C. Kociumaka, I. Kucukka­

lipci, M. Maus, F. Wittenborn, S. E. Metz, A. Staskiewicz, 
J. Krause, P. W. Stockhammer, Female exogamy and gene pool 
diversification at the transition from the Final Neolithic to the 
Early Bronze Age in central Europe, Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 114, 2017, 
10083–10088.

Kristiansen 2014
K. Kristiansen, Towards a new paradigm? The third science rev-

olution and its possible consequences in archaeology, Current 
Swedish Archaeology 22, 2014, 11–34.

Mittnik et al. 2019
A. Mittnik, K. Massy, C. Knipper, F. Wittenborn, R. Fried­

rich, S. Pfrengle, M. Burri, N. Carlichi­Witjes, H. Deeg, 
A. Furtwängler, M. Harbeck, K. von Heyking, C. Kociu­
maka, I. Kucukkalipci, S. Lindauer, S. Metz, A. Staskiewicz, 
A. Thiel, J. Wahl, W. Haak, E. Pernicka, S. Schiffels, 
P. W. Stockhammer, J. Krause, Kinship-based social inequali-
ty in Bronze Age Europe, Science 366/6466, 2019, 731–734.

Stockhammer 2023
P. W. Stockhammer, Fostering women and mobile children in Final 

Neolithic and Early Bronze Age central Europe. In: K. Kris­
tiansen, G. Kroonen, E. Willerslev (Eds.), The Indo-Euro-
pean Puzzle Revisited. Cambridge – New York 2023.

Gabriela Vrtalová
Náprstek Museum of Asian, African and 
American Cultures – National Museum

 Betlémské máměstí 1
110 00 Prague 1
Czech Republic

gabriela.vrtalova@nm.cz 
 orcid.org/0000-0002-9090-6062

Archaeologia Austriaca, Band 108/2024, 298–300
© 2024 by Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien 

doi: 10.1553/archaeologia108s298

16 -ArchA108-2024-Rezension-Vrtalova print   30016 -ArchA108-2024-Rezension-Vrtalova print   300 21.11.2024   09:45:5721.11.2024   09:45:57




