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The third European Megalithic Studies Group Meeting was held from 
the 13th – 15th of May 2010 at the Christian-Albrechts-University in Kiel. 
It was organised during an early stage of the Priority Programme “Early 
Monumentality and Social Differentiation” (SPP 1400), a research col-
laboration fi nanced by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG). 
The aim of the meeting was to both introduce this major research effort 
to the international community, as well as to situate the underlying agen-
da within the European context of Megalithic and Neolithic research. It 
thus brought together archaeologists working on the Neolithic monu-
ments of Western, Northern, and Central Europe. 
The main topic of “Megaliths and Identities” assembles different approach-
es and an international spectrum of research traditions. In this volume, 
20 articles have been included, grouped into three topical sections. The 
fi rst is concerned with the identifi cation of the monuments themselves, 
whereas the second section contains several articles dealing with the role 
of monuments in the creation and re-creation of Neolithic social identi-
ties. A third group of papers addresses the question of social structures 
and their dynamics. Despite the variety of approaches, “Megaliths and 
Identities” presents a number of leitmotifs enlightening the current re-
search into the interrelations between monuments and social formations. 
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Untersuchungen zur „Frühen Monumentalität 
und sozialen Differenzierung“ bilden einen Schwer-
punkt der archäologischen Forschungen. Die Deut-
schen Forschungsgemeinschaft hat ein gleichlauten-
des Schwerpunktprogramm, SPP 1400, eingerichtet, 
in dessen Rahmen sich zahlreiche Forscherinnen 
und Forscher in unterschiedlichen Einzelprojek-
ten mit den frühen Monumenten, insbesondere der 
Trichterbecher-Gesellschaften, auseinandersetzen 
(www.monument.ufg.uni-kiel.de). 

Das Schwerpunktprogramm fasst verschiedene 
interdisziplinäre Projekte zusammen, die sowohl 
mit den üblichen archäologischen Feldmethoden 
als auch den naturwissenschaftlichen Untersuchun-
gen ein breites Spektrum an neuen Informationen 
generieren. Um diese ständig wachsenden neuen 
fachwissenschaftlichen Informationen zeitnah und 
qualitätvoll, aber auch nachhaltig der Fach- und in-
teressierten sonstigen Öffentlichkeit zugänglich zu 
machen, erschien es sinnvoll und notwendig, ne-
ben Aufsätzen in Zeitschriften und anderen Orga-
nen ein gemeinsames Forum zur Veröffentlichung 
zu schaffen. 

Neben den Veröffentlichungen in der Zeitschrift 
www.jungsteinsite.de, deren digitale Präsentation 
seitens der Gutachter als äußerst gewinnbringend 
beschrieben wurde, wird nun der Plan einer gemein-
samen Schriftenreihe realisiert, in der monographi-
sche Darstellungen oder Sammelwerke zum Thema 
erscheinen können. Die Reihe „Frühe Monumen-

talität und soziale Differenzierung“ ist so angelegt, 
dass sowohl Ergebnisse aus dem zeitlich auf 6 Jah-
re Laufzeit begrenzten Schwerpunktprogramm, als 
auch darüber räumlich hinausgehende oder ver-
wandte Aspekte und zukünftige Forschungsvorha-
ben dort der Fachöffentlichkeit gebündelt näherge-
bracht werden können.

Mit dem ersten Band erfolgt die Veröffentlichung 
eines internationalen Workshops der European Me-
galithic Studies Group, der 2010 in Kiel zusammen 
mit einem Arbeitstreffen des Forschungsverbun-
des im SPP 1400 stattfand. In einem Workshop ha-
ben sich hier europäische Wissenschaftlerinnen und 
Wissenschaftler mit Fragen zur „Megalithik und 
Identität“ auseinandergesetzt und erhielten gleich-
zeitig Einblick in die Arbeit des Schwerpunktpro-
gramms. 

Möge dieser erste Band zum guten Gelingen der 
Reihe beitragen!

Unser Dank gilt an dieser Stelle sowohl der Deut-
schen Forschungsgemeinschaft als auch dem Habelt-
Verlag, der mit seiner Professionalität das schnelle 
Etablieren der Reihe ermöglichte.  

Für das Schwerpunktprogramm SPP 1400
Johannes Müller

Vorwort der Herausgeber
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The third meeting of the European Megalithic 
Studies Group was held on 13th – 15th of May 2010 
at the Christian-Albrechts-University Kiel. It was 
co-organised by the DFG Priority Program 1400, 
the Römisch-Germanische Kommission Frank-
furt/Main, the Graduate School “Human Develop-
ment in Landscapes” and the Institute of Pre- and 
Protohistoric Archaeology at Kiel, and the Univer-
sity of Durham. We especially would like to thank 
Chris Scarre for bringing the European Megalithic 
Studies Group to Germany.

27 papers on the topic “Megaliths and Identities” 
were presented to an international audience and 
were considered and discussed by archaeologists 
working on the megalithic monuments of Western, 
Northern and Central Europe. These discussions 
clearly revealed the different approaches and con-
cepts that derive from specific national, regional 
and institutional traditions, research environments 
and recent developments.

To continue this vivid dialogue and to enhance 

Preface 

the impact of the Megalithic Studies Group the ma-
jority of the papers given at the meeting are pub-
lished in this volume and on www.jungsteinsite.
de within a special section. We would like to thank 
all the participants and authors for their contribu-
tions. Most of the topics are linked with the Pri-
ority Program SPP 1400 of the German Research 
Foundation “Early monumentality and social dif-
ferentiation”, which combines different archaeo-
logical projects in Northern Germany in research 
mainly on Funnel Beaker societies.

The publication of the workshop was only pos-
sible because of Holger Dieterich, Kiel, who drew 
and re-drew all the illustrations, maps and charts. 
Above all he was in charge of the technical layout. 
We cannot espress our gratitude enough. For finan-
cial support we are glad to thank the German Re-
search Foundation.

Martin Furholt, Friedrich Lüth, Johannes Müller 



INTRODUCTION
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In: M. Furholt / F. Lüth / J. Müller (eds.),
Megaliths and Identities [Meeting Kiel 2010].

Frühe Monumentalität und Soziale Differenzierung 1 (Bonn 2011) 11–14. 

By choosing „Megaliths and Identities“ as the 
main topic of the third meeting of the European 
Megalithic Studies Group one could be blamed for 
risking a loss of focus, for opening up for a much too 
diverse and divergent set of papers. The concept of 
identity has several dimensions, and naturally there 
is no clear boundary to be set regarding the aspects 
and topics that could be connected to any of these 
different layers of the identity-concept which per-
meates every sphere of human conduct. 

On the other hand, in archaeology, and especial-
ly in the study of Neolithic monuments, there has 
been a clear concentration on distinct aspects of 
identity. These aspects may be grouped into three 
blocks, reflected by the general chapters of this vol-
ume. Of course, the grouping of papers is not more 
than a rough attempt, as in many cases several as-
pects of identity are discussed.

In the first chapter the papers concentrate on 
the identification of the monuments themselves. 
The second chapter brings together papers dealing 
with the role of the monuments in the creation and 
maintenance of Neolithic collective and personal 
identities. The third chapter assembles papers treat-
ing the question of social structures and their dy-
namics. The scope of those papers is either the role 
different social groups play in the construction of 
monuments, or conversely the role of megaliths in 
the social processes. 

The meeting was organised at an early stage of the 
Priority Program “Early Monumentality and Social 
Differentiation”, a research collaboration financed 
by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG, 
SPP 1400, and it had the aim of both introducing 
this major research effort to the international com-
munity, as well as locating the underlying agenda 
within the European context of megalithic and Ne-
olithic research. As the European Megalithic Stud-
ies Group is an informal assembly of international 
scientists, the proposal of such a potentially broad 
topic as “Megaliths and Identities” gives the oppor-
tunity to assemble a spectrum reflecting the differ-
ent current working agendas under a common flag 
that sets certain limits, without narrowing down 
the variability of approaches and perspectives actu-
ally present. The goal was to assemble and commu-

nicate rather than to approach a joint investigation 
of distinct research questions. 

The volume starts with a supra-regional and di-
achronic attempt by Martin Furholt and Johannes 
Müller, who try to to set the development of monu-
mental architecture in the context of European so-
cial structures from, roughly, 5000 BC to 3000 BC 
and thus to frame the following papers by a larger 
narrative, which is, naturally, determined by the au-
thors’ perspective towards monumentality and so-
cial systems.

In the first section, the papers concentrate on 
the monument ś identities. Timothy Darvill starts 
out with a discussion on the identity of megalith-
ic monuments as opposed to non-megalithic ones 
and highlights combinations of different materials 
consciously selected by the builders. He suggests a 
distinct set of meanings for those materials, which 
he finally integrates into the sketch of a cosmolog-
ical model. Richard Bradley touches on two differ-
ent layers of identity, as he discusses the identity of 
standing stones as anthropomorphic representa-
tions and interprets the possible semantic similari-
ty of monuments on both sides of the Irish Sea as an 
indication for a shared identity. In a somehow simi-
lar dual approach, Chris Scarre searches to identify 
both the identity of the monuments on the Channel 
Islands and the connected identities of people on 
the Islands and the French mainland by interpret-
ing these structuré s layout and identity-shaping 
activities. Muiris O´Sullivan locates the identity 
of monuments as part of mythological landscapes, 
which he tries to approach through analogies to 
more recent Irish folklore. Doris  Mischka describes 
the biography of the Flintbek LA3 Long Barrow, 
which underwent a complex history, seeing differ-
ent marked changes in shape and identity.

In the second section, the spectrum ranges from 
the consideration of monument-building as an in-
tegrative, identity-shaping activity, to the discus-
sion of the personal and social identities of individ-
uals buried in different grave monuments, to the 
attempts to reconstruct the social structure of the 
living societies erecting and using the megaliths, 
and to the question of regionally bound identities 
and ethnicity. Martin Furholt highlights the differ-

Introduction

Martin Furholt, Friedrich Lüth and Johannes Müller
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ence between the early Neolithic period in North-
ern Central Europe as compared to the Late Ear-
ly and Middle Neolithic periods and argues for a 
quantitative approach that connects the realisation 
of Neolithic identities to the scale of behavioural 
changes, most markedly materialised in the mega-
lithic activities after 3500 BC. Martin Hinz discuss-
es the structure of burial societies in the megaliths 
and tries to test different models against the data 
and our knowledge from living societies. Magdale-
na Midgley punctuates the variety of burial practis-
es, often undervalued, and explores different iden-
tities connected to this variety. Niels H. Andersen 
and Karl-Göran Sjögren deal with two especially 
well-examined regions, the Sarup Area in Denmark 
and Falbygden in Sweden, discussing the – explicit-
ly different – behavioural patterns connected to the 
respective monuments. Despite the differences be-
tween monument forms and activities connected, 
the special role of these key regions as foci of Neo-
lithic identities seems to be quite similar. Constanze 
Rassmann explores similarities between the regions 
of southern Scandinavia, northern Germany and 
the British Isles with regards to the phenomenon of 
Earthen Long Barrows. This enables her to identify 
both regional and supra-regional patterns that con-
cern different, partly overlapping spheres of iden-
tity expressed in monumental activities. Kerstin 
Schierhold discusses the role of different spheres 
of identity connected to the Western German Gal-
lery Graves and emphasises small-scale variations. 
Sławomir Kadrow explores the south-eastern Pol-
ish evidence and identifies two main social strat-
egies connected to a “Danubian” tradition as op-
posed to a Funnel Beaker strategy involving burial 
monuments derived from the megalithic tradition.

Luc Laporte is placed in the second part of the 
volume, because he stresses the presence of mul-
tiple identities in the early north-western monu-
ments expressed by a multiplicity of contemporary 
forms of monuments. He challenges the distinc-

tiveness of different monument types and points 
to the processuality of different construction phas-
es, often lacking unilinear, preconceived building 
plans. His paper should, however, additionally be 
considerated in connection to the ones of Cassen 
et al. and Chambon / Thomas, together forming a 
lively debate around the early French monuments.

At the start of the third chapter, Serge Cassen et 
al. give an account of the earliest Neolithic mon-
uments in Western France and argue for the pres-
ence of a marked social stratification expressed 
in these structures. Philippe Chambon and Aline 
Thomas identify different basic, recurrent pat-
terns in the earliest monuments in northern central 
France which they interpret as a means to express 
social status identities. They argue for recurrent so-
cial positions emphasising gender roles and draw-
ing on hunting-related symbols.

The third chapter continues with two papers 
dealing with the possibilities to identify social dif-
ferentiation through the study of Funnel Beaker 
graves. Jan Albert Bakker gives an account of spa-
tial and chronological diversity within the whole 
region containing Funnel Beaker material, con-
cluding that this diversity obscures social differ-
ences. Johannes Müller concentrates on the North 
Friesian Islands as a key region and tries to demon-
strate the possibilities of social analysis of different 
grave types and grave furniture categories through 
a quantitative analysis based on the evidence 
 treated from a materialistic perspective, which he 
merges into a model of social change that takes into 
account minimum surplus production and indica-
tions for conflict and violence, masked by the dis-
play of a “ritual collectivity”. Mike  Parker Pearson 
and Christie Cox Willis use the osteological in-
vestigations of cremated burials in Stonehenge to 
point out a group of socially and politically power-
ful individuals connected to this extraordinary 
monument complex.

The leitmotifs in this volume

Thus, regarding the three central themes pro-
posed in this volume, some general threads may 
be identified from our, the editors, perspective. To 
start, the idea of standing stones, even of megalithic 
barrows’ kerbstones as anthropomorphic represen-
tations seem to evoke the parallel of these Europe-
an Neolithic monuments to the possibly archetypi-
cally earliest monuments in Göbekli Tepe. It seems 
as if such an association is a recurrent, maybe even 
anthropologically determined, motive. In this way, 
many of the megalithic structures would have rep-
resented gatherings of people, directed towards the 
grave as a focal point within. Such semantic con-
tents of the megalithic structures would go well 

with the pragmatic conclusion that the syntax of the 
graves’ layout in general may be seen as indications 
– or indices in a Peircian sense – of the social struc-
ture of the people building it (see Furholt / Mül-
ler, this volume). By describing the identity of the 
graves, all authors more or less explicitly refer to the 
structure of the social groups involved. A variety of 
social identities and variants of their expression 
is described in the second chapter, but the monu-
ment, be it megalith, long barrow or enclosure, is 
repeatedly described as an arena for the creation 
and performance of identities – a clear and prom-
inent common leitmotif. There is debate about the 
pronunciation of small-scale diversity versus su-
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pra-regional trends, but some overall observations 
are to be made out. Regarding social systems, espe-
cially the early French evidence evokes the notion 
of more stratified societies, which go together with 
more elaborate monuments. The Stonehenge exam-
ple gives a corresponding picture, in the direction 
of an elaborate overall organisation, this time in a 
later period. 

Turning from Western Europe to northern Cen-
tral Europe and Southern Scandinavia, a clear con-
trast seems to be visible. A generally much less or-
ganised or stratified society corresponds to the 
overall simplicity of monuments. This lack of po-
litical organisation or social hierarchisation does 
not mean, however, an absence of a considerable 
variability and thus complexity of social relations. 
It also seems possible to identify developmental 
trends, for example from simpler (but more numer-

ous) dolmens to more elaborate (but fewer) passage 
graves, interpreted as being connected to a rise in 
social conflicts, but this has to be seen in relation 
to much more distinct patterns in the west, and we 
find this difference striking. 

The papers in this volume, no surprise, show di-
verse approaches and evoke different narratives. It 
is a question of perspective, whether the one laid 
out here will be found convincing. We, the edi-
tors, have grouped the papers around some cen-
tral themes which we think can be synthesised into 
one narrative that is connected to the topic of our 
current research agenda of “Early Monumentality 
and Social Differentiation”. We are sure that the au-
thors, and surely many readers, would rather em-
phasise other aspects of this volume and thus tell 
another story, but this is all to the good.  
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In: M. Furholt / F. Lüth / J. Müller (eds.),
Megaliths and Identities [Meeting Kiel 2010].

Frühe Monumentalität und Soziale Differenzierung 1 (Bonn 2011) 15–32.

The earliest monuments in Europe –
architecture and social structures (5000-3000 cal BC)

Martin Furholt and Johannes Müller

Zunächst wird das Konzept des Monuments in 
zwei Richtungen diskutiert, einmal im Hinblick 
auf die Rolle solcher Strukturen bei der Bildung 
und Aufrechterhaltung sozialer Gruppen durch die 
Reproduktion und Stabilisierung eines kulturel-
len Gedächtnisses in vorschriftlichen Gesellschaf-
ten, andererseits wird die Gestalt monumentaler 
Strukturen, da sie sich auf den Akt (oder Prozess) 
der Erbauung zurückführen lässt, als indexikali-
sches Zeichen aufgefasst, welches auf die Struktur 

und Organisationsform der erbauenden Gesell-
schaft verweist. Unter dieser Prämisse wird eine 
diachrone Betrachtung der frühesten Monumen-
te Europas angestellt, angefangen mit den bandke-
ramischen Erdwerken bis hin zu den armorischen 
und nordeuropäischen Hügeln und Megalithen, 
mit dem Ziel auf diese Weise die Entwicklung so-
zialer Strukturen vom 5. bis zum 4. Jahrtausend cal 
BC in Nordwest- Mittel- und Nordeuropa zusam-
menfassend zu diskutieren.

Zusammenfassung

Abstract

Firstly, the monument-concept is discussed con-
cerning its role in creating and stabilising non-
literate societies through the reproduction and 
conservation of social memories. Secondly, the 
monumental structure, referring to the act (or pro-
cess) of monument-building, is interpreted as an 
indexical sign representing the structure and orga-
nisation of the social groups involved. Given this 

premise, a survey through the earliest monuments 
in Europe, starting with the LBK enclosures and 
covering the Armorican and Northern European 
barrows and megaliths aims to summarise the de-
velopment of social formations through the 5th and 
4th millennium cal BC in Northwestern, Central 
and Northern Europe. 
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All the articles in this volume share the consensus 
that the Neolithic megaliths and similar non-mega-
lithic structures in Western, Northern and Central 
Europe are to be interpreted as monuments. With 
or without explicit references, this concept under-
lies the arguments towards the connection of these 
structures to social identity patterns. This implicit 
use of the monument-concept is rather widespread 
in archaeology, in social sciences and in colloqui-
al language. Often, especially when the adjective 
form “monumental” is applied, the monument-con-
cept is reduced to the notion of hugeness or colos-
sality (Furholt et al. i. pr.). It is however evident, 
that colossality is not at the core of the monument-
concept as it is used in archaeology. This is rather 
to be found in the semantic meaning of the Latin 
term from which monument derives, monere, that 
is to remember, or to admonish. It is obvious that, at 
least implicitly, a monument is usually identified, 
when a structure is interpreted as having a special 
social significance, as playing a special role in pro-
cesses of social reproduction. We normally think of 
a monument as something that is not entirely to be 
explained by any functional need but shows a dis-
tinct quality that could be called a surplus of mean-
ing. As soon as it is possible to, for example, inter-
pret a ditch- and palisade system as a fortification 
for a settlement, most colleagues would reject the 
notion of a monument. In many cases, especially 
in more recent memorial places, a surplus of mean-
ing is realised by iconic signs or written text, or by 
a non-functional colossality. It might be achieved 
through a unique form, a distinguished, pre-em-
inent position in the landscape, and / or an out-
standing elaboration may be interpreted as means 
to create such a surplus of meaning and to secure 
the impact of the intended remembrance and ad-
monition. 

Monuments are to be seen as structures with col-
lective referents, with a clear visibility. Again, the 
semantics of the Latin term monere, hints at the 
second crucial aspect of the core of the monument-
concept: Monuments are not only vehicles for the 
storage and communication of meaning, but they 
are also indispensable agents of the creation and 
maintenance of society. This is clearly reflected by 
two more recent approaches, both placing monu-
ments into wider historical schemes. The first one 
is connected to a Middle Eastern archaeological in-
terpretation of social and cognitive processes dur-
ing the process of Neolithisation (Cauvin 2000; 
Watkins 2004). Monuments are seen as one as-
pect necessary to create stable social communities 
in constantly growing populations. As constant di-
rect interactions become impossible, External Sym-
bolic Storage Systems (Donald 1991) are used, and 
rituals, symbolic artefacts and monuments secure 

the maintenance of “institutional facts (Searle 
1995)” through their involvement in communica-
tion networks of different scales (Watkins 2009; 
Watkins i. pr.). From this perspective, monu-
ments are not only media of communication, but 
also admonishers of specific ways of doing things, 
of social identities.

This normative notion of monuments is even 
more pronounced in Assmann ś (1988; 1992) con-
cept of Cultural Memories, widely used for the un-
derstanding of megaliths, especially in the Ger-
man-speaking research (Holtorf 1996; Veit 
2005; Müller 2009; Furholt, this volume). In Ass-
manns model, Cultural Memories constitute a dis-
tinct mode of memory that is of normative nature 
as it is connected to tales from the distant, myth-
ical past. Cultural Memories, as opposed to the 
more fluid and lifeworldly Communicative Mem-
ories are supported by monuments and rituals be-
ing linked to or even constituting social identities 
and supporting political systems. It is important 
to acknowledge that this concept was popularised 
by an Egyptologist, induced from early state so-
cieties of the Middle East, and thus the political 
and ideological dimension is more marked than in 
the Cauvin-Watkins model of External Symbol-
ic Storage Systems. Whereas Watkins reflects on 
the construction of society as such - the establish-
ment and maintenance of social relations - Ass-
mann sees Cultural Memories as a means to legiti-
mise dominance and control (Assmann 1992, 71). 
Within such a political framework, Assmann sees 
collective activities in the framework of Cultural 
Memories as the root of collective identities and 
the formation of social units including – at the end 
of the spectrum – ethnic entities (Assmann 1992, 
131 ff.).

Beside the described concepts of “memory” 
there are quite a lot more. Counting different lev-
els of inquiry, from the individual to society, oth-
er attractive connotations of memory, related to the 
“biological lifespan” of individuals, the “social lifes-
pan” (from before birth to death), and the “person-
al lifespan” of conscious individual time reception 
should be mentioned (summary: Whittle 2011). 
Quite often “social memory” concepts end up with 
the time span, in which a non-literate community 
is able to hold more or less unchanged memories 
valid and use them for societal stability. Here, ar-
chaeology comes into play and it was mainly Rich-
ard Bradley, who used the observation of historians 
(Henige 1974; Vansina 1985) about the length of 
reliable memories for archaeology: “oral traditions 
can become unstable or even corrupt within two 
hundred years” (Bradley 2002, 8). Chains of in-
formation transfer have to be institutionalized es-

 Megaliths and Identities: The Monument-Concept
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pecially by non-literate societies. Ethnographical 
examples display spans of up to 15-20 generations 
of general ancestry, but only three generations of 
individual genealogy knowledge (compare Whit-
tle 2011). In this context Tim Ingolds (2000) 
differentiation of genealogical identity and rela-
tional identity, involving “other” people and other 
things, might be of interest (Ingold 2000). How-
ever, in a practical sense, Assmann’s “cultural mem-
ories” are incorporated into a realistic idea about 
“monumental” functions: monumentality is de-
fined as the practice to stabilize a location visual-
ly for ancestors and after-comers and surely the liv-
ing community ś “social memory”. This also gives 
us a clear cut idea of why the monuments were con-
structed: changes and instabilities, which have to 
be identified, made – example given – a “megalithic 
chain of memory transition” necessary. The “text in 
stone” had to be visible in order to stabilize the soci-
ety in contrast to the changes happening.

All these models refer to the role of monuments 
as part of social activities constituting and recre-
ating social identities. From a pragmatic position, 

as advocated by Mead (1973, 81 ff), both personal 
and collective identities are created through parti-
cipation in meaningful interactions. Both Watkins 
and Assmann stress the important role of monu-
ments and connected rituals for this process espe-
cially in early, non-literate societies. What is more, 
the very process of the construction of monuments 
is to be seen as a ritual, as a joint collective activity 
creating and fostering identification, creating and 
practicing social identities (Furholt et al. i. pr.). 
Thus, the layout and biography of any monumen-
tal building is to be seen as an indexical sign (in the 
Peirceian sense) referring to the structure of social 
identities and organisational units involved in (and 
shaped by) the process. Although all monuments 
are – by definition – seen as outcomes of joint activ-
ities signalling distinct messages with a collective 
referent, different modes of organisation and dom-
inance, different sizes of the groups participating, 
different degrees of specialisation and elaboration 
will result in different monumental activities. Thus, 
the differences between the material structures of 
monuments are to be seriously considered for the 
background of social identities.

Different monuments, diverse Identities?

Northern Central Europe and 
Southern Scandinavia

When we compare Neolithic monuments to more 
recent ones, of the classical times, or even mod-
ern memorial structures, but indeed also when we 
compare the Neolithic monuments of the Middle 
East with those of Northern, Central and Western 
Europe, there are marked differences in the materi-
al qualities of the monuments (see Furholt i. pr.). 

Assmanns monuments, the agents of cultur-
al memories in Early State Societies of the Mid-
dle East, legitimising highly hierarchic societies, 
are mostly collossal, elaborate structures with a 
pre-planned outlay, carried out by a highly special-
ised – and presumably numerous, but in itself also 
hierarchised – building team. The notion of plan-
ning a complex layout, the enormous work-load, 
and the breath-taking elaboration are indications 
of the highly specialised and hierarchised societies 
known from the early texts. The North Mesopota-
mian Middle Eastern Early Neolithic monuments, 
best represented by Göbekli Tepe (Schmidt 2000; 
2006) indicate a comparably much smaller work-
load – although incredibly high when measured 
against the cultural context of the preceding phas-
es. Additionally, the degree of elaboration points 
towards an advanced state of specialisation. The ba-
sic layout of the monuments in Göbekli, but surely 
also in other places, like Karahan Tepe, Hamzan, 
Urfa Yeni Yol or the domestic site of Nevali Çori 

(Schmidt 2006, 202 f.; Moetz/Çelik i. pr.) point 
towards a preconceived plan and thus a coordinat-
ing authority. However, the overall plan of Göbekli 
Tepe with its cellular layout, where numerous small, 
and more or less equal circular (and later rectangu-
lar) structures are set beside each other, could be 
interpreted as corresponding to smaller, self-suffi-
cient building teams, united by the common place, 
but still maintaining their autonomy. 

Comparing the Northern and Western European 
megaliths – again erected by early sedentary socie-
ties – to these North Mesopotamian Middle East-
ern monuments, a set of clear differences is again 
obvious. Here, we will start from the perspective 
of the Northern European monuments in North-
ern Central Europe and Southern Scandinavia, lat-
er turning to the Western European ones on the Ar-
morican peninsulas.

The first point of comparison between North-
ern Central European / Southern Scandinavian 
and North Mesopotamian Middle Eastern mon-
uments, is the size of the single structures. Apart 
from a select number of more colossal monuments 
– to which we will turn later – by far the majority of 
megaliths in the north are rather small in scale. This 
does not only apply to the megalithic chambers, 
but also to the earthen barrows connected to them. 
In the northern German province of Schleswig-
Holstein, for example, the majority of round bar-
rows measure between 5 and 10 meters in diame-
ter (Ross 1992, 135). The majority of long barrows 
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Fig. 1. The distribution of megaliths in Northern Central Europe and Southern Scandinavia (after Fritsch el al. 2010). 
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measure between 20 and 40 meters length (Ross 
1992, 133). A sample from Denmark shows similar 
numbers, with a mean value of 5 m for round bar-
rows and 25 m for long barrows (Furholt i. pr.; see 
also: Bakker, this volume). However, we still should 
keep in mind, that earthen long mounds could 
reach lengths up to more than 200 m. Thus, in this 
point there is a correspondence between Northern 
Europe and the Middle East, as single larger struc-
tures stand out as exceptional cases.

The second point of comparison, and the clearest 
difference between the Northern Central Europe-
an/Southern Scandinavian megaliths when com-
pared to the North Mesopotamian Middle Eastern 
Early Neolithic ones, is the extremely poor elab-
oration in a technical sense of the former. Mostly 
stones are unworked, only in some cases, capstones 
or orthostats are cloven into two pieces (Bakker 
1992, 25 – 26). The layout of most chambers and bar-
rows is rather simple, the stones, taken from the 
nearest vicinity or, indeed, from the very spot of 
erection (Schierhold 2009; Schierhold i. pr.; 
see also for the British Isles: Darvill, this volume) 
are set up in the simplest, round or rectangular 
forms. This does not mean that no or little effort was 
put into these structures, but the means of these ef-
forts are rather simple and do not show much skill 
and specialisation. Also iconic signs incised on the 
stones are rather simple and remain seldom during 
the Neolithic period in Northern Europe (for the 
more elaborate iconic signs in Western Europe, see 
below).

Considering the workload required for these 
monuments, the best comparisons available come 
from Orkney, where 3000 to 6000 working hours 
per person have been calculated for the different 
monument types (Müller 1990). This means that 
10 persons working 10 hours a day would be able to 
finish such a structure within one to two months, 
surely not a colossal workload.

Looking into larger monuments, like the Flint-
bek LA 3 long barrow (Mischka, this volume), we 
see a succession of a number of building activi-
ties of smaller scale, adding up to a greater struc-
ture. Again, smaller teams seem responsible for 
these works. What Flintbek LA3 also shows, as do 
comparable other sites, like Rastorf LA 6 (Stef-
fens 2009), is the lack of a pre-concieved plan for 
the general layout of the structure. The shape of the 
monument is frequently altered without a clear goal 
or direction. Again, it seems that these monuments 
gain their significance from the process of building 
events rather than from its final shape (Furholt 
et al. i. pr.). 

A last feature, that is perhaps more like the Gö-
bekli Tepe monument-type, is the clustered lay-
out of the megaliths. The lack of size of these mon-
uments is balanced by the tendency to be erected 

in clusters, as well as by the impressive total num-
ber of megalithic monuments in the whole region, 
which is estimated to about 40.000 in Northern 
Europe.

The small size, simple forms, and lack of elabora-
tion and workload for the single monuments, com-
bined with a clustering of large numbers and their 
tendency to cover whole areas in the landscape (fig. 
1), could very well be interpreted as the work of a 
society organised in small, autonomous groups or 
segments, without much specialisation, stratifica-
tion or overall control. This being the quantitative-
ly dominating structure, we now have to discuss ex-
ceptional larger structures. 

In Northern Central Europe /Southern Scandi-
navia, the passage graves seem to be a later devel-
opment, some of which show a more marked elab-
oration and workload. This is interpreted to be 
connected to an increase of overall social and po-
litical control (Müller, this volume; Furholt i. pr.) 
involved in the erection process, whereas the ideo-
logical purpose of these larger burial chambers is to 
highlight a ritual collectivity masking the rising so-
cial differentiation. Sjögren (this volume) exempli-
fies this when he discusses the special case of the 
Falbygden region, where these passage graves are 
highly clustered, possibly representing focal points 
to people from different regions in the surround-
ings, who gather occasionally or regularly to per-
form identity-shaping acts of burials and rituals

In the Northern Central European /Southern 
Scandinavian Neolithic, a number of enclosures 
could also indicate joint activities of larger groups 
of people (Andersen, this volume; Müller, this vol-
ume). Klatt (2009) accounts for 43 of these struc-
tures, whereas their number could be larger due to 
new discoveries in Denmark (Klassen pers. comm.). 
A common feature of the Northern and Central Eu-
ropean enclosures is the intersection into smaller 
segments, the so-called system-ditches (Ander-
sen 1997), unconnected oblong pits, together form-
ing the ditches of the enclosures. Geschwinde /
Raetzel-Fabian (2009) interpret them as results 
of segmented, smaller building teams responsible 
for the construction of those generally rather sim-
ilar structures. Thus, a layout structurally similar 
to the megaliths can be inferred, where we also see 
clusters consisting of autonomous units. The social 
structure at work in the construction of the enclo-
sures of the north might be very well in line with 
that of the megalith-builders (Andersen, this vol-
ume). 

To summarise, these observations on the struc-
ture of monumental activities in Northern Europe, 
we can state that, as a rule, the northern monuments 
show a small scale, lack of elaboration and limited 
workload in each single structure. Such small-scale 
structures are clustered together, forming groups 
of several small-scale monuments, or constituting 
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larger complexes, most of whom, however, can be 
broken down to smaller segments. 

As we interpret the construction of monuments 
as a social act producing and reproducing social 
identities, these observations are coherent with the 
social organisation assumed in the early Neolithic 
period, consisting of small segmental and rather in-
dependent units in the tradition of local sedentary 
hunter-gatherers.

The later monuments, the passage graves, show a 
rise both in elaboration, workload and overall plan-
ning, indicating social changes, that are ideologi-
cally covered by a more marked collectivity in bur-
ial rites. 

Northwestern and Northern Europe

The second point to discuss is the comparison of 
the Northwestern European and the Northern Eu-
ropean monuments (fig. 2), in the light of the com-
parisons made so far. We characterised the Northern 
European Monuments, as small-scale, non-elabo-
rate and processual, rather than following pre-con-
cieved plans and connected this to a (post-mesolith-
ic) social organisation that is exhibiting small-scale 
segmental and autonomous social units. 

Looking into the west, immediately a number of 
very different monuments from the Armorican re-
gion comes to mind. First of all there are colossal 
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burial mounds with non- or proto-megalithic cist 
graves (Cassen et al. this volume), huge elaborate 
menhirs or standing stones (Cassen et al. this vol-
ume; Laporte, this volume; Scarre 2010) and large 
and multiple passage graves incorporated into dry 
stone mounds. 

In the fifth millennium, especially the standing 
stones are elaborately shaped and polished and ex-
hibit skilful iconic signs, in this being much more 
comparable to the North Mesopotamian Middle 
Eastern monuments referred to above than to the 
Northern Central European /Southern Scandina-
vian Neolithic monuments. It is however evident 
that those elaborately shaped menhirs represent a 
phenomenon concentrated in the second and third 
quarter of the fifth millennium cal BC that seem 
to form the earliest phase of monument-build-
ing in Brittany, and what is more, they are restrict-
ed to three smaller areas, in Morbihan, Bas-Léon 
and Saint-Malo (Scarre 2010). Additionally, they 
are accompanied by a much larger number of un-
worked standing stones. 

Contemporary to the large menhirs are the colos-
sal burial mounds with small closed cist graves, like 
St Michel, Mané er Hroëck and Tumiac (Cassen 
et al. this volume). These are additionally equipped 
with a considerable wealth of potentially prestig-
ious jadeite and variscit objects concentrated in 
single burials and hoards, in total giving the im-
pression of a clearly stratified society. These ear-
ly gigantic burial mounds feature the combination 
of small-scale burial structures in extremely large 
mound structures. A somewhat comparable situ-
ation is described for the Passy-Type graves in the 
Paris Basin (Chambon /Thomas, this volume).

Thus a considerable effort is invested for the bur-
ial of single persons, whereas in later megalith-
ic structures the relation between burial chamber 
size and mound size, that would be the relation of 
buried individuals and constructional efforts, gets 
more even.

The chronology of the French megaliths is still 
unclear and debated, a fact that is reflected in this 
volume by the opposing views of Cassen et al. and 
Laporte. While the first advocates a rather uni-
linear development, the latter argues for a higher 
diversity of forms in the early phase and a reduc-
tion of diversity and dominance of passage graves 
in the fourth millennium. Thus, despite all de-
bate concerning the fifth millennium, a consensus 
seems to emerge concerning the fourth millenni-
um, as being dominated by passage graves and later 
on also gallery graves. Within the group of passage 
graves, again there is quite a variability concerning 
complexity and elaboration (Le Roux 1999, fig. 1). 
Simple forms contrast subdivided and transepted 
chambers and those with side-cells (Scarre 2010, 
142). Chambers with megalithic capstones have a 
simpler layout, whereas the more elaborate corbel-

vaulted ones allow for bigger chambers. The gen-
erally assumed development from simpler to more 
complex chamber layouts and construction proce-
dures is mostly induced by evolutionary concepts 
rather than grounded on reliable dates (Scarre 
2010, 142). It is, however, important to remind of 
the fact that simple forms constitute the vast ma-
jority of passage grave chambers (Scarre 2010, fig. 
6.6). There seems to be the danger that the minor-
ity of extraordinary huge, complex and elaborate 
structures wrongfully dominate our picture of the 
overall structure of monumental activities. A great 
number of these extraordinary structures seem 
to date around the midst of the fifth millennium, 
leaving the following phases much less impressive, 
when seen in the light of the whole spectrum of re-
corded structures. 

Trying to summarise, among the earliest mon-
uments in Brittany, there are remarkable huge 
and elaborate structures, that have no parallels in 
Northern Central Europe /Southern Scandinavia. 
What is more, there seems to be a wide variety of 
monument types, ranging from worked and un-
worked standing stones to Earthen Long Barrows 
with cist graves and maybe also passage graves of 
different layouts. 

However we have to keep in mind, that the Ar-
morican tumulus gigantique are only part of the 
development of earthen long barrows concentrated 
in the Parisien basin: the Passy type of monument 
might also hint at the question, yet not answered, 
how important the difference between wood  and 
stone constructions are from a receptional point of 
view (see Darvill, this volume).

In the following period, however, it seems as if 
since the late fifth and during the fourth millenni-
um cal BC, the Armorican Neolithic monuments 
are more and more comparable to the Northern Eu-
ropean ones concerning scale, complexity and elab-
oration, because they seem to have lost these qual-
ities when compared to the evidence of the fifth 
millennium. Laporte (this volume) points out both 
processual and undirected building processes (like 
in Souc’h, later fifth millennium), as well as a seg-
mental organisation of the erection of larger pas-
sage dry-stone mounds, like in Péré C or Champ-
Châlon A and C. 

On the other hand it cannot be denied, that in the 
fourth millennium Armorican passage graves of 
Western Europe, despite a dominance in numbers 
of smaller and simpler forms, we can still observe a 
considerably higher degree of complexity of layout 
and elaboration. Laporte (this volume), suggests a 
clear involvement of specialisation in the process-
ing of dry stone mounds and thus an overall organ-
isation behind the segmental division of labour. Al-
though this of course is debateable, it matches the 
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overall assessment of higher complexity and elabo-
ration and the tradition deriving from the extreme-
ly complex system of the early to midst 5th millen-
nium cal BC. 

Prelude: The Earliest Non-Domestic Monuments 
in Europe

The monuments of the 5th and 4th millenni-
um cal BC in Northern and Northwestern Europe 
should be considered in the context of older struc-
tures of LBK and Post-LBK/Lengyel Context in 
the sixth and fifth millennium in Central and East-
ern Central Europe, many of which already exhibit 
distinct traits characteristic to the former. 

It seems clear that the enclosure, being the only 
archaeologically traceable monument of the Dan-
ubian Neolithic, derives from a symbolic trans-
formation of settlement fortification structures 
(as summarised by Höckmann 1990; Andersen 
1997). These are frequently identified in Early Neo-
lithic contexts, from Turkey to Central Europe, al-
though they are quantitatively a rather seldom phe-

nomenon. Following the definition given above, 
a fortification ditch, wall or palisade surrounding 
a domestic site cannot be called a monument, un-
less it shows a greater symbolic load and/or a loss 
of functionality. Indications of this could be cases 
where:

	ditches are used for burials
	enclosures are doubled
	enclosures show frequent and /or wide gaps
	enclosures are placed outside the domestic area

Multiple ditches and burials/deposition of hu-
man bones in ditches are known from southeast-
ern Europe (Hofmann et al. 2006; Müller-
Scheessel et al. 2009), as well as from the LBK 
(Schletz: Windl 1997; Vaihingen/Enz: Krause 
1998; Herxheim: Zeeb-Lanz et al. 2007), but in 
these cases it is assumed that these burials/interred 
human bones represent but a short period of the 
settlementś  use. 

Besides a number of doubtful specimens (Lün-
ing 1988; Petrasch 1990, 488 ff; Andersen 1997, 
174; Meyer/Raetzel-Fabian 2006), the earliest 

Fig. 3 The location of LBK enclosures, irrespectible of their function as fortifications or monuments (after Meyer/Raetzel-Fabian 
2006, fig. 2; additions after Schwarz 2003, 24; Lüning 1988, fig. 1; Jeunesse/Lefranc 1999).
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enclosures that are definitely no settlement fortifi-
cations are also known from the LBK (5500 – 4900 
cal BC) in Central Europe. Enclosures of LBK con-
text, be they fortifications or not, are clearly con-
centrated in the Western area, especially in the 
Rhineland and beyond (fig. 3)1. 

A second important observation is that non-do-
mestic enclosures are also concentrated in the West 
of the LBK area. Only very few do without doubt ex-
hibit no settlement remains inside, like Langweiler 
9 (Stehli 1994, 98; Lüning 1997, 47), whereas such 
a lack of settlement remains seems highly probable 
in the cases of Langweiler 8 and 3 (Boelicke et al. 
1988,; Stehli 1994, 107 f. ), Weißweiler 17 (Krahn 
2006, 134 f.) and Jüchen-Hochneukirch (Meyer 
2003, 447). In a much larger number of cases, it is 
assumed that the enclosures were placed on top of 
earlier settlements (Andersen 1997, 174). These 
early enclosures are far from uniform and show di-
verse traits concerning shape, section form, con-

structional elements and so on. One distinct con-
structional feature, that is again observed in the 
western parts of the LBK distribution area, is the 
segmentation of ditches, as Jeunesse /Lefranc 
(1999) could identify at Rosheim: the segmentation 
of the ditch into so-called system-ditches, a promi-
nent and significant feature of many later Michels-
berg enclosures and nearly all Funnel Beaker enclo-
sures, as was discussed above. Similar features were 
discovered at other western LBK enclosures, like in 
Herxheim (Schmidt 2004) or assumed for Lang-
weiler 8 and 9 as well as Stephansposching (Jeu-
nesse /Lefranc 1999, 51). Although the ditches 
in these latter enclosures looked continuous, they 
are the outcome of overlapping system ditches and 
recuttings (see also Andersen 1997, 174). Real seg-
mented ditches are also known from several later 
LBK enclosures in the West, like Darion in Belgium 
(Cahen et al. 1987), Menneville in the northeast-
ern French Aisne-District (Jeunesse 1996, 253), 

Fig. 4. The location of the 5th millennium circular enclosures of Central Europe (after Melichar/Neubauer 2010, fig. 2), a tradition de-
rived from Late LBK practices?

1 In 1988, this pattern was explained by diverse research 
methods (Lüning 1988; Petrasch 1990), but even now, 20 

years later, the situation remains unchanged (see Meyer/
Raetzel-Fabian 2006, fig. 2).
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and possibly also Bietigheim-Bissingen in South-
western Germany (Höckmann 1990, fig. 9.3). Sites 
like Balloy, that could be dated into a Cerny-Con-
text (Jeunesse 1996, 254ff.) seem to indicate a line 
of tradition from the late LBK to the Michelsberg-
enclosures.

On the other hand it is possible to trace a line of 
tradition from these earliest monumental enclo-

sures of the latest 6th millenium in Western Central 
Europe to the Central and Eastern European enclo-
sures of the first half of the 5th millennium, among 
them the Circular Enclosures, the Kreisgrabenanla-
gen of the Middle Neolithic (fig. 4;  Meyer/Raet-
zel-Fabian 2006; Petrasch 1990; Melichar/
Neubauer 2010, 17; Bertemes et al. 2004). 

Most of these 5th millennium circular enclosures 

4200−4000 cal BC

4000−3500 cal BC

3500−3300 cal BC

3300−3100 cal BC

3100−2800 cal BC

Fig. 5. The location and chronology of the second, western tradition of enclosures, connected to the archaeological units of Chasséen, 
Michelsberg and Funnel Beakers (after Müller 2010).
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have more than one entrance, but the majority 
does not show system-ditches. They are often con-
nected to, or placed inside settlements, but show 
themselves no houses in the interior (Petrasch 
1990). Thus, circular structures like the one discov-
ered within the LBK-settlement of Nieder-Mör-
len (Lüning 2009) could be seen as predecessors. 
Other authors see the small geometric late LBK en-
closures, like Langweiler 8 as prototypes (Mey-
er/Raetzel-Fabian 2006, 17; Petrasch 1990, 
488 ff.; Matuschik 1999, 1065).

This means that enclosures are the earliest mon-
uments in Europe, and they emerged at the end of 
the LBK period, around 5000 cal BC in a rather re-
stricted area of western Central Europe. They may 
be interpreted as a transformation of a traditional 
functional feature of domestic settlements. As we 
believe that the organisation of labour both reflect 
and produce social relations, the presence of sys-
tem ditches already in the late LBK, in its western 
periphery is an important observation. 

It might therefore be speculated, whether this 
segmentation element of the late western LBK en-
closures could be connected to a similar segmented 
settlement pattern as inferred from the Wohnplatz-
modell- or Hofplatzmodell in the Western LBK 
(Lüning/Stehli 1994, 86 ff.), that is the autonomy 

of single households through successive periods. If 
this is the case, such a structure could be seen as 
an indication of social developments constituting 
a first step towards the phenomenon of Michels-
berg, Gatersleben, Baalberge and the Early TRB in 
the late 5th and early 4th millennium that has re-
cently been called “the other Neolithic” (Jeunesse 
2010, 46; see below). Towards the east and south-
east of Central Europe, in both periods, during the 
LBK and during the fifth millennium with its cir-
cular enclosures, such a segmentation of the ditch-
es is much less distinct, an observation that would 
correspond to a social organisation based on larger 
and more structured villages common in the east-
ern and southeastern Neolithic tradition (Müller 
2010). 

The LBK enclosures, to summarise, might be the 
predecessors for two traditions: Firstly, the circular 
enclosures of eastern Central Europe and secondly 
the segmented enclosures starting with the Cerny-
type enclosures since 4500 cal BC. The first variant 
is rather short lived, as all structures might be dated 
between 4700 and 4500 cal BC (Melichar/Neu-
bauer 2010, 17). The second variant is the starting 
point of a longer lasting tradition that is also reach-
ing central and Northern Europe in the 4th Mille-
nium (fig. 5). 

What about the “NW-European Neolithic”?

The Northwestern and Northern European Neo-
lithic Monuments, dominated by megalithic grave 
structures, long barrows (Rassmann, this volume; 
Darvill, this volume) and enclosures are often treat-
ed as a unity, as opposed to the “Danubian” world 
to the southeast (and in the preceding period).

Such a view should, in our opinion be challenged 
from two sides: Firstly, there are marked differ-
ences between 5th millennium and 4th millenni-
um monuments in Northwestern Europe that cor-
respond to the differences between the “Danubian 
Cultures” in the 5th millennium and the following 
period in the 4th millennium in Central Europe. 
Thus, we are talking about supra-regional develop-
ments that seem to take place more or less synchro-
nously in regions with different lengths of Neolith-
ic traditions. Secondly, the differences between 
France and Scandinavia should be emphasised.

We have seen above, that the first real monuments 
in Europe emerged in the Rhine area around 5000 
cal BC, enclosures derived from and still very much 
connected to settlement structures. In the first half 
of the 5th millennium, however, monuments for the 

first time become a supra-regional phenomenon. 
Central Europe is dominated by enclosures and cir-
cular enclosures, in north-eastern France there are  
Cerny-type enclosures. In western France, we see 
long barrows, menhirs and maybe already the first 
passage graves. Passy-type monuments could be 
seen as a hybrid between the enclosure type mon-
ument to the east and the long barrow type monu-
ment to the west2. The eastern monuments are still 
clearly connected to the sphere of the settlement, 
whereas in the west, the settlements become less 
visible, the monuments more distinctly “non-do-
mestic”.

Among these early monuments, a number of quite 
colossal and the most elaborate ones are count-
ed. At the same time, the tendency towards small-
er monuments (but in many cases with more elab-
orated burial chambers), as well as the tendency 
towards a segmented organisation of monuments, 
already emerging in the western Late LBK is also 
seen in Cerny-enclosures starting around 4500 cal 
BC. In the 4th millennium, the tendency towards 
less elaboration and collossality, or the segmenta-

2 If those  reconstructions are true that show combinations 
of smaller burial mounds connected to or enclosed by 
ditches and palisades (see Duhamel et al. 1997).
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tion of collossality is clearly gaining ground, both 
in Northwestern and Central Europe, whereas it re-
mained dominant in Northern Europe at the turn 
from Mesolithic to Neolithic Period. One clear sign 
of this development is the reduction of the visible 
monumental space (the barrow) and a relative en-
largement of the functional space (the burial cham-
bers).

To summarise, in the early and middle 5th mil-
lenium we have signs of both elaborate and collos-
sal monuments in Northern France and Central 
Europe corresponding to signs of larger and more 
stratified social organisations. At this time, Britain 

and Northern Europe is dominated by small-scale 
groups with a Mesolithic subsistence economy. To-
wards the end of the 5th millennium, the stratified, 
large-scale societies disappear, and a tendency to-
wards smaller or segmented monuments appears, 
now also reaching the British Isles (Darvill, this 
volume; Scarre, this volume; Bradley, this volume). 
Northern Europe still does not know any mon-
uments until the first Earthen Long Barrows ap-
pear around 3700 cal BC (Rassmann, this volume; 
Furholt, this volume; Müller, this volume), a phe-
nomenon that links that region to the British Isles 
(Rassmann, this volume). 

The “Other” Neolithic

Megalithic monuments appearing in Brittany 
since the early 5th millenium cal BC (Cassen et al 
this volume; Laporte this volume), non-megalith-
ic long barrows of the Passy-type recorded in the 
Parisian Basin at the same time (Chambon / Thom-
as this volume), accompanied by segmented enclo-
sures, have become the emblemic features of the 
North-Western and Northern European Neolith-
ic with its scarcity of visible settlement sites and 
house structures and marked funerary / non-do-
mestic monuments. This is often seen in contrast 
to the Danubian Neolithic with the LBK, Rössen 
and related phenomena (Sherratt 1990; Hodder 
1992). Different ecological conditions outside the 
fertile loess soils (Hodder 1992, 67) and a great-
er role of indigenous hunter-gatherers (Sherratt 
1990) have been proposed as an explanation for the 
apparently different social structures. Indeed, as we 
have argued above, the structure of the great major-
ity of monuments in Northern and Western Europe 
clearly point towards a social organisation that very 
much resembles those of small hunter-gatherer 
bands. Cassen et al. (this volume) and Chambon/
Thomas (this volume) point out, that the monu-
mental innovations mentioned are indeed rooted 
in Mesolithic traditions. 

Models that emphasise the difference between 
a “Danubian” and a NW-European Neolithic nor-
mally seem to overlook the parallelism of develop-
ments in many key processes of these regions. The 
emergence of monuments so prominently empha-
sised in the case of 5th millennium Western Europe 
has its parallels in the first monuments in Central 
Europe. Marked characteristics of the “NW-Eu-
ropean Neolithic”, like the scarcity of substantial 
settlement sites or house structures, the use of less 
fertile soils, these fundamental social and econom-
ic traits are also observed in central Europe since 
approximately 4200 cal BC, after the end of Roes-
sen, Bischheim and related archaeological units. 
The phenomenon was recently coined “the other 

Neolithic” by Jeunesse (2010, 46), and it exhibits 
a lack of large villages or even of substantial house 
structures, the lack of extra-mural burial grounds, 
or indeed the scarcity of regular single graves, be-
ing replaced by collective graves. Additionally, the 
decrease of symbolism on material culture, most 
markedly illustrated by the inconspicuously deco-
rated pottery characteristic for Michelsberg has its 
parallels in the Late Mesolithic and Early Neolith-
ic of the Northern Area (Furholt, this volume). On 
the other hand there is the continuation of non-do-
mestic monuments like the enclosures (fig. 5), that 
we now find both in Western Europe and in the 
northern part of Central Europe. It is the presence 
of megalithic grave monuments in the North and 
West of Europe that remains the most marked dif-
ference as compared to Central Europe (fig. 2).

The case of an "Other Neolithic"
and the emergence of monuments

Especially the economic and social dimension of 
this “otherness” can now be better described con-
cerning northern Central Europe in the 4th millen-
nium cal BC.

The articles of this volume do not so much deal 
with new research about the economic and demo-
graphic base of Funnel Beaker Societies in north-
ern Central Europe, including the reconstruction 
of the impact of monumental building activities on 
the landscape. First of all it seems to be clear, that 
we are dealing with a mosaic of different develop-
ments and different man-environment-relations in 
Northern Central and Northern European regions. 
The earliest evidence for cultivates and domesti-
cates varies between 4100 and 3600 cal BC quite 
considerably from region to region, as well as evi-
dence for clearances and pasture activities in pol-
len analyses. Where there is such palynological evi-
dence, it points to clearances near the Middle Trave 
Valley in Eastern Holstein already around 4300 cal 
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BC, while in 60 kms distance at the Belauer Lake 
clearances are starting around 3800 cal BC (Mül-
ler et al. in print). 

On the whole, the centuries between 4300 and 
3700 cal BC are not as pronounced in their differ-
ences as was formerly thought. This might also be 
due to the fact that Mesolithic groups in the Erte-
bölle period had already practiced some kind 
of land opening and “Niederwaldwirtschaft” 
(Klooss subm.) and developed land use patterns, 
which were quite similar to Early Neolithic ones.

The newly dated pollen profile of Lake Belau (fig. 
6) yields information of the changing character of 
early horti- and agriculture in one of the north-
ern regions (Kirleis et al. 2011; Wiethold 1998; 
Döfler/Feeser submit.). As the beginning of the 
elm-decline around 4100 cal BC coincides with an 
increase of micro-charcoal influx, a first clear evi-
dence of human impact is provided. Within the 
more or less closed woodland cover generally high 
values of micro-charcoal indicate a form of fire 
management in connection with wood pasture and 
included pollarding (Schneitelwirtschaft). Starting 
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Fig. 6. The opening of the landscape reflected in the record of Lake 
Belau. After a period in which charcoal played an important role, 
around 3500 cal BC, the imprints of a new agricultural system on 
vegetation are visible.

around 3700 cal BC, the introduction of the crook-
ed plough allowed the cultivation of larger areas, 
resulting in increasing importance of ribwort plan-
tain (Plantago lanceolata) and grass (Poaceae excl. 
Cereal-type) pollen, as well as lower micro-char-
coal values. The sharp increase in ribwort plantain 
around 3500 cal BC is thought to reflect the local es-
tablishment of agricultural fields in the vicinity of 
Lake Belau, which agrees with regular occurrenc-
es of cereal-type pollen in the record. Results of an 
approach to model and quantify the regional vege-
tation composition indicate an opening of the land-
scape of up to 40 % of the total land cover (Müller 
et al. in print). 

After changes in the pollen record around 3300 
cal BC, which might indicate shifts in land use strat-
egies, the time period 3100 – 2950 cal BC is charac-
terized by reduced human activity and the recovery 
of woodland, which suggests fundamental changes 
in the Neolithic societies.  

Over all, the technological innovation of the 
crooked plough was obviously one of the main driv-
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Klooss submitted, fig. 2; graphic: W. Kirleis).
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ing forces to further economic and demographic 
changes and enable the “northern” communities to 
build and re-build “places of memory transfer”, thus 
megaliths and causewayed enclosures, sites with-
out utilitarian purposes and thus monuments in the 
sense referred to above. Archaeobotanical research 
underlines the observations, which were made on 
the basis of the pollen-record. The evidence of cere-
als or cereal-related weeds paints a similar picture 
(Kirleis et al. subm.; Kirleis et al.  2011; Reg-
nell/Sjögren 2006). Remains of domesticates 
from Neolithic sites between 4100 – 3800 cal BC 
are very sparse. Between 4100 and 3800 cal BC we 
do not have a single cereal find from a settlement 
except cereal impressions on pottery. It is not quite 
clear, but most possibly the imprints stem from im-
ported cereals. Not until the Early Neolithic IB, af-
ter 3800 cal BC, are cereal finds from different sites 
present, when at the same time ribwort plantain oc-

curs regularly in the pollen records, both indicat-
ing an agricultural expansion. The main input of ar-
chaeobotanical evidence for cultivation belongs to 
the late Early Neolithic and the Middle Neolithic. 
Besides local and regional variations, the main crop 
plants in the TRB were naked barley ( Hordeum v. 
nudum) and emmer (Triticum dicoccum). In con-
trast to domestic sites, already gathered archaeo-
botanical evidence from different ritual sites re-
veals the role of non-cultivates for the society (fig. 
7). As an example, the site of the megalithic tomb 
of Albersdorf-Brutkamp is mainly characterized by 
charred remains of non-cultivated plants that may 
stem from fire clearing as ritual activity or hint at 
fruit gathering related to the burial ritual.

 
The diverse impact of agriculture on the North-

ern Central European and Southern Scandinavian 
landscape can also be recognized by the relatively 
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small number of findings per liter soil from domes-
tic sites (Kirleis et al. subm.; Regnell/Sjögren 
2006). In contrast to other prehistoric and historic 
periods FBC agriculture played only a small role, if 
these small percentages are not resulting from oth-
er depositional processes. However, the continu-

ation of foraging activities, the establishment of 
only small scale agriculture and the diverse open-
ing of the landscape rendered a surplus, which ob-
viously was driven by ritual activities, to maintain 
the knowledge and memory of ideologies (fig. 8), 
through the construction and use of monuments.   

To try a larger synthesis, concerning the devel-
opment of social formations as reflected in archi-
tectural features, a general trajectory can be drawn 
from the south-eastern European Neolithic with 
organised, even clustered settlement plans, towards 
a higher autonomy of the single household unit in 
Central Europe (Müller 2010), culminating in the 
„Hofplatzmodell” of Western Central Europe. In 
Western Europe, no structured settlement concen-
trations are known at all, pointing to an even great-
er autonomy of core social units, whose nature we 
cannot directly detect. 

The first monuments built in Central and East-
ern Europe between 5000 and 4500 cal BC, that 
is, enclosures and circled enclosures, are large and 
elaborate communal collaborations with an overall 
design, indicating centralised social control mech-
anisms towards larger groups of people who coop-
erate to erect these monuments. The same seems to 
be true for the earliest monuments in Northwestern 
Europe, namely the menhirs and burial mounds of 
Brittany in the early and middle fifth millennium, 
as well as in the Passy-type long barrows in North-
ern Central France. This means, that towards the 
midst of the fifth millennium, a supra-regional phe-
nomenon of non-domestic monuments appear, en-
closures in Central Europe, menhirs and burial 
mounds in Western France, and hybrid forms, like 
the enclosure-mound constructions of the Passy 
type in Central France. 

These extra-domestic monuments have in com-
mon that they exhibit a high degree of work-load, 
elaboration, complexity and central planning. An-
tecedents for the enclosures might be the late LBK 
enclosures, and the menhirs and burial mounds can 
draw on comparable, although smaller phenomena 
in the Mesolithic context of Brittany (Cassen et al., 
this volume). Despite the overall planning implied 
by these kinds of monuments, there are no indica-
tions for a marked social hierarchisation or special-
isation in Central Europe, to the contrary, the first 
tendencies towards a segmentation of the building 
activities are to be observed in the Western LBK 
enclosures, which corresponds to the autonomous 
households inferred by the „Hofplatzmodell”. 

Indications for social hierarchisation come from 
the two outermost regions in question, Brittany 
and the Carpathian Basin. Here, concentrations of 
new, precious artefact and material types, the cop-

per and jadeite axes, indicate monopolisations of 
social and economic power. Chambon and Thom-
as (this volume) also stress the presence of more 
stratified societies in the area of the Paris Basin, 
deduced from high workload for a small number 
of burials. These are exhibiting differentiated and 
repetitive social roles which involve the empha-
sis on hunters, but not so much a special inequal-
ity in burial equipments. Especially interesting is 
also the marked gender differentiation Chambon 
and Thomas (this volume) are able to point out, as 
we again observe a parallel to the Eastern European 
situation, where the first gender-specific burial rites 
are recorded on the contemporary South-Eastern 
European Copper Age Varna and Tiszapolgar cem-
eteries (Lichter 2001). 

The phenomenon of social stratification can 
draw upon a long and clearly traceable tradition 
in South-Eastern Europe (Chapman 1989), but it 
seems to appear rather surprisingly in Western Eu-
rope. Although distinct features may derive from 
Mesolithic traditions (Cassen et al., this volume), 
the marked signs of social stratification first materi-
alises in the context of an Early Neolithic package. 
Because of this, we would interpret the Breton evi-
dence as a result of innovations coming with Neo-
lithic ideology as an impulse, but the specificity of 
the social and monumental development must be 
rooted in the Mesolithic societies.

Both Cassen et al. (this volume) and Chambon /
Thomas (this volume) emphasise the importance 
of hunting-related symbols and elements in the ear-
ly monuments in Western Europe. Besides the al-
ready cited investigations of Kirleis / Klooss 
(in press) for northern Germany, Rudebeck (2010) 
points out the strength of foraging, or Mesolith-
ic, symbols and elements in the earliest monument 
types for Southern Sweden. Additionally, we would 
interpret the tendency towards a higher autonomy 
of small social units (or the household unit), that 
we observed in the trajectory from clustered, struc-
tured settlement places in southeastern Europe to 
single house units in Central Europe to the almost 
complete invisibility of settlement sites in Northern 
and Western Europe (s. above), as a strengthening 
of Mesolithic heritage in social organisation. 

Thus, the development of the “other Neolithic” 
in the late fifth and early fourth millennium cal BC 
that exhibits a less intensive agriculture, the loss of 

Synthesis: Monuments and Societies of the 5th and 4th Millenium cal BC
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symbols in everyday, utilitarian artefacts, small, 
light settlement sites with non-traceable houses, a 
segmental and much less elaborate organisation of 
monumental activities, could be seen as an inten-
sification of the Mesolithic traditions at the cost of 
the south-eastern Neolithic identities.

In accordance to this, the fourth-millenium mon-
uments, especially those newly appearing on the 
British Isles and in Northern Europe, are small-
scale, simple and compatible to societies still domi-
nated by Mesolithic identities.

If we should summarise what we have said about 
“Monumentality and Social Differentiation”, and 
thus the main topic of our DFG – priority program, 
we would state that the first European monuments 
were erected as the first socially stratified societes 
were evolving in European history, that is during 
the 5th millennium cal BC, although not all early 
monuments are a reflection of such structures. In 

the next period – the 4th millenium cal BC – the 
social stratification is distinctly reduced, and this is 
reflected by the construction of much smaller and 
simpler monuments. In our primary study area, the 
Northern European lowlands and southern Scan-
dinavia, small, segmental egalitarian households 
engage in small-scale monumental activities in or-
der to perform small-scale collective identities. The 
Danish /Northern German megaliths show a ten-
dency towards a higher complexity at the end of the 
4th millennium, mirrored in the establishment of 
larger villages (Jensen 2006, 287), but this devel-
opment does not last. Especially, when we compare 
the Danish/Northern German evidence with that 
of Western Europe, Southern Europe or the Mid-
dle East, it may be stated that lasting social stratifi-
cation never really happened before the Bronze Age 
(Kristiansen/Larsson 2005), or even before the 
iron age.
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Steine, besonders die strukturelle Anordnung 
von großen Steinen hat lange Zeit den Schwer-
punkt der Aufmerksamkeit der Megalithforschung 
angezogen. Jedoch ist dies eine verengte Sichtwei-
se, da viele so genannte Megalithanlagen andere, 
sorgfältig ausgewählte Materialien als Konstruk-
tionselemente aufweisen, wie etwa Torf, Erde, Ge-
rölle und Holz. In Bezug auf Langhügel wies Paul 
Ashbee auf die Unterscheidung zwischen mega-
lithischen und nichtmegalithischen Langhügeln 
hin, die im Wesentlichen von den verfügbaren 
Rohstoffen determiniert sei. Demgegenüber konn-
te Arthur ApSimon für Irland eine chronologische 
Abfolge von Holz zu Steinen aufzeigen. Insgesamt 
sollte klar sein, dass in vielen Monumenten Holz 
und Stein als Konstruktionselemente verwendet 

werden, und so sollten wir der Frage nachgehen, 
was diese und andere Baumaterialien den Erbauern 
der Anlagen bedeuteten. Ging es tatsächlich nur 
um die Verfügbarkeit, ging es um Modeerschei-
nungen? Oder gibt es ein tiefergehendes Set von 
Bedeutungen in Bezug darauf, wie die verschiede-
nen Materialien wahrgenommen und verstanden 
wurden, innerhalb des kosmologischen Systems, 
das hinter dem Design, der Konstruktion und der 
Nutzung von Langhügeln, Ganggräbern, Dolmen 
und anderen Strukturen gelegen haben mag. Mit 
einem Schwerpunkt auf Holz und Stein wird hier 
argumentiert, dass diese Komponenten eines zyk-
lischen Weltbildes von Leben und Tod darstellten, 
welches in Material und Struktur der Monumente 
inkorporiert war.

Megaliths, monuments, and materiality

Timothy Darvill 1

Zusammenfassung

Abstract

Stones, and especially the arrangement of large 
stones in relation to one another, have long been 
the focus of attention in megalith studies, a concern 
reflected in the name itself. It is, however, a blink-
ered view. Many so-called megalithic monuments 
embody other carefully selected materials in their 
construction, including turf, soil, rubble, and tim-
ber. In considering long barrows, Paul Ashbee not-
ed that it was a false distinction to separate earthen 
long barrows from stone-chambered long barrows 
as the builders of long barrows inevitably used ma-
terials available within their local environments. 
Alternatively, writing mainly about the Irish ma-
terial, Arthur ApSimon suggested a development 
from timber to stone implying a chronological pro-
gression in the preferred use of materials. Wheth-

er environmental or evolutionary, it is certain that 
many monuments interchangeably combine stone 
and wood in their construction in a way that forc-
es us to consider what these and other materials 
meant to the megalith builders. Was it simply about 
what was available? Or what was fashionable? Or 
were there deeper sets of meanings relating to how 
different materials were perceived and understood 
within the cosmological systems that lie behind 
the design, construction, and use of long barrows, 
passage graves, dolmens and other related monu-
ments? Focusing upon wood and stone, it is argued 
here that both were components of a cyclical world 
view of life and death that was embedded in the fab-
ric and structure of monuments.

1 Biographical note on p. 46
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Fig. 1. Stoney Littleton long barrow, North Somerset, England. View of the forecourt and chamber entrance showing the relatively small 
stones used in its construction. Photograph by Timothy Darvill (copyright reserved).

Introduction 

The big stone monuments of Europe – literally 
the “mega-liths” – have been a focus for antiquar-
ian and archaeological interest for more than 500 
years. In France, a dolmen near Poitiers was de-
scribed in 1532 by Francois Rabelais as a place of re-
sort for local scholars who, “when they have noth-
ing else to do, pass the time by climbing up onto the 
stone and banqueting there with large quantities 
of bottles, hams and pastries, and inscribing their 
names on the capstone with a knife” (in Mitch-
ell 1982, 41). It is an image that has come boom-
ing down the centuries and coloured our thinking. 
Names are no longer cut into capstones, but atten-
tion still focuses on the big stones and their arrange-
ment. Indeed, whole categories of archaeological 
entity have been created by focusing on the mega-
lithic components while conveniently ignoring oth-
er elements which tend to be less well preserved. 
Megalithic tombs provide an obvious example, and 
one that I would like to explore in this paper with 
a plea for more nuanced approaches to architectur-
ally complicated and symbolically sophisticated 
structures. The literature, and especially the popu-
lar literature, tends to be dominated by discussions 
and images of physically enormous monuments 
such as West Kennet in England, Newgrange in Ire-
land, Maes Howe in Orkney, or Gavrinis in Britta-
ny. Certainly these sites need to be understood and 
the use of gigantic stones explained. But across Eu-
rope these monuments lie at the extreme end of a 
spectrum of structures that are typically more mod-
est in their overall scale while the size of the compo-
nents used in their construction is correspondingly 
smaller. Moreover, right from the earliest systemat-

ic studies of sites that we can now recognize as long 
barrows, passage graves, dolmens, and other relat-
ed monuments it is clear that many different types 
of material were used in their construction, and 
that some did not incorporate large stones at all. Sir 
Richard Colt Hoare, a nineteenth century excavator 
who opened dozens of long barrows across southern 
Britain was clearly sensitive to such things when he 
journeyed to Stoney Littleton, North Somerset, in 
England (fig. 1) and declared that “a new species of 
tumulus now excites my attention, which I shall de-
nominate the stone barrow, varying from the long 
barrow not in its external, but in its internal mode of 
construction. None of this kind occurred to me dur-
ing my researches in south Wiltshire; for the materi-
al of stone with which they were partly formed was 
wanting” (Colt Hoare 1821, 44). It was a prescient 
statement. Results from more recent excavations, 
coupled with scientific studies of the materials used 
and more robust theoretical frameworks, serve to 
further expand the complexity and emphasize the 
degree of selectivity in the choice of materials.

Physically, our long barrows, passage graves, and 
dolmens were architectural projects with a degree 
of planning and design that for a moment in time 
at least expressed an identity associated with pur-
pose and meaning. Some were physically remodeled 
as identities were socially reworked. Critically, each 
provided an arena for the performance, containment, 
and structuring of events played out by living people 
and perhaps also supernatural beings. As Magdale-
na Midgely (2008, 26) has emphasized, the internal 
and external structures need to be understood not 
in terms of ground-plans and elevations but as plac-
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es, forms, and spaces variously experienced by those 
passing by, as well as by their users. Thus details such 
as spatial structuring which parallels the social use 
of space in houses (Hodder 1984), order in the jour-
ney into and out of the monument (Darvill 2004 a, 
108 – 113), the external form of the cover-mound 
and patterns of access to internal spaces (Bradley 
1998, 58 – 62), the pairing or multiplication of key ele-
ments (Midgely 2008, 161 – 67), and the orientation 
of mounds and chambers to connect cycles of use 
with movements in the heavens, all provide strands 
to the grammar controlling engagements that some-
how translated beliefs and cosmologies into physical 
existence. This sense of monumentality, definable in 
terms of dramatic content and a purposefully con-
structed ability to communicate elemental emotions 

to those who observe and engaged with a structure, 
is important and represents a crucial scale of anal-
ysis. Related, but at a more intimate scale, is the is-
sue of materiality, which concerns the raw materials 
brought together to make a monument, their source, 
shape, fabric, composition, texture and colour. Here 
the focus is on sets of cultural relationships through 
which immaterial beliefs, ideas, thoughts, images, 
and associations are given material form and visual 
expression (Ingold 2007; Meskell 2005; Tilley 
1996 a; 2004). Thus it is the meaningful selection, as-
sembly, deployment, and social engagement with 
particular materials that I would like to focus on 
here, arguing that geographically widespread and so-
cially deep-rooted cosmologies find expression in a 
wide variety of monument forms.

Material representation

Looking across the range of long barrows, pas-
sage graves, dolmens, and other related monu-
ments built between about 5000 BC and 2000 BC 
within a geographical area extending from Portu-
gal and the Atlantic coastlands of western Europe 
to Poland and the Oder valley-lands of eastern cen-
tral Europe there is shared interest in half a dozen 
or so commonly found construction materials.

Stone, because of its inherent durability, is the 
most widely represented and most recognizable. 
Various sizes are represented from large blocks over 
3m across down to small slabs around 1m across. 
Many different colours are found including white, 
yellow, brown, red, grey, and black according to 
bedrock type. Such stones were typically plucked 
from extant surface outcrops or quarried from the 
bedrock in adjacent borrow-pits. Large blocks and 
slabs were used mainly as orthostats, capstones, 
roofing stones, peristaliths, façade stones, and 
kerbstones. Smaller slabs were used to create sub-
divisions of space within monuments.

Rubble comprises a mixture of medium to small-
sized lose stones derived from breaking-up larger 
stones or bedrock. Many different colours occur in-
cluding white, yellow, brown, red, grey, and black. 
It is used mainly as infill, cairn-building material, 
flooring, and for dry-stone walling.

Aggregate comprises small stones mixed in var-
ying proportions with a finer-grained matrix usu-
ally represented as gravel or “pea-grit”. It is usually 
derived from bedrock extracted from adjacent bor-
row-pits or quarry-ditches, and is mainly used as 
cairn-building material and flooring.

Clay comprises a stiff sticky earth with few stones 
or large inclusions that is usually strongly col-
oured – red, brown, orange, grey, or white. It is usu-
ally derived from bedrock extracted from adjacent 
borrow-pits or quarry-ditches. It is used mainly as 
cairn-building material and as a sealant to prevent 
water penetrating chamber areas.

Soil comprises disintegrated rock with an ad-
mixture of organic material, usually soft in texture 
and dark in colour. It is obtained from land-surfac-
es where it develops as the overmantle covering 
many kinds of bedrock lithology. It is mainly used 
as cairn-building material.

Turf comprises a layer of grass with soil and mat-
ted roots forming as the surface vegetation of estab-
lished grassland. It is obtained from land surfaces 
and although initially green in colour it various-
ly becomes brown and yellow as the component 
plant species die off after cutting. It is used main-
ly as cairn-building material or in the construction 
of sod walls.

Wood comprises a hard fairly durable fibrous or-
ganic material taken from the trunk or branches of 
a tree or shrub. It is usually covered by an outer fair-
ly rough coating of bark. Internally it is usually light 
in colour: white, yellow, or grey. Wood is main-
ly used as posts or planks to form orthostats, roof-
ing, walling material, edging for the mound, and fa-
çade uprights. Less common is hurdling made from 
thin flexible strips of wood used as fencing within 
or around the mound, and bark used as packing ma-
terial between stones.

Environment and development

At a superficial level it might be argued that the 
materials deployed in any particular construction 

were simply those available in the vicinity, and in a 
sense that is true. But environmental concerns are 
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only part of the story. In considering the long bar-
rows of the British Isles, Paul Ashbee argued that it 
was a false distinction to separate earthen long bar-
rows from stone-chambered long barrows on the 
basis of the materials available to the builders, not-
ing that “separation will undoubtedly continue but 
now it can be seen that the boundary is blurred and 
that earthen long barrows are only one constituent 
of a series of long monuments, widespread in Brit-
ain and Ireland” (Ashbee 1984).

It is a problem that is not confined to long bar-
rows, and one that is being exacerbated by the rec-
ognition of whole new kinds of archaeology as result 
of new research and large scale commercially-fund-
ed excavations in landscapes that might otherwise 
be overlooked. Excavations in 1978 – 79 by Gordon 
Barclay at North Mains, Perthshire, in Scotland re-
vealed a large earth and rubble round barrow about 
40 m in diameter and 5.5 m high covering the re-
mains of a timber structure whose reconstruct-
ed form suggests it was essentially a timber pas-
sage grave with its post-lined passage opening to 
the northeast and a central timber-orthostat edged 
chamber about 7 m in diameter (Barclay 1983, 
189 – 42; 1998, 55 for reconstruction drawings). Sim-
ilarly, free-standing timber mortuary chambers 
such as those at Street House, Redcar and Cleve-
land, in England (Vyner 1984) and Pitnacree, 
Perthshire, in Scotland (Coles / Simpson 1965) 
provide parallels for the stone-built portal dolmens 
such as the Whispering Knights, Oxfordshire, in 
England (Lambrick 1988) and Dyffryn Ardudwy, 
Merionethshire, in Wales (Powell 1973) in terms 
of their general design, use, and place within the se-
quence of events represented at multi-phase sites. 

Nor is the problem confined to Britain. In south-
ern Scandinavia the Konens Høj and Troelstrup 
style mortuary houses (Madsen 1979) can also be 
seen to have similarities in form and the arrange-
ment of their principal supports (orthostats /posts) 
with urdolmens in southern Scandinavia and north 
Germany, as for example at Tårup, East Jutland, in 
Denmark (Holst 2006) and Grave 5 at Barskamp, 
Niedersachsen, Germany (Sprockhoff 1975, 45 
no. 709), which are among many monuments with 
rectangular chambers defined at either end by sin-
gle D-shaped orthostats. In Denmark, overlaps be-
tween so-called earth graves and simple dolmens 
have been recognized since the 1940́ s, (Midgley 
1992, 411), and within the north European TRB 
separating earthen long barrows from stone cham-

bered tombs is increasingly problematic (Midg-
ley 1985). Indeed, some long barrows include both 
stone and timber chambers, as at Barkær and Sjørup 
amongst others in Denmark (Madsen 1979). Post-
holes around hunebed chambers are known in The 
Netherlands at Tinaarloo, Drenthe, and at Tannen-
hausen East, Ostafriesland, in northwest Germa-
ny posts appear to have formed the orthostats of 
the passage (Bakker 1992, 32). Most curious of all 
perhaps is the monument excavated by Roger Jous-
saume in 1970 – 71 at La Pierre Virante in the Van-
dée region of western France. Here the stone dol-
men-like monument seems to have been contained 
within a timber structure that the excavator thinks 
was roofed (Joussaume 1987, fig. 20).

A rather different approach to the integration of 
stone and timber in long barrows and related mon-
uments was taken by Arthur ApSimon (1997) writ-
ing mainly about the Irish material. Drawing on 
earlier work in France, Denmark, and Poland he 
suggested that some of the court tombs, portal 
tombs, and wedge tombs could derive from tim-
ber prototypes either within or outside Ireland. 
Certainly there are a number of sites that show a 
development from timber to stone, with concom-
itant similarities in constructional techniques. 
Amongst them is the long barrow at Dooey’s Cairn, 
Co Antrim, in Ireland which has a wooden cham-
ber and stone antechamber (Evans 1938; Collins 
1976). But ApSimon goes beyond simple chronol-
ogy, suggesting as well a desire on the part of Ne-
olithic builders for greater displays of power by 
using stone, or, perhaps less tangibly, the recogni-
tion of qualities perceived as immanent within the 
stones (ApSimon 1997, 138). This point is critical for 
it moves the spotlight away from functional aspects 
of design. Whatever role environmental or evolu-
tionary factors may have played in the background, 
it is certain that many monuments interchangeably 
combine stone and wood in their construction in 
a way that forces us to consider what these mate-
rials meant to the megalith builders. Was it simply 
about what was available? Or what was fashionable? 
Or were there deeper sets of meanings relating to 
how the materials themselves were perceived and 
understood within the cosmological systems that 
lie behind the design, construction, and use of long 
barrows, passage graves, dolmens and other relat-
ed monuments? Three strands of evidence can per-
haps take us a step further in exploring this aspect 
of materiality in Neolithic monuments.

Landscapes and multiple sources

First is the source of materials and the relation-
ship between a monument and its landscape. Colin 
Richards (2004) has expanded France Lynch’s 
suggestion (1975) that at Carreg Samson, Mathry, 

in southwest Wales the dolmen was built by lifting 
a large glacial boulder out of the ground and rais-
ing it up on five orthostats (fig. 2). Archaeological-
ly, the process is manifest through the presence of 
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Fig. 2. Carreg Coitan dolmen, Pembrokeshire, Wales. Large cap-
stone raised on six orthostats. Photograph by Timothy Darvill 
(copyright reserved).

a pit slightly larger than the raised stone; the dol-
men is effectively an enormous tablestone high in 
the air and rather than being a burial structure per 
se is a monument in itself. There was no mound cov-
ering the structure, although some kind of platform 
may have defined and enhanced the appearance of 
the monument at ground-level. Material found un-
derneath the tablestone could have been connect-
ed with burials, or perhaps was placed as offerings. 
Rather than seeing the structure as a monument 
constructed to a defined blueprint, Richards sug-
gests that it was the act of uncovering and lifting the 
stone that was important here (2004). Other dol-
mens and portal dolmens in western Britain may 
well have had similar origins (cf. Darvill 2004 a, 
47 – 52). One of the largest is Pentre Ifan, also in 
Pembrokeshire, which has a capstone weighing 
about 60 tons that was raised more than 2.5 m and 
balanced on just three orthostats. Here again the 
monument was built over a pit broadly similar in 
shape and size to the capstone (Grimes 1948). Sim-
ilar sequences may in due course be found at dol-
mens elsewhere in Europe.

By contrast with the dolmens that use mainly lo-
cal stones derived from their immediate surround-
ings, many developed passage graves incorporate 
both locally and distantly sourced raw materials. 
La Hougue Bie on Jersey incorporates at least nine 
kinds of stone from sources across the eastern half 
of the Island (Patton 1992), while Newgrange in 
Ireland incorporates five main stone types from 
distances of up to 40 km both north and south of 
the Boyne Valley (Mitchell 1992). In these cases 
the materials themselves may be taken to represent 
tokens of other lands or other landscapes, pieces of 
significant places brought together in a new order 
or a microcosm of the original. Earlier monuments 
may have been dismantled and components reused 
elsewhere as in the case of decorated menhirs being 
broken up and used as capstones and backstones in 
the passage graves at Table des Marchant, Gavrinis, 
and Mane-Rutal in Locmariaquer, Brittany (Bail-
loud et al. 2003, 89). But it was not only the sourc-
es that are important. Emmanuel Mens (2008) has 
convincingly shown through what he calls “men-
tal refitting” that in Brittany at least natural out-
crops of stone were systematically dismantled with 
blocks from different levels of the quarry being re-
assembled as a passage grave to mirror the original 
arrangement and always positioned so that the flat 
quarried side faced inwards.

Long barrows are slightly different again. Many 

are dominated by local materials, but some incor-
porate stone from further afield. In England, Stony 
Littleton, North Somerset, for example has Blue 
Lias slabs from more than 8 km away (Donovan 
1977); Hazleton North, Gloucestershire, has key 
orthostats from outcrops of Farmington Freestone 
more than 6 km away (Worssam in Saville 1990, 
229 – 30); and West Kennet together with at least 
half a dozen other long barrows in the Avebury 
area of north Wiltshire has oolitic limestone slates 
from at least 32 km away used for walling (Piggott 
1962, 58). Soil too was brought to some long bar-
rows. At South Street, Wiltshire, in England there 
was no evidence of a burial deposit within a long 
barrow more than 41 m in length and 15 m wide, but 
it had been constructed as a series of about 40 hur-
dle-defined bays arranged either side of a central 
axis running along the length of the mound (Ash-
bee et al. 1979, 250 – 75). The material used to fill in-
dividual bays included turf, soil, coombe rock rub-
ble, and chalk rock rubble. Some structure was 
evident in the disposition of material with no chalk 
on the north side except for bay 14. In general the 
various materials were kept separate, the bounda-
ries being sharp and often marked by a thin layer of 
pale humic chalky mud tentatively interpreted as 
the remains of decayed brushwood (Ashbee et al. 
1979, 259). The nearby site of Beckhampton Road, 
Wiltshire, was built in a similar fashion but here 
the finished surface of the mound would have had 
a patchwork appearance with yellow and brown 
tints of the coombe rock, brick-earth, and turves 
used in some bays, contrasting with appearance of 
white marl and chalk gravel used to cap other bays 
(Ashbee et al. 1979, 240; and see Russell 2002, 
25 – 70).

Colours, textures, and shapes

Moving to the second strand, it is clear that the 
very nature of the building blocks used was also im-
portant (Jones / Bradley 1999; Lynch 1998). Be-

cause of its good preservation stone inevitably dom-
inates discussion of such things, but there is no 
reason why wooden elements should not have been 
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Fig. 4. The Grey Mare and Her Colts, Dorset, England. Pair of façade stones flanking the entrance to the terminal chamber of a small long 
barrow: male and female forms? Photograph by Timothy Darvill (copyright reserved).

Fig. 3. Grave I (Sprockhoff 311) Everstorf, Schönberg, Mecklenberg, Germany. Long barrow with substantial kerb made from predomi-
nantly red glacial eratics. Photograph by Timothy Darvill (copyright reserved).
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treated in similar ways. Andy Jones (1999) exam-
ined the colour-choices made at Clyde-Carlingford 
style long barrows on the island of Arran to show 
that all the tombs were constructed using red and 
white stones; those tombs with a façade of white 
granite or schist had red sandstone walling between 
the uprights, and vice versa. Red packing stones be-
tween uprights are also a recurrent feature of pas-
sage graves in western Skåne (Tilley 1996 b, 316). 
Further south across the Baltic, red coloured glacial 
boulders also seem to have been preferentially used 
for the kerbing on long barrows in North Meklen-
burg (fig. 3), and in the same area red stones were 
often used as capstones for the chamber and some-
times as the orthostat facing the entrance. Similar-
ly, at the Clava Cairns in eastern Scotland Rich-
ard Bradley (2000 a, 122 – 29) has shown that red 
stones were used as chamber orthostats opposite 
the entrances so that on the winter solstice light 
from the setting sun would illuminate these up-
rights and presumably create a red glow within the 
chamber. For Chris Tilley (1996 b, 322), the fo-
cus on black, white and red within Danish passage 
graves and long barrows relates to experiences of 
the human body and its substances in life and death.

Rock types, surface texture, fossils, and min-
eral inclusions within stones selected for promi-
nent positions within passage graves and long bar-
rows have been recognized by a number of studies. 
Chris Tilley (1996 b, 124 – 45) shows how passage 
graves in parts of Denmark favour sedimentary 
rocks for orthostats along the passages and around 
the edge of the chambers, but igneous rocks as roof-
ing stones. A fossil ammonite appears to have been 
placed in a highly visible position on the western 
portal slab at Stoney Littleton, North Somerset, in 
England, and naturally perforated slabs were used 
within several other Cotswold-Severn type long 
barrows in the west of England and Wales (Dar-
vill 2004 a, 113). Richard Bradley and Tim Phil-
lips (2008) working on passage graves in Bohus-
län on the west coast of Sweden show how textures 
and mineral inclusions were used to contrive strik-
ing visual effects both within the chambers, and on 
the outer faces of cairns, and cover-mounds so that 
some were apparent to casual visitors while others 
were only apparent to those inside the chamber. Al-
though no single scheme was recognized the fa-
miliar use of red, white, grey, and pink stones was 
widespread, while natural striations, patterned in-
clusions and sparkling surfaces tended to occur 
in the chambers rather than the passages. Timber 
components of similar monuments may also have 
been selected because of distinctive grain patterns 
or the colour and texture of the bark.

The presence of white sparkling quartz with-
in passage graves and long barrows is common 
right across the distributions of these monument 
types. Sometimes it is present as boulders used as 

orthostats or kerbing; sometimes it is present as 
veins running through prominently placed stones; 
and on other occasions it is present in the form of 
pebbles placed within or around the monument. 
At Tårup, East Jutland, Denmark, the preserved 
floor within a dolmen perpetuated the red, white 
and black tripartite colour system already noted 
with red scorched areas surrounded by spreads of 
black charcoal and white burnt flint (Holst 2006). 
Vicki Cummings has emphasized the role of hap-
tic senses – touch and movement – but in surveys 
of dolmens and long barrows in different parts of 
the British Isles she found little evidence of pattern-
ing although among long barrows almost all cas-
es examined showed juxtaposed different textures 
either in the façade or the chamber walls (Cum-
mings 2002).

Although few stone components of passage 
graves, long barrows, and dolmens appear to have 
been deliberated shaped, the stones used do seem 
to have been selected for their natural outline and 
placed to accentuate those shapes in profile or out-
line. Most distinctive are the paired pointed and 
flat-topped stones found flanking the entrance-
ways at long barrows and occasionally at pas-
sage graves along the Atlantic coastlands (Dar-
vill 2004 b, 51 – 2). Good examples can be seen at 
Cashtal yn Ard and King Orry’s Grave on the Isle of 
Man (Darvill / Chartrand 2000; Gale et al. 
1999), at Cairnholy I, Dumfries and Galloway (Pig-
gott / Powell 1949, fig. 5) in Scotland, and in Ire-
land at Ballymacdermot, Armagh (Collins / Wil-
son 1964), Creevykeel, Sligo (Hencken 1939), and 
Culleens, Sligo (O´Nualláin 1989, 35 and pl. 14). 
Crossing the Irish Sea, at Trefignath, Anglesey, in 
Wales the stones flanking the entrance to the cham-
ber of the third-phase barrow appear from the front 
as a slender pointed stone to the left and a broader 
side-on stone to the right. The effect is achieved by 
the way the stones are positioned as much as their 
actual shape (Smith / Lynch 1987, figs. 18 – 19). In 
southern England there are abundant examples 
as at Wayland’s Smithy, Oxfordshire, the classic 
Cotswold-Severn long barrow (Whittle 1991) and 
the Grey Mare and Her Colts (fig. 4) near the Dor-
set coast of the English Channel (Piggott 1945). 
In general the pointed stone lies to the left and the 
flat-topped stone to the right on entering the cham-
ber from the exterior of the monument. Binary sex-
ual symbolism has often been linked to this pair-
ing: the pointed stones considered phallic in form 
and may thus “male”, while the flat-topped stones 
should be considered “female” (Smith 1965, 251). It 
is a proposition born out by the pair of stalae add-
ed to the façade of the long barrow known as dol-
men MVI at Petit-Chasseur Sion, in Switzerland, 
during the later Neolithic or Chalcolithic (Bocks-
berger 1976, plan. 54) where the left-hand stone 
as seen when looking towards the front of the bar-



42 Timothy Darvill

Fig. 5. Holger Danske, near Århus, Denmark. Split boulder used as adjacent orthostats within a passage grave later incorporated into a 
long barrow. Photograph by Timothy Darvill (copyright reserved.

row has a pointed top and a dagger while the right-
hand stone has a rounded top. But it may also be 
extended from a simple male / female opposition 
to the possibility that these are physically or met-
aphorically mother / father figures standing on the 

boundary between the external world of the living 
and the internal world of the dead and the unborn. 
It is a possibility that leads to a third aspect of mate-
riality to consider briefly here, that of meaning and 
referencing.

Meaning and referencing

One of the big unknowns in Neolithic studies is 
how communities living in northern and western 
Europe during the fifth, fourth, and third millen-
nia BC conceptualized their world. How were ma-
terials categorized? What did those categories and 
the stuff subsumed within them mean to people? 
And how did familiar materials mediate experi-
ences of the real world with the beliefs and cosmo-
logical structures? It is tempting to impose mod-
ern Christian or Islamic views such as Cartesian 
dualisms and binary oppositions onto the materi-
al represented in the archaeological record through 
the use of relational analogy (e. g. Parker Pear-
son / Ramilisonina 1998). But such approach-
es must be treated with extreme caution as John 
Barrett and Kathryn Fewster amongst others have 
stressed (Barrett / Fewster 1998). At a very gen-
eral level, the materials that we now call stone and 

wood may have existed within the compass of a sin-
gle broad conceptual category in the mind of Ne-
olithic people with nested levels of meaning and 
metaphorical association. Certainly such an idea 
would explain rather neatly some of the difficul-
ties addressed by ApSimon and Ashbee in trying to 
reconcile and understand the parallel use of stone 
and wood in the construction of monuments with 
seemingly common forms and purposes. The fairly 
widespread use of birch bark sandwiched between 
stone slates in the walling of passage graves in Den-
mark (Dehn / Hansen 2006) may also support 
the essential integrity of these materials. 

Distinctive variations within the broad stone/
wood category perhaps carried more specific mean-
ings. I have suggested elsewhere that quartz for ex-
ample might have represented the soul or spirit if 
the shared contextual appearance of this stuff in 
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both ancient and recent times carries a shared un-
derstanding of its metaphorical associations (Dar-
vill 2002). Likewise, the selection of oak for the 
posts in at least some of the timber chambers with-
in long barrows in eastern Britain (Ashbee 1984) 
and southern Scandinavia (Madsen 1979) might 
suggest specific associations with attributes of that 
species. The application of designs and motifs to 
stones used in the construction of passage graves 
and long barrows, and perhaps if we could only 
see them to wooden components too, presumably 
changed or elaborated the meanings of the materi-
al, especially in light of the frequent incorporation 
of natural features of the background “canvass” 
(stone and equally perhaps wood) in the form and 
layout of the designs.

But perhaps the most important and potential-
ly significant is the way that the very internal spac-
es of dolmens, long barrows, passage graves, and all 
the other related monuments recreate the internal 
structure of the trees and rocks that seem to “grow” 
on or out of the land surface (cf. Bradley 2000 b, 
110 – 13). The raising of giant capstones at dolmens 
certainly create “stones that float to the sky” to use 
Alasdair Whittle’s evocative phrase (2004), but 
they also create spaces between the ground and 
the stone: cracks between the lithosphere and the 
biosphere into which human remains and offer-
ings were placed, including pottery, worked flint, 
stones, and perhaps a range of organic materials 
too. Menś  work in Brittany suggests a similar pat-
tern (2008). Here protuberances on the land surface 
were demonstrably taken apart and then re-built 
with a space inside as a resting place for the dead 
and visits by the living: an arena for ceremonies 
and performances by both the quick and the dead. 
At West Kennet, Wiltshire, in England, the sarsen 
stones used as orthostats in the construction of the 
chambers seem have been set up with their exposed 
weathered faces outwards and their protected orig-
inally earthfast faces inwards, and Chris Tilley 
(1996 b, 124) has noted the same phenomenon at 
tombs in Denmark. In constructing the chambers 
of Holger Danske near Århus in Denmark a boul-
der was split open and set so that the inside of the 
original boulder became the inside of the cham-
ber (fig. 5). The case for cleaving stones elsewhere 

in the TRB territory has been fully considered by 
Jan Bakker (1992, 25 – 26) who shows it was a fair-
ly extensive practice. In other parts of Europe where 
orthostats were quarried from banded rocks in bor-
row-pits or quarry ditches surfaces that would have 
been together in the ground have been opened as 
the stones were arranged in the monument.

The same happens with the timber orthostats 
used in mortuary houses found under long bar-
rows and related monuments in eastern Britain and 
southern Scandinavia. Whole tree trunks appear 
to have been split vertically to create a pair of D-
shaped posts that were then set in the ground with 
the space between used for the placement of buri-
als. Recent studies of the dating at Fussell’s Lodge, 
Wiltshire, in England (Wysocki et al. 2007) shows 
the developing use of the site first as a timber mor-
tuary structure around 3700 cal. BC which was 
then expanded eastwards with the formation of 
a more conventional timber single-cell terminal 
chamber within a standard long barrow perhaps 
around 3630 cal. BC. Detailed studies of the long 
barrow at Haddenham, Cambridgeshire, in east-
ern England shows that its massive oak rectangu-
lar chamber took the model of a house and trans-
formed it into a passage into the ground. The four 
individuals deposited in the chamber were not 
placed there to enjoy a corporeal afterlife the ex-
cavators argue, but to become something else (Ev-
ans/Hodder 2006, 192 – 93). Good preservation 
here allowed the close examination of the timbers 
used in constructing the chamber and showed that 
several very large and aged oaks each about 1.5 m in 
diameter and 300 – 400 years old had been used, 
and the split-trunk posts and planks always posi-
tioned so that the heartwood faced into the cham-
ber and the outer surfaces faced outwards.

As with the positioning of stones, so timber posts 
are characteristically set with their raw exposed in-
ner core facing into the monument. At Storgård IV 
near Fjelsø, North Jutland, in Denmark, three large 
façade posts made from split trunks between 0.5 m 
and 0.7 m in diameter were set with the flat internal 
faces inwards (Kristensen 1989). The same can be 
seen in the façade of the early Neolithic long bar-
row at Bjørnsholm also in North Jutland (Anders-
en / Johansen 1990).

Conclusions

Stepping back from some of the detail it seems 
clear that the materials selected and used in the 
construction of dolmens, long barrows, passage 
graves, and related monuments were varied in many 
dimensions and deployed in a range of meaningful 
ways. Archaeologically, focusing on stone because 
of its durability, and therefore its preservation, is in-
evitable. But in thinking about the concerns and ex-

periences of Neolithic people it is important to rec-
ognize that other materials were important at these 
sites too, and in some cases might have been inter-
changeable in the way they were used and the mean-
ings  attaching to them. Sources, shapes, sizes, col-
ours, textures, and sometimes the very substance 
of the material itself were presumably meaningful 
to the builders and users of the monuments, and 
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through careful contextual analysis some of those 
meanings can be glimpsed. One of the most in-
triguing was perhaps the most fundamental. Con-
sider for a moment both the inside and outside of 
the monuments as living spaces, but spaces in which 
a human spirit could live under different conditions 
of mortality (c.f. Bloch /Parry 1982). Constructing 
the monument was not so much the creation of a 
container, but rather the creation of a crucible into 
which, and out of which, life could pass. In some 
landscapes stone dominated world views, in oth-
ers wood provided the primary focus of attention. 
Graphically, the cosmological referencing implic-
it to these monuments might be seen as a figure-
of-eight or a pair of interlocking spirals (fig. 6). In 
the “outside world” of the real landscape the spirit 
is bounded within its host human body, and is mor-
tal in the sense of enjoying the state of being subject 

Death / Birth

Inside world
Pre-mortality

Male

Female

Outside world
Mortality

Fig. 6. Schematic representation of a cyclical cosmology based on two phases of mortality. Diagramme by Timothy Darvill (copyright re-
served).

sooner or later to death. In the “inside world” of the 
monumental landscape the spirit is bounded with-
in a non-human body built to represent trees and 
rocks at the interface between the biosphere and the 
lithosphere; this is what might be called pre-mortal-
ity, the state of suspended being that is believed to 
be subject sooner or later to re-birth. In such a view 
stone and wood are animistic materials in the sense 
of containing or being organized by supernatural 
powers, with the architecture of the monument act-
ing as a technology to expedite movement between 
states of mortality. Standing at the boundary be-
tween these two worlds in many long barrows and 
passage graves, at the intersection of the cycle in 
the doorway between the monument and the land-
scape, are representations of a male and female, fa-
cilitators of the transitions between worlds; materi-
al expressions of birth and death. 
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Dieser Artikel stellt zwei Herangehensweisen an 
das Studium der Ganggräber Schottlands und Ir-
lands einander gegenüber. Einmal steht eine stili-
stische, chronologische und räumliche Analyse im 
Vordergrund. Hiermit wurde häufig die Vorstellung 
eines einheitlichen Netzwerks ihrer Erbauer ver-
bunden, eine Interpretation, die dem Childé schen 
Kulturbegriff recht nahe kommt. Eine alternative 
Herangehensweise konzentriert sich auf die Fra-
ge, welche Bedeutungen einzelnen Elementen die-
ser Gräber zuzuschreiben wären. Ein Merkmal, das 
viele Anlagen miteinander verbindet, sind stehen-
de Steine, entweder als Teil eines Steinkreises, oder 
als freistehende Ringe von Orthostaten. Über den 
Vergleich mit Anlagen aus anderen Regionen wird 

deren Funktion als Statuen diskutiert, die auch aus 
der Folklore bekannt ist, wenn auch klare anthro-
pomorphe Formen oder Merkmale fehlen. Hier er-
gibt sich die Möglichkeit, dass es konzeptionelle 
Verbindungen zwischen verschiedenen Architek-
turstilen gibt, die über beträchtliche Zeiträume be-
standen, nämlich die Idee, dass es sich bei diesen 
Steinkreisen um Repräsentationen lebender Kre-
aturen handele. Ob hierbei konkrete Figuren der 
Vergangenheit, Ahnen oder mythische Wesen ge-
meint sind, werden wir nie wissen, aber der Ge-
brauch dieser Art von Bildern auf beiden Seiten der 
Irischen See könnte eine gemeinsame Identität der 
Menschen, die diese Monumente unterhielten, an-
deuten.

Passage graves, statues and standing stones: megaliths
and social identities in prehistoric Scotland and Ireland

Richard Bradley

Zusammenfassung

Abstract

This paper contrasts two ways of thinking about 
the passage graves of Scotland and Ireland and the 
relationships between them. The first considers 
their characteristic structure in terms of architec-
tural style, chronology and distribution. It seems 
that these features are closely integrated with one 
another, and in the past this method has led to 
the idea that the people who built the monuments 
formed part of a single network. That approach has 
much in common with Childe’s conception of a cul-
ture. For many years it was employed in discussion 
of monuments on either side of the Irish Sea. An 
alternative approach is to consider the meanings 
that could have been attached to particular struc-
tural devices. The feature that connects many of 
these monuments is the use of standing stones, ei-
ther as components of the kerb delimiting a cairn, 
or as a ring of freestanding orthostats enclosing the 

other elements. These stone settings are rarely dis-
cussed, but comparison with the evidence from 
other parts of Atlantic Europe suggests that they 
could have been regarded as statues, even though 
they lack obvious anthropomorphic elements. The 
same idea is present in British and Irish folklore. 
It raises the possibility that there were conceptual 
links between these different styles of architecture 
and that they lasted over a considerable period of 
time, during which individual sites were modified 
and reused. Thus the factor that links these differ-
ent monuments may have been the idea that rings 
of upright stones stood for living creatures. Wheth-
er they ‘represented’ particular figures in the past, 
ancestors or mythical beings we shall never know, 
but the use of these images on both sides of the Irish 
Sea could have fostered a shared identity among the 
people who used these monuments. 
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Fig. 1. The regions with groups of chambered tombs discussed in 
the text.

Megalithic tombs provide one of the building 
blocks from which European archaeology is made, 
and over the last hundred years they have been 
analysed by similar methods to portable objects. 
Scholars have classified these structures accord-
ing to their styles, chronologies and distributions, 
using the same procedures as studies of ancient ce-
ramics. Indeed, whole cultures have been postu-
lated on the basis of these buildings alone. In the 

case of stone tombs there was another source of in-
formation, for the monuments might be associat-
ed with particular ways of treating the dead. Such 
evidence suggested that there were shared ways 
of doing things in the past and that they may have 
been how ancient communities had identified 
themselves in relation to others. Although this ap-
proach has its critics, it is difficult to reject even 
today.

Introduction

Observing style, distribution and chronology

I would like to consider a group of megalith-
ic monuments on either side of the Irish Sea. They 
have a discontinuous distribution, but for a long 
time there appeared to be a chain of connections 
between them. There were architectural links that 
extended from passage graves in the Boyne Val-
ley in Ireland (Eogan 1986) through the Hebri-
des (Henshall 1972, 111 – 57) and northwards 
across the Scottish mainland (Davidson / Hen-
shall 1991; Henshall / Ritchie 1995) to Ork-
ney (Davidson / Henshall 1989) and Shetland 
(Henshall 1963, 135 − 82). In fact they were stud-
ied by Johannes Müller (1988) in the publication 
of his Master’s thesis. I would like to add one more 
group of monuments to his scheme (fig. 1): the Cla-
va Cairns of Northern Scotland (Bradley 2000; 
Henshall / Ritchie 2001, 80 – 95). In doing so, I 
am following an interpretation advocated by Gor-
don Childe (1935, 51 – 3). 

There is little evidence of how human remains 
were deposited at these monuments, although the 
Boyne passage graves contain cremations and a 
few of the Hebridean tombs include inhumations. 
There is no evidence from Shetland whilst meg-
aliths in Orkney are associated with unburnt re-
mains. On the other hand, the forms of these mon-
uments do share a number of elements. There is the 
circular plan of the cairns and the distinctive con-
figuration of the passages and chambers. At most 
of the sites there is also some evidence that the 
structure was bounded by a monumental kerb. A 
still more striking feature is the presence of stand-
ing stones (fig. 2). A ring of menhirs encloses the 
famous tomb at Newgrange (O’Kelly 1982); the 
tiny monument at Calanais is inside an impressive 
stone circle (Burl 2000, 202 – 6); and the Hebri-
dean tombs incorporate a series of standing stones 
in their outer kerbs (Henshall 1972, 111 − 57). Still 
more striking is the evidence of the Clava Cairns 
where every passage grave is enclosed by a ring of 
monoliths (Henshall / Ritchie 2001, 80−95). 

Apart from the Clava Cairns, these monuments 
are not confined to one geographical area, and most 
of them are distributed over a distance of 800 km 

along the coastline or near to sea routes. Thus it 
seemed entirely reasonable to suggest that these 
structures were connected with one another and 
that those around the Irish Sea were of approxi-
mately the same age. Excavation at Tara and sites 
in the Boyne Valley suggested dates on either side 
of 3000 BC (O’Sullivan 2005). The stone circle 
and passage grave at passage grave at Calanais were 
built between 2900 and 2600 BC (Ashmore 1999).

Thus these buildings seemed to share three fea-
tures: a common architectural style, an identifia-
ble geographical focus and a similar chronology. 
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Fig. 2. Four chambered tombs associated with rings of monoliths. Barpa Langlass and Calanais are in the Hedrides, and Newgrange is in 
the Boyne Valley. Here they are compared with a passage grave at Balnuaran of Clava. Information from Henshall (1972), Burl (2000), 
O’Kelly (1982) and Bradley (2000). Note that the separate monuments are of very different sizes from one another.

On that basis researchers postulated long distance 
connections between communities in Scotland 
and Ireland. The same ideas apply to the study of 
stone circles which are not found with megalithic 
tombs, as both styles of architecture may have orig-
inated at about the same time.

Over the last decade some of these connections 
have been severed. To a large extent this has been 
the outcome of new fieldwork, although the results 
of older projects have also been reconsidered. I 
shall explain how this has happened before propos-
ing a different approach to the evidence.

The first important issue is style. These monu-
ments look like one another when they are stud-

ied in two dimensions: an inevitable problem with 
monumental architecture. We can compare porta-
ble artefacts by bringing them together in one lo-
cation, but cannot do this with monumental tombs 
whose study depends to a greater extent on site 
plans. In fact there are striking contrasts between 
the structures considered here, but they concern 
the distinctive ways in which they were built, rath-
er than their outlines on the page. Thus the Cla-
va Cairns include a number of circular structures 
containing passage graves, but the kerbstones are 
graded by height from the rear of the monument 
to the entrance. The basal course of the chamber 
follows the same convention, and it also extends 
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Fig. 3. The monuments illustrated in fig. 2 rearranged according to their chronology. The diagram distinguishes between structures built 
in a single phase, those with a short archaeological sequence, and Newgrange where the primary monument was reused after a consider-
able interval of time.

to the monoliths which enclose the passage graves 
(Bradley 2000). There is no indication of a similar 
arrangement in the other regions studied here, and 
in the Hebrides the ring of monoliths and the kerb-
stones are combined in a single circuit which can be 
placed some distance outside the edge of the cairn 
(Henshall 1972, 127 – 8). 

There is even more diversity. The tiny monument 
at Calanais was added to an already existing stone 
circle (Ashmore 1999), whilst its larger counter-
part at Maeshowe may have been built out of the 
dismantled uprights of a similar setting (Richards 
2004, chapter 9). That is not surprising as freestand-
ing stone circles had existed from about 3000 BC, al-
though few had other monuments inside them.

There are chronological problems, too. The 
great mound at Newgrange dates from about 3000 
BC. According to the excavator, this was also the 
date of the ring of monoliths outside its decorat-
ed kerb, but more recent work has shown that it 
was a secondary feature erected during the Bell 
Beaker phase (Stout / Stout 2008, 9 and chap-
ter 8). In the same way, the stone circles associ-
ated with Clava passage graves were built after 
the tombs themselves, but in this case the inter-
val was very short, and possibly less than a dec-
ade. Radiocarbon dating reveals that the passage 
graves were built in the Chalcolithic and Ear-
ly Bronze Age (Bradley 2000). This creates the 
paradoxical situation that monuments which look 
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like one another in plan had completely differ-
ent histories. The structures at Newgrange devel-
oped over a thousand years and the ring of stand-
ing stones enclosed an ancient monument. Similar 
structures at Balnuaran of Clava were effectively 
unitary constructions, and, if there was any con-
nection between these separate sites, it was not es-
tablished until the end of the third or the begin-
ning of the second millennium BC (fig. 3). 

These observations raise several questions. Why 
were passage graves built in part of Scotland a thou-
sand years later than had been supposed, and why 
were they constructed in such an unusual way? 
For many years the forms of the Clava Cairns had 
been contrasted with the passage graves of Suther-
land and Caithness on the premise that were built 
by neighbouring communities who expressed their 
identities by using different styles of architecture. 
That view is no longer tenable. Although these 
groups of megaliths have mutually exclusive dis-
tributions, they were built at quite different times: 
Orkney Cromarty tombs in the Neolithic (Da-
vidson / Henshall 1991; Henshall / Ritch-
ie 1995) and Clava Cairns in the Chalcolithic and 
even the Early Bronze Age (Bradley 2000). The 
crucial point is that the older structures remained 
open and accessible, so that many of them were re-
used for burial during the Bell Beaker phase. In that 
sense they were also Metal Age monuments, and 
it was then that some of their structural elements 
were copied by a new group of tombs. That hap-
pened at a time when corbelled structures were no 

longer used. It was difficult to learn the right tech-
niques for building them, and as a result Clava pas-
sage graves were structurally unstable. They were 
imitations of older buildings – albeit ones that were 
still being visited – but the skills required to build 
complex chambers had been lost. 

The same process of reusing older structures is 
seen at the other sites. There is a large collection 
of Bell Beaker pottery from Newgrange, and it was 
probably deposited there when the stone circle was 
built around the Neolithic mound (Stout / Stout 
2008, chapter 8). Something similar could have 
happened at Tara, where the site was reused as one 
of the largest Early Bronze Age cemeteries in Ire-
land (O’Sullivan 2005). It seems as though an-
cient structures assumed a new significance a thou-
sand years after they had been built. 

Another problem is why this distinctive combi-
nation of passage grave and stone circle was impor-
tant for such a long time. After all, the stone circle 
at Calanais may be a millennium older than that 
at Newgrange, yet both of them contain passage 
graves. Similarly, the demolished circle postulated 
by Colin Richards at Maeshowe would have been 
roughly contemporary with the nearby Stones of 
Stenness, yet it was centuries earlier than the set-
tings of monoliths associated with the Clava cairns 
140 km to the south. The same arguments apply 
to the rings of uprights in the kerbs of Hebridean 
tombs. Although the chambers were reused during 
the Bell Beaker phase, the monuments themselves 
were much older.

Introducing a different approach

I began by stressing the traditional practice of 
grouping megalithic tombs through their distribu-
tion, style and chronology. In this case two of those 
links have been severed, whilst individual monu-
ments are associated with very different ways of de-
positing human remains. Must the case for close 
connections be rejected? 

I suggest that there is another way of thinking 
about these sites.  The first scheme between them 
implies that particular structures had the same sig-
nificance in the past. It was their meanings that sug-
gested a shared identity among the people who 
built the monuments. 

Another way of looking at the same problem is 
to invert the usual procedure and to begin with the 
question of meaning. Why were these superficially 
similar structures associated with rings of standing 
stones, and why was this particular element so long 
lived? Perhaps the best starting point is to consid-
er the roles of freestanding stone circles. They are 
not easy to interpret, but many examples, including 
the oldest, share the same feature. They are rare-
ly associated with many artefacts or with food re-

mains. Instead they can include deposits of cremat-
ed bone. They are quite different from the timber 
circles built during the same period and appear to 
have been associated mainly with the dead (Park-
er Pearson / Ramilsonina 1998)

Another point is so obvious that it usually pass-
es without comment. Why is it that standing stones 
associated with megalithic tombs in France and 
the Iberian Peninsula are considered to be anthro-
pomorphic, but not those in Britain and Ireland 
(Bradley 2009, chapter 4)? In one sense there is 
a simple explanation for this contrast. To varying 
extents menhirs in mainland Europe were carved 
with human features, whilst those in these two 
countries are either left undecorated or embellished 
with cup marks. That distinction does not stand up 
to scrutiny. The passage graves along the Atlantic 
coastline share so many features in common that it 
is illogical to regard the British and Irish standing 
stones as an isolated phenomenon. Moreover, the 
absence of decoration – let alone naturalistic dec-
oration – is no reason for treating them separate-
ly from the anthropomorphic statues in Continen-
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tal Europe. Insular folklore suggests a completely 
different approach, for where local legends are re-
corded the menhirs are nearly always interpreted as 
people who were turned to stone (Grinsell 1976). 
These stories may not include any prehistoric ele-
ment, but they show that these stones can be inter-
preted as human figures. The same applies to free-
standing stone circles, and it seems possible that 
the same interpretation was important during pre-
history. 

The British and Irish evidence suggests that stud-
ies of megalithic tombs are incomplete unless ar-
chaeologists are prepared to speculate about the 
original meanings of particular structural ele-
ments. In this case there were few direct connec-
tions between the people who built the tombs on 
either side of the Irish Sea. There is too much struc-
tural diversity to suggest one architectural tra-

dition, and the passage graves themselves were 
constructed and used over a long period of time. 
Indeed, some of them were reused long after they 
had been built. When that happened, their charac-
teristic features were copied in erecting new mon-
uments. The only consistent feature was the idea 
that they should be associated with a ring of stand-
ing stones. Perhaps the separate monoliths had 
been considered as statues, as representations of 
the dead.  In that case a new set of connections be-
comes important. Whether the stones represented 
particular people in the past, ancestors or mythical 
beings it is impossible to tell, but the use of the same 
device on either side of the Irish Sea could have fos-
tered a shared sense of identity among the people 
who constructed these buildings. If so, it proved re-
markably tenacious, for it held them in its grip for 
hundreds of years. 
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Zusammenfassung

Dieser Artikel beschäftigt sich mit den erzählten 
Landschaften, die mit den megalithischen Traditi-
onen des irischen Neolithikums verbunden sind. Die 
Wichtigkeit von Orten auf einer lokalen Maßstabs- 
ebene ist seit einiger Zeit als signifikanter Faktor für 
die Verbreitung von Megalithgräbern erkannt, eben-
so wie die Herkunft der Baumaterialien. Wir be-
schäftigen uns hier mit neolithischen Mythologien, 
die vorgeschichtlichen Landschaften ihre Bedeu-
tung gegeben haben mögen. Obwohl die konkreten 
neolithischen mythischen Personen und Ereignisse, 

Megalithic tombs and storied landscapes in Neolithic Ireland

Muiris O’Sullivan

durch die die Bedeutung der Orte verstärkt und von 
Generation zu Generation weitergegeben wurden, 
uns nicht mehr zugänglich sind, können wir immer-
hin hoffen, Landschaften zu rekonstruieren, in de-
nen solche mythischen Dramen in den Erzählungen 
lebendig wurden. Dieser Artikel bedient sich Ana-
logien aus der irischen Mythologie und volkstüm-
lichen Überlieferung und konzentriert sich auf die 
ausschnitthafte Behandlung einiger neolithischer 
Fallbeispiele.

Summary

This paper is concerned with the storied land-
scapes underlying the megalithic tradition of the 
Irish Neolithic. The importance of place is now 
well established as a significant factor in the distri-
bution of megalithic tombs at a local level as well 
as the original source of material from which they 
were built. At one level those places could be seen 
as a backdrop to the megalithic tomb; at another 
they could be seen as the reason for its construc-
tion or an intrinsic element of the construction rit-
ual. Here we are concerned with the Neolithic my-

thologies that might have given meaning to ancient 
landscapes. Although the specific mythical person-
alities and events through which the meaning of 
places were reinforced and transmitted from gen-
eration to generation in deep prehistory are now 
lost to us, we can nevertheless hope to identify the 
landscapes in which such mythical dramas were 
brought to life in the stories. The paper draws on 
analogies from Irish mythology and folklore, and 
examines a small number of Neolithic case studies 
in some detail.
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1 Phallic stones of the pagan Celtic Iron Age, akin to the Lia 
Fáil at Tara and the decorated stone at Turoe in county Gal-
way, stand near the holy well at two of the shrines associat-

ed with St. Ciarán of Saighir, reputedly one of the earliest 
Christian missionaries in Ireland (O´Sullivan 1997).

Introduction

It is in the nature of humanity to mythologize, to 
devise explanatory narratives addressing the deep-
est existential questions we face: Who are we? How 
did our world unfold? Are there other worlds out 
there? What is our future? A society’s response to 
questions like these tends to promote the cohesion 
and distinctive identity of the group and re-affirm 
its status in the world. In this sense, modern scien-
tific myths about origins take their place alongside 
older traditions such as the biblical creation sto-
ry or the Irish invasion narrative recounted in the 
12th century manuscript Lebor Gabhála Érenn. In 
time all myths become dated as the information on 
which they are founded is superseded by society’s 
expanding knowledge, but they are surprisingly re-
silient because the underlying mysteries are intrac-
table. Ancient myths still live in the Irish oral tradi-
tion, especially in rural and Gaelic-speaking areas, 
and manuscript accounts allow us to trace the roots 
of these myths back to early medieval times at least. 

Beyond the reach of historical records, however, it 
is difficult to measure the genealogy of myths be-
cause chronology is one of the more intractable 
problems of folklore (Ó hÓgáin 1999, VIII). Ac-
cordingly it would be unreasonable to suggest that 
known myths of the historical era had roots in the 
fourth millennium BC or even that the survival of 
specific myths in folk memory over the past thou-
sand years, for example, can be taken as a measure 
of their survival over the previous thousand years 
and beyond. There may be some value, however, in 
projecting the interplay between mythology and 
landscape over the past 1,000 – 1,500 years in Ire-
land as an analogy for mythically enriched Neo-
lithic terrains. This analogy might then inform our 
efforts to identify sacred locations of the Neolith-
ic world. In the following paragraphs an effort is 
made to travel such a journey, and the reader is in-
vited along for the experience.

Locating myths

Myths are often located in familiar yet mysterious 
places at the margins of the everyday world: remote 
lands, mountain pinnacles, the sources of wells and 
rivers, forbidding forests and marshes, socially re-
stricted territory, topographical anomalies, the night 
sky, or deepest space. Myths enrich the cultural land-
scape and the lives of those living within it by associ-
ating dark secrets, epic stories, heroic events and su-
pernatural or larger than life personalities with these 
places. Who could imagine Mount Sinai without the 
Ten Commandments or Mount Olympus without 
the Greek pantheon? Societies frequently explain 
the origin of distinctive features in the landscape 
by weaving them into a mythological narrative, as 
in the case of the geological spectacle known as the 
Giant’s Causeway in county Antrim, Ireland, reput-
edly constructed by the legendary Irish hero Fionn 
Mac Cumhaill so that he could pursue an adversary 
across the sea to Scotland. Some mythic places exist 
primarily in the imagination. England’s Camelot and 
the Irish Tír na nÓg are as much utopian states of be-
ing as physical locations.  Where imaginary worlds 
feature in the lore of a society, their interface with 
day-to-day life is often linked with mysterious fea-
tures in the local countryside. Thus medieval mon-
sters and dragons inhabited caves and the deep. In 
Ireland strange encounters with fairy folk could be 
expected in a lios (fairy dwelling), usually a local 

ringfort, in reality a settlement enclosure of the mid-
first millennium AD. Likewise the remains of specif-
ic megalithic tombs were the impromptu nocturnal 
beds of the infatuated lovers Diarmaid and Gráinne 
as they fled through the countryside pursued by 
Gráinne’s enraged husband, the previously men-
tioned Fionn.  Spears thrown by Fionn as he tried to 
bring down the fleeing couple remain standing in the 
countryside as galláin (standing stones) while a fist-
ful of rock thrown in exasperation became the Rock 
of Cashel in county Tipperary, the cavity left by its 
removal remaining visible as the Devil’s Bit, a land-
mark mountain in the same county with a noticeable 
hollow at the summit.

There is a close relationship between myth and 
religion. Several revered religious centres of the 
Christian tradition, for example, originated as pa-
gan shrines or epic events at the edge of known his-
tory. Thus the great pilgrimage centre at Santiago 
da Compostela derives its status from its associa-
tion with the apostle James, a rather tenuous link 
forged by legend as much as history. In medieval 
Ireland founding saints, preferably the dominant 
figure of Patrick (5th century AD) provided a Chris-
tian context for traditional shrines in the country-
side1. The number of holy wells bearing the name 
of Patrick is legion, and inevitably the narrative of 
his missionary life involves visits to iconic places of 
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Fig. 1. Pounabrone portal tomb, county Clare, Ireland. Note the 
pronounced entrance and tapering height from front to rear.

the pagan Iron Age, such as Tara and Rathcroghan, 
while he also spent time on the summit of Croagh 
Patrick, a pilgrimage mountain to the present day 
that seems to have played an important symbolic 
role from the Bronze Age if not earlier. In some cas-
es the link from prehistoric paganism to more re-
cent Christian traditions has multiple strands. An 
early Irish account has Patrick baptising two prin-
cesses at the well of Ogulla at Rathcroghan, who af-
ter their deaths were buried in what seems to have 
been the traditional pagan manner (Herity 1991, 
34). The spring well at Ogulla, transformed mys-
teriously into a voluminous rivulet as it flows away 
from its source, remains a Christian shrine to the 
present day. That it was also a pre-Christian shrine 
is suggested by the combination of

 mysterious natural phenomenon, 
 location at the edge of the sacred Rathcroghan 

landscape and 
 linkage with Patrick.

Likewise, two spring wells rise on the Hill of 
Tara, one of which is revered locally as St. Patrick’s 
well and linked with Liaig, a spring listed in earlier 
sources (Newman 1997, 28/89). Both streams find 
their way eventually into the River Boyne by means 
of the Gabhra river which flows past the cluster of 
ritual features at Lismullin in the valley to the east 
of Tara. The best known of these features is the Iron 
Age timber circle but other discoveries included a 
large Neolithic pit, re-dug several times and pro-
ducing a macehead amongst other artefacts, and a 
stone decorated with megalithic art and recycled as 
a roof-stone in the chamber of a souterrain. The oc-
currence of ritual features from both the Neolithic 
and Iron Age may be coincidence, but not necessar-
ily so as I suggest below.

The evidence from Rathcroghan and Tara sug-
gests that, while later prehistoric narratives have 
been mediated through the lens of Christian scribes 
(Ó hÓgáin 1999, VII), the landscapes inhabit-
ed by these myths are open to fresh study based on 
an analysis of the known shrines absorbed into the 
Christian tradition and those deliberately avoid-
ed. Moreover, building on an awareness of cultural-
ly enriched places in historical times, the search for 
environments touched by Neolithic mythology be-
comes a more promising line of enquiry. Megalithic 
tombs are a natural starting point for the endeavour 
because they are obvious and enduring landmarks.  
In Ireland, the long-established classification of 
these monuments identifies four principal groups: 
court tombs, passage tombs, portal tombs and wedge 
tombs. The classification and associated terminolo-
gy are retained here for convenience, although they 
are challenged by the identification of numerous 
anomalous structures and practices (Shee Twohig 
2004, 9; O’Sullivan 2007). For the purpose of this 

paper, wedge tombs are left aside because they are 
dated primarily to the Bronze Age while court tombs 
are also omitted because their distribution appears 
to have as much to do with soil types and drainage as 
topographical considerations.

Portal tombs are intriguing (fig. 1), not least be-
cause our knowledge of these sites from recent ex-
cavations is limited. As highlighted by ApSimon 
(1986, 6), even the basic chronology of these mon-
uments is as much a matter of inference as estab-
lished fact. Of those excavated during the past 
thirty years, the portal tomb at Melkagh in coun-
ty Longford had been effectively destroyed before 
the archaeological work began (Cooney 1997) and 
the tantalising preliminary account of the excava-
tions at Poulnabrone in county Clare (Lynch 1988) 
has served only to whet the archaeological appetite 
for the awaited comprehensive report. From a land-
scape perspective, the most complete analysis of 
portal tombs is to be found in Ó Nualláin (1983). 
Difficult to pin down in terms of universal patterns, 
in many cases they seem to occur close to rivers and 
streams: Haroldstown and Ballynoe in county Car-
low, for example, are each located within 100m of 
the Derreen river, a tributary of the Slaney, while 
Kilgraney in the same county lies within 10 m of 
a stream that also joins the Slaney. There are only 
two other portal tombs in the county, both lying 
within a few kilometres of the river Barrow and 
one of them less than two kilometres from its trib-
utary the Burren. Portal tombs frequently tend to 
be impressive structures, at least in their denud-
ed state, but they are seldom located on the tops of 
ridges or hillocks in the manner of passage tombs, 
sitting instead in valleys (38 %), flat and undulat-
ing land (36 %) and hillsides (18 %), as reported by 
Ó Nualláin (1983, 86). With their emphasised 
front end and decreasing height from front to rear, 
these monuments might be taken to represent en-
trances to the mysteries of the netherworld. One 
way or another they undoubtedly encapsulate im-
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Fig. 2. Excavation photograph of the Mound of the Hostages at 
Tara, a passage tomb excavated during the 1950s and studied in 
considerable depth during recent years.

portant mythological ideas of the fourth millen-
nium BC. However, our knowledge of this class 
of megalith beyond their location and structure is 

insufficiently developed to facilitate a meaningful 
examination of Neolithic ideology. Colleagues in 
Britain are faced with a similar difficulty, although 
Scarre (2006, 193) has drawn attention to the pos-
sibility that the portal tombs at Pentre Ifan and 
Carreg Samson in Wales may each have been con-
structed on the site from which the capstone was 
dug, which, by displaying the stone in an elevat-
ed position, makes a statement that seems at once 
bold and indecipherable to us. Passage tombs repre-
sent a more promising line of inquiry because they 
have been studied from many perspectives and in 
considerable detail. We have been gifted a treas-
ure house of data through the endeavours of many 
20th century researchers and are on firmer ground 
in stating that these structures appear to represent 
intricate cosmological ideas and principles. Rather 
than attempt a comprehensive statement on the is-
sue, this paper dwells on a few iconic landscapes in 
the hope of prompting a debate that might extend 
to other contexts.

Passage tomb sites: synchronic or diachronic?

Megalithic structures have often been treat-
ed as integral architectural units, planned once-
off achievements in which pre-tomb and post-tomb 
activity played a subsidiary or marginal role. Pre-
cairn traces, for example, were often explained as 
habitation layers from earlier settlement or prepar-
atory activities associated with the construction of 
the megalithic tomb (e. g. Herity 1974, 164 – 68). 
By contrast, developments in data and inference al-
low contemporary sequential narratives for indi-
vidual sites to be more complex.  The surviving trac-
es at Fourknocks II, for example, are best explained 
as the product of a chain of ceremonial events dur-
ing the Neolithic rather than a once-off construc-
tion project (Cooney 2000, 106 – 8). A similar ar-
gument can be made in the case of Carrowmore 4 
where, in addition to the cruciform tomb, two sep-
arate stone cists containing classic passage tomb 
funerary remains were located within the area en-
closed by the cairn (Burenhult 1980, 70 –77 and 
fig. 27). Based on emergent ideas elsewhere, the 
cists might be interpreted as pre-cairn phenom-
ena arising from self-contained ceremonial exer-
cises, subsequently incorporated within the cairn 
associated with the tomb. At Townleyhall, the pas-
sage tomb was constructed over a horizon that was 
rich in stake holes and Neolithic artefacts, includ-
ing a variety of pottery vessels, but the stake holes 
were only 4 – 5 cm in diameter and did not form a 
pattern that would conform to any obvious domes-
tic structure.  Moreover the overlying layer of Neo-
lithic material formed a clear intermediate horizon 
between the stake holes and the overlying passage 
tomb (Eogan 1963). It is also significant that the 

remains of nine intense fires were encountered 
amongst the stake holes, a remarkable concentra-
tion of burning in one location and presumable an 
indication of successive events. Such indicators of 
diachronic activity on the one location, often un-
derscored by an emphasis on enclosing the cho-
sen space (O’Sullivan 2009, 20 – 21), have in the 
past prompted archaeological interpretations rely-
ing primarily on deconstructing a building project 
(Childe 1940, 65; Piggott 1954, 198 – 99; Herity 
1974, 166 and 259; O’Kelly et al. 1978, 276). In hind-
sight these explanations may have missed the point 
that each site was fashioned unsystematically over 
time by the distinctive ceremonial needs and inter-
ventions of successive generations rather than flow-
ing from a preconceived blueprint. The following 
case study may help to clarify the point (fig. 2 – 4).

A reasonably clear succession of phases has been 
identified at the Mound of the Hostages, Tara 
in county Meath (O’Sullivan 2005), support-
ed by a detailed sequence of radiocarbon dates 
and a thorough Bayesian analysis of the chronol-
ogy (Bayliss/O’Sullivan i. pr.). The phase on 
which I wish to focus specifically here is the pre-
cairn stage, the lowest of the six in figure 3. The ev-
idence from these levels does not amount to a co-
herent package, except in the scarcity of artefacts. 
An arc of ditch running beneath the cairn is pos-
sibly the remains of an enclosure focused to the 
west of the megalithic tomb. Unconnected areas of 
pre-cairn burning were recorded to the east of the 
ditch, as well as some pits, a deposit of unburnt hu-
man bone and a mass of unexplained organic ma-
terial. This miscellany of pre-cairn events includes 
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Fig. 4. Aerial view of the Hill of Tara, showing the Mound of the Hostages and a variety of earthworks from later prehistoric and early me-
dieval times.

at least some ritual elements but does not amount 
to an overtly orchestrated set of actions. It would 
seem, for example, that some of the earliest activity 
was sealed beneath an intervening layer of soil be-
fore later pre-cairn events occurred. Following the 
convention of the time (1950s) the extent of the ex-
cavations focused quite tightly around the mound 
itself, leaving uncertainty today about the origi-
nal scope or even focus of pre-cairn activity on the 
Hill of Tara. The theme of variety, established in 
the pre-cairn phase, was continued through the 
subsequent development of the complex. Associ-
ated in radiocarbon time with the construction of 
the passage tomb, a loose arc of individual crema-
tion deposits (Burials 1 – 17) was laid down to en-
close the focal area, especially around its south-
ern perimeter (see fig. 3, phase 2). While the series 
of radiocarbon dates from the cremation deposits 
is remarkably consistent and most were associat-
ed with distinctive mini-settings of stones, the ev-
idence suggests that even these do not represent 
an entirely homogenous group: The most idiosyn-
cratic and elaborate of the stone settings, Burial 1 
near the tomb entrance, sat directly on the fill of a 

pit containing some exceptional earlier Neolithic 
pottery (O’Sullivan 2005, 42), the only non-pas-
sage tomb Neolithic pottery recovered from the 
site. This vignette of consecutive activity has been 
linked with the deliberate infilling of pits else-
where, with inclusions of carefully arranged arte-
facts and successive episodes of re-digging, and 
taken as evidence that pits were dug, ceremonially 
re-filled, marked in some way and remembered as 
locations for subsequent ritual activity (Cooney 
2009, 73). Whether the stone setting at the Mound 
of the Hostages could be construed as a herald of 
the ensuing megalithic structure, a consciously or 
unconsciously stage in an evolutionary social tra-
jectory, we have no prima facie evidence that the 
megalithic tomb was anything other than a sin-
gle-phase construction, although the cists built 
against the orthostats from the outside might well 
have been an addition, especially if the cairn was 
not laid down immediately (See Scarre forth-
coming). Human bone deposition occurred with-
in the tomb from shortly before 3000 BC, again 
in the later Neolithic a few hundred years later, 
and afterwards in the Early Bronze Age from the 
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Fig. 5. Cairn overlying a natural rock formation on the summit 
of Slievenamon mountain in country Tipperary, resembling a 
blocked entrance to the underground.

21st century BC. Just after 2000 BC the practice 
changed from deposition within the tomb to in-
sertion from the surface of the mound, and a suc-
cession of burials occurred in the mound until the 
final interment took place in the 17th century BC. 
This long, occasionally interrupted sequence of 
activity from pre-construction to cessation is re-
flected and complemented by residues around the 
perimeter of the mound and beyond, such as the 
palisades constructed beside the mound c. 2500 
cal BC and a mysterious set of intense fires burned 
at the perimeter shortly after 2000 cal BC. From 
the Late Bronze Age, human activity of a ceremo-
nial nature continued to leave a trace on the Hill of 
Tara, represented by a ring-barrow with cremated 
human bone immediately beside the Mound of the 
Hostages, for example, and a sequence of Iron Age 
phases at the nearby Rath of the Synods (Grog-
an 2008). By the middle of the first millennium 
AD, the enormous political and cultural status of 
Tara was reflected in a palimpsest of prehistoric 
traces (fig. 4) and a rich mythology that has been 
captured for us through the lens of medieval litera-
ture.  In particular, place and myth are fused in the 
Dinnsenchas, topographical lore of unknown an-
tiquity recorded in the case of Tara by an account 
in a 10th century manuscript. This provides a guide 
to the location and medieval names of sacred plac-
es on the Hill, allowing specialists to create links 
with the colourful oral heritage of that era. There 
is no reason to doubt that the most ancient ritual 
events at Tara, including the pre-cairn gatherings, 
might have been informed by similarly powerful 
mythological ideas.

The long Neolithic sequence at Knowth in the 
Boyne Valley consisted of house-like structures 
and palisades shortly after 4000 BC followed in 
turn by circular huts and Middle Neolithic pottery 
horizons, then the great passage tomb complex fol-
lowed by some interesting later Neolithic activity 
including a timber circle with associated Grooved 
Ware, and finally a Beaker horizon at the interface 
with the Early Bronze Age.  At Newgrange, where 
an equally impressive later Neolithic presence has 
been documented (O’Kelly 1982; O’Kelly et al 
1983; Sweetman 1985; 1987), there was also evi-
dence of pre-cairn activity at Site L (O’Kelly et al. 
1978, 263 – 65). It consisted of elements that are fa-
miliar from the sites discussed above: Areas of 
burning, a number of pits and more than 100 pieces 
of flint including ten worked artefacts. Sherds from 
undecorated shouldered bowls were encountered 
in a hollow beneath the north-east reach of the sur-
viving mound. The excavators noted that the hol-
low had filled and a thin grassline developed before 
the mound was built on top of it, indicating a lapse 
of time rather like that noted at the Mound of the 
Hostages, Tara. Following the convention of those 
days, the pre-mound activity at Site L was unhes-

itatingly interpreted as habitation, as was the pre-
cairn activity at Knowth where an explanation ref-
erencing settlement and domestic activity seems to 
be reinforced by the occurrences of ‘houses’. How-
ever, we have no compelling evidence that these 
were domestic houses in the conventional sense. 
When the wall slots and postholes of a sturdy rec-
tangular structure were revealed beneath the meg-
alithic tomb at Ballyglass court tomb in county 
Mayo (Ó Nualláin 1972) it was immediately her-
alded as a house.  At the time, with the notably ex-
ceptions of Lough Gur and Céide, the study of do-
mestic life in the Irish Neolithic was limited by a 
dearth of evidence beyond chance discoveries in 
excavations focused on megalithic tombs. In Brit-
ain, on the other hand, pre-tomb timber structures 
are normally interpreted in ceremonial terms even 
when no burials are associated with them (Lynch 
1997, 16), and it is possible that some of the Irish 
‘houses’, especially those located at the sites of sub-
sequent megalithic tombs, might have been cere-
monial buildings “(marking) places of special sig-
nificance and (adding) to the significance of these 
places by the process of their construction and 
modification” (Scarre 2006, 205 – 06). Perhaps it 
is time to spell out unequivocally that the pre-tomb 
activity may not have been so much a prelude to the 
subsequent megalithic structure as an element in 
its inspiration. 

As noted in the case of Tara, the focus of excava-
tions around the megalithic tomb have limited our 
understanding of the full spatial extent of pre-tomb 
activity in Ireland, with obvious implications for 
our interpretations of its nature and focus. Howev-
er, the occurrence of this phenomenon beneath the 
cairn on the summit of Baltinglass Hill in county 
Wicklow does not immediately prompt an expla-
nation based on mundane pre-cairn domestic set-
tlement. The location is an exposed pinnacle c. 400 
metres O. D. above the River Slaney and would con-
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Fig. 6. Slievenamon mountain dominates the distant horizon to 
the west of the passage tomb complex at Knockroe, county Kilk-
enny. In clear conditions the cairn stands out on the summit, al-
though it is about ten kilometres away.

stitute an inhospitable domestic space. In any case, 
the pre-tomb horizons consisted of blackened, pre-
sumably burned areas with specimens of oak char-
coal, hazelnuts, flint scrapers, a polished stone axe-
head and a javelin head (Walshe 1941). There was 
no indication of a shelter and no mention of Neo-
lithic pottery. Stone axe-heads were accorded sig-
nificant status in the Neolithic and were frequently 
deposited in ceremonial contexts. Accordingly the 
notion that the axe-head and javelin head were ac-
cidentally lost on an exposed mountain top, coinci-
dentally in a burned area on the site of a subsequent 
passage tomb, is considerably more far-fetched 
than the suggestion that the burning, deposition 
and food consumption (or offering) were elements 

of independent pre-tomb ceremonial events on the 
pinnacle. Tenuous circumstantial evidence that the 
investigative focus in Ireland has been excessively 
narrow, none more so than my own excavations at 
Knockroe, county Kilkenny, is provided by a sin-
gle radiocarbon date from charcoal located under-
neath a burial mound at the Rath of the Synods, 
Hill of Tara. The bulk of the traces at this site be-
longed to the Iron Age but the radiocarbon date re-
lates to the primary passage tomb phase at the near-
by Mound of the Hostages, perhaps a coincidence 
or possibly indicating that the Neolithic activity at 
Tara may have been more extensive than the nar-
rowly confined archaeological excavations have 
previously led us to believe.

Fabled vistas

Some of the more impressively sited passage 
tombs in Ireland are associated with landscapes 
that feature prominently in later myth and folk-
lore. Miosgán Meadhbha, the Gaelic name for the 
large flat-topped cairn on the summit of Knocknar-
ea mountain overlooking the Carrowmore passage 
tomb group in county Sligo, claims it as the funer-
ary memorial of the legendary Maeve, proto-his-
toric Queen of Connaught and scourge of Ulster. 
Likewise, writing about Loughcrew in 1836, the an-
tiquarian John O’Donovan recorded the legend of 
the so-called Hag for the Ordnance Survey of Ire-
land. This legendary hag, shimmering between the 
human and supernatural worlds, is associated with 
sowing and harvesting in the north-midlands of 
Ireland (1990, 68) and is reputed to have dropped 
the stones of the cairns out of her apron (Herity 
1974, 233). She is also associated in legend with the 
cairn on the summit of Slieve Gullion, a prominent 
mountain in South Armagh.

The legendary figure of Fionn Mac Cumhaill 
inhabits many of the colourful medieval myths 
about the Irish countryside. He was at once a sin-
gularly gifted poet, warrior, hunter and above 
all a seer who could gain access to superhuman 
knowledge by sucking his thumb. Various sto-
ries emerged to rationalise this gift. One such ac-
count ends with Fionn inserting his thumb in his 
mouth after it had been crushed between the door 
and jamb of the cairn on the summit of Slieven-
amon (Ó hÓgáin 1990, 214). This cairn (fig. 5) 
was the dwelling of an otherworldly figure named 
Cúldubh, whom Fionn had just slain at the en-
trance, and the thumb derived its special knowl-
edge from its brief contact with the otherworld. 
Slievenamon is a prominent mountain overlook-
ing the Golden Vale in south county Tipperary, 
and the summit cairn is the focal monument of 
two passage tomb clusters associated with tribu-
taries of the Suir river. Two of the sites, Baunfree 

in the Lingaun group and Shrough in the Aher-
low group, are aligned directly on the summit of 
Slievenamon while the most famous monument in 
the group, the decorated passage tomb at Knock-
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roe, is also an excellent vantage point from which 
to view the summit (fig. 6). Slievenamon will be 
discussed further below but it is relevant to note 
here that no passage tomb can be seen within or 
under the summit cairn. Instead there is a natural 
rock formation resembling a doorway (fig. 5). No 
doubt this phenomenon would have stoked the im-
agination of Neolithic people no less than those of 
the medieval period. The irony of Fionn’s thumb of 
knowledge is that a better known account locates 
its origins on the banks of the Boyne, the river with 
which Ireland’s most famous passage tombs are as-
sociated. Here, we learn, he inadvertently upstaged 
his teacher by instinctively sucking his thumb af-
ter it was burned when he touched the salmon they 
were cooking. Unknown to the boy, the teacher had 
spent his life stalking the bradán feasa (salmon of 
knowledge) which would bestow supernatural wis-
dom on the first person to taste it.

There is no need to continue recounting such sto-
ries beyond noting that the countryside is invaria-
bly the stage on which they are played out. Prom-
inent features in the landscape, both natural and 
built, were layered with mythological significance 
through their association with these accounts of a 
magical world from the past. In that sense, the en-
tire landscape was a cultural phenomenon and it is 
sometimes possible to identify compelling similar-
ities between particular narratives and the territo-
ries of various groups. Thus the most famous (and 
possibly oldest) saga of all, the Táin Bó Cuailgne is 
at once a story about a mythic past of heroism, bar-
barism and otherworldliness, and a metaphor for 

real tensions between the kingdoms of Connaught 
and Ulster, the west and the north. Although set 
in the late prehistoric or proto-historic period and 
preserved in medieval manuscripts, this saga lives 
in the landscape to the present day. The location of 
various scenes are well known, from the opening di-
alogue at Rathcroghan west of the River Shannon, 
to the various episodes around the Cooley Penin-
sula in county Louth, the homeland of Cúchulann, 
the terrifying but doomed hero of the saga. To this 
day, known features in the landscape are linked 
with the Táin: a particular standing stone to which 
Cúchulainn reputedly bound himself in order to re-
main standing and defiant as he died; an enclosure 
at Rathcroghan in which the heroic expedition cul-
minated in a battle to the death between two great-
ly prized bulls; the town of Ardee named after Fer-
dia, the champion of the Connaught army and 
respected opponent of Cúchulainn who eventually 
killed him after a prolonged bout of single combat. 
In addition the underlying rivalry between Con-
naught and Ulster, Rathcroghan and Emain Ma-
cha, is reflected in the construction of dykes across 
the countryside from south Armagh to Fermanagh 
in the first century BC, separating the territories of 
Ulster from those further south.

Mythological narratives preserved in medieval 
manuscripts are transepts in time and the overlay 
of myths and legends may have been even more pro-
nounced in prehistoric societies: “People who are 
without writing have a fantastically precise knowl-
edge of their environment and all their resources” 
(Lévi-Strauss 1978, 19).

Statements of significance

Material taken from one place and inserted else-
where can be infused with symbolism that is at 
once powerful and subtle (O’Sullivan 2009, 10). 
This theme was relatively common in Neolithic 
Europe and is expressed for example in the wide-
spread distribution of axes fashioned from Al-
pine jadeite (Bailloud et al. 1995, 115), the re-cy-
cling of standing stones in funerary monuments 
(L’Helgouac’h 1983; Bueno Ramirez et al. 
1999; Jones 2009, 167) and the recurring instanc-
es of pendants fashioned from exotic raw materi-
als (O’Sullivan 2007, 171; Barrowclough 2007, 
49). In the historical period, we know that interest-
ing stories and meanings tend to accompany mate-
rial transferred in this manner. Since the mid-19th 
century, wooden spikes have been recovered in 
considerable numbers from the eroding peat of the 
mountain pass at Coumanare between the sum-
mits of Slievanea and Croaghskearda on the Din-
gle Peninsula in south-west Ireland (Cuppage et al. 
1986, 437 – 38). The spikes are popularly interpreted 
as arrows from a bloody battle in ancient times, at 

once vividly remembered and yet existing only in 
myth, but consistent with the Gaelic version of the 
place-name, Com an Áir (the hollow of the slaugh-
ter). The spikes, treasured as souvenirs in many 
households, are probably deer traps, but acceptance 
of this view would spoil a colourful and socially im-
portant myth in which the spikes have become in-
dispensable props.

Equivalent narratives may have accompanied 
the material used in the construction of mega-
lithic tombs, referencing a variety of locations in 
the neighbourhood and broader region (Coon-
ey 2000, 136 – 37; O’Sullivan 2007) and bind-
ing local people to places of personal or group sig-
nificance (Brück 2004, 321). The stories that gave 
meaning to these links are now lost to us, but we 
can be sure that they bore no resemblance to the 
geological and archaeological explanations we con-
struct today. In the case of Slievenamon, for exam-
ple, there is a local tradition that those who climb 
the mountain place a stone on the summit cairn 
in memory of the achievement. Although nothing 
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more than a myth in its right, this tradition could 
just as easily have existed in the Neolithic. The nat-
ural rock formation underneath the cairn features a 
‘blocked doorway’ effect to the interior of the cairn 
or mountain. This doorway looks out over the low-
er ground to the east in which Knockroe and the 
other megalithic structures are lost amongst the 
hedgerows and other visible components of the 
landscape far below and some 10 kilometres away. 
In a remarkable piece of opportunism, its easterly 
aspect reflects the direction of the focal tombs at 
Loughcrew (Cairns L and T) as well as Newgrange 
in the Boyne Valley. The focal role of this natural 
rock formation in the dispersed passage tomb clus-
ter of the Suir catchment suggests that it was also 
the subject of beliefs and stories around 3000 BC 
and earlier.

The Slievenamon cairn is clearly designed to be 
seen to best effect from the countryside to the east 
where a sprinkling of passage tombs cluster near the 
River Lingaun. One of these, Baunfree, is aligned to 

the summit of Slievenamon, and the source of the 
river itself occurs on the eastern flank of the moun-
tain. The Lingaun is a tributary of the River Suir 
which, in Irish terms, is a major waterway that ris-
es in the midlands of north county Tipperary and 
loops gently through a wide swathe of country-
side in which Slievenamon acts as an off-centre fo-
cus (fig. 7). Another tributary, the Aherlow river 
is the artery around which a second group of pas-
sage tombs is sprinkled, of which Shrough is also 
aligned to the distant summit of Slievenamon as if 
to maintain and highlight the integrated nature of a 
storied landscape.  From this we might infer an un-
derlying Neolithic mythology located in this broad 
territory, with the river system and the focal moun-
tain of Slievenamon as key agents. The alignment 
of the eastern tomb at Knockroe to the mid-win-
ter rising sun and that of the western tomb to the 
mid-winter setting sun provided a wider cosmolog-
ical context by linking the complex with significant 
solar events. It is likely that important places in the 

Fig. 7. Passage tombs (red), portal tombs (black) and the summit cairn on Slievenamon (yellow) in the Suir catchment area. Image: Frank 
Prendergast.
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long forgotten Stone Age narrative may be reflect-
ed in the location of the passage tombs and the sto-
ries associated with the source of the raw materi-
als from which they were constructed. The beliefs 
around these places were presumably reinforced 
by the rituals and incantations associated with the 
sites.

The Boyne Valley is a more complex application 
of the same set of inferences (fig. 8). The Boyne 
has many resonances in Ireland down to the pre-
sent. It was the scene of a decisive skirmish in 1690 
and has since become an icon for the divisions in 
Northern Ireland. Nowadays, as the peace process 
evolves, the entire island is gradually taking own-
ership of the shared past and the scene of the bat-
tle has become an important visitor attraction, 
helped by the fact that the locations of historical-
ly established events and colourful legends alike 
can be tied to specific places in the landscape. An-
swering to a different tune, the source of the Boyne 
near Carbury in county Kildare is a traditional holy 
well which, although expressed in Christian terms, 
is probably inherited from the pre-Christian era as 
evidenced by a nearby group of excavated Iron Age 
burial monuments (Willmot 1938). Beyond that 
the river itself features prominently in ancient Irish 
mythology. The god Aengus, for example, was the 
son of Bóinn, the personification of the river, and 
her consort the great god Daghdha. The stronghold 
of Aengus was at Brú na Bóinne, the original Gael-
ic name for Newgrange, It is not surprising there-
fore to learn that votive offerings were left near the 
entrance to Newgrange during the fourth centu-
ry AD, the exotic value of the offerings enhanced 
by their origin in Roman Britain. The presence of 
the passage tombs near the river indicates a similar-
ly rich overlay of Boyne mythology during the Ne-
olithic. What is clear is that the river, like the Suir 
in Munster, was an important artery binding sever-
al clusters of tombs together. Knowth, Newgrange 
and Dowth famously occur at the highest points of 
a ridge around which the river bends while, far up-
river, streams running from the Hill of Tara find 
their way by various means into the Boyne; at Na-
van the Boyne is joined by the Blackwater, a river 
that skirts the Loughcrew group of passage tombs 
as it flows from its origins in Lough Ramor, county 
Cavan; and, below Navan, the destroyed site at Ar-
dmulchan was located almost on the banks of the 
Boyne, while some unclassified mounds located 
near the river at Slane may also be passage tombs.  
Other places in the region and beyond are refer-
enced through, for example, the quartz and water-
rolled stones located around the perimeter at New-
grange and Knowth, the alignment of distinctive 
nodules in front of the western tomb at Knowth, 
the objects that have been compared to Iberian ar-
tefacts, the linear artword in the east and west tomb 
at Knowth, seemingly inspired from Brittany, and 

the decorated mace-head which almost certainly 
came from Britain.

The timeline from the late fourth millennium BC 
to the early first millennium AD appears to be too 
long to accommodate a reliable strand of oral tra-
dition. And yet there are enigmatic suggestions 
of broad continuity, presumably interrupted and 
transformed along the way but nevertheless suffi-
ciently consistent to be explored. The first and most 
obvious indicator is the regular occurrence of Iron 
Age material at passage tomb sites and complex-
es.  Examples include Newgrange, Knowth, Tara, 
Loughcrew (notably Cairn H), Kiltierney and Car-
rowmore, the evidence representing various stages 
of the Irish Iron Age from the later first millennium 
BC to the mid-first millennium AD. In conjunc-
tion with the frequent occurrence of later Neolith-
ic features and earlier Bronze Age burials at passage 
tombs and the suggestion of continuity through the 
later Bronze Age at Tara for example, it is not be-
yond the realms of possibility that oral traditions 
about these iconic places would have extended 
through prehistoric times. Inevitably the kernel of 
significance from earlier times would have become 
wrapped in successive layers of exaggeration, mem-
ory loss, confusion with other myths, seismic lo-
cal and regional events, displacements of commu-
nities, the emergence of new folk heroes, changing 
belief systems and various other factors.

The second indicator of broad continuity is the 
occurrence of at least one close analogy in Britain. 
Around the same time that the classic passage tomb 
phase was flourishing in the Boyne Valley, the first 
enduring ritual footprint emerged at Stonehenge in 
southern England, as outlined elsewhere by Mike 
Parker Pearson. The complex, although evolving 
differently, had many of the characteristics of the 
Irish passage tomb: an emphasis on circular en-
closure; a series of in-filled pits near the perimeter 
(the Aubrey Holes) with cremations inserted into 
the fill of these pits (c. f. Tara above); a solar align-
ment and the referencing of places near and distant 
through the sourcing of the various mega-liths. The 
Stonehenge Avenue links the complex to the River 
Avon which loops its way through the countryside 
about two kilometres to the east.  In a fine example 
of tautology, Avon is almost certainly derived from 
the Celtic word for river.  It begs the question: Why 
did this watercourse become known as The Riv-
er when it is merely a tributary of the Severn, the 
longest river in Britain, and a regional neighbour of 
the Thames, the second longest? Presumably it was 
clear to everyone in the distant past that the refer-
ence was to a special river, an iconic waterway, the 
Boyne of southern England.

Yet another indicator of continuity is to be found 
not far from the Boyne Valley itself. Some 30 kil-
ometres north of the passage tombs, open air rock 
art is to be found on greywacke outcrops over-
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Fig. 8. Passage tombs (red) in the Boyne/Blackwater catchment area and, in the lower right, the River Delvin and its associated tombs. 
 Image: Frank Prendergast. 

2 A similar phenomenon occurs at Uisneach, the mythical 
centre of Ireland, where a circular enclosure surrounds the 

catstone, an impressive and yet mysterious erratic at the 
summit of the hill.

looking a small marsh at Drumirril, county Mona-
ghan (Clarke 1982). This complex has been an-
alysed in considerable detail by the late Dr. Blaze 
O’Connor (2003; 2006) who recorded circular 
enclosures surrounding the decorated outcrops2 
as well as a network of coaxial fields. The outcrops 
have the appearance of natural monuments emerg-
ing from the surrounding lowlands and seem to 
have been important features with which various 
social groups might have interacted in the Neolith-
ic and afterwards just as they or perhaps a more re-
stricted social group interacted with the Boyne 
cairns (O’Connor 2007, 184 – 85). Small-scale ex-
cavations by O’Connor revealed activiy stretching 
from the early Neolithic through various stages of 

prehistory to the Iron Age and beyond, showing 
that the rock art, like the passage tombs elsewhere, 
represented just one phase in a complex site history.  
The role of the audience at rock art panels has been 
highlighted by Bradley (2009), implying continu-
ing activity at these sites, and such panels are some-
time located along routes frequented by animals or 
humans (Bradley 1997, 1845, fig. 12.5), indicating 
prior usage. O’Connor’s work provides direct ar-
chaeological evidence to demonstrate the enduring 
social significance of these outcropping mounds in 
prehistoric times and, while we may have lost the 
complementary mythological narrative, it is rea-
sonable to assume that these features were the fo-
cus of compelling lore.
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Concluding remarks

It was noted earlier that passage tombs have been 
more extensively examined by archaeologists than 
any of the other megalithic structures in the Irish 
countryside.  However, even if allowance is made 
for this bias, the occurrence of passage tombs in 
richly storied landscapes is strong. On the other 
hand, it is not surprising. These are the monuments 
in which alignments to predictable cosmic events 
and distant mountain summits are common, inter-
visibility between tombs is a recurrent theme, and 
in which a variety of other places are referenced by 
means of the material used in the structure and as-
sociated artefacts. Passage tombs are also the ones 
that tend to cluster in specific parts of the land-
scape, often on mountain tops, with presumably 
the key location marked by the large focal cairn.  In 
many cases the cluster occurs near a river, some-
times overlooking the water, as in the case of the 
Boyne and Lingaun discussed above, as well as the 
Delvin (Fourknocks), Liffey (Seefin), Slaney (Balt-
inglass Hill) and Mersey (Calderstones), for exam-
ple, or the sea as in Barclodiad y Gawres in Wales 
and Millin Bay in county Down. Indeed the clus-
ters at Bremore and Gormanstown straddling the 
border between Dublin and Meath occur near the 
mouth of the Delvin river and beside the sea (fig. 
8). The emphasis on location provides an inextrica-
ble link between passage tombs and open air rock 
art, both seeming to indicate regular social interac-
tion with specific places in the landscape. The evi-
dence for recurring activity in both contexts dur-
ing extended prehistoric times is remarkable, as is 
the presence of decoration in both. Another over-
lapping theme is the relationship with water in that 
rock art sites are also frequently located relative-

ly near to the sea or else beside streams, lakes or 
marshes. In both cases, there are reasons to suspect 
that the location was symbolically important long 
before the appearance of the evidence we can iden-
tify today. 

Folk memory is both an enduring and complicat-
ed process. Ideas can live in the folk consciousness 
long after they have lost their original meaning and 
context. Traditional devotional practices in Ireland 
often focus on stations associated with the titular 
founding saint of the local early medieval ecclesias-
tical site. These stations are marked by a variety of 
natural features such as wells, trees, pitted stones, 
hills or caves. While Christian prayers are recited, 
they are associated with less obviously Christian 
practices such as

 the occasional preference for a night-time pil-
grimage,

 the absolute imperative to keep the pilgrimage 
station on one’s right while circling it in prayer; 
and

 the occasional use of cursing stones which, when 
turned during a pilgrimage, are reputed to bring 
bad luck to an enemy.

Standard Christian signs such as the cross appear 
to be optional and the place or natural anomaly 
seems to be the dominant physical feature around 
which the traditional narrative is framed. This may 
be the nearest we can come to explaining the lo-
cations of megalithic tombs in the Neolithic land-
scape. They presumably inform us about the frame-
work within which Stone Age mythology flourished 
but the stories have grown silent with time.
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Zusammenfassung 

Der vorliegende Beitrag behandelt zwei Aspek-
te: Erstens wird die absolutchronologische Bau- 
und Nutzungsgeschichte der Fundstelle Flintbek 
LA 3 unter besonderer Berücksichtigung von strati-
graphischen Überschneidungen einzelner Baupha-
sen vorgelegt. Unter Einsatz eines auf Bayes’scher 
Statistik beruhenden Datierungsmodells, in dem 
die neuen AMS-Daten der einzelnen Phasen in 
eine Sequenz gebracht werden, war es zudem mög-
lich, die Wagenspuren, die unter der jüngsten Hü-
gelerweiterung konserviert blieben, absolutchro-

Flintbek LA 3, biography of a monument

Doris Mischka

nologisch präzise in die Zeit zwischen 3460 – 3385 
v. Chr. einzuordnen. Dieses vergleichsweise junge 
Alter wird diskutiert und nach wie vor zu den äl-
testen Hinweisen der Welt auf den Einsatz von Rad 
und Wagen gezählt. 

Ein anderer Teil des Artikels widmet sich einigen 
Gedanken zur Bedeutung des Begräbnisplatzes 
Flintbek LA 3 und den sich im Lauf der Zeit verän-
dernden Konnotationen. Dazu wird ein Untersu-
chungsansatz gewählt, der als „cultural biography“ 
bekannt ist. 

Abstract

The article consists of two main parts. First, the 
development and absolute chronology of the site 
Flintbek LA 3 is presented with a particular fo-
cus on the stratigraphical situations and the buil-
ding sequence of this monument. A model, based 
on Bayesian statistics has been choosen to calibrate 
the new AMS-dates within a sequence. Thereby, 
the well known cart tracks preserved under the last 
tumulus could be dated accurately to 3460 – 3385 

cal BC. After a discussion of this quite young age, 
it is argued that the Flintbek traces still belong to 
the oldest evidence of the innovation of wheel and 
wagon in the world. Another part of the article con-
cerns the meaning of the burial site Flintbek LA 
3 and the shifts of its connotations through time. 
This is done by developing a model of a “cultural 
bio graphy”.
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Fig. 1. Flintbek. Map of the Flintbek region with sites excavated between 1977-1996 and the position of Flintbek LA 3 in the northeast (Zich 
2002/2003, 259).

Introduction: Megaliths in Flintbek

Next to the modern village of Flintbek more than 
80 sites have been excavated between 1976 – 1996 in 
rescue excavations by the archaeological depart-
ment of Schleswig-Holstein. The sites date mainly 
to the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age (fig. 1). They 
had been heavily destroyed, probably in modern 
times, by farmers or professional stone dealers. But 
nevertheless, these excavations keep a lot of helpful 
informations to our understanding of the former 
societies, their lives and comportment within their 
environment and thus not only because of the rel-
ative completeness of the excavated settlement re-
gion (“Siedlungskammer”).

This paper focuses on two main aspects: The de-
velopment of one of these graves (labelled Flint-
bek LA 3) using the time frame built by several new 
AMS-dates connected to its construction sequence 
in a Bayesian Model. Flintbek LA 3 is mostly known 
because of its preserved traces of a wheeled vehicle 
underneath its tumulus. Precise scientific dates for 
these cart tracks are discussed in this article as well. 

Some thoughts concerning the meaning of the 
burial site Flintbek LA 3 and the shifts in its conno-
tations through time are described. This is done us-
ing the concept of a “cultural biography”.
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A cultural biography

One approach to study a monument, its historical 
construction and its context in the former societies 
and later on can be labelled “cultural biography” 
(Kopytoff 1986; Roymans 1995; Kolen 1995) or 
“Radiography of a site“ (Mohen 1989, 96) meaning 
the constructural development of the monument 
and today ś reflection of the integration of the mon-
ument in the living sphere of the former societies, 
thus a consideration of temporal shifts in the con-
notation and perception of the site. 

Or to describe it with other words: What can 
be said indirectly, based on these neolithic monu-
ments on the former societies and their day to day 
living sphere. Therefore these grave monuments 
are seen as mirrors through which it can be tried to 
look into the past and through which it can be tried 
to get some informations of former identities. 

A biography originally describes the life of a hu-
man being. The concept has been adopted by Kopy-
toff (1986) for material objects and commodities. 
Starting from slavery where humans become com-
modities to material objects in the classical mean-
ing. For our purposes the description of his meth-
od is helpful: 

“In doing the biography of a thing, one would ask 
questions similar to those one asks about people: 
what, sociologically, are the biographical possibil-
ities inherent in its “status” and in the period and 
culture, and how are these possibilities realized? 
Where does the thing come from and who made it? 
What has been its career so far, and what do people 
consider to be an ideal career for such things? What 
are the recognized “ages” or periods in the thing’s 
“life”, and what are the cultural markers for them? 
How does the thing ś use change with its age, and 
what happens to it when it reaches the end of its 
usefulness? (ibid. 66 – 67)”. 

Since this first article in 1986 a lot of literature 
on the “social life of things” has been published fo-
cussing mainly of the cycle of birth, different age 
functions, the death and burial of objects (e. g. 
Fontijn 1996; 2002; Gosden / Marshall 1999; 
O’Sullivan / Van de Noort 2007). 

But already Kopytoff goes further when he men-
tions the observation of the “life cycle” of a hut of 
the Zuku in Zaire over the time span of about 10 
years (ibid. 64 – 65). This hut was in the beginning 
inhabited by a family or a mother and her children, 
in a second phase it was used as a guest house or as 
small hut for a widow. Later the hut acts as a meet-
ing point for adolescents or as a kitchen, in a fourth 
phase as a stable for goats or chickens and at the end 
it is destroyed by termites. 

The condition of the hut itselfs transmits infor-
mation to the people living in or next to it and to 
visitors coming into the village. This informa-

tion concerns of course the actual use, but also the 
wealth of the family owning it or the hospitality of 
the villagers, the organization of the village, the ac-
curateness of the inhabitants and so on. 

Nico Roymans (1995) used this idea of cultur-
al biographies for the landscape in his diachron-
ic study on landscape archaeology of the Meuse-
Schelde-Demer region in the border area of Holland 
and Belgium. He tries to work out a persistent tra-
dition to bury the death next to older burials, espe-
cially focussing on urnfields of the Late Bronze Age 
and Early Iron Age. The connotation of the urn-
fields as sacral places changes from the Bronze Age 
to the Mideavel period. Roymans connects myths 
and legends of sites and the influence of Christi-
anity for example to the perception of prehistoric 
graves and graveyards. 

Roymans is highly influenced by Jan Kolen 
(1995), who is mainly engaged in the topic of cul-
tural history and the concepts of nature reserves 
and cultural parks. Kolen has demonstrated for 
Geuenich, a place (“Flurname”) in the Rhineland 
between Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) and Cologne, 
the long-term cultural history of this place in con-
nection to the oral traditions and subjective experi-
ences of the inhabitants of the circumjacent recent 
villages of Inden and Altdorf, their activities at the 
place and with the shifts in the meaning of the site 
through time (fig. 2). 

The topographically exposed place of Geuenich 
lies between the modern villages of Inden and Alt-
dorf. Just to mention a few points on the cultural 
historical development at Geuenich described by 
Kolen: In Roman times a five-way junction consti-
tuted a nucleus for settlement activities. A merov-
ingian cemetery was excavated there ten years ago 
and in the Middle Ages, probably already in the 
8th century AD, a small chapel of St. Remigius was 
built there and rebuilt in stone in the 11th century 

Fig. 2. Aerial fotograph of the site named Geuenich in the Rhine-
land which was taken as a case study by J. Kolen for a cultural 
 biography of a site.
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when Geuenich became the center of a parish. After 
a serious conflagration in 1678 the small settlement 
was destroyed and the significance of Geuenich de-
creased, it became a deserted village (“Wüstung”). 
In more recent times a memorial monument has 
been erected for the dead soldiers of the First and 
later of the Second World War as well. Three ceme-
teries are grouped around Geuenich, one from the 
end of the 19th century and one for the villages of 
Inden and Altdorf. Kolen worked out the different 
connotations of Geuenich as communication spot 
in the road network, as a settlement with a more or 
less important influence on the neighbouring vil-
lages, an orientation point for the field system or-
ganisation, a meeting point, a religious center, a 
war memorial, the modern cemeteries and so on. 
But additionally he points out the different oral tra-
ditions and legends which came up during the life 
span of the site, with activities like processions, cer-
emonies for the dead or the avoidance of the place 
because of legends of supernatural beings. Geuen-
ich can therefore be seen as a collective memory 
and as a nucleus for the reproduction of cultural 

identity (Kolen 1995, 147 – 148). The second im-
portant point for our purpose can be seen in the in 
the fact, that there are always activities taking place 
at such sites and therefore “...the thought that the 
historical landscape is solely historical: a fossilized, 
rigid monument that reminds us of a passed point 
in time, a bygone period of a single historical fact” 
(Kolen 1995, 148) is simply wrong. These kinds of 
monuments or places are “not rigid phenomena but 
show changes in their cultural meanings, and they 
play productive social roles” (ibid. 148).  

Places like Geuenich and Flintbek1, as it will be 
demonstrated in the following, play an integral 
part in the living society, they are transformed and 
changed permanently and their meanings can shift 
through time. Therefore in a first step the construc-
tion of the monument will be described as well as 
the time frame in a second step. Thirdly, some con-
siderations on the landscape of the Funnel Beak-
er period are put forward. Thereafter the different 
connotations of Flintbek LA 3 are investigated, as 
far as they can be concluded from the currently 
known facts. 
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Fig. 3. Flintbek LA 3 Excavation plan with different features separated by colours. In the northeastern part the famous cart tracks, now 
AMS-dated to 3460 – 3385 cal BC, are leading towards Dolmen IV.

1 For other archaeological examples see e. g.: O´Sullivan/
Van de Noort 2007.



71Flintbek LA 3

Flintbek LA 3

The construction sequence

The construction history of Flintbek is quite 
long and complex (fig. 3). LA 3 is famous because 
of its cart tracks, which are discussed to belong to 
the oldest evidences of wheel and wagon use in the 

world (Bakker et al. 1999) and they can now be 
dated very precisely to about 3400 cal BC (see be-
low). The sequence starts with several non-mega-
lithic graves being established on the site. These are 
followed by four successive megalithic grave con-
structions. 

Grave A (fig. 4 – 6)
The oldest grave at the site is labelled “Grave A” 

and is of the so called Konens Høj-type (Mad-
sen 1979, 309; Liversage 1992, 23 – 24; 79 – 81; 
Zich 1999, 19). It consisted of a wooden construc-
tion with two enormous posts at the narrow ends, a 
wooden frame construction and probably a wood-
en roof, which was covered by pebbles. The in-
ner part has been carefully plastered with plaques 

of stones, slab stones to place the body of the de-
ceased upon. The whole construction has been bur-
ied underneath a small oval-shaped tumulus. The 
sediment for the embankment was directly dug out 
from both long sides of the grave. The grave goods 
consist of a flint axe and five transverse arrowheads 
(fig. 35). The slope of the tumulus is quite steep. The 
lack of erosion on the steep slopes suggests that the 
later tumuli were built in rapid succession (fig. 7).
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Fig. 4. Flintbek LA 3, Grave A. Excavation plan.

Fig. 5. Flintbek LA 3, Grave A. Photo of the Konens Høj grave with 
a floor of slabstones; view from westsouthwest (Photo D. Stolten-
berg).

Fig. 6. Proposal of a reconstruction of a Konens Høj Grave after 
Liversage 1983 (Migdley 1992, 412, fig. 109).
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Grave B (fig. 8 – 9)
The second grave is built in the same technique 

as Grave A. The tumulus is slightly overlapping the 
former one and the soil for the tumulus was also tak-
en from the lateral ditches. In this state, the monu-
ment gives the impression of a narrow but elongat-

ed 8-shaped mound. Within the Grave B a flint axe 
was found (fig. 36). At the northeastern end of the 
tumulus some heated stones and a destroyed pot 
have been discovered which could belong – hypo-
thetically – to the plastering of the inner grave be-
cause of the similiarity of the stone material. 
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Fig. 7. Flintbek LA 3. Cross section through Grave A and longitudinal section through Grave A and B with feature numbers, showing steep 
slopes of the tumuli and the stratigraphical superposition of the tumulus of Grave B above the tumulus of Grave A.
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Fig. 9. Flintbek LA 3, Grave B. Photo of the Konens Høj grave with 
a floor of slabstones; view from eastnortheast (Photo D. Stolten-
berg).

Fig. 8. Flintbek LA 3, Grave B. Excavation plan.

Grave C (fig. 10 – 11)
Connected to Grave A at the opposite position to 

Grave B, Grave C has probably been built as a coffin 
grave indicated by a slightly concave grave pit. The 

small ends are shaped like an apsis and a row of peb-
bles lies all around the inner part of the construc-
tion. Probably at the endings enormous posts were 
erected like at the Graves A and B before. 
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Grave D (fig. 10 – 11)
Grave D seems to be a coffin-grave like Grave 

C. The construction involved the incorporation of 
one of the pebble „walls“ of Grave C. This indicates 
a close temporal connection between these two 
graves. Inside the grave a shadow of a human corpse 

could be discerned. The body is more or less in a ex-
tended position with the head pointing in a south-
western direction. A flint axe and eight arrowheads, 
possibly with an additional one in the early stage of 
manufacture accompanied the dead (fig. 37). In the 
stone row one of it was depicted with cup-marks. 
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Fig. 10. Flintbek LA 3, Graves C and D. Excavation plan and 
shadow of human corpse in Grave D.

Fig. 11. Flintbek LA 3, Graves C and D. Photo, view from east-
northeast; within Grave D the shadow of a human corpse is visi-
ble (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

Grave E (fig. 12 – 15)
The construction of the Konens Høj-type Grave 

E resulted in the prolongation of the already exist-
ing, very long but narrow monument to the north-
west. Interesting is the changing of the preparation 
of the room for the deceased, which shows no stone 
plaques anymore but a plastering with burnt flint 

as it is often to be observed in the Dolmen cham-
bers. All slots between the small end posts and the 
boards at the longitudinal parts have been closed 
carefully with a mass of loam and burnt flint. The 
pieces of grave furniture consist of a thin butted 
flint axe and five transverse arrow heads (fig. 38). 
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Grave H (fig. 16 – 18)
Exactly above Grave D another grave has been 

dug into the tumulus, therefore it has to be of a 
younger date. No charcoal or other organic re-

mains could be recoverd for scientific dating and 
no other finds could be consulted, therefore the po-
sitioning of this grave, as well as Grave G, are up for 
discussion.

Fig. 13. Flintbek LA 3, Grave E. Photo of the Konens Høj grave 
with a floor of burnt flint, view from eastnortheast (Photo D. 
Stoltenberg).

Fig. 14. Flintbek LA 3, Grave E. Photo of the eastern part of the 
longitudinal section; view from southsoutheast (Photo D. Stolten-
berg).
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Fig. 15. Flintbek LA 3. Longitudinal section through parts of Dolmen III, Grave E and parts of Grave D showing stratigraphical superpo-
sitioning of the tumulus of Grave E over the tumulus of Grave D and the cutting of the pit for the Dolmen chamber III into parts of the Tu-
mulus of Grave E.
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Fig. 16. Flintbek LA 3, Graves G and H. Excavation plan.
Fig. 17. Flintbek LA 3, Graves G and H. Photo, view eastsoutheast 
(Photo D. Stoltenberg).
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Grave G (fig. 16 – 18)
Just next to Grave H and just above Grave C, an-

other grave was found with a small stone packing. It 
is the first grave orientated in a transverse direction 

to the other graves and the axis of the overall tumu-
lus. As mentioned before, this grave could also be 
dated to another time. 
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Fig. 18. Flintbek LA 3, Graves H and G. Crosssection through the Graves C and D and G above.

First plough marks (fig. 19)
Plough marks can be dated, as they survived un-

der the tumulus subsequently constructed. Be-
cause of their orientation and coverings by differ-
ent building phases of the monument, they must 
belong to two phases. The older ones slightly con-
verge on the graves and the terminus ante quem for 
the dating is a pebble line at the norteastern end 
of the tumulus which could have belonged to the 
wall construction of frame 1 which borders the tu-
mulus. 

Fig. 19. Flintbek LA 3. Plough marks. Photo from southeast (Pho-
to D. Stoltenberg).

Dolmen chamber II (fig. 20 – 22)
The first implementation of megalithic stones oc-

curs in Dolmen chamber II on the opposite end of 
the tumulus to Grave E. It is a very important cir-
cumstance that one of the orthostats of this grave 
fall into the still nearly empty chamber and buried 
all of the burials underneath. 

The building sequence of the Dolmen in Flintbek 
LA 3 is nearly equal in all four cases: 

1 a pit was dug into the ground
2 a firing took place inside the pit so that the ground 

is burnt red and a thin charcoal layer rests on it
3 the orthostats were erected into building pits, 

whose size depends upon the shape of the stand-
ing stone, and with pebbles used as packing
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Fig. 20. Flintbek LA 3. Dolmen II. Excavation plan (niveau 6).
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4 fitting of dry-stone walling (Zwickelmauerwerk)
5 loam-coating to close the tomb from outside, of-

ten with a mass of loam with burnt flint insight
6 Finally the interior of the chamber is prepared 

with a plastering of pebbles and several centime-

ters of  burnt and sometimes unburnt flint debit-
age on top.
The entrance of Dolmen II was probably in the 

southeastern corner. In Dolmen II an axe made of 
hard rock has been found with a more pointed butt. 

Fig. 21. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen II. Photo of the third plan. The 
collapsed standing stone is still lying on the pavement; view from 
southeast (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

Fig. 22. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen II. Photo of the burial remains un-
derneath the collapsed standing stone; view from southwest (Pho-
to D. Stoltenberg).

Dolmen chamber I (fig. 23 – 25)
Dolmen I is probably erected contemporaneous-

ly to Dolmen II because of the excavated material 

from the grave-pit which interleaves. One thin butt-
ed flint axe could be excavated in the filling (fig. 40).
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Fig. 23. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen I. Excavation plan.

Fig. 24. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen I. Photo of the third plan, visible 
are the remains of the loam coating; view from northeast (Photo 
D. Stoltenberg).

Fig. 25. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen I and II. Section showing the inter-
leaving of the debris from the construction of the grave pits; view 
from northeast.
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Frame 1 (fig. 3)
Probably together with Dolmen I and II, the tu-

mulus is bordered with a first small wall of pebbles, 

frame 1, for the first time. It is not possible to clarify 
if this limits only the long but also the small ends of 
the tumulus of that time. 

Second plough marks (fig. 3)
The new traces are observed parallel to the tu-

mulus. They are stratigraphically buried under 

the next tumulus and therefore probably of the 
same age as the first megalithic phase of Flintbek 
LA 3.

Grave F (fig. 26 – 28)
To the west of Dolmen II another earthern grave 

has been dug into the tumulus, probably to incor-
porate a wooden coffin with pebbles as covering. 
The burial contained a thin butted axe (fig. 41) and 
should therefore probably be of neolithic date. Un-
fortunately there are no organic remains for Radio-
carbon Dating. Like Grave G and the Dolmen I and 
II it is now orientated transverse to the longitudinal 
axis of the monument. If it is younger than the dol-
men I and II, it could be that all the earthern graves 
are older than the megalithic ones but this cannot 
be proven. 
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Fig. 27. Flintbek LA 3, Grave F. Photo of about the half of the plan 
with stone bordering, a flint axe as grave good and the visible cros-
section; view from southeast (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

Fig. 26. Flintbek LA 3, Grave F. Excavation plan.
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Fig. 28. Flintbek LA 3. Crosssection through the eastern part of tumulus Grave B, Grave F and parts of Dolmen II. Grave F is cut into the 
tumulus of Grave B.

Fireplaces for flint burning (Fig. 3)
Underneath frame 2 a small elongated flat pit 

has been excavated which probably has been used 
for flint burning, probably to provide materials for 

Dolmen I and II which lay next to it. For Dolmen 
III  the flint for the plastering has been burnt di-
rectly on the outside of the chamber. 

Dolmen chamber III (fig. 29 – 30)
Another activity has been taken place at the op-

posite end of the Tumulus, where Dolmen III was 

built. It disturbs parts of the tumulus of Grave E. It 
is a developed Dolmen, like Dolmen I and II, and it 
is built in the same manner. A firing place for burn-
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ing the flint has been connected directly to the Dol-
men outside. A flint axe had been found above the 

chamber which could belong to the burial or to a 
secondary burial 2.
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Fig. 29. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen III. Excavation plan. Fig. 30. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen III. Photo of the second plan show-
ing parts of the pavement; view from westsouthwest (Photo D. 
Stoltenberg).

2 The current location of this find is not known.

Frame 2 (fig. 34)
Now a first megalithic stone border, labelled 

“frame 2”, is erected around the whole tumulus 
with a rectangular shape. 

Dolmen IV (fig. 31 – 33)
A last Dolmen was built to the north of the tu-

mulus and with an enormous effort it has been sur-
rounded with another stone boundary, frame 3, and 
buried under a big tumulus. The extended Dolmen 
has an entrance from the northern side of the mon-
ument. Its construction scheme is the same as be-
fore. Probably already in neolithic time distur-
bances occured in the chamber which destroyed 
the floor plastering. A flask has not been touched, 
it was standing in an upright position in one cor-
ner, next to it a bone fragment and three lithic pro-

jectiles (fig. 42 – 43). This is the reason why this pot-
tery could belong to a secondary burial. So this pot 
and its contents must be seen as a terminus ante 
quem for the dating of the famous cart tracks (Zich 
1992 / 1993, 26 Anm. 13; Zich 2006 a; 2006 b) lead-
ing towards Dolmen IV. Until this study the dating 
of this important evidence for the first wheel and 
cart use in the world have been dated only via ty-
pology of this flask, which has been labeled as late 
Early Neolithic (EN II) or Fuchsberg Phase (Bur-
meister i. pr.; Zich 2006 a; 2006 b). 
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Cart tracks (fig. 33)
The cart tracks are leading to the Dolmen IV and 

have been conserved underneath the new tumulus. 
It may still be discussed if the interpretation of the 
traces is correct, but the width of the striations co-
incide with the width of (younger) neolithic wheels 
found in bogs, the distance between the traces co-
incides roughly with the width of the wheelbase re-
constructed from Stare gmajne in Slovenia or from 
more recent neolithic or bronze age axels found 

in bogs in Lower Saxony or in the forelands of the 
Alps, the compression of the earth underneath the 
hypothetical wheels was strong enough so that iron 
pan (Ortstein) could arise which probably would 
not have been the case if a sledge or a travois had 
been used (Burmeister i. pr.; Burmeister 2002, 
128; Zich 2006 a; 2006 b). A thin layer of soil has 
been washed inside the striation so that it was con-
served until its discovery during excavation. 

Fig. 32. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen IV. Photo of the third plan showing 
parts of the standing stones partly destroyed in modern times and 
the pavement. In the upper left corner the vessel was standing in an 
upright position in situ (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

Fig. 33. Flintbek LA 3. Cart tracks leading to Dolmen IV; view 
from southwest (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

Posthole (fig. 3)
West of the Dolmen IV, buried under the tumu-

lus, a posthole had been detected; the function of 
the post is unknown. 

Frame 3 (fig. 34)
For the third frame of the monument the north-

ern row of frame 2 has been extracted. The remain-
ing holes have been filled with embankment from 
the tumulus. The whole arrangement has been in-
corporated. The soil for the tumulus was probably 
taken directly from the neighbouring north-west-
ern side of the long barrow where the old top soil 
was missing3.  

Fig. 34. Flintbek LA 3, frame 3. Photo of the section through parts 
of frame 3; view from east (Photo D. Stoltenberg).

3 This has not been documented but described in the excava-
tion report.
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Grave goods (fig. 35 – 43)
The inventories of the graves are very similar. 

In the non-megalithig graves A, B, D, E and F thin 
butted flint axes and in three cases like in Grave A, 
D and E 4 – 8 transverse arrowheads accompagnied 
the dead (fig. 35 – 38; 41). In the Dolmen chambers 
I (fig. 40) and a thin butted flint axe has been found 

and in Dolmen II (fig. 39) one pointed butted hard 
rock axe. In the strong damaged Dolmen III no 
grave good was preserved but in Dolmen IV three 
more transverse arrowheads, a small bonefragment 
and for the first time pottery, an entire flask con-
nected typologically to the Late Early Neolithic, 
the Fuchsberg phase has been recorded (fig. 43). 
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Fig. 35. Flintbek LA 3, Grave A. 1 Thin butted flint axe (6001/6) and transverse arrowheads (60010/18-22) from the grave inventory. Scale 
2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 36. Flintbek LA 3, Grave B. Thin butted flint axe (3001/3) from the grave inventory. Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 37. Flintbek LA 3, Grave D. 1 Thin butted flint axe (5001/5), 3–10 transverse arrowheads (5000/9-16) and 2 probable preform of an ar-
rowhead (5001/17) of the grave inventory. Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 38. Flintbek LA 3, Grave E. 1 Thin butted flint axe (4000/1), 2–5 transverse arrowheads (4002/23-27). Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.

Fig. 39. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen II. 1 Pointed butted hard rock axe from the grave inventory. Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 40. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen I. 1 Thin butted flint axe (1000/1). Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 41. Flintbek LA 3, Grave F. 1 Thin butted flint axe (2001/2). Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.
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Fig. 42. Flintbek LA 3, Dolmen IV. 1 Flask from the grave inventory. Height of the pottery 18 cm, scan L. Hermannsen, Archaeological State 
departement Schleswig-Holstein. 2 – 3 Thin butted arrowheads. Scale 2:3, drawings B. Gehlen.

The time frame 

13 new AMS dates for the graves A, B, D and E 
and from all of the four Dolmen chambers are avail-
able at the moment (fig. 44 – 45). Some dates are 
connected directly to the construction, others rep-
resent the use, however some may be the result of 
potentially intrusive material. The samples consists 
of four dates from human bones and eight are made 
from charcoal and one more belongs to the glume-
base and organic food remains (fig. 45). 

Charcoal 4
The main sample material of the Flintbek sites 

comes from charcoal. To use this material for the 
dating of archaeological features, a species deter-
mination for the tree and measurement of the di-
ameter have been carried out. Samples were pref-
erably taken from short lived branches or twigs 
instead of big trunks where probable old wood 
gives potentially problematic dates. The numbers 
of the tree rings selected for the dating have been 
counted even if this information cannot be ana-
lysed at the moment. Last but not least some waney 
edges, the outermost tree growth rings of the tree 
were detected in the material, so that a very accu-
rate date for the constructions or use of the monu-
ments is possible. 

Hazel was sampled three times, ash two times 
and elder, birch and oak once for the dates. The 
sample from grave D (KIA41582) dates to the Mes-
olithic and probably entered the grave with the soil 

material. This sample has been excluded from the 
model of the neolithic development of the monu-
ment (see below).

Bone 5
Four bones have been dated (fig. 45). The mea-

sured data of ID 3 – 4 are about 100 years young-
er than the datings of ID 1 and 7. It is possible that 
these pairs of samples belong each to one indi-
vidual. The δ13C values leads to the hypotheses, 
that the individual(s) of sample 3 and 4 (δ13C: be-
tween -22 and -19) have had another diet than the 
individual(s) of sample 1 and 7 (with slightly more 
positive δ13C: between -18 and -15), probably with 
a marine component of fish, marine mammal or 
shell (Hüls 2010; Fischer / Heinemeier 2003). 
Therefore in the modelling of the 14C dates, the old-
er samples (ID 1 and 7) have been excluded (see be-
low). 

Two samples had been investigated for aDNA6 
remains but unfortuanately no DNA at all could be 
detected. 

Modelling the data
A data model based on the implications of Bayesi-

an statistics in Oxcal has been established for Flint-
bek LA 3. As mentioned earlier, three dates have 
been excluded, one from Mesolithic age which 
seems to be an older contamination which came 

4 The analysis have been carried ouf from Doris Jansen and 
Oliver Nelle from the Ecology Center in Kiel and I would 
like to thank them very much for their contribution.

5 Jessica Schmitz did the analyisis of the bone material from 

Flintbek. I would like to thank her very much as well. Un-
fortunately the report isn t́ yet available. 

6 Many thanks to Nicole von Wurmb-Schwark, University of 
Kiel, and her team for the measurements.
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into the grave with the sediment, and two of the 
bone samples (KIA40095 – 40096) because of an 
indication of another diet and therefore unsuitabil-
ity at the moment for the absolute dating of the bur-
ials. 

For the model, a sample sequence according to 
the stratigraphical observations of the excavations 
was established: 

Grave A > Grave B > Grave E > Dolmen II = Dol-

men I > Dolmen III > Dolmen IV (where “>” means 
older than, “=” meaning more or less contempora-
neaus).

First, only the dates related to the construction 
of the graves are put into the model. Graves A and 
E as well as the Dolmen I, II and III could be con-
sidered for this purpose. The dates can be reduced 
to the timespan between about 3500 – 3425 cal BC, 
that is 75 years or three generations for these eight 

Fig. 43. Flintbek LA 3. Description of the dated features.

Grave Description Feature Part of Quality for dating of construction

Grave A Filling, in the area of the decayed deal board 6008 Construction + 
Grave B Filling 3001 Use or Later .
Grave D Filling 5001 Use or Later .
Grave E Wooden deal board 4014 Construction +++
Dolmen I Burned layer on the floor 1011 Construction +++
Dolmen II Burnt flintgravel layer underneath fallen orthostat 8034 Construction ++
Dolmen II Burial 8000 Use .
Dolmen III Charcoal layer on the floor 8507 Construction +++
Dolmen IV Filling 9030 Use .
Dolmen IV Content of decorated pot 9012 Use .

Fig. 44. Flintbek LA 3. List of AMS dates of charcoals, bones and organic remains. Anthracological determination made by D. Jans-
en (Class of diameter determined after Ludemann and Nelle 2002), bone analysis J. Schmitz and determination of the organic remains 
A. Alsleben, all from Kiel University.

Grave Feature ID Lab ID Radiocarbon
Age BP

+/- d13C  +/- cal BC, 1s charcoal Number 
tree rings

class of 
diameter

waney 
edge

Grave A 6008 204 KIA41584 4619 39 -24,93 0,10 3498 3356 Fraxinus 4 5 .
Grave B 3001 211 KIA41581 4674 32 -23,60 0,09 3516 3373 Fraxinus 1 ? .
Grave D 5001 210 KIA41582 8328 45 -26,02 0,12 7476 7350 Betula ? ? .
Grave E 4014 197 KIA41586 4596 33 -23,69 0,33 3494 3344 Alnus 10 2 .
Dolmen I 1011 198 KIA41585 4644 35 -27,28 0,11 3499 3366 Corylus 7 3 x
Dolmen II 8034 187 KIA41588 4672 28 -27,66 0,12 3515 3373 Quercus 2 4 .
Dolmen III 8507 191 KIA41587 4663 30 -26,23 0,13 3511 3371 Corylus 5 4 x
Dolmen IV 9030 207 KIA41583 4727 29 -28,11 0,12 3628 3383 Corylus 10 2 .

Grave Feature ID Lab ID Radiocarbon
Age BP

+/- d13C  +/- cal BC, 1s organic remain

Dolmen IV 9012 002 KIA39915 4626 26 -29,15 0,52 3495 3363 base of glume and burnt organic food 
remain (< 1 gr)

Grave Feature ID Lab ID Radiocarbon
Age BP

+/- d13C  +/- cal BC, 1s bone

Dolmen II 8000 003 KIA36398 4700 29 -21,51 0,16 3621 3378 bone fragment (Kollagen, 3,9 mg C)
Dolmen II 8000 004 KIA36399 4737 24 -19,90 0,17 3631 3385 cranium (Kollagen 1,8 mg C)
Dolmen II 8000 001 KIA40095 4816 26 -17,97 0,19 3646 3536 clavicle ?
Dolmen II 8000 007 KIA40096 4863 23 -15,21 0,42 3660 3638 mandible
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Fig. 45. Flintbek LA 3. Results of the modelled and calibrated AMS dates related to the construction of the graves A, E, Dolmen I – III with 
a reduction of the absolute time span to the wiggle between 3500 – 3425 cal BC.

Fig. 46. Flintbek LA 3. Results of the modelled and calibrated AMS dates related to the construction and use of the graves A-B, E, Dol-
men I-IV between 3500 – 3360 cal BC. The cart tracks could be dated indirectly by their position within this sequence to 3460 – 3385 cal BC. 
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grave constructions (fig. 46). The Dolmens I and III 
deliver very accurate dates of construction because 
charcoal fragments possess waney edges and come 
from the burning of the interior of the pit dug into 
the ground to contain the Dolmen. 

In the next step we wanted to include the use of 
the structures. To do this the bone dates and the 
two dates of the filling of Dolmen IV were add-
ed into the model, after the construction of Dol-
men III. Unfortunately there is no date connected 
directly to the building of Dolmen IV. One sam-
ple (KIA41583) comes from the interior filling of 
the chamber (feature 9030) but the second date 
(KIA39915 of feature 9012) is very closely connected 
to the actual use of the chamber. A base of a glume 
with a sticky organic substance was washed out of 
the sediment recovered in the interior of the deco-
rated flask. This flask is very well preserved and not 
disturbed by probable prehistoric excavations into 
the plastering of the chambers and therefore it has 
been discussed by the excavator D. Stoltenberg if it 
belongs to a secondary burial, which can not be an-
swered definitely at the moment. 

The 14C dates measured from the bones found 
in chamber II underneath the fallen orthostat are 
about 100 years older than the charcoal dates of the 
entire data series. If they are put into the model af-
ter the building of Dolmen II but before the build-
ing of Dolmen III poor overall agreement indicate 
problems in the statistical calculations. If they are 
instead integrated after the construction of Dol-
men III which was probably built only a few years 
after Dolmen II, these warnings mostly disappear. 
For the model these bone dates have been put in a 
position before the use of Dolmen IV. 

For the construction and use of the graves at 
Flintbek LA 3 there can be postulated an absolute 

date between about 3500 – 3360 cal BC, so a time 
span of about 140 years (fig. 46 – 47). The dates nice-
ly fit into the model and it was possible to limit the 
time span given by the sample measurements and 
the shape of the calibration curve with archaeolog-
ical arguments to one tail of a “wiggle” of the cali-
bration curve after 3500 cal BC. Some more dates, 
mainly of fills, – so of the “use” character – are still 
in the laboratory. 

One important note to mention is the precision 
of the dates of the cart tracks leading to chamber 
IV in the LA 3 long barrow. These tracks must have 
been generated after the Dolmens I – III (terminus 
post quem) and before the use of chamber IV or be-
fore their covering by with a tumulus. The youngest 
Dolmen with a date clearly connected to the con-
struction is the waney edge date of the burning lay-
er of the grave pit of Dolmen III therefore it gives 

Fig. 48. Bronocice, Poland. Decorated Funnel Beaker vessel from 
a settlement pit with depiction of a four wheeled cart (Bakker 
et al 1999, 785 fig. 7.1), dated within the long range of 3629 – 3379 
cal BC.

Unmodelled (BC/AD) Modelled (BC/AD)

from to % from to % from to % from to % A L P C

Boundary Start la003 . . . . . . -3512 -3472 68.2 -3542 -3443 95.4 . . . 96.9

R_Date KIA41584 La003-6008-204 -3498 -3356 68.2 -3520 -3139 95.4 -3496 -3470 68.2 -3507 -3446 95.4 132.9 . . 99.3

R_Date KIA41586 La003-4014-197 -3496 -3341 68.2 -3507 -3123 95.3 -3487 -3464 68.2 -3494 -3441 95.4 92.2 . . 99.7

Phase GK I-II construction

R_Date KIA41585 La003-1011-198 -3500 -3366 68.2 -3520 -3357 95.4 -3472 -3442 68.2 -3484 -3426 95.4 117.3 . . 99.8

R_Date KIA41588 La003-8034-187 -3515 -3373 68.2 -3620 -3368 95.4 -3469 -3439 68.2 -3481 -3422 95.4 120.2 . . 99.9

R_Date KIA41587 La003-8507-191 -3511 -3371 68.2 -3520 -3366 95.4 -3453 -3422 68.2 -3466 -3406 95.4 113.3 . . 99.8

Phase GK II bones

R_Date KIA36398 La003-8000-003 -3621 -3378 68.1 -3630 -3372 95.4 -3432 -3401 68.2 -3452 -3387 95.4 121.8 . . 99.7

R_Date KIA36399 La003-8000-004 -3631 -3385 68.2 -3634 -3381 95.4 -3429 -3401 68.2 -3447 -3385 95.4 56.2 . . 99.7

Wagenspuren TAQ -3410 -3385 68.2 -3433 -3376 95.4 . . 99.5

R_Date KIA41583 La003-9030-207 -3629 -3382 68.2 -3634 -3377 95.4 -3399 -3377 68.2 -3426 -3371 95.4 99.3 . . 99.6

R_Date KIA39915 La003-9012-002 -3496 -3363 68.2 -3508 -3353 95.4 -3380 -3363 68.2 -3442 -3352 95.4 88.7 . . 99.5

Boundary End la003 . . . . . . -3376 -3346 68.2 -3442 -3311 95.4 . . . 96.3

Fig. 47. Flintbek LA 3. Table of the calibrated AMS dates of the modelled sequence (Amodel 110.1; Aoverall 105.7‘‘).
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us a terminus post quem and for the terminus ante 
quem the date of the grain remains from the interi-
or of the lugged flask inside Dolmen IV can be tak-
en into account. After the modelling of the dates for 
the cart tracks the time span can be limited to the 
range between 3460 – 3385 cal BC, around 3400 cal 
BC. 

So far the tracks have been dated typologically to 
3650 – 3335 (e. g. Bakker et al. 1999; Bakker 2004, 
287; Burmeister i. pr.; Zich 2006 a; 2006 b). They 
are discussed as belonging to the oldest referenc-
es for the knowledge of carts or wagons in world 
history together with the incision of a wagon on a 
funnel beaker pot found in Bronocice, Poland (fig. 
48) with a similar 14C date (Bronocice 34-A1, GrN-
19612: 4725±50 BP, 3629 – 3379 cal BC; standard 
dev. 1 sigma) made from a bone of a cattle associ-
ated with the pot in a small settlment pit (Bakker 
et al. 1999, 785 – 786). 

A look at the shape of the calibration curve shows 
two big wiggles between 3650 – 3350 cal BC which 
makes it difficult to differentiate the dates falling 
into this time span. With the help of the new AMS-
series and stratigraphical considerations, the cart 
tracks of the Flintbek LA 3 site can be considered at 
the moment as the best dated early evidence of cart 
use in the world. It is another question of course, 
if they still belong to the oldest evidence, but after 
the newest critical résumé of the oldest evidences 
of wheels and wagons even the Near Eastern finds 

like the pictograms of wagons in Uruk have to be 
dated not earlier than 3400 cal BC. Perhaps they 
are even 200 – 300 years later (Burmeister i. pr.). 
And the Bronocice date is only one single date fall-
ing into the wiggle area between 3600 – 3350 cal BC 
and therefore they could also be of the same date or 
even be younger than Flintbek. 

The depiction of a stone with a two-wheeled vehi-
cle of the gallery grave of Züschen belonging to the 
Wartberg culture is difficult to date as well. The old-
est possible date for the grave construction of 3500 
cal BC can be discussed (Burmeister i. pr.; Raet-
zel-Fabian 2000, 197 – 199; 2002).

The pottery vessels from the Baden culture are 
also difficult to interpret and to date, typologically 
they could be older but also of the same age or even 
younger than Flintbek (Burmeister i. pr.; Ma-
ran 2004, 266). The finds associated to radiomet-
ric dated assemblages seems to belong more to the 
younger half of the time span between 3650 – 3350 
cal BC (Furholt 2009, 238 – 240). The 14C dates 
of the 2002 excaveted wooden wheel and of the axel 
of the Boleráz horizon in Stare gmajne in Slove-
nia indicate after calibration dates in the next wig-
gle area of the calibration curve between 3360 and 
3030 cal BC (Burmeister i. pr.; Maran 2004, 
269; Schlich therle 2004, 299 – 301; Velušček 
2002, 38 – 41). Nevertheless these findings have to 
be seen at the moment as the oldest proof for wag-
ons of a functional size. 

Fig. 49. Flintbek. First results of the charcoal analysis taken out by D. Jansen, Ecology Center of the CAU Kiel. Seven time slices were built 
to group the charcoal samples of the neolithic. Flintbek LA 3 had been erected and used within time slice 4 lasting for 3650–3350 cal BC. It 
is the time of a remarkable opening of the landscape.
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 7 I would like the thank W. Groenman-van Waateringe very 
much for her analysis.

 8 Also A. Alsleben is contributing with pollen analysis to 
the understanding of the landscape in prehistoric times, 
therefore I would like to thank her very much as well.  

 9 For the anthracological analyisis I have to thank D. Jans-
en very much, who determined more than 2000 charcoal 
samples from the Flintbek site so far.

10  It cannot be excluded that the Konens Høj graves would 
have been build for several burials as it could be observed 
in some cases in Denmark or Great Britain (Madsen 

1979, 311; Ashbee 1970).
11  Oral communication J. Schmitz.
12 In Benzingerode the δ13C values of two male individu-

als indicate another diet component, similar to the obser-
vation in Flintbek, where as well one or two individuals 
have slightly different values than the others, menthioned 
above.

13 Unfortunately the stable isotope of nitrogen could not be 
measured so far for Flintbek. The δ13C-values have been 
measured routinely by dating the samples in the AMS-
Laboratory of Kiel.

The landscape reconstruction (fig. 49)

The pollen analysis on site from the archaeolog-
ical layers and underneath the tumulus conduct-
ed by W. Groenman-van Waateringe7 showed no 
pollen remains for the site of Flintbek LA 3. The off 
site analysis from the Kirchenmoor and from the 
Kleinflintbeker Moor made by A. Alsleben 8 are not 
ready for discussion, but at least the profile from the 
Kirchenmoor bog contains neolithic phases (per-
sonal communication A. Alsleben). So at the mo-
ment the landscape reconstruction of the time slice 
3650 – 3350 cal BC is based only on the anthracolog-
ical 9 determinations and has to be seen as prelimi-
nary (Mischka / Jansen i. prep.).

In the time slice four of the first investigations of 
the charcoal which lie next to the wiggles around 
3500 cal BC indicate a landscape with a mixed 
oak forest consisting of oak (Quercus), ash (Fraxi-

nus) and lime tree (Tilia). After a first opening of 
the landscape in the preceding phase a quite big 
remarkable clearing for open land can be recog-
nized. A lot of hazel (Corylus) has been detected 
among the charcoal samples as well as pomaceous 
fruit (Pomoideae), both plants growing often at the 
edge of the forest. Pomaceaous fruits are normal-
ly not very common in pollen analysis because of 
their insect pollination. But, without the compar-
ison with the off-site pollen analysis it is difficult 
to decide if the branches of pomacaeous fruits and 
hazel are taken more often for the firings connect-
ed to the burials than other plants so that the char-
coal samples from the graves are not representa-
tive for the surrounding environment. Last but not 
least the wetland or pioneer vegetation has been re-
duced distinctly during the activities at the monu-
ment Flintbek LA 3. 

The connotation of Flintbek LA 3 for former societies

After clarifying the building sequence and chron-
ological frame and after the first ideas about the en-
vironment we can try to consider the connotation 
of the graves at Flintbek LA 3. The landscape has 
been opened dinstinctivley during the building and 
use of the monument. At the beginning of the mon-
ument the first five or possibly eight graves A – E 
and F – H have been build as single graves under-
neath tumuli. The grave goods indicate most prob-
ably male gender 10 with axe and bow and arrow as 
standard equipment and some elaborate grave con-
structions (Konens Høj, tree coffins). It seems that 
one or two graves per generation were built there, 
so that not all people of one group (household, fam-
aly, village etc.) have been buried in this way at the 
site LA 3 (c. f. Laux 1996, 50; 54). 

With the Dolmens, provable for Flintbek LA 3 
only for Dolmen II, starts the burial of several per-
sons together in one grave. As we know from the 
bones, only a few adults and also children were en-
tombed 11, and we may also hypothesise the pres-
ence of females alongside. So we can detect a shift 
in the meaning of the burial monument from sin-
gle burials to group burials, perhaps of families, de-
fined here according to Steuer as a social unit of rel-

atives and non-relatives living together (Steuer 
1982, 36 – 37). In Benzingerode the burial of close 
relatives could be worked out by aDNA-Analysis 
for a collective burial inside a non-megalithic mor-
tuary house of the Bernburg Culture (Berthold 
2008, 123 – 125 12). 

In the Dolmen, axes and arrowheads have also 
been found so perhaps the prior connotation of 
this equipment was overcome. Because of the chil-
dren it can be speculated whether the burial place 
is now opened for families or if this phenomenon is 
the manifestation of some kind of heritable status. 
The δ13C-dates13 of the bones of Dolmen II in Flint-
bek indicate differences in diet and it would be in-
teresting to check the anthropological sex determi-
nations to see if it is similar to Benzingerode where 
the δ13C values of two male individuals indicate an-
other diet component (Berthold 2008, 129 – 130) 
or in Trebur, where the men seems to have eaten 
more meat (Dürrwichter et al. 2006, 45), or like 
at the cemetery of Ostorf where greater shiftings 
in the components of the diet appear in both sexes 
(Lübke et al. 2007, 323). Even if there are still some 
methodological questions to solve, these examples 
lead to the question if different parts of the society 
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had different access to resources and if some kind of 
regulation should be supposed or, if this differences 
in diet may reflect (daily) movements and the mo-
bility of the people in the landscape.  

The Tumuli were visible in the landscape, not 
only as small artificial hills but the exact position 
of the graves must also have been known or per-
haps been indicated for some time. It could be for 
example that the upper ends of the big posts at the 
small edges of the Konens Høj graves were high-
er than the tumuli. This can be said at least for the 
connection of the graves C/D and G/H which 
are built directly one on top of the other. It can 
be speculated whether there is some kind of rela-
tionship between the buried persons visible in this 
close connection.

Another observation can be seen in the sequence 
of the different graves. Mostly, the graves are al-
ways built on the opposite end of the oval tumu-
lus. Grave B was built on the northeastern side of 
the tumulus of grave A, graves C and D, later E then 
on the southwestern end. Dolmen II and I were 
constructed on the northeastern end again and 
Dolmen III on the southwestern end and finally 
Dolmen IV north of all the other graves with an en-
trance probably facing to the north and therewith 
in the opposite direction to the other Dolmen. We 
can speculate about the significance of this obser-

vation, perhaps it reflects movements in the settle-
ment patterns as well. 

Another aspect is the observation that the works 
are carried out with increasing care over time ob-
servable for example at Grave E which is caulked 
properly with clay. 

An interesting insight into the significance of the 
graves and the grave construction are furthermore 
the plough marks. They are preserved directly next 
to the graves and therefore indicate a quite close 
integration of the monument with the economi-
cal background of the society. During the last non-
megalithic phase and in the first megalithic phase 
of Flintbek LA 3 there was of course no “sacred 
wood” (“Heiliger Hain”) or separation between 
death and living in the landscape 14. The only sep-
eration between the ploughing zone and the graves 
consists of a small wall of pebbles around the long 
barrow which was built up after the first recogniza-
ble ploughing activities. 

Not mentioned so far are the often observed set-
tlement finds or features like fireplaces among those 
two for burning flint for the floor plasterings, pits or 
postholes 15 underneath or next to the monuments 
or integrated in the débris of the tumuli. But they 
can be taken hypothetically as indicators for a close 
interdependence between the different activities: 
Mortuary, agricultural and dwelling purposes. 

14  This seems to be a difference for other regions like for ex-
ample the Altmark with the megalithic graves at Lüdelsen 
(Demnick et al. 2008, 34).

15 One posthole has been excavated in the northwestern 
part of Dolmen IV (fig. 3). It is covered by the tumulus.

Conclusion and further research

In this paper it was attempted to develop the cul-
tural biography of the site Flintbek LA 3 for the first 
150 years of its existence. It has been calculated, that 
the long barrows are not rigid monuments built 
once and for eternity, but that they are integrated 
and permanently changed elements of the living 
sphere. Their connotation differed across time, for 
example from possible single graves to collective 
graves. It may be expected that in the following cen-
turies these meanings changed even more but this 

is not the focus of research at the moment, instead 
it will be interesting to compare the cultural biogra-
phy of the site Flintbek LA 3 with the whole settle-
ment region of Flintbek and to compare it with the 
biographies of the other barrows. Which ones are 
contemporaneous? Where were the other members 
of the society buried? Is the construction sequence 
reproduced elsewhere? What about the fields; are 
there plough marks close to the other monuments 
as well? And, what about the settlement remains? 
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Dieser Artikel beschäftigt sich mit zwei sich über-
schneidenden Aspekten von Identität: die spezielle 
Identität der Gesellschaften, die im 5. und 4. Jahr-
tausend v. Chr. auf den Kanalinseln nahe der fran-
zösischen Küste lebten, wie sie durch Monumen-
te ausgedrückt werden; weiterhin geht es um die 
Identität, die offenbar den megalithischen Einzel-
steinen selbst zuerkannt wurde. Insulare Identität 
ist ein vielbeachtetes Thema, aber der Fall der Ka-
nalinseln ist insofern speziell, als er direkt zur Er-
örterung der speziellen Eigenschaften von Steinen 
führt, die durch Formgebung oder Verzierung mit 
menschlichen Attributen versehen wurden. Der 

„Câtel statue”–Menhir von Guernsey ist der Aus-
gangspunkt für eine Diskussion des Verhältnisses 
dieser eindeutig anthropomorphen Darstellung zu 
den körperlosen Darstellungen weiblicher Brüs-
te, die aus Grabanlagen des französischen Festlan-
des bekannt sind. Schließlich folgt eine Diskussion 
über die Unterschiede der Megalithen der Kanalin-
seln gegenüber denen der angrenzenden Regionen, 
um damit der Frage nachzugehen, wie diese und 
andere Inselgruppen als Begegnungsplätze oder als 
Foci spezifischer sozialer und kultureller Identität 
gedient haben könnten.

Stone people: monuments and identities in the Channel Islands

Chris Scarre

Zusammenfassung

Abstract

This paper deals with two intersecting issues of 
identity: the special identity of communities liv-
ing on the Channel Islands off the coast of north-
west France in the 5th and 4th millennium BC, as 
expressed through monuments; and the identity 
that seems to have been attributed to the megalithic 
blocks of stone themselves. Insular identity is a well-
worn theme but in the case of the Channel Island 
monuments leads directly to questions concerning 
the particular character of blocks shaped or carved 
with human characteristics. The Câtel statue-men-

hir of Guernsey provides the starting point for con-
sideration of the relationship of this unequivocally 
anthropomorphic representation to the disembod-
ied female breasts found in chambered tombs of 
mainland France. The paper also discusses how the 
megalithic monuments of the Channel Islands are 
both comparable to yet different from those of ad-
jacent regions, a circumstance that emphasises how 
these and similar island groups may have been plac-
es of encounter but also of communities expressing 
specific social and cultural identities.
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Tab. 1. The density of monuments on islands mentioned in the text.

island no. monuments land area/km2 density/km2

Rügen 254 935 0.2
Orkney 70 971 0.07
Arran 21 430 0.04
Scilly 87 16 5.4
Channel Islands 92 196 0.47

Introduction

There has been considerable discussion in archae-
ology in recent years about the nature of insularity 
and the relevance or coherence of ‘islands’ as a cate-
gory in prehistory. Are islands really isolates, as the 
biogeographical studies of the 1960’s might have us 
believe, or are they nodes in a web of maritime con-
nections that linked communities as closely or even 
more closely than those overland? The answer must 
of course vary depending on the character of the is-
land or islands in question, their size, topography 
and separation from each other and the mainland, 
and on the cultural context of the place and time 
in question. Over the past decade or so, archaeolo-
gists have increasingly begun to consider islands as 
elements of seascapes, and in this context, to think 
in terms of maritime communities, those people 
living on coasts and islands who regard the sea not 
as some kind of barrier but as an arena of routine, 
everyday activity (Rainbird 2007). 

Islands should not, then, be studied in isola-
tion from their surrounding seas, nor should they 
be regarded as fundamentally different from oth-
er coastal communities whose livelihoods depend 
on boats. It is also clear, however, that while is-
lands share characteristics with adjacent continen-
tal coastlines, there is often also a quality of differ-
ence. This is apparent, for example, in the density of 
Neolithic monuments (megalithic and otherwise) 
on several west European islands (Tab. 1). Thus in 
Sprockhoff‘s study of 1938, he noted that the Bal-
tic island of Rügen had 229 recorded monuments 
within an area of 935 km² (0.25 monuments per 
km²), a figure increased to 254 by Ewald Schuldt 
(Schuldt 1972, 16; Midgley 2008, 30). The small 
Danish islands of Bogø and Møn still have 119 re-
corded megalithic tombs, out of an original total of 
as many as 300 – 400 (Midgley 2008, 35). The is-
land of Arran off southwest Scotland has 21 mon-
uments in 430 km² (0.04 per km²) and Scilly, 87 
monuments in 16 km² (5.4 per km²) (Hughes 1988; 
Robinson 2007). The Channel Islands as a whole 
have a comparable density of monuments (92 in 
196 km²; Kinnes 1988; Patton 1995).

The higher densities of island monuments may 
in part result from their remoteness and the re-
duced pressure of medieval and post-medieval ag-
ricultural exploitation. Other studies suggest that 
the higher densities instead relate to the special sta-
tus of islands, which attracted ceremonial and fu-
nerary activity through their character of places set 
apart. Thus it has been suggested that the island of 
Arran served as a preferred burial place for Neo-
lithic communities most of whom lived on the adja-
cent mainland: with its prominent mountains and 
sought-after glassy pitchstone, it may have become 
an island of the dead (Hughes 1988; though see 
Murray 1991 for an alternative view).

Alternatively, the emphasis can be placed on rit-
ual attraction, the elaboration of ceremonial prac-
tices and the monuments that are associated with it 
in order to encourage visitors (including pilgrims) 
and to secure the island‘s position at the heart of 
a web of maritime connections. This concept has 
been developed in particular by Paul Rainbird, who 
has suggests that the island of Pohnpei in Microne-
sia, whose inhabitants did not build and use ocean-
going canoes, may have attracted other islanders to 
come to them through sacred prestige conveyed by 
the large coastal tombs (Rainbird 2007, 99 – 109). 
A similar argument can be extended to other is-
lands, such as Malta, and could help to explain the 
elaborate monumentality of the Maltese islands 
(ibid. 68 – 89).

How may these perspectives inform our under-
standing of the megalithic monuments of the Chan-
nel Islands? Historically, the islands have been both 
marginal and central. They have been marginal in 
the sense of their political separation from the adja-
cent French mainland and of their position as rela-
tively isolated outposts of the British Crown. At the 
same time, they have played a central role in certain 
maritime exchanges, at least from the later Iron Age 
when Guernsey in particular became a stopping off 
point for sailing vessels. The deep water Little Rus-
sell channel provides a safe maritime seaway down 
the eastern coast of Guernsey with access to the ex-
cellent natural harbour of St Peter Port. The Gallo-
Roman trading vessel of the 3rd century AD whose 
wreck was discovered in St Peter Port harbour (Se-
bire 2005, 122 – 123, 159 – 161) bears eloquent testi-
mony to the maritime importance of Guernsey as a 
staging post during the Roman period.

Whether it was a stepping stone to the Neolith-
ic colonization of southern Britain, as some have 
supposed, is more open to question. Both Guern-
sey and Jersey have material attributable to the Vil-
leneuve-Saint-Germain group of northern France, 
dating to the early centuries of the 5th millennium 
BC. At this period, Jersey may still have been con-
nected to the mainland, at least at low tide, though 
it was shortly to be separated by rising sea lev-
el (Pailler et al. 2008, 99 – 100; Sebire 2005, 16). 
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Fig. 1. The rocky shorelines of the Channel Islands. View from the small island of Longue Pierre looking south towards Herm. Photo: Chris 
Scarre.

Guernsey, by contrast, had become an island sev-
eral centuries before, and domestic crops and live-
stock, together perhaps with farming populations, 
must have travelled there by boat (Sebire 2005, 
54). Yet there is no conclusive evidence of cross-
Channel contact during the 5th millennium BC 
(Pailler/Sheridan 2009, 29). During the earlier 
Neolithic, therefore, the Channel Islands may not 
have been nodes in a maritime network of cross-
Channel routes but relatively remote places to be 
visited not en route to other destinations but prin-
cipally for what they themselves had to offer. This 
may have included material for polished stone axe 
production (Patton 1991; 1995, 61 – 63, 129 – 134). It 
was during the middle and later centuries of the 5th 
millennium BC, too, that megalithic monuments 
began to be constructed.

Neolithic colonists, assuming they came from 
the western Cotentin, would have found them-
selves in a land geologically not unlike that they 
had left. It was however a land dominated by stone, 
just as much if not more so than the Normandy 
mainland. Constant erosion by winds and waves 
have produced rock-strewn shorelines and craggy 

islets (fig. 1). The builders of the great Jersey passage 
grave of La Hougue Bie in the late 5th millennium 
BC drew upon these wave-worn stones. Geologist 
Arthur Mourant noted that fifteen of the blocks 
from La Hougue Bie were visibly wave-worn, and 
others too were rounded; only 15 of the 65 blocks 
were angular, and though these must have been “in 
a broad sense” quarried, Mourant adds that they 
too may have been obtained from rocks on the fore-
shore (Mourant 1933). The surfaces of the islands 
provided other sources of stone. Millennia of field 
clearance and quarrying have radically altered the 
appearance of the Channel Islands but (like much 
of northwest France and southwest Britain, or like 
parts of Iberia today) they were very likely covered 
by scatters of granite blocks. 

We may envisage then that the first megalith-
ic monuments on the Channel Islands were con-
structed within landscapes much rockier than 
those that we see today. In some cases, indeed, 
the first step in constructing a megalithic mon-
ument may have been to clear the site of existing 
boulders, a point that has been made also in con-
nection with Stonehenge and Avebury in the sars-
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en-strewn chalklands of southern Britain (Field 
2005). The clearances have continued up to the pre-
sent day. Not only have they removed natural boul-
ders, but also megalithic monuments. Many of the 
chambered tombs of Herm were damaged by quar-
rymen in the 1830́ s; it was indeed in the course of 
that quarrying that they came to the attention of 
the Lukis family (Oliver 1870, 57).

The destruction of Channel Island monuments 
has been considered by Hibbs (1986) and more 
briefly by Kinnes (1988, 17 – 25). Hibbs compares 
site distributions both to place name evidence and 
early land-use maps of Jersey (1795) and Guernsey 
(1785). On Guernsey, place name evidence indi-
cates 68 megalithic sites and 39 menhirs, and Hibbs 
suggests that Jersey and Guernsey each lost some 
40 – 50 sites in the period from the late 18th up to 
the end of the 19th century, as compared with the 
30 or so monuments that survive on each of the is-
lands today. It is also clear that destruction has 
been very uneven, and that sites survive mainly on 
marginal land, where they have been incorporat-
ed into field boundaries, or where their size alone 
has made demolition and removal impracticable. 

He concludes that “The surviving megalithic mon-
uments in the Channel Islands represent the erod-
ed remains of a far denser and more complex ritu-
al landscape” of which the best surviving parts are 
currently preserved beneath sand dunes such as 
L’Ancresse Common on Guernsey and Les Blanch-
es Banques on Jersey (Hibbs 1986, 208, 213). Kinnes 
observes that the loss of sites from the upland pla-
teaux may be even greater than the place name ev-
idence suggests, as these are prime arable areas 
(Kinnes 1988, 22).

It is difficult to draw direct comparison between 
site survival and site density on the Channel Is-
lands and adjacent parts of the French mainland, 
but Hibbs concludes that “the Breton, and to a less-
er extent the Norman distributions, are far less dis-
torted than those of the Channel Islands” (Hibbs 
1986, 221). Before pursuing this comparison, how-
ever, let us briefly consider how closely Channel Is-
land megalithic monuments compare morpholog-
ically with their Breton and Norman equivalents. 
Are they merely isolated parts of a general north-
west French tradition, or do they project a specifi-
cally insular identity? 

Typologies and morphologies

Recent studies of the Channel Islands Neolith-
ic have identified 15 – 20 passage graves (including 
five doubtful examples), 13 – 16 cists-in-circles, 2 or 
3 gallery graves, and a number of megalithic cists 
and menhirs (Kinnes 1988;   1995, 52 – 53, 84). Some 
of the specific identifications must be considered 
doubtful, and in some cases there are divergent in-
terpretations of individual sites. Thus Kinnes con-
siders Les Pourciaux North the remains of a pas-
sage grave whereas Patton identifies it as a gallery 
grave. Much of the ambiguity results from reli-
ance on 19th century descriptions of monuments 
now destroyed or overgrown, or never extensively 
explored. Very few of the Channel Islands monu-
ments have in fact been the subject of recent exca-
vations.

Comparison with monument forms of mainland 
France must hence proceed on the premise that 
our existing information is not in all cases relia-
ble. Close parallels nonetheless exist, and given the 
proximity of the French coast these should scarce-
ly occasion surprise. 

Patton seeks to align the Channel Islands mon-
uments very closely to the Breton series. Thus he 
assigns the dry-stone passage grave with circular 
chamber of La Sergenté on Jersey to the category 
of ‘dolmens à couloir avec chambre simple entière-
ment en pierres sèches‘ defined by L‘Helgouach 
in the Brittany tomb series (L‘Helgouach 1965, 
35 – 38). Patton compares five further Channel Is-
lands passage graves (La Hougue Bie, Les Monts 

Grantez, Le Mont Ubé, La Varde and Le Creux-ès-
Faies) to the Kerdro-Vihan group, and two more 
(Le Déhus/Herm 12) to the Quelvezin type (Pat-
ton 1995, 37; L‘Helgouach 1965, 56 – 60). At a de-
tailed level some of these proposed parallels are 
open to question. Thus one of the principal features 
of Le Déhus and Les Monts Grantez – the pres-
ence of additional side cells or chambers entered 
through narrow openings – is absent in the case of 
the Breton examples.

If we are searching for mainland parallels, a bet-
ter place to start should be the Neolithic monu-
ments of western Normandy. This may be particu-
larly appropriate in the case of the earliest Neolithic 
monuments of Jersey, since the island may only 
have been separated from the Cotentin peninsu-
la by rising sea level a few centuries before the first 
passage graves were built (Sebire 2005, 54). While 
Patton attached La Sergenté to L‘Helgouach‘s Bre-
ton monument typology, Hibbs and Shute drew at-
tention to detailed parallels at dry-stone passage 
graves of western Normandy such as Vierville and 
La Hoguette (Hibbs / Shute 1984). As Kinnes re-
marked, „we might reasonably place La Sergenté at 
the head of the insular series and, interestingly, it is 
the only island structure with visibly close affinities 
on the mainland“ (Kinnes 1988, 33). 

Thus the first Jersey passage graves fall unprob-
lematically within the mainland series, whereas 
the later passage graves are more difficult to fur-
nish with close mainland parallels. These include 
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the subsidiary side-cells found at Le Déhus and Les 
Monts Grantez, but still more striking differenc-
es are represented by Le Mont de la Ville and La 
Pouquelaye de Faldouet. Faldouet consists of an or-
thostatic chamber and passage, which are preced-
ed by an oval unroofed courtyard around the edg-
es of which five or six separate cists are arranged. 
At least two of the cists had separate capstones 
(Hibbs 1985, 67). Still more unusual was Le Mont 
de la Ville. The plan at first sight resembles that of 
a passage grave with circular chamber and internal 
subdivisions, but the chamber is too large ever to 
have been roofed in stone, and here again the bur-
ial spaces appear to have taken the from of a series 
of separate megalithic cists arranged around its in-
ner edge (Hibbs 1985). Neither site has any conti-
nental parallels, and the argument that they are an 
insular derivation from a passage grave tradition is 
plausible. 

Insular identity may also be expressed in the ma-
jor category of Late Neolithic funerary monument, 
the cists-in-circles. They are particularly numer-
ous in the Guernsey archipelago, with 16 or so ex-
amples on Guernsey and Herm, as compared with 
only two on Jersey (Kinnes 1988; Patton 1995, 78). 
This might be interpreted as a feature of increasing 
insularity as the more distant Guernsey separated 
itself from the mainland monumental traditions. 

It would be wrong to conclude, however, that 
the Channel Islands became completely separat-

ed from mainland monument traditions as the Ne-
olithic progressed, since ‘gallery graves’ equiva-
lent to the ‘allées couvertes’ of Brittany and western 
Normandy were built there during the Late Neo-
lithic. It may be significant that the two confirmed 
‚gallery graves‘ are both found on Jersey, closer to 
the French coast, comparable to sites such as Bois 
de la Plesse on the Cotentin peninsula (Edeine 
1971). The argument that cists-in-circles, concen-
trated mainly on Guernsey, reflect the greater insu-
larity of tradition in the most distant island must 
however be weighed against the discovery of two 
cists-in-circles on the îles Chausey, the closest of 
all the Channel Islands to the Normandy coast 
(Chancerel 2007). 

In a general sense, then, the first monuments of 
the Channel Islands (such as La Sergenté) seem 
to represent the implantation of external ideas 
or ideology. Islands and mainland then appear to 
drift gradually apart until the development of the 
open chamber monuments and the cists-in-circles 
which represent „a distinctively insular process“ 
(Kinnes 1988, 39). Insular identities become more 
strongly marked in the emergence of novel monu-
ment forms. At the same time, Jersey at least still 
shares in mainland monument traditions such as 
the allée couvertes down to the end of the Neo-
lithic. What does this tell us about maritime con-
nections?

Images and interactions

If there are grounds for believing that the insu-
lar identities became stronger during the 4th and 
3rd millennia BC, this in no way implies that the 
islands were isolated, or that maritime traffic was 
less frequent than before. The traffic in polished 
stone axes suggests a pattern of continued contact, 
including as it does a number of haches à bouton of 
Plussulien dolerite, a type usually attributed to the 
Late Neolithic (Patton 1995, 133; Le Roux 1999, 
137). Beaker material also testifies to the continu-
ing integration of the Channel Islands in interre-
gional connections during the 3rd millennium, 
along with Beaker wristguards and a small num-
ber of copper artefacts (Salanova 2000; Sebire 
2005, 90). 

There may be nothing remarkable in these inter-
actions. The Channel Islands are relatively small 
land masses and being easily within sight of each 
other and of the French coast maritime voyag-
ing will very probably have been an everyday oc-
currence. But is interesting to ask what may have 
drawn people to visit the islands; did they have 
something special to offer?

Guernsey possesses three prehistoric carved 
stones which are among the most remarkable to 

have been found in northwest Europe. The most 
striking is the granite slab reused as a capstone in 
the Déhus passage grave (fig. 2). This bears on its 
underside the carving of an archer equipped with 
bow, arrows and belt fittings (Kinnes / Hibbs 
1989). The face, with its eyebrows, nose, eyes and 
mouth is particularly evocative. Although the orig-
inal shape of the stone is unclear there is no sign 
that it has been modified and the image is essen-
tially that of a human figure carved on a two-di-
mensional background. It is hence a decorated stele 
not a statue-menhir, and the context of discovery is 
comparable to that of many decorated stones found 
in the passage graves of Brittany: a standing stone 
that has been taken down and re-used to build a 
tomb (L‘Helgouach 1983, 1997). Recent radiocar-
bon dates for human remains from the Déhus pas-
sage grave indicate a terminus ante quem for con-
struction of c. 4100 – 3900 cal BC, suggesting that 
this carving dates probably to the 5th millennium 
BC (Schulting et al. 2010).

The Déhus figure is only one of three stones from 
Guernsey that carry human representations, but 
the other two are different in character, and poten-
tially more recent in age although their date is diffi-
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Fig. 3. The menhir of Le Câtel, Guernsey, discovered buried be-
neath the chancel of the church in 1878. Photo: Chris Scarre.

cult to establish. The Câtel menhir was discovered 
in 1878 buried beneath the floor of the Câtel church 
(fig. 3). Kendrick‘s description of 1928 conveys 
something of the ambiguity of the piece, which is 
carved in the round but not so far as to free itself en-
tirely from the natural form of the granite support: 
„The stone is a boulder of the local granite with a 
carefully flattened front bearing sculpture in relief; 
moreover, an attempt has been made to give it some 
suggestion of human form by carving at the sides 
of the block until two shoulders and an attenuated 
and conical upper part with a low dome-shaped top 
were produced.“ (Kendrick 1928, 26). The pres-
ence of a belt in raised relief demonstrates that the 
back of the figure has been carved, yet in side view 
the flat front and curved back of the stone suggest 
a block that has been levered up from the bedrock 
leaving a planar extraction face contrasting with a 
rounded weathered upper surface (cf. Mens 2008 
for weathered and unweathered faces of megalithic 
blocks from southern Brittany).

The final stone in this trio of Guernsey human 
forms is the pillar like figure from the churchyard 
of the parish church of St Martin. The paired bosses 
like those on the Câtel menhir appear to represent 
human breasts. The curious style of the St Martin 
menhir is attributed to the recarving to which the 
original Neolithic stone was subjected at some pe-

Fig. 2. Detail of the carved human figure on the underside of the capstone of Le Déhus passage grave, Guernsey. Photo: Chris Scarre.
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Fig. 4. Pairs of breasts carved in relief on the orthostats of the lateral entry grave of Kergüntuil (Côtes-d´Armor, Brittany). Photo: Chris 
Scarre.

riod between the Gallo-Roman and the Medieval 
(Shee Twohig 1981, 201).

The Câtel and St Martin menhir are not unique 
but finds parallels in two fragmentary stone figures 
of similar type from Laniscar and Kermené in Brit-
tany. None of the four has a secure Neolithic con-
text although the Kermené fragments were found 
re-used in the revetment walling of a circular tumu-
lus that may be of Neolithic date (Giot 1960). The 
Câtel stone in particular however does bear strik-
ing resemblance to Late Neolithic human represen-
tations carved in the chalk walls of the Marne hy-
pogées, and the paired breasts that are a feature of 
all four of these stones occur on the orthostats of 
Late Neolithic megalithic tombs in both the Par-
is basin and Brittany (Kinnes 1989; Villes 1998) 
(fig. 4). They clearly form part of the same reper-
toire of representation. That is confirmed by details 
such as the position of the necklace (if that is what it 
is) below the breasts on the Laniscar figure, exact-
ly as shown at tombs in northern Brittany (Crec‘h 
Quillé, Kergüntuil, Tressé/Prajou Menhir: Shee 
Twohig 1981 fig. 149, 151, 153, 160). 

These parallels allow us to propose date in the lat-
er 4th or early 3rd millennium BC for Câtel and St 
Martin stones, a chronology that would separate 
them by at least a millennium from the Déhus slab. 
They also demonstrate that, striking though they 

are, the Guernsey statue-menhirs are not a uniquely 
insular manifestation, but form part of a much wid-
er geographical tradition. The presence of two such 
stones on Guernsey might suggest however that the 
island had tombs or sanctuaries with human rep-
resentations of an elaborate form that was not un-
known but was relatively unusual elsewhere. They 
are insufficient in themselves to suggest that the is-
land had a special sacred or ceremonial character 
during the later Neolithic. Nor do the ample indi-
cations that there were once many more standing 
stones on Guernsey and adjacent islands allow us 
to conclude without question that these were places 
with an unusually high density of monuments. Yet 
it should be noted that the unusual human repre-
sentations come from Guernsey, which is the most 
remote from the Normandy mainland, and to that 
extent potentially more ‘insular’ in character than 
Jersey or Alderney. The insular character may have 
found expression in ceremonial practices that drew 
in outsiders and helped to maintain the island’s po-
sition in a network of active maritime connections.

The human representations we have just de-
scribed do however raise another issue about iden-
tity, and that relates to the identity of the blocks 
themselves. It has been remarked on several occa-
sions how the construction of La Hougue Bie on 
Jersey involved the bringing together of materials 
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from different parts of the island (Mourant 1933; 
Kinnes 1988; Patton 1992). This contrasts with the 
evidence from the smaller Jersey tombs, or those on 
Guernsey, which used materials of local origin (Bu-
kach 2003). Thus within the selection of the blocks 
there is a mixture of both local and (in one case) 
island-wide identities. It has been observed that 
whatever their distance, the places from which the 
stones were drawn may themselves have been sig-
nificant, related not only to concepts of identity, but 
that the specific rock types may have been used by 
these societies to represent their community and 
their local mythologies (Bukach 2003).

It is possible however that it was not the rock types 
but the individual stones that were significant, and 
that these carried their own concepts of identity. 
We may compare for example the pairs of breasts 
carved in Brittany tombs and the breasts on the Câ-
tel or Laniscar blocks. The latter demonstrate the 
wish to represent an unambiguous human form, al-
beit schematically. Neither, however, succeeds en-
tirely in freeing itself from the natural shape of the 
block. The Câtel menhir demonstrates the distinc-
tive opposition of a curved weathered back and a 
relatively flat front, the later corresponding proba-
bly to a natural fracture plane. The Laniscar stone 
has been carefully shaped, but as Giot observed the 
back is only slightly worked and retains its natural 
smooth surface1 (Giot 1973, 421). A parallel can be 
found further afield in the statue menhirs of Rouer-
gue in southern France (D’Anna 1977; Serres 
1997; Philippon 2002). Here again the human 
forms appear to have been fitted into the form of 
the block, although in these cases the blocks them-
selves have been shaped to a much greater degree. 

Despite that difference, the same question arises. 
Are these representations of people in stone or of 
stones as people?

If these may be considered human forms not 
entirely freed from their matrix, the same is even 
more so in the case of the paired disembodied 
breasts carved on the walls of Late Neolithic tombs 
in northwest France. These appear to have been 
carved in situ, and may have been connected with 
concepts of nurture and rebirth. In the context of 
Câtel and Laniscar, however, we may also be struck 
by the fact that these two are effectively blocks of 
stone endowed with human features. They stand, 
in that sense, in a continuity of representation with 
the statue-menhirs. It is tempting in this context to 
suggest an animistic reading of the blocks, that by 
carving them with human attributes they were in 
some way being activated or brought to life. Is the 
block of stone being transformed into the schematic 
image of a human individual, living or dead, or was 
the addition of carved human attributes intended 
to bring the block of stone to life, or to make it ani-
mate in some way? Ethnographic accounts provide 
vivid testimony of the rituals frequently associated 
with such carved images that are designed to acti-
vate them. Such rituals address the figurations as if 
they were animate images able to see, to hear, to ac-
cept offerings, and to respond (e. g. Gell 1998).

If that was true of the megalithic blocks carved 
with human features, might it not also have been 
true of megalithic blocks more generally? Could 
that explain the careful selection to which many of 
these blocks were subject, and the decision to use 
such massive blocks of stone, with their individual 
textures, shapes and colours, in the first place?

1 “Le dos paraît presque lisse et doit représenter une surface na-
turelle à piene régularisée; par contre toutes les autres surfaces 

(moins la cassure de base) sont travaillées et portent très nette-
ment les traces d’un bouchardage intensif . . .” (Giot 1973, 421).

Conclusion

I have dealt here with two kinds of identities 
bound up in the megalithic monuments of the 
Channel Islands. In the first, and at greater length, 
I have discussed the evidence that the monument 
provide for a specifically insular identity. Some 
monument forms, especially the earlier ones, are 
closely analogous to monuments of adjacent parts 
of mainland France. As the centuries progress, 
these relationships changed in character and Chan-
nel Island communities developed their own forms 
of monuments, such as the cists-in-circles, that lack 
mainland parallels. The divergence of monument 
forms in no way represents a process of increasing 
isolation, however, and Late Neolithic Guernsey 

may well have developed a special sacred or cere-
monial distinctiveness which served to attract vis-
itors to its shores. The statue menhirs may be part 
of that distinctiveness, although the scale of de-
struction of such monuments both on the islands 
and the mainland is hard to assess. They may have 
been more numerous and more widespread than we 
currently believe. As I hope to have shown, howev-
er, the statue menhirs raise other issues of identi-
ty–the identities that were being inscribed onto the 
blocks themselves–bringing qualities associated 
people and stone into direct, intriguing and sym-
bolically powerful conjunction.
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Zusammenfassung

Neben Innovationen im ökonomischen, techno-
logischen und sozialen Bereich ist das Neolithikum 
in den meisten Gegenden der alten Welt im Ge-
gensatz zu vorneolithischen Gesellschaften durch 
einen neuartigen Umgang mit materieller Kultur 
als Medium der Zeichenkommunikation gekenn-
zeichnet. Seit dem Neolithikum steigt im Besonde-
ren der Anteil intentionaler Produktion und Nut-
zung materieller Kultur als Zeichen gegenüber 
einer passiven, unintendierten Zeichenproduk-
tion. Dies umfasst ganz explizit auch den Bereich 
von alltäglichen Gebrauchsgegenständen, wie es 
sich am deutlichsten im Bereich der Gefäßkeramik 
zeigt, ein Phänomen, das in vorneolithischer Zeit 
wesentlich seltener zu beobachten ist.

Als Konsequenz aus dieser Beobachtung kön-
nen wir sagen, dass die frühneolithische Periode 
Südskandinaviens und Norddeutschlands (FN I 
der Trichterbecherkultur) und damit die Zeitspan-
ne von 4100 – 3500 BC mehr oder weniger als eine 

A virtual and a practiced Neolithic? Material culture symbolism,
monumentality and identities in the Western Baltic region

Martin Furholt

Kontinuität von vorneolithischen Verhaltensmus-
tern zu sehen ist. Zwar wurden in dieser Zeit be-
reits neolithische Innovationen eingeführt und be-
nutzt, jedoch in einem so geringen Ausmaß, dass 
dadurch noch keine wirksamen Veränderungen 
kultureller Verhaltenspraxis und somit der Identi-
täten einhergegangen wären, die in die Richtung 
dessen gehen, was wir „Neolithikum“ nennen. Erst 
ab 3500 BC sehen wir die Realisierung eines „Neo-
lithischen Pakets“ mit Monumentalbauten, zur 
Speicherung eines Kulturellen Gedächtnisses, mit 
einer extensiven und genuinen intentionalen Zei-
chensprache in der materiellen Kultur, besonders 
im Bereich von Keramik und Steingeräten, einem 
deutlichen Anstieg menschlicher Eingriffe in die 
Umwelt und überregionalen Kontakten. Zur Ver-
anschaulichung kann von einem Virtuellen Neo-
lithikum (4100 – 3500 BC) gegenüber einem Rea-
lisierten Neolithikum (seit 3500 BC) gesprochen 
werden.

Abstract

Besides the economic, technical and social in-
novations a new stage of the manipulation of ma-
terial objects and structures as media of symbolic 
communication could be identified for most Ne-
olithic societies of the old world, separating them 
from Pre-Neolithic societies. Since the Neolithic, 
the proportion of intentional production and use 
of material symbols clearly rises compared to un-
intentional symbol production. Particularly the ex-
tensive symbolism on utilitarian, everyday arte-
facts like pottery is much more elaborated.

Proceeding from these observations, the ear-
ly Neolithic period in northern Central Eu-
rope / Southern Scandinavia, that is the time from 
4100 to 3500 BC is more or less the continuation 

of pre-neolithic behavioural patterns. At this time 
Neolithic innovations are known and implement-
ed, but not yet in a quantity that would practical-
ly change cultural practice and thus identity to-
wards what has been defined as Neolithic earlier. 
It is probably not earlier than 3500 BC that a real 
“Neolithic Package” consisting of large-scale mon-
umental buildings storing Cultural Memories, an 
extensive and genuine variability in material cul-
ture symbolism, especially pottery and stone tool 
production, come along together with an increase 
of economic impact of and supra-regional con-
tacts. Thus it is possible to speak of a “virtual Ne-
olithic” preceding the “practiced Neolithic” since 
3500 BC.
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Introduction

Through the history of archaeological thought, 
concepts about what “the Neolithic” would be have 
concentrated on different aspects. Starting with 
typological traits of material culture (Lubbock 
1865), the focus shifted to economy and technolo-
gies (Childe 1941), adaptations to ecological fac-
tors (Binford 1968), social structures (Bender 
1978), ideological patterns (Hodder 1990; Thom-
as 1999) and the emphasis on cognitive patterns 
(Renfrew / Scarre 1998). It has also become 
clear, especially in a global perspective, that these 
different aspects of a Neolithic do not necessari-
ly occur in the form of a package, and that it can 
definitely not be linked to a single, revolutionary 
event or even to a short period (Bellwood 2005). 
The definition of what kind of archaeological as-
semblages should be qualified as Neolithic does 
not only differ between regions, they also are based 
on the archaeologistś  ideological premises. What 
is and has been seen as definitive for the labelling 
of neolithisation in different regions is heavily de-
termined by research history and available sourc-
es. In Western and Northern Europe, the begin-
ning of the Neolithic is more or less connected to 
the erection of burial monuments, a feature clearly 
absent in the Danubian or south-eastern European 

tradition of the Neolithic, where permanent settle-
ments dominate the research. This distinction is all 
the more interesting as we now know that the very 
onset of the Neolithic in the Middle East seems to 
have been marked by monumental architecture 
(Schmidt 2000; Watkins 2008).

This paper has a two-fold purpose. Firstly, it 
is argued, in accordance to Renfrew (1998) and 
others (Watkins 2004), that new ways of treat-
ing material culture, a new relationship of human 
agency towards matter, should be considered as a 
significant innovation characterising the majority 
of the Neolithic societies in Western Eurasia. This 
will be discussed in regards to different Neo lithic 
contexts, with a special focus on the area of north-
ern Germany and southern Scandinavia (“The 
Western Baltic Region” in the following). Second-
ly, the focal point of this paper will be to evaluate 
the temporal setting of the impact of Neolithic in-
novations to social practice and individual iden-
tities in the Western Baltic Region. Here, the fo-
cus will be on a quantitative perspective, arguing 
that the mere presence of innovations is not to be 
seen as determinant for the shaping of new, Neo-
lithic identities, but the scale of their practical im-
plementation.

Different modes of communication via material culture

Like many other (especially German) authors 
(Veit 1999; Holtorf 1996; Müller 2009) deal-
ing with monumentality I deem the concept of Cul-
tural Memories (Assmann 1988; Assmann 1992) 
fit to concretise the term towards its character as 
a media communicating socially relevant mean-
ings. I have argued elsewhere (Furholt i. pr.) that 
the material characteristics of a monument, name-
ly collossality, visibility, durability and often also 
uniqueness are to be seen as a means to achieve the 
aim of an intentional communication of distinct 
meanings to a distinct group of people. Normal-
ly, monuments are defined as structures showing 
a clear surplus of meaning vs. functionality, as the 
possibility of a profane, functional explanation of 
its features normally leads to a rejection of the term 
monumentality (Furholt i. pr.).

Jan Assmanń s concept of Cultural Memories is 
an adaptation of Maurice Halbwachś  thinking, 
who was concerned with the social constitution 
of memories and the significance of a Collective 
Memory (Assmann 1992, 34 ff.). As two variants 
of the Collective Memory Assmann distinguish-
es the Communicative Memory and the Cultur-
al Memory, using the metaphor of the fluid and 
the solid. The first is constituted in daily-life com-
municative contexts. It is seen as highly fluid and 

of a limited duration, normally less than 80 – 100 
years, three to four generations, as it is connect-
ed to the oldest living individuals in any given so-
ciety (Assmann 1992, 50). In contrast to this, the 
Cultural Memory is durable because it is support-
ed and maintained through rituals, regular collec-
tive ceremonies and events and often also connect-
ed to monumental buildings. Cultural Memory is 
related to fixed points in the distant past and of-
ten connected to – and supported by – founding 
myths linked to the identity of the collective (Ass-
mann 1992, 59).

Thus Assmann defines a concept about stable cul-
tural memories that are closely connected to col-
lective identities. Although he, as an Egyptologist, 
induces his model from the early state societies of 
the Middle East, it seems appropriate to generalise 
it, especially in respect to non-literate societies en-
gaged in monumental activities. Talking about sig-
nification in a material world, such a generalisation 
seems justifiable from the perspective of semiotic 
pragmatism. If, as Charles Sanders Peirce has put 
it, meaning is determined by behaviours practi-
cal outcome ( Peirce 1931 – 35, 402; Oehler 2000, 
14), then surely the quantity of specific behaviour-
al efforts connected to an object is decisive for the 
contents of meanings signified in a given context. 
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When a structure is judged to be monumental in 
the sense referred to above, it is – by definition – 
intentionally created, collective efforts are delib-
erately concentrated without a functional reason, 
but rather serving the purpose of creating visible 
and durable meaning. Whether or not these collec-
tive efforts are explicitly intended to be part of the 
message communicated, following the pragmatic 
premise, these efforts will in practice inevitably be 
an integral part of the memories connected to the 
monument.

From this perspective it seems appropriate to 
closely link Assmanns Cultural Memory to the 
concept of Monumentality and we end up with a 
general model of Monumentality where monu-
mental buildings are seen as media for the creation 
and maintenance of Cultural Memories, who again 
serve as means to create and maintain collective 
identities. In this way a model emerges that con-
nects the material characteristics of monuments to 
signification and identities.

And what is more, when we incorporate the Cul-
tural Memory concept to our model, we are on a 
more general level referring to different modes of 
social communication, which may help us to get a 
broader understanding of the role of monuments in 
social reality. Cultural Memory is not restricted to 
material monuments, but relate to what Aleida Ass-
mann calls "the Monumental" as a special mode of 
communication, opposed to the Lifeworld mode of 
communication (Assmann 1991). It is easy to per-
ceive the distinction of Cultural and Communica-
tive Memory behind these concepts, Aleida Ass-
mann herself refers to Bachtin ś (1979, 229 ff.) 
distinction of “the authoritative word” as opposed 
to the “dialogic word”, the Monumental commu-
nication having normative, if not dogmatic power, 
being linked to group identity and self-conception 
and thus perceived as being stable or fixed, where-
as the Lifeworld mode of communication is fluid, 
more affected by and open to changes by events and 
individual agency.

The Monumental and the Neolithic mode of communication

This notion of a Monumental mode of communi-
cation helps to understand the role of Monumen-
tality in early Neolithic societies. It seems clear to-
day that the early development towards sedentism, 
the process of neolithisation in the Middle East in-
volves a massive increase in the monumental mode 
of communication, not only expressed through the 
erection of monuments as such (Schmidt 2000), 
but in the whole use of material culture (Cauvin 
2000). This argument meets the concept of external 
symbolic storage, put forward by Merlin Donald 
(Donald 1991), Colin Renfrew (Renfrew 1998) 
and recently Trevor Watkins (Watkins 2004). To 
cite the latter:

“…hunter-harvester groups who had become seden-
tary, discovered the potential of the built environment 
to embody their ideas of who they were…“ (Watkins, 
unpublished paper, reformulating a similar state-
ment in Watkins 2004, 105).

Interpreting Watkinś  words, a major change in 
material culture use would have occurred, when 
the built environment, or more general, material 
objects that were at the first hand created without 
the intention to produce a sign, was intentionally 
used for signification.

To stick to the terminology applied here, in the 
early Holocene a new, Neolithic mode of commu-
nication via material culture is, if not created, clear-
ly gaining higher importance, and this would be an 
intentional form of symbolism using material cul-
ture being more frequently applied than before. 
Wiessner (1989) defined such an intentional sym-

bolism as emblemic and assertive style in contrast 
to Sackett ś isochrestic variation, or unconscious 
drift style (Sackett 1982, 96; Binford 1963) that is 
explaining style mostly by the variation of learned 
behaviour, and thus more or less unintentional 
choice of different possible ways to reach compara-
ble functional ends.

In addition to the rising scale of intentional sym-
bolism in material culture, its expansion into the 
realm of utilitarian, everyday artefacts seems to be 
a key feature characteristic for most early Neolith-
ic societies in western Eurasia. To use Assmanns 
concept, we see the expansion of the Monumen-
tal mode of communication into realms of the Life-
world mode of communication. This may be best il-
lustrated by the – albeit rather exceptional – case 
of Çatal Höyük (Hodder 2006), where the wall 
paintings, plastic sculptures, and burials below 
floor platforms clearly point to the incorporation of 
monumental communication into the daily life do-
main of the domestic house. More generally speak-
ing, most Middle Eastern and south-eastern Euro-
pean early Neolithic societies are extensively using 
domestic, utilitarian artefacts, especially pottery to 
intentionally symbolise social meanings. Addition-
ally, the interment of burials in houses or at least 
within the settlements is a common feature (Li-
chter 2001).

In contrast, looking at the pre-neolithic situ-
ation, it is obvious that the style of the great ma-
jority of utilitarian artefacts is mainly determined 
by their raw materials and their functions; the ob-
served variance may be well explained by Sackett ś 
isochrestic variation. This circumstance is con-



110 Martin Furholt

Fig. 1. Example of an early Neolithic pottery style showing a genuine, elaborate symbolic language: Early Neolithic Painted Pottery from 
Argissa Magula, Thessally, Greece (after Reingruber 2008).

Fig. 2. Example of an early Neolithic pottery style showing a genuine, elaborate symbolic language: Protostarčevo/Starčevo-Style White 
Painted Pottery from South-Eastern Europe (Anzabegovo Ia, Cîrcea Ia, Gâlâbnik I, Gradeśnica A; after Schubert 1999).

nected to the very slow velocity of formal develop-
ment in material culture observable in Palaeolith-
ic times.

This is of course not to claim that there was no 

intentional symbolism in material culture in the 
Palaeolithic. On the contrary, we know elaborate 
art, we know fine ornaments and we also know 
decorated artefacts. But it has to be stated that the 
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great majority of decorated artefacts are non-func-
tional ones, and thus there is still a very marked 
separation between the Monumental sphere and 
the Lifeworld sphere. What is more, the cases 
where possible utilitarian, lifeworldly artefacts are 
decorated, are clustered in time and space. There 
is definitely an accumulation in the late Magdale-
nian, especially the Magdalenien-IV-Horizon of 
Western Europe, in the 12th to 11th millenium BC, 
of decorated, possibly functional artefacts that 
were undecorated in earlier periods (Bosinski 
1990, 197 ff.).

This is clearly indicating that the term of a “Neo-
lithic mode of communication” is of course a sim-

plification, as I am not arguing in an evolutionary 
way, and it may well be thinkable that comparable 
behavioural patterns have been present in sever-
al contexts before the Neolithic, and indeed as we 
will see later on are not integral to all Neolithic so-
cieties. The important point is, however, that the 
behavioural pattern defined here as the “Neolith-
ic mode of communication”, the extensive inten-
tional use of material culture, including function-
ally and lifeworldly artefacts as a means of social 
symbolic communication, shows a clear increase 
in practice in the early Neolithic of Western Asia 
and Europe.

 The early Neolithic in South-Eastern and Central Europe

When we turn to the earliest Neolithic societies 
in continental Europe, dating from 6500 / 6400 
BC in Thessaly (Reingruber 2008, 317), we meet 
an elaborate symbolism that has its most marked 
expression in the highly variable clay figurines 
(Mina 2008), but what is crucial is the develop-
ment of a genuine, highly variable and elaborate 
pottery style (fig. 1). It seems as if there is a short 
early period with only monochrome pottery (Re-
ingruber 2008, 262; 291; 303), but after a few gen-
erations the new medium of pottery is extensively 
used to play out a variant-rich lang uage of forms and 
decorations, that is starting with the Protosesklo-
Style (from the 63th century in Argissa, Sesklo and 
Achilleion, see Gimbutas / Winn / Shimabuku 
1989; Reingruber 2008, 317) and then, from the 
62nd century BC with the Sesklo-Style (Reingru-
ber 2008, 317, who sees that phase starting later, 
at 6000 BC). The red-on-light painting may be de-
rived from southwestern Anatolia, but the motifs 
and newly evolving vessel forms are clearly genu-
ine inventions.

Early Pottery in the Balkans shows a similar elab-
oration. Again there may be an early monochrome 
horizon at the start of the development (Krauss 
2008, 119). Although this horizon is more hypothet-
ical than actually observable through well-excavat-
ed archaeological stratigraphies, it could again be 
assumed that the full potential of the new medium 

of pottery would have needed some time to be ful-
ly discovered. Nevertheless, after a couple of gener-
ations, the presence of an elaborate symbolism in 
(Proto) Starčevo-Pottery (fig. 2; Schubert 1999) 
or Karanovo I-Pottery (Krauss 2008) can not be 
denied.

The situation seems to be even clearer in the case 
of the early Neolithic of central Europe, the Line-
arbandkeramik (Lbk, Gronenborn 1999). As the 
chronology is well established, we clearly observe 
a rapid development of a genuine and elaborated 
pottery style (Kloos 1997), with a broad variabil-
ity especially regarding the decoration (fig. 3). At-
tempts to trace these elements from south-eastern 
antetypes are only successful for single elements 
(Gronenborn 1999, 148, fig. 6). It rather seems 
that more or less contemporary with the earliest 
farming activities on the Central European loess 
soils, an elaborate language of signs is established 
on one of the most prominent tool types of the Life-
world realm, the items for storing and cooking food. 
Other functional, daily life tools, like axes are not 
of such a stylistic variability (Hahn 1993, 286 ff.; 
Raetzel-Fabian 1988), but the polishing char-
acteristic of this group of tools is clearly pointing 
in the direction of a more intentional formgiving, 
where the characteristics of the material worked on 
are subdued according to human will.

The Neolithisation of the Western Baltic region

A stark contrast is to be found in the Western 
Baltic region. In the context of the late Mesolithic 
Ertebølle complex there are some utilitarian arte-
facts that are decorated (Andersen 1980; Jensen 
2001, 202 – 203; 213 – 218), but the shape and appear-
ance of the great majority of utilitarian artefacts is 
clearly determined by their function and the char-
acteristics of their raw materials (Prangsgaard 

1992; Klassen 2004, 109 ff.). There is pottery, but 
compared to the central European evidence a very 
marked difference is to be seen in regards to sym-
bolic elaboration. Ertebølle pottery is mostly un-
decorated (with exceptions, the most marked one 
being the Scanian Ertebølle Pottery) and shows a 
very low formal variation and development through 
time (fig. 2a; Prangsgaard 1992), a variation that 
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Fig. 4. Example of pottery showing a pre-neolithic mode of symbolism: Ertebølle pottery (Klassen 2004, 110).

Fig. 5. Example of pottery showing a pre-neolithic mode of symbolism: Early TRB pottery from Muldbjerg (Klassen 2004, 175).

can be very well explained by isochrestic variation, 
but surely not by an intentional symbolism 1.

It is a very significant observation that this sit-
uation does not change in the early Neolithic of 
the Western Baltic region. There are new pottery 
forms from ca. 4100 BC, but they are still most-

ly undecorated and show a very low formal varia-
tion (fig. 5). What is more, Klassen (2004, 154 ff.) 
has pointed out that almost all forms may be de-
rived from southern antetypes located in contexts 
of the Michelsberg pottery style in the southwest 
(fig. 6). Most decoration present may be explained 

1 In Scania, decoration on Ertebølle pottery seems to be the rule, 
very much in contrast to the rest of the Ertebølle Pottery. Such 
pottery assemblages are known from several find spots in Sca-
nia (Jennbert i. pr.). The decoration is mostly consisting of a to-
tal covering of the surface by impressions of different kinds. It is 
debatable whether we are dealing with intentional symbolism, as 

this kind of decoration is common within the eastern Eurasian 
forest steppe pottery in general (Piezonka i. pr.). Jennbert (pers. 
comm.) is pointing out the variability concerning the impression 
techniques implied. Whether or not the Scanian Ertebølle pottery 
is showing traits of the “Neolithic mode of communication” high-
lighted here, surely needs further attention.

Fig. 3. Example of an early Neolithic Pottery style showing a genuine, elaborate symbolic language: Earliest LBK Pottery from Bruchen-
brücken, Germany (after Kloos 1997; Stöckli 2002).
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shows some genuine stylistic elements, and a ris-
ing tendency in formal variation. The real turn-
ing point, however, seems to be reached with the 
Fuchsberg (and Virum) style (Early Neolithic II) 
since 3500 BC and the following Middle Neolith-
ic pottery styles (Jensen 2001, 301). Here we really 
find a genuine style, a high variability of forms and 
decorational patterns (fig. 7) that for the first time 
shows the quality of symbolism that is comparable 
to the early Neolithic pottery styles of central and 
southeastern Europe. A witness to this new quality 
is the narrow phasing of differently classified styles 
of the Early Neolithic (EN) II and Middle Neolith-
ic (MN) Ia, Ib and II all within a period from 3500 
to 3000, whereas EN I has a duration of 600 years 
(Koch 1998; Madsen 1998).

Fig. 6. Example of pottery showing a pre-neolithic mode of symbol-
ism: Michelsberg Pottery from Rübeland (Klassen 2004, 175).

The breakthrough at 3500 BC

The earliest appearance of the Fuchsberg style is 
not clearly fixed; the radiocarbon dates show quite 
a variability (Furholt et al. 2003), and the struc-
ture of the calibration curve makes it very diffi-
cult to differentiate within the period of 3520 to 
3370 / 50 BC at least until we will be able to apply 
Bayesian modelling to the pottery sequence of the 
EN II and MN pottery styles. Although it might 
be possible to narrow the chronology of the Fuchs-
berg style, with a start nearer to 3400 BC (e. g. 
Mischka 2010) here, the rather conservative dat-
ing of “around 3500 BC” will be applied in a pre-
liminary way.

Although there are still uncertainties with re-
gard to the finer chronology, it seems to be clear 

that in the period between 3500 and 3300 BC we 
observe massive changes in the archaeological re-
cord of the Western Baltic region, in many ways 
paralleling the development just outlined for the 
symbolic behaviour (fig. 8). If we take the monu-
ment-building activities, we have to account for 
the first earthen long barrows at around 3700 BC 
(Rassmann 2008) – the time when we identified 
the first signs of an intentional symbolism in the 
pottery, represented by the Volling style. The real 
breakthrough in monumental activities is clearly 
reached after 3500 BC (Persson / Sjögren 1995), 
where a building boom of previously unknown 
scale sets in. 

Considering Klassen ś (2000, 236, fig. 111) ac-

by functional means, or they are representing su-
pra-regional trends, like plastic bars under the rim 
(Klassen 2004, fig. 104) or “Lochbuckel” (Klas-
sen 2004, fig. 106), and even towards the 37th centu-
ry, when vertical lines on the belly (Klassen 2004, 
204) become more frequent, this is again repre-
senting supra-regional European trends, especial-
ly found in Baden Pottery (Furholt 2009, 236) or 
even on the British Isles (Klassen 2004, fig. 127). 
Thus the decoration and formal variation is much 
better explained by a passive reception of supra-re-
gional trends via passive drift style rather than as a 
result of an active, intentional use of pottery for the 
transmission of meanings.

Even if we turn to the flint axes, as one of the 
most important tool types of the early Neolith-
ic, the pointed-butted axes representing the old-
est type seem to be imitations of imported jadeite 
axes from the southwest (Klassen 2004, 211), or, 
to take the alternative explanation, if they are to be 
seen as a development from the Ertebølle flint axes 
(Madsen 1994), the real innovation, the polishing, 
is imported from the south and no real indication 
for an intentional symbolism. The development to-
wards four-sided, thin-butted axes may very well be 
explained by functional improvements, or, as re-
cently put forward by Klimscha (2007), they may 
again be seen as imports, this time from south-east-
ern Europe.

To sum up, over a period of up to 600 years, from 
4100 to 3500 BC, although we are speaking of “ear-
ly Neolithic”, we rather see a pre-neolithic mode of 
material culture symbolism, where a low range of 
variability and development point to isochrestic 
variation with a rather passive reception of supra-
regional elements, much more than an intention-
al use of material culture. There may be identified 
a tendency to a more marked symbolism, especial-
ly around 3700 BC with the Volling style ( Fischer 
2002; Klassen 2004, 246) that for the first time 
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a

b
Fig. 7. Examples of late early and middle Neolithic pottery showing a genuine, elaborate symbolic language from the Western Baltic, a: 
Fuchsberg Style; b: Klintebakke Style (after Jensen 2001).

count of foreign imports into the region (fig. 8), 
we again see a parallel development, with a rising 
tendency since 3700 BC, whereas the real peak is 
clearly around 3500 to 3300 BC. And with regard 
to human impact, the first more substantial indi-
cations for human economic activities visible in 
the pollen records, represented especially by the 
plantago lanceolata curve and the ratio of hazel 
and birch against the species of a mixed oak for-
est, seem to be visible at around 3800 / 3700 BC, 

the first massive evidence being dated to the pe-
riod from 3500 BC onwards (fig. 8; Feeser pers. 
comm.).

To summarise, although all Neolithic innova-
tions seem to be present in the period of 4100 to 
3500 BC, their realisation in social practice, and 
thus, their impact on social reality is rather lim-
ited. The economy in this early period is in many 
respects a continuation of Ertebølle patterns 
(Brinch Petersen / Egeberg 2007), albeit may-
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be with a rising tendency towards domesticates, 
but also the mode of symbolic use of material cul-
ture is more or less pre-Neolithic. It is not before 
the period after 3500 BC that we see striking evi-

dence for a massive increase in activities in differ-
ent domains of social reality that are more or less 
functionally unconnected.

The package model

Although the idea of a “Neolithic Package” may 
have proven useful for the understanding of many 
early Neolithic contexts (cf. Çilingiroğlu 2005), 
it does not really seem fit to describe the neolith-
isation of the Western Baltic region. At the cur-
rent state of the art, we already in Mesolithic time 
are dealing with sedentary fisher – hunter – gath-
erers, pottery is used since the 5th millennium BC 
(Hartz / Lübke 2004), domesticated animals 
are held since approx. 4500 BC (Krause - Kyo-
ra i. pr.), domesticated cereals from Ertebølle sites 
are debated (Brinch Petersen / Egeberg 2007, 
451), but the same is true for the presence of do-
mesticated cereals in the earliest Neolithic (ibid.). 
Continuities are visible in house forms and settle-
ment patterns (Madsen 1982; Brinch Peters-
en / Egeberg 2007), and as pointed out here, in 
the mode of symbolic behaviour using material cul-
ture. What is more, monuments are absent from the 
Ertebølle period as from the first centuries of the 
early Neolithic. Thus, a model like Rowley-Con-
wy and Zvelebil ś (Rowley - Conwy / Zvele-
bil 1984) seems more appropriate for the Western 
Baltic. Nevertheless the terms “Availability Phase”, 
“Substitution Phase” and “Consolidation Phase” do 
not really seem fit to represent the process as it has 
been outlined above. When we consider the phase 
of 4100 BC to 3700 BC we are not only talking 
about the availability of Neolithic innovations, but 
explicitly about the use of Neolithic artefacts and 
techniques, albeit in a pre-neolithic mode. When 
we consider the phase of 3700 BC to 3500 BC, we 
are seeing an increase in the Neolithic mode of us-
ing (Neolithic) artefacts and innovations, but on a 
smaller scale, a factor that is significantly changing 
after 3500 BC. 

So it seems applicable to maintain the term of a 
package, if we change its content towards the de-
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4300 – 3300 BC.

scription of the temporal setting of the changes 
happening (fig. 9), and especially the synchronicity 
of the scale of behavioural changes in different do-
mains of social reality.

In the four domains represented in fig. 9 we see, 
after the so-called “Neolithic Divide”, that does not 
mean very much practically, a period of low activ-
ities (4100 to 3700 BC), then a period of a rising 
tendency (3700 to 3500 BC) and the breakthrough 
phase from 3500 to 3300 BC. I believe that the ex-
planation of this synchronic, package-like phasing 
– which of course should be fixed more precisely as 
our dating abilities are improved - could be found 
in the concept of identities.

Neolithic identities

From a pragmatist ś perspective, in the same way 
as we stated for meanings in general (see above), 
active individuals, or self-identities are shaped 
and maintained in a dialectic relation to real ac-
tions in social practice (Mead 1934;  Peirce 1967), 
taking place in a meaningfully constituted world. 
When we think of Neolithic identities, we believe 
that changing behavioural patterns must inevita-
bly lead to changes in the formation of self-identi-

ties and thus lead to altered self-identities in prac-
tice. The Neolithic individual is likely to perceive 
herself as an active creator of material things, ac-
knowledging the human power of disposal over the 
environment, the human power to shape matter at 
her own will. In response to this, the Neolithic in-
dividual will constantly be confronted with mate-
rialised meanings in his domestic lifeworld, in the 
whole landscape, where he encounters monuments, 



116 Martin Furholt

symbolically loaded tools, gardens and cultivated 
space.

A clue to an understanding of the changing pace 
of development in the early Neolithic of the West-
ern Baltic may again lie in a pragmatic approach. If 
practical behaviour is affecting (collective and in-
dividual) identities (Mead 1934), then, from this 
perspective, it is not the availability or even the ac-
tual presence of innovations that really affects iden-
tities, but rather the extent to which it is used in so-
cial practise that alters the identity. Archaeologists 
tend to concentrate on the first appearance, the ear-
liest presence of certain tools, features or innova-
tions. The pragmatist ś position taken here would 
rather suggest a concentration on the quantity in 
which such innovations may be proved to be part 
of social practice. The mere presence of new pot-
tery types, polished stone artefacts, domesticated 
animals and plants did not change Mesolithic iden-
tities to a really detectable degree, instead it obvi-
ously took five to six centuries before these inno-
vations had reached a quantitative scale fit to really 
affect social practice and thus individual and col-
lective identities.

If the quantity of behavioural change is to be seen 
as the key variable affecting past identities, then the 
massive building boom of megaliths since 3500 BC, 
when presumably up to 40.000 such monuments 
were constructed (Midgley 2008, 31) is sure-
ly one of the most marked examples of a creation 

or transformation of identities in human history. 
This is even more the case when we look at our cur-
rent model of chronology. Although we still lack a 
more precise phasing, comparable to the British ev-
idence (Bayliss / Whittle 2007; one first excep-
tion: Mischka 2010) it seems likely from the ex-
isting radiocarbon evidence (Persson / Sjögren 
1995) and typological estimations (Jensen 2001) 
that the great majority of all megaliths are con-
structed in the period of 3500 to 3300 BC, passage 
graves being younger, whereas after 3100 BC no or 
very few new megaliths were erected. This points 
to an enormous building activity of monuments in 
a quite narrow time slice. Considering the model 
built for Flintbek (Mischka 2010), this period may 
be even shorter than the 200 years estimated here.

The fact that, as shown above (fig. 9), this devel-
opment is clearly paralleled with a massive increase 
of the Neolithic mode of symbolic behaviour to-
wards material culture, the first enclosures in the 
north (Andersen 1997; Klatt 2009), a first peak 
in the indications for human impact and of foreign 
imports strongly supports the idea that at this time 
the scale of behavioural changes reached a level 
where they for the first time are able to alter indi-
vidual identities, a process that again is a guaran-
tee for the assertion of far-reaching changes in be-
havioural patterns. It is this dialectic of changing 
behaviour and evolving identities of the human ac-
tors, that provide a frame of coherence, that may 
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serve as an explanation for the synchronicity of the 
developments in different realms of social reality, 
and maybe also for the different paces referred to 

in fig. 9, especially the rapid “breakthrough event” 
around 3500 BC after a relatively short period of 
gradual rise from 3700 BC to 3500 BC.

A virtual and a practiced Neolithic?

We could also grasp this development in terms 
of the realisation of innovations in practice. As we 
have seen, in the Western Baltic region all the in-
gredients of the “Neolithic Package” are present 
and implemented in social practice from approx. 
4100 BC, although most of them appear at differ-
ent times. But the magnitude of their impact (fig. 
9) on behavioural patterns and identities is so lim-
ited that for a long time, traditional “Mesolithic” 
behavioural patterns, like hunting, fishing, gather-
ing of wild species, dwelling in light, hut-like struc-
tures, a low amount of intentional symbolism in the 
making and use of utilitarian objects remains the 
real basis of social reproduction. The Neolithic ele-
ments present may be perceived as innovative and 
appreciated, but they stay – with respect to quanti-
ty – in a virtual, largely immaterial state. This does 
not imply that they are less important for the peo-
ple in an emic sense, but their effect on social prac-
tice and thus on identity formation is, from the etic 
perspective, rather low. 

Seen from a pragmatist ś perspective, meanings 
are produced and develop through their incorpora-
tion into social practice that is taking place in the 
material world. Simultaneously, meanings struc-
ture the material world. Taking this perspective, 
the period of 4100 to 3500 BC could be labelled a 

theoretical, or virtual, Neolithic; in terms of re-
alised practice it should rather be called a “Latest 
Mesolithic”. After these centuries, where the scale 
of behaviour connected to innovative ideas like 
new ways of material culture symbolism, the in-
scription of meanings and reshaping of the land-
scape through monuments, fields, more permanent 
timber buildings, the breeding and reliance on do-
mesticated plants and animals has been rising, it is 
in the time after 3500 BC where this innovative be-
haviour has reached such a quantity that they do-
minate in practice human identities. Now we may 
speak of a “practiced Neolithic”.

In a general sense the succession from the virtu-
al to the practiced stage should always be present 
when new ideas are entering into any given social 
context, but there seems to be an obvious differ-
ence between the Western Baltic neolithisation 
process and those of central Europe, south-east-
ern Europe and Greece, referred to above. In these 
regions, such phases of a virtual Neolithic have, if 
present at all, a duration clearly lying beneath the 
resolution of radiocarbon dates. This has to be ex-
plained somehow and one possible model could be 
a greater amount of people already practicing Ne-
olithic identities migrating into the respective re-
gions.
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Zusammenfassung

Der Tod war kein „Gleichmacher” zur Trichter-
becherzeit. Prominente Ahnen ruhten einzeln un-
ter riesigen Hügeln oder teilten Steinkammern mit 
ausgesuchten Mitgliedern ihrer Gemeinschaft. An-
dere wurden in Flachgräbern beigesetzt, in Sied-
lungsgruben oder anderweitig den Blicken entzo-
gen – sicher jedoch zukünftigem Vergessen anheim 
gegeben, uns nur durch archäologische Zufallsent-

Who was who in the Neolithic?

Magdalena S. Midgley

deckungen bekannt. Dieser Aufsatz untersucht 
diese offensichtlichen Unterschiede – können wir 
solch verschiedene Totenbehandlungen für Indivi-
duen erklären, die offenbar zur selben Gesellschaft 
gehörten, den selben Alltag lebten, den selben kul-
turellen Traditionen folgten und eine Weltan-
schauung teilten?

Abstract

Death was no great leveller in the TRB. Prom-
inent ancestors reposed in solitude under huge 
earthen mounds or shared stone chambers with 
select members of their community. Others were 
buried in flat graves, settlement pits or otherwise 
obscured from view – clearly relegated to future 
oblivion and known to us only through accidents of 

archaeological discovery. The paper explores these 
apparent differences – can we account for such var-
ying treatment of individuals who apparently be-
longed to the same community, shared the same 
daily life, followed the same cultural traditions and 
espoused the same world views? 
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Introduction

Monumental tombs “…all were symptoms of man’s 
yearning for immortality, his calculated effort by cre-
ating to rescue his person from the ravages of time.” 
(Daniel J. Boorstin (1993), The Creators: A His-
tory of Heroes of the Imagination. Vintage Books, 
New York, p. 76).

From the middle of the fifth millennium BC on-
wards, the Neolithic communities in north-west 
Europe embarked upon a remarkable transforma-
tion of their surroundings. Through their agricul-
tural practices, these farmers altered the natural 
landscapes in which they lived. Forests gave way 
to crop fields, domesticated animals grazed upon 
meadowlands; villages heralded a new way of life, 
with settlements built, lived in and abandoned; nat-
ural resources – clay, stone, flint or amber – were 
transformed into economically and socially bene-
ficial goods. 

The most lasting and powerful legacy of these 
early north-west European farmers was, howev-
er, the creation of sacred ceremonial landscapes. 
While the preceding hunter-gatherers recognised 
places in the landscape to which they undoubted-
ly attributed special meaning, the monuments built 
by the farmers provided permanent settings for so-
cial interaction and for the expression of sacred rit-
uals on a scale never before encountered. 

The truly dramatic aspect of these ceremonial 
landscapes manifests itself most visibly in the thou-
sands of funerary monuments – long mounds and 
various megalithic tombs – many of which still sur-
vive today. Less tangibly but no less significant-
ly, votive offerings of pottery, axes and other goods 
beneficial to community life, identify activities in 
which individuals could participate singly, as mem-
bers of a village, or at a wider communal level.

Along the extensive north-western boundary of 
the Danubian world, from the middle of the fifth 

millennium BC onwards, long mounds offer the 
earliest examples of monumentality. Irrespective of 
regional dynamics and diversity of forms, the long 
mound idea was clearly an important element struc-
turing the cosmological expressions and practices 
of these early farming communities. For the pur-
pose of the present paper, I shall concentrate on the 
Funnel-necked Beaker culture (Trichterbecherkul-
tur or TRB) of northern Europe, but I hope that at 
least some of the ideas explored here will be of rele-
vance elsewhere in north-western Europe.

The long mound tradition was the first stage of 
the Neolithic world view which found expression 
through monumentality and, even at this early stage, 
it was far from static or uniform. The long mounds 
over their vast distribution vary in shape, form of 
burial structure (which may contain from one to 
several individuals) and in their disposition in the 
landscape – from single monuments to conglomera-
tions forming veritable cemeteries (Midgley 2005, 
chapter 4). The process continued in its transforma-
tion from largely timber and earth to largely stone 
and earth, and in the evolution of chamber and 
mound forms from the dolmen to the most sophisti-
cated burial chamber – the passage grave.

Hand in hand with the variety of architecture 
there was an equal variety of burial practices, both 
contemporary and sequential in development, and 
the numerous patterns of deposition of human bod-
ies attest to different ways of dealing with the dead. 
Although the general trend still holds good – initial 
emphasis on individual burials (even if sometimes 
performed against the background of multiple pres-
ences within the confines of a single monument) 
slowly giving way to a prolonged series of funerary 
activities which, in their ultimate form, left no more 
than a handful of bones – such practices were nei-
ther uniform nor static. 

Treatment of the dead

In the present paper, I am not so much con-
cerned with the monuments themselves but rath-
er with the individuals whose remains we encoun-
ter within these different graves. So I would like 
to explore some ideas which may help us towards 
an understanding of the reasons why death was no 
great leveller in the Neolithic and why some of the 
individuals appear to have been given exception-
al burials. 

By way of background, we may remind ourselves 
that in the late Mesolithic and the Danubian cultur-
al contexts, certain selected dead were given specif-
ic and elaborate burial treatment (Jeunesse 1996; 
Larsson 1995, 2004; 2007; Modderman 1998; 

Podborský et al. 2002). This included, among oth-
er things, the choice of a specific location, partic-
ular funerary rites performed before or during the 
burial ceremony, and grave goods chosen to accom-
pany the dead which emphasised a distinction from 
other individuals. Nevertheless, such differences 
were part of the actual burial ceremonies and, while 
they may have remained vividly imprinted on the 
memory of the participants, they were largely invis-
ible afterwards. 

The TRB communities altered this approach 
dramatically and engaged in burying some of their 
dead with ostentatious ritual, in a privileged loca-
tion that was visible at all times and which, through 
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the then-present, merged the past with the future. 
However at the same time, and we do not acknowl-
edge this often enough, the living dealt with all their 
other dead – those for whom there was no monu-
mental edifice or who were not going to be buried 
in the family megalithic vault. This fact is perhaps 
less apparent on a small geographical scale or in a 
specific context, as at this seminar when our atten-
tion is focussed on a particular theme – in this case 
monumentality and its multiple implications – but 
seen globally, across the whole of the TRB culture, 
the commonality of ordinary burial is apparent and 
must not be forgotten (Kossian 2005). Indeed, or-
dinary burials provide a counter-balance to all our 
ideas on monumentality. 

The ordinary dead were buried in a variety of dif-
ferent ways and their bodies were subject to differ-
ent treatment. We find them in pits, on settlement 
sites, in unmarked graves singly or in cemeter-
ies; placed in wooden canoes and allowed to drift 
across rivers, or else sunk deep into bogs. They were 
also subject to elaborate funerary ceremonies, not 
necessarily any less complex than those for which 
the evidence survives in the megaliths.  But they 
were not interred in a manner which ensured their 
remembrance in perpetuity by subsequent genera-
tions. Indeed, we may surmise that the majority of 
the Neolithic dead were consigned to future oblivi-
on and we only know of them through accidents of 
archaeological discovery. 

As an example we may consider just one relative-
ly well-known Neolithic burial, that of the individ-
ual from Dragsholm in North-West Zealand (fig. 1). 
Recent re-dating and other scientific analyses have 
now settled the chronology and the cultural attribu-
tions of the Dragsholm burials (Price et al. 2007). 
Past discussions of the Neolithic man revolved 
around a possible – now clearly impossible – rela-
tionship to the two females found in close proxim-
ity and the isotopic values revealing dramatically 
different diets (Brinch Petersen 1974; Brinch 
Petersen / Egeberg 2009; Fischer 2002; Price 
et al. 2007). But I am not concerned with that. 

This man, now thought to have died at the age 
of thirty, appears to have been reasonably well 
equipped for the afterlife: he had a beaker pot as 
well as numerous stone and flint tools. His gar-
ments were decorated with amber beads and he 
also wore an amber necklace (altogether over 60 
beads were recovered); flint knives and enigmat-
ic pebbles were placed in his hands, while a bone 
wrist guard and nine arrows suggest he may have 
been an archer.

The new chronology for the Dragsholm burials 
has, interestingly, shifted scholarly attention in new 
directions, one of which revolves around the inter-
pretation of the possible roles of the Neolithic indi-
vidual. Thus, in a fascinating sequence of possible 
identities, Jimmy Strassburg has suggested that in 

this grave there was a “… dreaded and partly unre-
alised archer shaman, who may have upheld a rep-
utation of an ancestor hunter, a fire commander, 
a spirit birther, a ghost burster and a soul inscrib-
er” (Strassburg 2000, 356). In a different ver-
sion, taking into consideration the process of emer-
gence and consolidation of the farming way of life 
in southern Scandinavia, it has recently been sug-
gested that not only was he an archer but moreo-
ver “an itinerant warrior”– a young warrior promot-

Fig. 1. Neolithic individual from Dragsholm, NW Zealand 
(Source: Brinch Petersen / Egeberg 2009).
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ing a Neolithic way of life and, literally, … pushing 
the Neolithic frontier further north” (Brinch Pe-
tersen / Egeberg 2009, 458, 460).

Personally, I do not subscribe to the view that 
every slightly unusual grave must represent either 
some spiritual leader (a shaman) or another unusu-
al personality (be it a stranger or a warrior); indeed 
I do not think there is anything unusual about the 
young man found at Dragsholm. All the items ac-
companying him are of a quotidian nature: the tat-
tooing needle – if such it was – is hardly surprising; 
amber beads decorating his garments need not nec-
essarily imitate Late Mesolithic female fashions, 
tools and weapons are normal. The young man 
probably was an archer – and he most likely hunt-
ed – but dare I say that, rather than upholding “a 
reputation of an ancestor hunter” he may have been 
just an average hunter; or even a poor one, unable 
to provide much game and thus to make a name for 
himself among his peers. As for his warrior status, 
on occasions he may well have had the need to re-
sort to arms (arrowheads are just as deadly be they 
fired at wild animals or at fellow men) but this does 
not mean that he was a community founder, buried 
in a Gründergrab (Brinch Petersen / Egeberg 
2009, 460).

I suggest this quite seriously because, if the re-
vised dates are correct, he died sometime between 
3780 and 3640 Cal BC. Thus he could easily have 

been buried in an ostentatious way and, as becomes 
an accomplished hunter or a community found-
er, had a long barrow erected above him or been 
placed inside a fine dolmen with a gleaming quartz-
ite cover over his grave (fig. 2). But he was not se-
lected for such a burial; instead, he was put on an 
absolutely tiny islet that barely protruded above the 
water, where his grave was “constantly washed over 
by wave and storm” (Price et al. 2007, 208).

I find it interesting that, in our interpretations, 
we hardly ever think in terms of just plain ordi-
nary folk, as most of the TRB population must have 
been. I will, of course, be saying something about 
the privileged and exceptional people – but they 
can only be considered as such against the multi-
tude of ordinary community members. Of course 
we do not know the Dragsholm young man’s place 
in life and we can only speculate upon the various 
scenarios. However, just because he has emerged 
accidentally from the mists of time, this does not 
make him special. Or, if I may re-phrase this, he is 
special to us but he need not have been special to 
his contemporaries and clearly does not appear to 
have been destined to become a perpetual ancestor. 

So, having established that there must have been 
at least some ordinary folk during the TRB, let us 
return to the monuments, starting with the long 
barrows. Such mounds clearly were burial mon-
uments, and often they covered just one grave al-

Fig. 2. Grøjægers Høj long dolmen on Møn with a burial chamber capped with white quartzite stone (photograph: M. S. Midgley).
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though double or multiple graves are also occa-
sionally encountered. The cemetery at Słonowice, 
in south-eastern Poland, illustrates my point well – 
the six massive mounds were between 80 and 110 m 
in length and were constructed as vast, timber-
framed edifices; with one exception all the mounds 
covered just one grave (Tunia 2003, 2006; fig. 3).

Whatever the precise regional scenarios, it is 
clear that only certain individuals were buried in 
such magnificent structures, vastly in excess of 
what was needed to cover, in the most liberal fash-
ion, the burial of a single individual. Was the size 
of the mound a reflection of the projected time 
that the living were expected to remember these 
dead?

I shall consider the question of ancestors and an-
cestorship shortly. For the moment we should note 
that, while the long barrow monuments were con-
spicuous, the dead inside the closed chambers – 
while not really accessible – by and large retain 
their identity, at least in skeletal form. We may also 
postulate that, over the course of several genera-
tions, these dead were destined to become a distant 
memory of an even more distant past.

While human remains in the north European 
long barrows are on the whole poorly preserved, 
it is clear that age and sex were not among the dis-
criminating factors, with men, women and children 
of various ages represented. Although this is a sub-

ject which merits a separate and fully developed 
study, the presence of children is particularly in-
triguing. Indeed, recent investigations of long bar-
rows in south-eastern Poland have demonstrated 
that children’s burials are more common than was 
previously assumed. At the site of Malice Kościelne 
children were buried within, as well as in close 
proximity to, the two long barrows and account-
ed for more than half of all the individuals buried 
in this locality (Kozak-Zychman / Gauda 1998; 
1999; Bargieł / Florek 2006 a). Other sites in 
this region currently only known from preliminary 
excavation reports, for example Karmanowice, also 
indicate a considerable presence of children (Ko-
zak-Zychman 2006). 

Children’s status in such contexts is ambiguous. 
Some scholars are keen to interpret this as evidence 
for Neolithic communities as hierarchical societies, 
in which the presence of children reflects the social 
position of a family within such a system. On the 
other hand, ethnographic evidence suggests that 
children can sometimes be regarded as personifi-
cations of the dead, closer to the world of the dead 
ancestors than to that of living adults, while else-
where the children may be thought of as a medium 
through which adults can express understanding 
of the universe and of humans’ place in it (Helms 
1998). It is a subject which indeed requires much 
deeper investigation.

Fig. 3. Plan of the monumental cemetery at Słonowice, SE Poland (Source: Tunia 2003).
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The transition from closed to open chamber took 
place sometime after the early dolmens were built, 
and was not merely an architectural but a func-
tional change, accompanied by a profound change 
in the way the living dealt with the dead and per-
formed rituals within and outside the chambers. 
Such open chambers became the repositories for 
the dead members of households, shrines in which 
their bones, after ritual cleaning, were brought 
and preserved. While burial practices at individu-

al monuments differed, there were certain similar-
ities: the recurrent and probably most significant 
acts were rituals involving temporary storage of 
bodies, permitting purificatory separation of body 
and soul, and secondary (often fragmentary) buri-
al within the megalithic chambers. After a period of 
time some of these open chambers seem to have be-
come family vaults: complete interred bodies con-
tinued to be accompanied by bone rearrangements, 
skull displays and other manipulations.

Dolmens and Passage Graves

Ancestors

Let me now turn briefly to the question of ances-
tors and ancestorship, although I do this with the 
proviso that it forms only one of many aspects of 
monumentality. 

Naturally not all community members were des-
tined to become ancestors, and the particular ac-
complishments qualifying for the achievement of 
such a status would have varied from one commu-
nity to the next. Indeed, as developments through-
out the duration of the TRB suggest, the criteria 
were most probably not static but reflected chang-
ing social and other circumstances. 

The criteria for ancestral status within the Neo-
lithic are difficult to judge, but ethnographic evi-
dence suggests that contributions to the communal 
well-being, and perhaps relations with the out-
side world, may be particularly significant. More-
over, the status of an ancestor could be various-
ly bestowed upon a successful farmer – one who 
provided well not just for his family but for a larg-
er community – or, indeed, an accomplished crafts-
man. Establishing and maintaining alliances with 
neighbouring groups, procurement of exotic goods 
from beyond the home range, or ritual and religious 
knowledge acquired in some faraway land and then 
used for the benefit of a local community – these 
are just some of the accomplishments which must 
have played a role in differentiating individuals 
who shared the same daily life with the rest of their 
community (Midgley 2008, 196 – 198).

The TRB culture was a dynamic entity, with cul-
tural, social and doubtless political re-orientations 
at various stages of its development. By the same to-
ken the idea of ancestors and the way they were con-
ceptualised during the TRB (or indeed other Neo-
lithic cultural contexts) was by no means static and 
we can postulate changes to the ways in which this 
concept was expressed. The orthodox wisdom sug-
gests that the role of ancestors in a farming commu-
nity is related to its stability and social complexity, 
and that it increases in importance as these param-
eters become more pronounced. Indeed, following 
upon ethnographic explorations of Mary Helms 

(1998), I myself have thought that, within the TRB, 
the adoption of an increasingly sedentary lifestyle 
and agriculture was accompanied by an important 
cosmological restructuring, in which a temporal 
dimension was added to the already existing spatial 
dimension and that – at the time when open cham-
bers came into use – this resulted in new images 
and metaphors which transformed the dead into a 
temporal category of “ancestors” (Midgley 2008, 
195 – 196). However, at the risk of being somewhat 
provocative, I would like to suggest that the TRB 
monumental record could, in fact, be read slightly 
differently. 

One may suggest that the initial idea of “ances-
tors” and “ancestorship” within the TRB – when 
the long barrow monuments were prominent – 
may have been a global and perhaps somewhat am-
bivalent concept, perceived at multiple levels and 
reaching back into mythological roots, with a spa-
tial dimension playing a double role as geographi-
cal distance and also as indicator of a mythological 
time. Consequently, by the time open dolmens and 
passage graves were being constructed, some of the 
global ancestral values faded away and, instead, the 
concept operated on a geographically reduced and 
distinctly local level.

Mary Helms, in her book “Craft and the King-
ly Ideal” has argued that “…the ultimate source of 
cultural legitimation derives from whatever consti-
tutes ideological origins, and the true centre of cul-
tural identity and especially political legitimation 
is located at the place of origins, wherever that may 
be” (Helms 1993, 192). She further argued that, for 
some societies, the distant centre of legitimating or-
igins is located far away beyond the horizon. Con-
sequently, some societies recognise a distant place 
and foreign people (as well as foreign objects, and 
here I would also include foreign ideas and practic-
es) from geographically distant locales as ancestor-
like conveyors of legitimising authority.

It is in this sense – of associating one’s origins 
with mythological events – that I have been sug-
gesting that the monumental long mound tradition 
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embodies such a mythological link with the distant 
Danubian world and that the significance of long 
barrow cemeteries – among other things – does not 
lie merely in monumentalising the Danubian long 
houses but in monumentalising entire ancestral vil-
lages (Midgley 2005, 131).  

As far as northern Europe is concerned, this im-
pulse arose in the southern swathes of the north 
European plain. Here were the regions where the 
Danubian tradition – so clearly documented in 
the presence of villages of long houses – reached 
its northernmost limit, and where the first farm-
ers lived side by side with the last hunter-gatherers. 
This was the region where the Danubian villages 
themselves provided powerful images of ancestral 
places. The awareness of these sacred places, im-
bued with memories of distant communities and 
times past, provided an appropriate ancestral sym-
bol expressed in monumental cemeteries. 

In areas beyond the immediate impact of the 
Danubian world, on the northern fringes of the 
plain and across the whole of southern Scandinavia, 
where echoes of the Danubian presence reached via 
stories and gifts from distant places, this idea was 
also adopted but in a more individualistic fashion; 
here single or paired long mounds rather than large 
cemetery formations became the norm. 

In this sense the appearance of monumentality – 
its initial physical manifestation in the form of huge 
earthen mounds – combines two elements: that of 
distant “mythological” and that of immediate “lo-
cal” ancestors. The mythological ancestors, the 
master farmers responsible for the passing of agri-
cultural knowledge from the Danubian realm, were 
dramatically evoked through the architectural me-
dium, where the long mounds imitated long houses 
and the cemeteries imitated villages. The individ-
uals buried within, however, could be seen as the 
successors of these mythological ancestors. Moreo-
ver, against the background of the “distant origins” 
of agriculture, the relationship between cultivation 
and the dead conveyed an important idea. Farming 
in northern Europe may initially have been con-
sidered as much a practical as a symbolic activity 
– where ancestors were thought of as instigators of 
agriculture, as guardians of the newly cleared lands 
and as a medium through which rich harvests could 
be assured. 

With the construction of open dolmens and pas-
sage graves we see the transformation of the con-
cept of ancestorship; the enigmatic, mythological 
link to a distant land and a distant past, which was 
the initial raison d’être of monumentality among 
the early northern farmers, gives way to more im-
mediate quotidian concerns and the specific, sig-

nificant goals achieved by individuals within their 
lifetime give rise to a more conventional concept of 
ancestorship.

Hundreds of megalithic tombs are built in a rel-
atively short period of time, and access to the dead 
housed within now becomes all-important. Com-
munication with the dead – through manipulation 
of their bones inside the chambers, and through 
elaborate ceremonies conducted in the vicinity of 
the tombs – suggests that the ancestors are no long-
er regarded as “first principle” ancestors (placed at 
a cosmologically distant locale) but rather as active 
members of a community. 

Indeed, as Kopytoff suggested a long time ago, 
the dead are not necessarily thought to be dead, 
merely departed to a different world from which 
they continue to influence life (Kopytoff 1971). 
They provide a medium through which personal re-
quests and solicitations can be made and, having 
only just departed, they still play a part in that life 
in which communities and their households engage 
with one another in the quest for leadership, social 
prestige and political power. 

Thus, interpreting the monumental funerary 
practices within the TRB culture from this per-
spective, we may argue that concepts of ancestor-
ship were very much part of the natural dynamic 
of the Neolithic world. The incorporation of the 
farming way of life in northern Europe, whatev-
er its actual practicalities, was initially expressed 
in the grand mythological perspective which gave 
priority to the “idea” of ancestral farmers (as ex-
pressed in the monumentality of the long barrow 
cemeteries and all the symbolism which this en-
tailed). Over generations, the conceptual mod-
els of the northern farmers’ universe moved away 
from mythology to the realities of earthly life. In 
this context a new structuring element emerged 
which permitted a closer connection between the 
living and their immediate rather than mytholog-
ical ancestors.

I have briefly explored some possible scenarios 
for the identification of such ancestors. It is, how-
ever, important to recognise that they tell only part 
of the story of the TRB folk. Our focus on those in-
dividuals whose remains we encounter inside the 
monuments, inevitably relegates to a “second obliv-
ion” the story of those for whom such monuments 
were never going to be an option. As scholars in-
terested in interpreting Neolithic monumentality 
we must now address this shortcoming and put for-
ward imaginative interpretations which embrace 
the whole story: of those buried outwith as well as 
within the monuments.
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Zusammenfassung

Who for whom? Ritual architecture and the related population

Martin Hinz

Abstract

The meaning behind megalithic collective buri-
al as a token of identity depends on the groups that 
were likely involved in the erection and use of the 
burial places. For interpretations of the contempo-
raneous meaning of these monuments it is neces-
sary to identify the social level on which the graves 
were salient for identity production

This paper tries to address which segment of the 
neolithic society erected the megalithic collective 
burials, which group used them as burial grounds 
and which group was the recipient of the message if 
these monuments are understood as an act of com-
munication. Most interpretations equate burial so-
ciety with settlement society. Other interpretations 
state that only a certain part of a living society was al-
lowed to be buried in the megalithic graves. Against 
these models an alternative should be proposed that 
connects the  development of collective burial tradi-

tion with a rising complexity of the society.
While some of the predictions of this model were 

tested elsewhere (Hinz 2009), here two aspects 
will be investigated:

Does the buried society in megalithic graves rep-
resent a viable population? If so, it is an indication 
that all members of the society were allowed to be 
buried inside the tombs.

What is the spatial extent that can plausibly be 
suggested as “catchment area” for the graves? Is it 
likely on the basis of the distribution of the graves 
that they represent a settlement unit with each 
grave functioning as  territorial markers?

The means of reasoning are general and spatial 
statistics as well as spatial and agent based simula-
tions. In this way the paper tries to reflect on the 
character and social significance of the megalithic 
architecture for the associated population.

Die Bedeutung von megalithischen Kollektivgrä-
bern hängt von der beteiligten Gruppe ab, welche 
man für die Errichtung und Nutzung als Bestat-
tungsplatz wahrscheinlich machen kann. Für In-
terpretationen der zeitgenössischen Bedeutung ist 
es nötig, die Ebene von Gesellschaft zu identifizie-
ren, auf welcher dieses Symbol als Identitätsmarker 
salient war.

In diesem Artikel soll versucht werden, entspre-
chende Indizien für die Frage auszuwerten, wel-
ches Segment der neolithischen Gesellschaft die 
Gräber errichtete und an wen sich ein angenom-
mener kommunikativer Akt hätte richten können. 
Die meisten Interpretationen setzen Bestattungs-
gemeinschaft mit Siedlungsgemeinschaft gleich 
oder gestehen nur einem Teil der Gesellschaft Be-
stattungsrechte in den Megalithgräbern zu. Gegen 
diese Interpretationen soll ein alternatives Modell 
gesetzt werden, das die Entwicklung der Bestat-
tungssitten mit einer anzunehmenden wachsenden 
Komplexität von Gesellschaft verbindet.

Einige der Vorhersagen aus diesem Modell sind 
bereits an anderem Ort besprochen worden (Hinz 
2009), hier stehen zwei Aspekte im Vordergrund:

Repräsentiert die Bestattungsgemeinschaft in den 
Gräbern eine lebensfähige Population, was als Indiz 
gewertet werden kann, dass alle Mitglieder der le-
benden Gesellschaft ein Bestattungsrecht hatten?

Welches räumliche “Einzuggebiet” kann für die 
Gräber wahrscheinlich gemacht werden und ist es 
wahrscheinlich, dass auf der Basis der Verteilung 
der Gräber eine Gleichsetzung von Grab- und Sied-
lungsgemeinschaft glaubhaft ist?

Die genutzten Methoden sind generelle und 
räumliche statistische Untersuchungen sowie 
räumliche und agentenbasierte Simulationen.  Als 
Ergebnis läßt sich eine wahrscheinliche Belegung 
der Gräber durch alle Alters- und Geschlechts-
gruppen entsprechend ihrem Anteil an der leben-
den Bevölkerung ableiten, sowie die Beobachtung, 
dass eine Gleichsetzung von Grab- und Siedlungs-
gemeinschaft eher fragwürdig zu betrachten ist. 
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Introduction

Graves – a mirror of society? If one agrees with 
this statement, the question still remains, at which 
level of society? In general, in prehistoric archaeo-
logy ritual centres are also thought to be centres of 
social organisation. A ritual is a reactivation of the 
mythical past – a reactualisation of a (religious) be-
lief or an ideology determining the cosmology – 
that serves  to order the world and  to transform the 
random events of life into an integral whole cohe-
rent with that cosmology. Rituals are tools to struc-
ture the communicative acts of individuals with 
their environment and to make complex contents 
intersubjectively understandable.

There is a dualism and a dialectic between form 
and content, between function and meaning of the 
different rituals. The function of a ritual, which of-
ten takes place in the manner of a transitory ritu-
al, a rite de passage, is often to guide an individu-
al during his or her transfer into another state of 
life and to tame the „dangerous” transitional peri-
od by rules. Beside that it is particularly the per-
formative nature of a ritual, which is reflected in its 
form, and conduces to enforce the cohesion of the 
group by negotiating and stabilising roles and by le-
gitimizing these role models. Thus, rituals are a cru-
cial component for the stabilization of social condi-
tions which is not only true for Prehistory but also 
for our times.

Neolithic rituals can only be investigated today 
through their material components. It is obvious 
that these are merely a fraction of the actual ritu-
al – quasi a background for it – while the ritual itself 
consists mostly of its immaterial part.

Its meaning comes mainly from a transcendent 
reality which is separated from the current reality. 
This makes the interpretation of ritual meaning es-
pecially difficult for archaeology. The matter of ar-
chaeology is material and that is only weakly inter-
linked with the meaning.

To access the function of a ritual is often easier. 
Following a uniformitaristic approach one can be 
quite sure that the functions of rituals discussed 
above were the same for past societies. But with 
this the question still exists, which level of society 
is structured, controlled and stabilised by that rit-
ual? Are small, local communities, like settlement 
units, or larger superregional groups or organisa-
tions involved? Have settlement and ritual units the 
same size? Or, to go one step further to the actu-
al question, are burial societies of megalithic graves 
equivalent to settlements and therefore to territo-
rial units? Were the groups that came together at 
the causewayed enclosures for ritual activities also 
closely connected in other respects or were these 
rituals exceptional interactions of otherwise largely 
autarchic communities? And were all social class-
es engaged in these rituals or did ritual specialists 

exist, which would in turn indicate a beginning 
split of the society in ritual entitled individuals and 
those who were not allowed to participate?

This could be transferred to decision-making 
processes in societies: Were Neolithic societies – 
especially those who used funnel necked beakers – 
groups, in which decision making was conducted 
by large parts of those societies or was this the func-
tion and privilege of a small group? These questions 
make it necessary to think of who built ritual plac-
es for whom.

To leave the level of qualified guessing and to 
make ideas and their proofs understandable inter-
subjectively it is necessary to use models. With ex-
plicit parametrisation and derived predictions it is 
possible to falsify such ideas. Let’s turn to the mod-
els and theories regarding the function, in some 
cases the meaning of megalithic graves.

In general, do graves have an obvious function 
by definition? Indeed, they are sites where remains 
of dead persons have been found who were buried 
at specially prepared places in regular rituals. The 
purpose of graves is first of all the disposal of corps-
es. They fulfil the function of a ritual by organizing 
the world in that of the living and that of the dead. 
It’s hard to deny that. But beside that primary func-
tion, the manner of this disposal and thus its form 
is crucial for speculations of further functions and 
meanings.

An overview of past discussions is presented by 
Veit (1999). In the present paper the different ap-
proaches will be summarised, understanding them 
as models. At first there are interpretations that 
put the character of graves as such in the rear. Here 
secondary functions and meanings of graves are 
thought to be the most important aspects of mega-
lithic burial customs. In this sense, Ashbee, Lynch 
and i. a. Renfrew view rituals and their integrative 
power as the determining element of monumen-
tal funerals. Either the erection itself (Renfrew) or 
their later use e. g. as shrines for fertility (Ashbee) 
or unspecified recipients (Lynch) are the reposito-
ries of the meaning or even function. If this were 
true than the ritual act and the act of burying would 
only be loosely linked. In turn, comparable ritual 
acts should have then taken place apart from the 
megalithic graves. In the case that grave erection is 
the key element than a comparable number of other 
collectively constructed monuments should be de-
tectable. In case of a shrine other ritual shrines and 
depositions with similar composition also should 
be found.

A second line of interpretation descends from 
the function as permanent, long-lasting symbols 
of group presence, for the purpose of self-affirma-
tion of group identity or – more functionalistic – 
as a sign or token of the rootedness of that group 
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with the land, connected with the legitimisation of 
property in the face of other groups. While the as-
pect of self-affirmation is more connected with the 
interpretations of monumental burial according to 
Assmann, the readings of Renfrew or Meillassoux 
tend in the latter direction. This implies automati-
cally that the burying society is the same as the set-
tlement unit. If we try to understand these interpre-
tations as models, than the following is deducible: 
The recipient of the message is either the own group 
(Assmann) or the other group (Renfrew, Meillas-
soux). To fulfil the function the message should be 
perceivable and so the graves have to be visible. As 
stated elsewhere (Hinz 2009) this assumption is at 
least questionable for the collective burials of the 
Wartberg group, but also for those of the Altmärk-
ische Tiefstichkeramik.

Another interpretation highlights a different as-
pect. Here collective burials were seen as ossuaries 
(Raddatz) or it is assumed that only selected mem-
bers of a society were allowed to be buried in the 
communal tombs. This implies that a only a special 
group is buried in the graves and as a consequence 
that the composition regarding ages (and sexes) in 
the graves deviates from that of a whole living soci-
ety. This is one focus of the following analysis.

Against these models an alternative one shall be 
proposed that indeed is an evolutionistic construc-
tion. It links the collective burial custom with pre-
ceding and succeeding kinds of funeral traditions 
and with a generally assumed gradient in human 
development. In this sense collective burials are a 
reaction of human groups to raising frequency and 
with this complexity of interaction and processes 
of negotiation between these groups. In societies 
where small groups live self-contained to a large ex-
tent and contact with other groups do not occur on 
a regular basis, the necessity to organise social net-
works is relatively small. 

As classification criterion for these networks the 
individual identity of another person is enough be-
cause most categorisation – of an manageable small 
number of individuals – takes place in face-to-face 
situations (in this sense Brather 2004, 106). Each 
individual can be perceived and classified individ-
ually.

In such a society – presumably acephally organ-
ised – in which the actual authority of a decision 
maker is defined situationally by his or her charis-
ma, there are mainly I and You-identities, a supe-
rior We-identity is rarely necessary. If so, it can be 
constructed by the individuals personally known 
(Trigger 1978, 195). Such a kind of mental organ-
isation is likely for the Mesolithic societies in Eu-
rope for which we have no evidence of greater col-
lective events, maybe also for the early Neolithic, 
during which we can assume a way of life that also 
would lead to infrequent intergroup interactions.

During and because of Neolithisation an increas-

ing opening of larger areas is visible in pollen dia-
grams. This process accelerates dramatically at the 
time that collective burial tradition begins. Thus, a 
rising population number, compared to the Meso-
lithic or the early Neolithic, is also likely, and there-
fore a rising number of intergroup interactions is 
also plausible. But true population pressure is im-
plausible because human impact didn’t reach the 
amount visible in the Bronze Age and the opening 
of the landscape was still in progress so that it can 
be assumed that there were still unclaimed areas to 
cultivate. Nevertheless, because of the rising num-
ber of interactions a coherent classification crite-
rion should have become more important to then 
divide the We from the Other and to aggregate a 
group under a collective identity (Trigger 1978, 
196).

With this, a focus upon shared ancestry comes 
into play. Ancestors became important beyond 
their individual biography. Ancestry in the sense 
of lineage found its expression in the rising impor-
tance of the burial and with this the grave. This ris-
ing importance was marked at first by the earthen 
long barrows and later even more with the mega-
lithic collective burials that allow a group to build 
up a sense of a common ancestry. This group could 
but doesn’t have to be a settlement unit (compare 
Brather 2004, 103). It is plausible that especial-
ly exchange with other settlement units, e.g. in the 
form of exogamic marriage patterns, made it nec-
essary to establish a link back to the place of birth 
and with this to the descent line. In such a way we 
could imagine a segmentary society that, in a sense, 
also acted acephalic but with a clear reference back 
to a shared history. Such historical awareness made 
it possible for individuals to draw charisma from 
their ancestral connections and by that individual 
lineages had a possibility to gain rising importance 
through time.

This could have led to the separation of single 
groups of society which could stand out against 
other groups due to inherited charisma and legit-
imisation through ancestry, so that the focus on 
shared historicity that formerly helped to absorb 
inner tensions led in the end to destabilisation. So-
cial power became individualised, stratified socie-
ties could have evolved. This again finds its expres-
sion in individualised burial customs that made it 
possible to emphasize individual members of so-
ciety (Brather 2004, 103). At the outset the „in-
vention” of an abstract descent line could have sta-
bilised We-identities. Finally, these identities were 
altered to focus on certain individuals who now 
could act as decision makers on behalf of their an-
cestry.

As said, this is just a model, a hypothesis that is 
deductively used and has to be proved by attempts 
to falsify it, although it fits well with observable 
changes of expressions of social behaviour in burial 
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dx lx qx Lx Tx ex 

0 bis 5 0.16 1.00 0.16 4.60 26.51 26.51 
5 bis 10 0.10 0.84 0.12 3.95 21.91 26.02 
10 bis 15 0.08 0.74 0.11 3.49 17.96 24.30 
15 bis 20 0.08 0.66 0.13 3.08 14.47 22.01 
20 bis 25 0.09 0.57 0.15 2.66 11.39 19.83 
25 bis 30 0.09 0.49 0.18 2.23 8.73 17.88 
30 bis 35 0.09 0.40 0.21 1.80 6.51 16.17 
35 bis 40 0.09 0.32 0.27 1.37 4.71 14.88 
40 bis 45 0.04 0.23 0.19 1.04 3.34 14.50 
45 bis 50 0.04 0.19 0.24 0.82 2.30 12.38 
50 bis 55 0.04 0.14 0.32 0.59 1.48 10.51 
55 bis 60 0.04 0.10 0.46 0.37 0.89 9.21 
60 bis 65 0.01 0.05 0.25 0.23 0.52 10.00 
65 bis 70 0.01 0.04 0.33 0.16 0.29 7.50 
70 bis 75 0.01 0.03 0.50 0.10 0.13 5.00 
75 bis 80 0.01 0.01 1.00 0.03 0.03 2.50

Tab. 1. Life table of the burials from the selected megalithic graves, uncorrected data.
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lx

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

Borreby

Liepen

Ramshög

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Carlshögen

mean

Serrahn

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Krukow

Rævehøj

Troldhøj

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Bocquet−Masset Correction
no
yes

Fig. 1. Survivorship function lx of the different collective burials investigated. The center graph shows the mean survivorship functions of 
all graves. The solid line represents the real, the dashed lines the values using the Bocquet-Masset correction.
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customs. It must prove itself by the predictions that 
can be made on the basis of this model. In this pa-
per we concentrate on the collective burial phase, 
so the predictions for that time slice would be:

•	 Because	it	is	predicted	that	the	graves	do	not	con-
tain a selection but whole descent lines, the bur-
ied individuals should represent a viable commu-
nity.

•	 The	 workforce	 that	 is	 needed	 for	 the	 erection	
of the megalithic burials should not exceed the 
amount that a (extended) descent group could 
raise.

•	 Because	 it	 is	 assumed	 that	 the	 burying	 society	
is not necessarily the same unit as a whole set-
tlement community, cases should be detectable 
where multiple graves were used by one territori-
al unit.

•	 For	 the	 same	 reason	 cases	 should	 be	 provable	
where multiple graves at an assumed ritual centre 
were used simultaneously. This would contradict 
the assumption of a function as territorial mark-
ers while being a focal point of a settlement unit.

•	 Common	descent	and	kinship	should	be	verifia-

ble between the buried individuals in a grave.
Different aspects of these predictions were al-

ready discussed elsewhere (Hinz 2007). Thus, in 
this paper only the results of two studies shall be 
presented: On the one hand the viability of the 
group that is represented in the megalithic burials 
on the basis of a simulated community, on the oth-
er hand with the help of spatial statistics the inves-
tigation of the location of the graves to substantiate 
the assumption that not territoriality determined 
the erection of the megalithic constructions of the 
Funnelbeaker	Complex	–	as	an	example	of	a	collec-
tive burying society – but other reasons.

Unfortunately, in the core area of the region that 
is investigated in the course of my dissertation – the 
geographic	range	of	the	Funnelbeaker	Complex	in	
Schleswig-Holstein – there are no collective burials 
that had sufficient bone preservation to analyse the 
composition of the thanatocoenoses.  Due to these 
circumstances graves from other areas of the TRB 
were examined. Sources are therefore the graves of 
Borreby, Rævehøj and Troldhøj on the Danish isles, 
Ramshög	and	Carlshögn	on	the	Swedish	mainland	
and Serrahn, Krukow and Liepen in Mecklenburg.

1  Explanation of the abbreviations in the life tables: dx – rela-
tive amount of deceased individuals, lx – relative amount of 
surviving individuals, qx – probability of dying, Lx – Num-

ber of total life years in the specific age range, Tx – Number 
of years to live, ex – mean life expectation.

Simulation study on the viability of buried societies

A look at the life tables (tab. 1) 1 that can be com-
puted on the basis of the burials of the megalith-
ic graves two observations are notable: children are 
less abundant in the graves than one would suspect 
from the conception of the living conditions we have 
of Neolithic societies and women also seem to be 
underrepresented; they do not occur in a ratio close 
to 1:1 like the natural ratio  at birth would suggest.

Let us turn at first to the possible lack of child bur-
ials in the collective graves. Boucquet / Masset 
(1977) developed a formula to estimate the number 
of missing children in archaeological investigated 
burial complexes. Here the age class of children be-
tween 5 and 14 is viewed in relation to the number 
of burials of adults over 20 years. On the basis of 
this ratio the proportion of missing children is esti-
mated and in relation to the total number of burials 
it can be scaled to total numbers (fig. 1).

This should than represent the real, living socie-

society. This assumes that the buried society is not 
equal to a living society if the difference is too high.

Life tables with and without this correction fac-
tor were computed for the burials inside the col-
lective graves (tab. 1 and 2). Figure 1 shows the dis-
tribution of the survival rates lx that follows from 
the life tables. It is obvious that the corrected pop-
ulation differs significantly from the uncorrected 
which would indicate that too few children were 
buried in the collective burials and that they do not 
represent the whole community of the living.

While the shape of the curve with the uncorrect-
ed number of individuals is surprisingly flat, the 
corrected population shows an unlikely steep trend 
of dying events in the lower age classes. According 
to this, in the mean 60 % of the children would not 
have survived the first five years of their life, in the 
individual cases the decline in the curve shows an 
even more dramatic situation. But is this realistic?

To come closer to a solution of this question two 
approaches were followed. The first approach cal-
culates the reproduction rate of such a society on 
the basis of the life table, the second uses this fig-
ure to reconstruct the development of such a popu-
lation with an agent based simulation.

For both approaches an estimation of the num-
ber of births per woman is necessary. The number 

x = D5, 14

D20, ∞

90,5 = 1.154� log10(200�x)–1.014
n missing Children = 90,5 �Dtotal

ty that can be compared with the actual figures to 
measure how much these differ from a real living 
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dx lx qx Lx Tx ex 

0 bis 5 0.45 1.00 0.45 3.88 18.29 18.29 
5 bis 10 0.07 0.55 0.12 2.60 14.41 26.02 
10 bis 15 0.05 0.49 0.11 2.30 11.81 24.30 
15 bis 20 0.05 0.43 0.13 2.02 9.51 22.01 
20 bis 25 0.06 0.38 0.15 1.75 7.49 19.83 
25 bis 30 0.06 0.32 0.18 1.46 5.74 17.88 
30 bis 35 0.06 0.26 0.21 1.18 4.28 16.17 
35 bis 40 0.06 0.21 0.27 0.90 3.10 14.88 
40 bis 45 0.03 0.15 0.19 0.68 2.20 14.50 
45 bis 50 0.03 0.12 0.24 0.54 1.51 12.38 
50 bis 55 0.03 0.09 0.32 0.39 0.98 10.51 
55 bis 60 0.03 0.06 0.46 0.24 0.58 9.21 
60 bis 65 0.01 0.03 0.25 0.15 0.34 10.00 
65 bis 70 0.01 0.03 0.33 0.11 0.19 7.50 
70 bis 75 0.01 0.02 0.50 0.06 0.09 5.00 
75 bis 80 0.01 0.01 1.00 0.02 0.02 2.50 

Tab. 2. Life table of the burials from the selected megalithic graves, corrected data
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Fig. 3. Comparison of the population dynamics in the simulation between corrected and uncorrected start populations. The grey areas 
mark the standard deviations of 100 repetitions of the simulation.
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of births determines - beside the number of deaths - 
the development of a population, but is hard to es-
timate from the life tables alone. Because of that I 
draw on an investigation of Wood (1990) who com-
pared the number of births per woman in societies 
with a controlled and as such with a natural fertil-
ity (fig. 2).

From that study it is plausible to assume a mean 
number of children of 6 for women who actual-
ly survive until their menopause. This number can 
be distributed over the different age classes using 
the proportions given by Acsadi and Nemeské-
ri (1970). With this estimation of reproduction a 
„real” number of births can be computed taking 
into account the rate of deaths among the woman 
of the different age classes (tab. 3). With this at hand 
the net reproduction rate as well as the intrinsic re-
production rate can be calculated in turn (tab. 4).

The net reproduction rate results from the fertil-
ity multiplied by the survivorship function lx and 
the ratio of women in the population. The intrinsic 
growth rate is a function of the natural logarithm 
of the net reproduction rate divided by the mean 
generation length. It represents the growth of the 
population per year. A comparison of the rates be-
tween the corrected and the uncorrected number 
of children makes obvious that a population that 
would result from the correction of the Boucquet-
Masset formula would not be viable, even if we as-
sume a higher fertility rate of 7 children per wo-
man, comparable to today’s Afghanistan. The rates 
of the uncorrected values in contrast give numbers 
that seem to be appropriate to a Neolithic situation 
where we would expect a rather slow but constant 
increase in population size.

To underline this, an agent based simulation was 
constructed on the basis of the life tables in a sense 
of	 a	Monte-Carlo	 statistic.	The	 reason	 for	 this	 is	
that in general, formulas for calculating a popu-
lation assume a stable population or represent the 
dynamic development on the basis of integral cal-
culus. A simulation based approach seemed to be 

more appropriate and comprehensive. Thus, 100 
repetitions of each parametrisation were conduct-
ed for the development of the populations with the 
uncorrected and the Boucet-Masset corrected data 
of all collective burials (fig. 3). Also in this simu-
lation the uncorrected values resulted in a rising 
population while the corrected produced a stag-
nant or declining population dynamic. Because 
these trends only take the natural population de-
velopment into account and do not reproduce ex-
ternal factors such as starvation years or epidemics 
(or only due to their representation in the original 
grave data) a stagnating population is likely to be 
unstable in reality.

It can be stated that according to the calculations 
as well as to the simulation, the number of chil-
dren in the graves reasonably corresponds to a vi-
able population while a correction in spite of possi-
bly missing children on the basis of the assumption 
of a dramatic infant mortality leads to a popula-
tion composition that is not able to survive. Also 
a consideration of the mortality rate in today’s de-
veloping countries shows that such a corrected rate 
would	 be	 implausibly	 high.	The	 UNICEF	 report	
of 2008 names Afghanistan as a country with the 
highest mortality rate of children under 5 years. The 
rate here is 25.7 % (for the situation in early medie-
val Europe consult Kölbl 2004).

The question remains concerning the underrep-
resentation of women in the megalithic graves. In 
this case, the simulation approach could not give 
further information. There is indeed a general ten-
dency to underestimate the number of females in 

Fig. 2. Comparison of fertility as the mean number of children of 
women who reach their menopause between societies with and 
without controlled fertility (Wood, 1990, 214).

from to 6 children 7 children

0 5 0.00 0.00 
5 10 0.00 0.00 

10 15 0.14 0.17 
15 20 0.71 0.83 
20 25 1.07 1.25 
25 30 1.07 1.25 
30 35 1.07 1.25 
35 40 1.07 1.25 
40 45 0.00 0.00 
45 50 0.00 0.00 
50 55 0.00 0.00 
55 60 0.00 0.00 
60 65 0.00 0.00 
65 70 0.00 0.00 
70 75 0.00 0.00 
75 80 0.00 0.00 

Tab. 3. Fertility Rate distributed over the age classes according to 
Acsadi / J. Nemeskéri (1970).
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Netto Reproduction Rate,
6	Children	

Intrinsic Growth Rate,
6	Children	

Netto Reproduction Rate,
7	Children	

Intrinsic Growth Rate,
7	Children	

uncorrected 1.0486 0.0018 1.2234 0.0078 
B-M corrected 0.6945 -0.0140 0.8103 -0.0081 

Tab. 4. Calculation of the growth of the populations with and without a correction of „missing” children.
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Fig. 4. Map of the graves used in the analysis of the spatial patterns in Schleswig-Holstein.

favour of the identification of male individuals es-
pecially in older anthropological investigations 
(Weiss 1972). But the ratio of 1 man to 0.83 woman 
is too large to be explained by this bias. 

Hence, the proposed model has to be extended. If 
we assume a patrilocal residence, that is also indi-
cated by other evidence (Hinz 2009) and combine 

that with the lineage-based burial rights than the 
underrepresentation is explainable. These missing 
women would be the ones that moved to other set-
tlement units and could not be transferred to their 
own lineage burial site after their death but also had 
no right to be buried in the collective burial of the 
local community. From this an overrepresentation 
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2  Function Kinhom of the package spatstat, part of the sta-
tistical tool R, reference for the used method is Baddeley 
et al. (2000).

of woman e. g. in flat graves would result. This was 
not tested in this paper and is left as a test criterion 
for the model. Nevertheless, the deviation in num-
bers of buried individuals per sex does strengthen 
the model more than questioning it.

If we accept the interpretation for the deficit of 
female individuals than the collective that is repre-
sented in the megalithic burials do represent a via-
ble population. So it is not implausible that we are 

dealing with a representative cross section through 
the Neolithic population. Selective burial rights for 
only a part of the society that has to be earned by 
deeds during a life span is not very likely. So one 
part of the predictions for the model is not falsi-
fied – admitting that the data basis is rather limited. 
Now we shift the focus to the question which spa-
tial pattern is likely to be the reason for the position 
of the megalithic graves.

Spatial statistic analysis of the location of the collective burials

Given the assumption that collective burial tra-
dition is connected to territoriality of settlement 
units their spatial patterns should somehow reflect 
territorial units. If we think of more or less equal-
ly sized settlement units that mark their territori-
al claims with megalithic graves and estimate that 
equally sized settlement units occupy – on the basis 
of a comparable subsistence economy – an equally 
sized area and – because this model assumes that 
land is the resource that produces conflicts - that 
the territories of these groups are neighbouring 
each other, than the graves should be placed in the 
mean at equal distances.

To investigate this, the location of the megalithic 
graves of Schleswig-Holstein were analysed by spa-
tial point pattern statistics. The graves on the isles 
were excluded from the analysis because they have a 
distinct location to the graves on the mainland that 
is not connected with intentional spatial processes 
and would therefore bias the statistics (fig. 4).

For the analysis Ripley’s K-function was used. 
Its idea will be summarised here shortly (comp. 
fig. 5). In general, points in a space can be distrib-
uted regularly, randomly (poisson-distributed) 
or clustered. These spatial relations do also affect 
the distribution of the distances between individ-
ual points to all other points in that space (pair-
wise distances). If a regular distribution is present, 
all distances should be relatively even so that a uni-
form distribution of the distances should be visible. 
If a clustered distribution is present a multi-mod-
al distribution of the distances is the result. The K-
function sets the observed distribution of distanc-
es in relation to a random poisson distribution. It 
counts the number of points neighbouring an indi-
vidual point at a given distance. The graphical rep-
resentation of that function can be interpreted as 
follows: On the x-axis the distance of the points to 
all other points is represented. The y-axis shows the 
K-function of ratio of the amount of neighbouring 
points. The area here that is grey in this plot shows 

the range that would indicate a random poisson 
process. The solid line marks the observed K-func-
tion. If this line is positioned above the range that 
represents the random range than more points are 
observable in the vicinity of the individual points 
than a random distribution would result in. This is 
an indication for a clustered distribution in the par-
ticular distance. If the solid line is placed below the 
random range than fewer points in the specific dis-
tance are observable so that a regular distribution is 
likely. In case that the line is inside the random area 
a random distribution can’t be excluded.

In an original study the position of the graves of 
Schleswig-Holstein seemed to show a clustered dis-
tribution on all distance levels, as an indication of 
some kind of self-similar structure, clusters of clus-
ters of clusters. But further investigations showed 
that this interpretation can’t be maintained. The 
distribution of the graves today is obviously not 
only determined by their original place of erec-
tion but also by thinning processes that result from 
the preservation conditions which affect the dis-
tribution in a different intensity on different areas. 
Moreover, the ridge of the Geest area in Schleswig-
Holstein is an area which has a less dense distribu-
tion of graves. This could result from original loca-
tional preferences as well as from a higher intensity 
of agricultural use in later times. The distribution 
is thus inhomogeneous which is not covered by the 
general K-function. If the analysis is conducted us-
ing a version of the K-function that is appropriate 
for inhomogeneous non-stationary spatial process-
es2 a different picture (fig. 6) is observable: 

In a range below approx. 12 km a clustered dis-
tribution is observable while above approx. 15 km a 
regular distribution can be assumed. This implies 
that a regularity of second order is present. The 
centres of the clusters themselves follow a relative-
ly even distribution while the graves of the individ-
ual clusters do distribute around these centres in a 
fashion that is irregular.
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How is this to be interpreted? As centres of the 
cluster centres of burial areas are plausible which 
are distributed relative equally distant from each 
other, they could represent either settlements or 
pure burial areas. A relatively even settlement ac-
tivity is reasonable (as far as this can be conclud-
ed from the heavily disturbed distributional pat-
tern), but this activity is inhomogeneous and in 
certain areas (Jutlandic Geest) thinner or thinner 
preserved. The graves themselves are not placed at 
equal distances from each other but at random in-
side the area of the individual burial districts. It is 
likely that they do not represent the centre of an 
assumable settlement chamber nor are they posi-
tioned in a circle in the periphery of such an area. 
From this it can be concluded that a function as ter-
ritorial markers is rather implausible because this 
would imply one of the two described spatial rela-
tions to the assumed centre of a territory.

Rather, we are confronted with individual spatial 
areas in which the graves were located at positions 
that fitted the local needs and conditions, e. g. at de-
sirable topographical locations.

To approach the nature and character of the dis-
tribution even more, the placement processes of the 
graves were simulated using the insights gained. 
The thinning of the amount of graves that obvious-

ly took place could not be integrated into the simu-
lation as a distinct process because the parameters 
of this process could not be estimated from the  pre-
sent distribution of the graves. For this the original 
distribution would be necessary. That is why a pro-
cess was simulated that produced a picture compa-
rable to the actual location pattern of the graves vis-
ible in recent times.

Possible candidates for such a process are cluster 
processes that place a number of daughter points in 
space around a cluster centre.

A class of processes often used in the analysis of 
spatial patterns are the Neymann-Scott cluster pro-
cesses. These place the centre points of the clus-
ters poisson-distributed in the plane while around 
these centre points a number of daughters form the 
cluster itself. Two special cases are the Matérn and 
the Thomas processes. The former place a poisson-
distributed number of daughter points as cluster 
evenly distributed in a circular area, while in the 
Thomas process the daughter points are distribut-
ed with an isotropic gaussian distance around the 
centre that would represent the idea of a circular ar-
rangement of the graves in the periphery of a set-
tlement centre. For both processes algorithms exist 
to fit them to empirical data. But these fitted dis-
tributions gave indeed a good fit according to the 
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Fig. 6. K-function for inhomogeneous distributions of the megalithic graves of Schleswig-Holstein.
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Fig. 7. Three examples for simulated cluster processes. Matérn process, Thomas process and a process modelled according to the results from 
the descriptive analysis of the graves of Schleswig-Holstein. The centres are placed uniformly distributed with a pareto-distributed num-
ber of daughter points which are placed poisson-distributed around the cluster centre.

Fig. 8. Comparison between the simulated cluster process and the actual K-function of the megalithic graves of Schleswig-Holstein (solid 
line). The gray area marks the 95 % probability envelope of the cluster process.

K-function but a dissimilar visual pattern if com-
pared to the actual distribution of the graves in 
Schleswig-Holstein. The result was in both cases a 
large number of rather small clusters but merely no 
single points like the actual map of the megalith-
ic burials shows. Moreover, because of the poisson-
distributed centres of the clusters the processes re-

sult in a notably higher irregularity of the clusters 
than in the actual mapping (fig. 7). Because of that 
another cluster process was designed on the basis of 
the assumptions from the descriptive statistics. In 
this process the distribution of the cluster centres is 
uniform while each cluster centre spawns a pareto 
distributed number of graves that were placed pois-
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son-distributed around the centres. The parame-
ters were chosen in a way that the visual pattern as 
well as the number of graves were as similar to the 
original pattern of the megalithic graves as possi-
ble. Unfortunately, there is no  fitting algorithm for 
such a cluster process and the author is incapable of 
developing such an algorithm. Thus, the fitting was 
done by hand.

The parameters can be interpreted like this: The 
even distribution of the cluster centres was par-
ametrised in a way that the most likely distance 
between the clusters is according to the observa-
tion approx. 12 – 17 km. The number of graves for 
each centre were simulated using a Pareto distri-
bution which reflects the preservation conditions. 
In most cases only a few graves were not affected 
by land use of later times, but in seldom cases were 
the preservation conditions are good larger groups 
of graves are observable. These groups are likely to 
represent the original number of graves per cluster. 
Only because of the thinning in later times did a 
larger number of single standing graves result. The 
poisson distribution of the graves around the clus-
ter centre represented the observations of the posi-
tion of the real megalith graves at best.

The comparison of the K-Funktion of a Monte-
Carlo	simulation	of	that	cluster	process	with	that	of	
the actual distribution of the graves shows a good 
fit. The grey area in the figure 8 shows the 95 % prob-
ability	envelope	of	the	Monte-Carlo	simulation	of	
the process, the solid line represents the K-func-
tion of the actual collective burials. Also the visu-

al pattern of the process quite well fits the mapping 
of the graves. As always in modelling, this experi-
ment doesn’t prove that the real situation was like 
this, especially because the preservation conditions 
do represent a strong filter. But the good fit with the 
actual distribution does give the model at least an 
amount of plausibility.

It can be deduced from that model that there is 
indeed an intentional concentration of ritual areas 
connected with burial customs plausible in the area 
of Schleswig-Holstein – some kind of spatial organ-
isation at the time of the erection of the megalith-
ic graves. The position of the graves in respect to 
the cluster centres which can be described best by 
a poisson distribution – that is in spatial statistics 
complete spatial randomness – does make a func-
tion of the graves as markers for territoriality rath-
er unlikely because for such a function a placement 
in the centre or in the periphery of a settlement unit 
is more probable. According to the model there are 
2.2 graves belonging to a cluster in the mean today. 
The original number was surely higher, it can be 
certain that in most cases multiple graves belonged 
to one grave group. As the time of the erection of 
the graves can be narrowed down to a time span of 
approx. 300 years and a conservative estimation of 
the original number is to double the number today, 
it is also unlikely that all the graves of a grave group 
were erected successively. This is ascertained in 
some cases where a parallel use of different graves 
of a group can be proved (Hinz 2009).

On multiple levels it was shown that the mega-
lithic burial custom is likely to be a complex phe-
nomenon of nested layers of identity. On the one 
hand there is the grave itself as a unit whereby a spe-
cific group of individuals as a burying society can 
be associated. On the other hand there are groups 
of graves that could have combined different bury-
ing societies on a higher level of identity. This is lit-
tle more than speculation. Nevertheless, is it pos-
sible to give criteria on the basis of the model that 
would falsify the hypothesis constructed here. It 
would be falsified in cases where
•	 there	are	clear	 indications	of	a	successive	use	of	

the graves of one group of graves.
•	 a	matrilocality	can	be	proved.
•	 a	clear	regular	spatial	relation	between	grave	and	

settlement can be proved.
•	 a	 proof	 is	 possible	 that	 a	 group	 of	 graves	 were	

used only by one settlement unit.
•	 it	is	possible	to	ascertain	that	also	non-collective	

burials in the geographic and temporal range of 
the	 Funnelbeaker	 Complex	 do	 show	 an	 under-
representation of women.

•	 another	 cause	 for	 the	 change	 in	 the	 burial	 cus-
tom over time that does not result from the de-
velopment of the society itself can be proved, for 
instance the migration of a group with different 
traditions.
or another possibility arises to disprove the basic 

assumptions of the theory.
Until this time a picture of a society is construct-

ed here that had active communication between 
different settlement units as the basis of ritual ac-
tivities. These units were not in permanent compe-
tition for arable land and rare resources and not in 
steady conflict with each other. It is likely that the 
core of territoriality like it is present today did ap-
pear during the time when agriculture developed. 
But in the era of the megalithic architecture in the 
geographic	 range	 of	 the	 Funnel	 Beaker	 Complex	
the exploitation of the land as a resource was first in 
its beginning state. In later times larger areas were 
opened for cultivation and this probably produced  
a larger demand for land and in turn maybe also ris-
ing conflicts. But during the time of the erection 
of the collective burials the pollen diagrams show 

Conclusion
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merely starting and ongoing processes of clearing. 
It seems as if there was still enough land unused 
and maybe also unclaimed.

Historical processes take place in a dualism of 
structure and individuality, framed by constraints 
(natural or social) that limit the range in which 
human actors can operate creatively, act on sub-
jective rationality and again change in that course 
their structural framework. Hence, identity is a 
tool, but also a cause for social, historical process-
es. In this sense the development of funeral tradi-
tions should be viewed as is visible at the time of 
the North European Neolithic. To come back to 
the question posed at the beginning: Who erect-
ed the megalithic graves for whom and what pur-

pose did the ritual activities connected with them 
serve? I think that the graves were erected and 
used by groups connected by a common (maybe 
imagined) descent. These groups could have but 
did not have to span a settlement group. A cross 
section of the whole living society was buried in-
side. They were incorporated in ritual process-
es that served to negotiate identity in a discourse 
with other groups. And because the burying soci-
ety seems to be equivalent with the living socie-
ty, it is plausible that all layers and parts of such a 
community took place in these rituals which rep-
resented an important part of inner and intercolle-
ctive discourse.
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Zusammenfassung

In diesem Artikel soll dargestellt werden, dass 
die Akzeptanz einer wirklich neolithischen Le-
bensweise, die Umstellung auf eine Vollzeit-Land-
wirtschaft, ein langwieriger und komplexer Pro-
zess war, der in Nordeuropa seinen Höhepunkt in 
der zweiten Hälfte des 4. Jahrtausends v. Chr. er-
reichte. Wir sehen zu dieser Zeit hier die Einfüh-
rung und Akzeptanz des Ard-Pfluges. Dies führte 
zu einem erhöhten Bedarf an großflächigen Rodun-
gen, ermöglichte aber auch die Kultivierung grö-
ßerer Gebiete und ärmerer Böden. Ergebnis hier-
von muss Raum für mehr Einwohner gewesen sein. 
Dies könnte wiederum das Entstehen verschie-
dener Widersprüche und Konflikte zur Folge ha-
ben, denen durch die Ausführung zahlreicher ri-
tueller Aktivitäten begegnet wurde. Diese sind 
heute noch als Spuren der Konstruktion von zahl-
reichen megalithischen Bauwerken und von Erd-
werken sichtbar, in denen diese speziellen Aktivi-
täten stattfanden. Diese Aktivitäten materialisieren 
sich etwa in Form besonderer Behandlung mensch-
licher Knochen, aber auch von Tierknochen, Kera-
mikgefäßen, Flintbeilen, Mahl- und Schleifsteinen 

Causewayed enclosures and megalithic monuments
as media for shaping Neolithic identities

Niels H. Andersen

sowie von Getreide. Diese Materialien waren zu-
meist größeren Transformationen ausgesetzt, etwa 
Brand und Fragmentierung, die ihnen eine neue 
Bedeutung gaben. Die Niederlegung dieser Frag-
mente an verschiedenen Orten und der große Auf-
wand, der für den Bau von Megalithgräbern und 
Erdwerken mobilisiert wurde, muss die Menschen 
zusammengeführt und zur Ausbildung von Netz-
werken bei denen geführt haben, die bei diesen Ak-
tivitäten teilnahmen. So erhielten und beförderten 
diese Aktivitäten alte und kreierten neue Netzwer-
ke. Um ein modernes Konzept zu gebrauchen: die 
Menschen übten sich in „Team Building“ als Basis 
für die Akzeptanz der neolithischen Lebensweise. 

Die hier dargelegten Interpretationen sind ein 
Ergebnis archäologischer Forschungen, die seit 
1971 in der Sarup-Region, in SW-Fünen, Däne-
mark, durchgeführt wurden. Innerhalb eines klei-
nen Gebiets von 12 km2 wurden zahlreiche neoli-
thische Monumente, wie Häuser, Megalithanlagen 
und Grabenwerke entdeckt und ausgegraben. Eini-
ge Ergebnisse dieser Forschungen werden in die-
sem Artikel präsentiert.

Summary

In this paper I proffer the opinion that accept-
ance of the real Neolithic way of life, to become a 
full-time farmer, was a long and complicated pro-
cess which, in Northern Europe, reached its peak 
during the second half of the fourth millennium. 
Here we see the introduction and acceptance of the 
ard. This demanded clearance of large areas, but 
also provided the possibility of cultivating greater 
areas and poorer soils. It must have created room 
for more inhabitants. This, in turn, could have giv-
en rise to various discrepancies which they man-
aged to handle through the performance of many 
ritual activities. These are apparent today as trac-
es of the construction of numerous megalithic fea-
tures and of causewayed enclosures in which the 
special activities took place. We find these activities 
materialised in the special treatment of, especially, 

human bones, animal bones, ceramics, flint axes, 
querns and grinding stones and of grain. These ma-
terials have for the most part been subject to ma-
jor transformation, for example burning and frag-
mentation, conferring on them a new significance. 
The deposition of these fragments in various places 
and the great efforts expended in building the meg-
aliths and the enclosures must have bound people 
together, creating a network between the people 
who participated in these activities, and henceforth 
maintaining and reinforcing this or new networks 
by way of these actions. To employ a modern con-
cept, they were using team building as a basis for ac-
ceptance of the Neolithic way of life. 

The proposals presented here are the result of ar-
chaeological research carried out in the Sarup area, 
on the SW part of Funen, Denmark, since 1971. 



144 Niels H. Andersen

Within a small area of 12 km2, numerous Neo-
lithic monuments such as houses, megalithic struc-
tures and causewayed enclosures have been found 

and excavated. Some of the results of this research 
are presented in this article.

The introduction of the Neolithic

The introduction of the Neolithic was a long and 
complicated process which, in Denmark, culminat-
ed during the period between 3400 and 3200 BC. 
Here we see a thoroughly ritualised society pos-
sessing the tools that enabled the shift from a Mes-
olithic to a Neolithic way of life.

It has been broadly accepted that the Neolithic in 
Denmark began in the form of a large package in-
troduced around 4000 BC. However, if we look at 
the society from this period, in reality we see only 
few changes from the Mesolithic Ertebølle culture 
which had already been in contact with Neolith-
ic societies south of Denmark for a couple of hun-
dreds of years.

In the early part of the fourth millennium we find 
Funnel Beaker ceramics and some indications of 
small-scale agriculture and the keeping of domes-
ticated animals; fine polished flint axes also ap-
peared. Pollen analysis reveals some clearance of 
the woodland cover and small areas must now have 
been open, under a form of hoe cultivation. 

We still know very little about the settlement sys-
tem, and in the earliest part (between 3900 and 
3700 / 3600 BC) it seems that people continued to 
live at the old sites (the køkkenmøddinger) previ-
ously inhabited by people of the Ertebølle culture 
(Andersen 2008, 71), or they settled at new sites, 
but still close to wetland areas. Later, by 3600 BC, 
the settlement areas grew larger and were located 
on dry ground and show evidence associated with 
an agrarian economy (Madsen 2010, 15). The de-
velopment of stable agriculture requires a stable 
settlement system, where people could live within 
a delimited area. With the establishment of a sta-
ble settlement system people now lived in one place 
and waited for the seasons to ‘come’ to them, rath-
er than following the animals as before. They kept 
their livestock on pastures. When people settle as 
farmers the relationship between time and space 
changes and they have to organise their lives with 
reference to this.

Pollen analysis reveals the results of human im-
pact on the landscape starting around 3700 BC 
with intensive burning, followed by the beginning 
of Iversen’s Landnam. The latter starts with a max-
imum in birch, followed by hazel, and there is pol-
len of Plantago lanceolata, indicating freely grazing 
livestock, and we find evidence of cereal cultivation 
(Rasmussen et al. 2002).

The first monumental barrows were now be-
ing constructed, the so-called un-chambered long 
barrows. These began to be erected from around 

3700 BC and were followed about 200 hundred 
years later, around 3500 BC, by the construction of 
megalithic dolmens. Contrary to the finds from the 
dolmens, where there are no finds of complete skel-
etons from their first period, inhumations of whole 
skeletons have been found in the un-chambered 
long barrows. Often several individuals were bur-
ied together and this is the closest we come to col-
lective burial of whole skeletons during the Danish 
Neolithic!

The occurrence of plough furrows beneath the 
barrows from the same period provides the first in-
dication of the introduction of the ard. Relative to 
hoe cultivation, based upon human muscle power 
employed in a garden system, an ard could be up 
to 16 times more effective. This made it possible to 
cultivate larger areas and also poorer soils (Hal-
stead 1995, 13). It was also possible to work on a 
wider range of soils than before. This must have 
been very important in relation to the short cultiva-
tion season in the Northern Europe. The oxen had 
to be trained to draw the ard and they also provid-
ed quantities of useful dung. 

Before the first farmers could cultivate these 
larger areas, they had to clear them of boulders 
(glacial erratics) and vegetation. And they would 
have had to remove the enormous tree stumps, all 
of which must have demanded a great deal of ener-
gy and planning. Many people now had to cooper-
ate in a very different way and on a much greater 
scale than before. But the demand for larger areas 
for cultivation could also have involved a certain 
risk of disputes. The period when the ard was intro-
duced seems also to see the introduction of dairy 
products from cattle, goat and sheep and wool as 
important elements in the subsistence economy. 
At the same time, lactose tolerance must have be-
come more common. The period of these many 
new subsistence strategies is normally referred to 
as the Secondary Neolithic Revolution (Sher-
ratt 1981).

From the very same period when we see open-
ing up of the landscape and the introduction of the 
ard, there are many indications of numerous ritu-
al activities (Andersen 2000). These include the 
building of thousands of megalithic monuments, 
such as dolmens and passage graves, and proba-
bly hundreds of causewayed enclosures (Ebbesen 
1984). In bogs, many people, often young individu-
als, were sacrificed (Koch 1998, 155 – 57). There was 
the production of exquisite and extremely richly or-
namented ceramics, the most elaborate of all times, 
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and this was supplemented by the manufacturing 
of very large fine flint axes. Many of these materials 

underwent transformation, for example fragmenta-
tion. 

Fig. 1. Location of the Sarup area, SW Funen, Denmark.

Fig. 2. The Sarup I (from 3400 BC) and Sarup II (from 3200 BC) 
enclosures were sited on a sandy promontory of 9 ha, located be-
tween two watercourses.

The Sarup sites 

The many activities, such as the building of huge 
monuments and the production of many special 
items, must, in my opinion, have had a special pur-
pose relative to the process of transformation from 
a Mesolithic to a Neolithic way of life. This idea has 
been generated by my own excavations and stud-
ies of the Neolithic landscape in the Sarup area in 
the SW part of Funen (fig. 1). We began here in 1971 
with the excavation of a Neolithic site on a sandy 
promontory in the village of Sarup, and we are still 
conducting archaeological fieldwork in the neigh-
bourhood today (Andersen 1997). 

Two of the three sides of the Sarup promontory 
were bounded by watercourses (fig. 2). The site was 
located in the middle of a landscape dominated by 
an area of flat glacial heathland measuring 3 by 5 km 
and lying between 5 and 10 m above present sea lev-
el. This flat area is, in turn, surrounded by more 
hilly terrain reaching a height of 40 m above sea 

level. The Sarup site is situated on a flat area, over-
looked by the elevated terrain around it; it does not 
occupy a conspicuous location. However, it did rise 
7 m above the watercourses. It is said by modern 
farmers in the area that the flat heathland area is 
warmer and dryer than the surrounding areas, and 
that it can support a relatively easy and long season 
of cultivation. The area has, as a consequence, been 
intensively farmed for several centuries. 

Between 1971 and 1984, it proved possible to uncov-
er 6 ha of the 9 ha area of the promontory. Evidence 
dating from 11 prehistoric periods was found here, 
including five periods in the Funnel Beaker culture, 
two of them with causewayed enclosures. All fea-
tures within the 6 ha area were exposed and record-
ed (about 10,000 in all, of which 3228 yielded a total 
of 258,168 finds). However, most of the features were 
only partly excavated and are still extant today. The 
site is now scheduled, i. e. protected by heritage law. 

The Sarup I enclosure

The first Neolithic enclosure – Sarup I – was con-
structed around 3400 cal BC, during the so-called 
Fuchsberg phase. The enclosure defined an elon-
gated area of about 8 ha. This comprised: a palisade 
fence, fenced enclosures built on the outside of the 
palisade, a fenced entrance passage and two paral-
lel rows of system ditches. 

The palisade

The palisade was placed in a c. 1 m deep trench 
that could be followed over almost 580 m. In areas 
with a high groundwater level the lower parts of the 
planks from the palisade were still preserved. The 
planks were of split oak trunks, up to 42 cm in di-
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ameter, and were placed closely together. By way of 
vertical sections through the trench it proved pos-
sible to see the decomposed wooden remains of the 
planks; these have not been removed from the site. 
Often the planks were placed in the middle of the 
trench, but their attitudes revealed that they leaned 
inwards or outwards, which must be interpreted as 
carelessness; the Neolithic people clearly did not 
strive to maintain the planks in a vertical position 
for very long. The planks must quickly have lost 
their significance, i. e. before the earth had settled 
firmly around them, within about a year (Anders-
en 1997, 32). A total of 350 m3 of earth had been re-
moved from the trench, in which 1290 planks were 
then placed. Each plank could have had a length 
of at least 4 m, with 1 m being buried in the trench. 
Every one of the planks would have weighed around 
250 kg. The finds of only a few flint axes, and debris 
resulting from them, suggests that the planks were 
not manufactured on-site but some distance away. 
Planks weighing about 335 tons were transported to 
the palisade.

Only 14 %, or 81 m, of the palisade trench has 
been excavated. In the exposed area of the trench 
we found large amounts of pottery, 1958 pieces from 
276 pots. No complete pot was recovered; 65 % of 
the vessels were represented by only a single frag-
ment and only 14 % of the pots were represented 
by more than five sherds. A total 94 % of the sherds 
were ornamented and 32 % were rim sherds. It ap-
pears only fragmented and deliberately chosen ce-
ramic materials were placed by the palisade (An-
dersen 1997, 33 fig. 27). 

Remains of burnt bones were recovered at five 
points by the palisade. For the most part, the bones 
had been crushed into small pieces no larger than 
a grain of rice; one bone could, however, be identi-
fied as a human finger bone. Charcoal of different 
kinds was also recovered and can be interpreted 
as debris taken from hearths to the palisade. Only 
357 pieces of flint were found, for the most part de-
bris. These included seven fragments of axes; a very 
small amount.

The palisade must have been a very impressive 
structure for the people who participated in the 
construction of the Sarup site and for those who 
visited it. The greatest concentrations of finds from 
this period were found here and show us the cen-
tral role it must have had. It is surprising how fast 
the palisade had been allowed to decay and also 
that the planks were not removed from it. Could 
the transformation of the palisade brought on by its 
natural decay have had a special significance? The 
situation is quite clearly in contrast to the perma-
nence of the megalithic features!

Almost in the middle of the site, a 1.6 m wide 
opening was found in the palisade trench which 
had constituted an entrance. In front of this, a pas-
sageway led from the outer area into the site.

Fenced enclosures

A series of fenced enclosures had been built on 
the outer side of the palisade. Some were about 6 
by 7 m, some 7 by 20 m, and others had various dif-
ferent forms. We do not know their purpose, but 
they have also been found at other sites (Anders-
en 1997, 292 – 93). A fence was constructed on the 
northern part of the site parallel to the palisade, 
and other fences were built connecting the pali-
sade with the outer row of ditches. About 900 m of 
trenches had been emptied here to allow the place-
ment of a further 2100 planks. Virtually no finds 
were found by these trenches.

Ditches

Two rows of system ditches have been re-
vealed in front of the palisade and the fenced en-
closures. The inner row followed a zigzag course 
which respected the fenced enclosures; the out-
er row lay like oblong beads on a string. On aver-
age, the ditches were 15 m long, 4 m wide and had 
a depth varying between 0.2 and 2 m. The varia-
tion in depth must mean that the ditches were not 
emptied for the purpose of supplying earth for the 
construction of a bank, and in two places further 
untouched earth, resembling a horst formation, 
was left in the ditches (Andersen 1997, 44 fig. 
44). The purpose of the ditches was more related 
to their horizontal form, their layout, than a place 
from which some earth could be obtained. The to-
tal length of all the ditches is 608 m, of which only 
20 %, or 119 m, has been excavated. 

In one of the ditches, the basal layer comprised 
stratified layers of fine and very fine sand, natural 
inwash or colluvium from the sidewalls of the ditch 
(Andersen 1997, 48, fig. 49). These layers have a 
thickness of only few centimetres. Such finely strat-
ified basal layers could arise within a few days, even 
hours, with rain or solar drying of the side walls. 
All archaeologists working in sandy soil have ex-
perienced this phenomenon! However, most of the 
ditches at Sarup do not even have these fine sandy 
layers. This means that they must have been re-cut 
secondarily or quickly back-filled using a more ho-
mogeneous fill. The latter comprised a mixed mate-
rial, which must have been thrown back on deliber-
ately from the heaps lining both sides of the ditches. 
The same situation has been found at many oth-
er sites in Denmark, Germany and England (Ge-
schwinde / Raetzel-Fabian 2009, 242; Seidel 
2008, 220 – 26; Smith 1967, 473). The ditches have 
to be seen as a: “rituelle Dauerbaustelle, deren Ak-
tivitätsshema an die stets wiederkehrende Aussaat 
erinnert (Furchenziehen, Säen und Verschliessen 
der Furche)” (Geschwinde / Raetzel-Fabian 
2009, 245).
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Solely from the bases of the ditches there are re-
cords of 1343 finds, mostly from the northern part 
of the site. Despite the sandy soils it proved possible 
to find some animal and human remains at the base 
of the ditches; often all that survived was tooth 
enamel. Ceramics comprised 688 sherds from 138 
different vessels, of which 62 % were represented by 
a single sherd. The same has been observed at the 
site of Calden near Kassel, where 75 % of the ceram-
ic entities comprised only one sherd (Raetzel-Fa-
bian 2000, 57). A majority of the sherds from the 
ditches at Sarup I, 59 %, were ornamented. In all, 
425 pieces of flint were recovered of which 105, or 
25 %, were tools. Pieces of carbonised wood were 
found in seven ditches. These could be from 10 to 
45 cm in length, placed in different directions and 
they indicate the remains of fires. The sand beneath 
and above the charcoal had, in some cases, been 
scorched red indicating in situ burning within the 
ditches. 

Many of the ditches have been subjected to ex-
tensive re-cutting. This could have taken place 
within a short time of the original cutting of the 
ditch, but in some cases also hundreds of years lat-
er. Consequently, excavation can be challenging, as 
can analysis and interpretation of the materials re-
covered. During the excavations at Sarup we were 
always aware of the stratigraphy and in which lay-
er the finds were located. It is interesting to note 
that re-cutting always took place within the layout 
of the original cut and that the secondary cuts nev-
er went deeper than the previous one. It seems that, 
even hundreds of years later, people had knowledge 
of the history of every single segment.

Although unable to establish direct links to the 
deliberately deposited cultural layers, it proved 
possible in 23 cases to recover a total of 52 artefacts. 
These comprised 17 sherds (12 ornamented), small 
pieces of flint and also fragments of querns and 
grinding stones. These materials must have been 
deliberately, and in a fragmented state, placed here 
by back-filling of the ditches. 

The constructers had to dig out about 2000 tons 
of earth from the trenches and ditches. It is possi-
ble, and we have indications that this indeed was 
the case, that the construction area was stripped 
of topsoil before the trenches and ditches were cut, 
and then a further 750 m3, or 1300 tons, of earth was 
removed. We found no evidence of topsoil in the 

ditches; this soil must, naturally, have represented 
a great value to the first Neolithic farmers.

The inner area

It proved possible to excavate 6 ha of the inner 
area of the site. Here, 93 features were located which 
can, perhaps, all be assigned to the same period as 
they contained a well-dated ceramics assemblage 
comprising ornamented sherds in Fuchsberg style. 
However, in the small pits this material could have 
arrived by chance in a later period! Nevertheless, 
ten of the pits were larger and contained a special-
ly selected assemblage. One element of the latter 
was a large funnel jar, 42 cm in height, containing 
a beaker (a fragmented beaker – deliberately frag-
mented and placed here) and 0.5 l carbonised em-
mer grain. The emmer grain was 98 % pure. It must 
have been specially selected for this action / cere-
mony, because settlement finds from the area and 
the results of pollen analysis reveal a more 50 : 50 re-
lationship between barley and emmer. Close to this 
pit was another pit containing a finely ornament-
ed beaker. A rim sherd from this beaker had been 
placed in the afore-mentioned large funnel jar and 
therefore connects the two features. This second 
pit and its beaker also contained a large quantity of 
emmer grain, but this grain must have come from 
another field, as the individual grains were of a dif-
ferent size. Similarly, one of the features contained 
dehusked grain, whereas the grain in the other was 
in the form of spikelets, i. e. not dehusked (West-
phal 2005).

The finds

We have to address the fact that, of all the ce-
ramic entities recovered from the Sarup I enclo-
sures, only four were complete pots; all of these 
were found within the inner area of the site. This 
enclosure was a place where a fragmented materi-
al was handled. Two settlements excavated in the 
area have a ceramic representation comprising be-
tween 11 and 31 % of the total finds material, but this 
figure at Sarup I was 67 %. These ceramics must 
have been intentionally brought to the site, even in 
a fragmented state!

The Sarup Gamle Skole enclosure

Half a kilometre south of the Sarup enclosure, 
at Sarup Gamle Skole, we have uncovered anoth-
er enclosure from the same period – the Fuchs-
berg phase. Only a small part of the site has been 
exposed. At the bottom of one of the ditches we 
found hollows containing layers of stones: one of 

these held a miniature dolmen, about 1 m in size. A 
total of 134 small uniformly-sized potsherds from 
part of a funnel beaker, and measuring about 3 by 
4 cm, were found placed against the western side of 
the dolmen. Only a segment of this beaker – about 
a third – had been taken here and then fragmented 
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(Andersen 2009, 32, fig. 10). Again, we have a very 
clear example from this period of intentional frag-
mentation of the material in the ditches, just as the 

small dolmen chamber provides us with a connec-
tion to the larger megalithic dolmens. 

The Sarup II – enclosure

During the Klintebakke phase, around 3200 BC, 
another enclosure was constructed on the promon-
tory at Sarup (fig. 2). It consisted of a palisade fence, 
made up of small stakes, and fenced enclosures now 
with system ditches placed inside them. The inner 
row of ditches was almost square, measuring 4 by 
4 m, but the outer row was at least twice as long as 
it was wide.

Just as at the other enclosed sites, some of the 
ditches had been re-cut and back-filled many times, 
but we have to pay special attention to the fact that, 
in the inner row, all the re-cutting had taken place 
within the area delimited by the enclosure around 
them. This shows that the cutting and re-cutting 
took place during the lifetime of the fenced enclo-
sure, perhaps a period of 20 years. It appears as if 
there was a clear system of land registration relative 
to the ditch area and people were obliged to stick to 
this. They could just as easily have cut another ditch 
nearby in the sandy soil at Sarup, but instead they 
preferred always to return to the same ditch.

The finding of fragments of a beautiful orna-
mented vessel distributed across three ditches and 
four pits shows that these seven features must have 
been linked and were open at the same time. But it 
also demonstrates the intentional placing of sherds 
from the same fragmented vessel in several plac-
es. Placing sherds from the same vessel in several 
different features could have been a way of uniting 
these (Andersen 1999 a, 285, fig. 6.8).

This was one of the first enclosed sites where the 
interior was uncovered in full. Within an area of less 
than 3 ha we exposed 144 features, of which 26 are 
categorised as ritual (Andersen 1999 a, 284 – 87). 
The only intact finds recovered from Sarup II were 
found here, within the inner area, just as at Sarup 
I. These included an elegant battle-axe or, as I pre-
ferred to call it, a ceremonial axe! Again a great pro-
portion of the finds were fragmented. For example, 
the ritual pits contained material originating from 
298 pots. Of these, three were complete, in 55 cas-
es the form of the pot could be reconstructed, but 
167 vessels (56 %) were only represented by a sin-
gle sherd.

Two crescent-shaped trenches were found on the 
southern part of the site. Inside one of these, four 
large postholes were found, forming a square (An-
dersen 1997, 83 figs. 116 – 17). Two of these post-
holes contained human bone material, perhaps 
from the same person, a young woman of about 20 
years of age. Only a small part of her had been de-
posited here. Her bones had been burnt at a high 
temperature, and it seems this took place when 
they were in a de-fleshed state. We have evidence 
of a process by which human corpses were subject 
to activities resulting in excarnation, burning, frag-
mentation and placement at different locations. 
These activities are also found applied to the treat-
ment of other materials.

Summary for the enclosures in the Sarup area

To sum up the results from the Sarup area, it 
seems that the sites:

 Were large, visible and constructed in a single op-
eration.

 Were only used for a very short time – for one 
great celebration.

 Demanded a great investment of labour, involved 
a lot of people and must have been planned over 
many years.

 Involved placement of special assemblages of 
finds – most often deliberately destroyed – in 
particular, remains of humans and cattle, pottery 
vessels, axes, grinding stones, querns and grain. 
Parts of these finds are missing.

 Were constructed of perishable material in con-
trast to megalithic graves.

 Were re-used many generations later.
Over the last 100 years and more, there have been 

numerous interpretations of these sites. Many of 
these are based on preconceived notions and less 
on what has really been found at the sites. When we 
try to understand these sites we have, in my opin-
ion, to consider them in a more holistic perspective 
and to see them in their regional landscape, rather 
than just continue to uncover parts of many further 
enclosures. If we still wish to conduct expensive ex-
cavations of these large monuments we have to find 
examples providing excellent conditions for the 
preservation of bone and other organic materials. 
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Fig. 3. The area of about 12 km2 around Sarup showing the location of megalithic monuments (circles) and settlements (black dots).

The settlement landscape around the site at Sarup

As stated above in the summary of the enclo-
sures, the building of these monuments must have 
demanded the participation of many people, hun-
dreds, and these people must have come from a 
large surrounding area. It was decided to examine 
an area of 3 by 4 km2 around the Sarup site as part 
of further studies of the settlement landscape (fig. 
3). Since 1984, detailed surveys have been conduct-
ed of the area, private collections have been visited 

and recorded, old maps have been studied and dig-
italised, magnetic surveys have been conducted at 
places of interest and aerial photographs, both old 
and many new, have been examined (Andersen 
2009). A sediment core, 14 m in length, was collect-
ed from the lake, Sarup Sø, for the purposes of pol-
len, microfossil and other analyses. Five metres of 
this sediment corresponds to the Neolithic (Ras-
mussen et al. 2002). Hundreds of new sites have 
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been discovered. Of special interest is the location 
of 88 settlements dating from the Funnel Beaker 
culture, numerous stray finds and about 120 demol-
ished megalithic features. Prior to this exercise, we 
only knew of the existence of four megalithic fea-
tures, of which just two were scheduled, i. e. pro-
tected by the Heritage Law. A total of 16 excava-
tions have lead to the uncovering of 32 megalithic 
features and three settlements. This settlement ar-
chaeology has added a further c. 150.000 finds to 
the database for the area. Together with the 250.000 
finds from the Sarup site, these provide a statistical-
ly useful basis for further studies! 

The megalithic features around Sarup

The distribution of megalithic monuments close 
to the Sarup Enclosure indicates that these were of-
ten concentrated in clusters, and that some of these 
clusters were surrounded by wetland areas (fig. 3). 
It seems that the clusters divide the area into units 
of equal size and perhaps mirror a segmentation of 
the land area. Together with the many settlements 
of uniform size, these could be indications of the 
social organisation of a segmented tribal society – 
and the ditches were also segmented! Five clus-
ters of megalithic monuments have been uncov-
ered during our excavations and it seems as if they 

have had the same history. This starts with a long 
barrow containing a small dolmen chamber, pro-
gressing to two detached dolmens and finally a pas-
sage grave. This appears to be a chronological de-
velopment extending over about 200 years – from 
a simple chamber to a more elaborate one. It is re-
markable to see all these chambers located close to-
gether, often within few metres of each other, al-
though there must have been adequate space. Just 
as with the ditches at Sarup, people returned again 
and again to the same spot and here too, perhaps, 
is another example of land registration of the area. 

When working with megalithic features we have 
to be aware of the many activities which have tak-
en place in and close by them. In Denmark, there 
are no more than ten dolmen chambers containing 
human bones which could perhaps represent part 
of the original funeral (Andersen 1997, 343 note 
290). These human bones have always been manip-
ulated. A complete or articulated human skeleton 
has never been found placed in a dolmen during the 
first period of its use. All the many complete skel-
etons recovered from these monuments date from 
later periods. The first period of use has only yield-
ed fragmented skeletons with clear re-organisa-
tion of the bones (Raddatz 1979). This is a clear 
shift from the complete inhumation seen in the first 
part of the Neolithic – the period of the un-cham-
bered long barrows. It appears that manipulation 
and movement of human bones was characteris-
tic during this dolmen period, a form of treatment 
also found expressed at the enclosures. These ac-
tions must depend on an acceptance of ancestral 
rites. Through inclusion of only parts of their skel-
etons the personality of these individuals seems to 
have been removed or lost; the dead now became 
enlisted within a greater homogenous group of an-
cestors. By this action, Neolithic people acquired 
a medium for linking different groups and limit-
ed the appearance of social differentiation (Kuijt 
1996). So far, the Danish evidence has not revealed 
any signs of social differences for the period during 
which the dolmens were erected and the enclosures 
constructed, i. e. the Fuchsberg phase.

In the Damsbo area, about 2 km SE of Sarup, we 
have excavated an area of 200 by 80 m (figs. 3 and 4). 
Here, in its southern part, we found a cluster con-
sisting of a long barrow (A6), two detached dol-
mens (A5 and A38) and a small passage tomb (A4). 
In the middle part there was a cluster comprising a 
long barrow (A2), two detached dolmens (A3 and 
A32) and a passage grave (A1). The northern part 
had a long barrow facing an area which has not 
been exposed (A121; fig. 4). The long barrow in the 
middle has had a kerb of large stones and a chamber 
with an opening to the NW – towards Sarup. The 
long barrow was sited directly on top of a Neolithic 
longhouse. The latter was two-aisled, 14 m long and 
4.9 m wide. Five large posts were located along the 

Fig. 4. Megalithic monuments found at Damsbo Mark. Here, in a 
demolished state, we found long dolmens, detached dolmens and 
passage graves. Postholes from three two-aisled houses, dating 
from about 3400 BC, were found covered by three megalithic mon-
uments (A2, A1 and A121).
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middle and smaller ones were placed in the walls 
(Andersen 2009, 41). It appears that the house 
had burned down, after which it was ploughed over 
with an ard. A number of finds emerged from the 
area around the house which can be dated to the 

Fuchsberg phase. The northern long barrow (A121) 
at the Damsbo site also covered a long-house. Both 
house areas have yielded a limited number of finds. 
Perhaps both houses had a special purpose, or pur-
poses, or perhaps activities involving greater num-

Fig. 5. Plan of a now demolished passage grave at Damsbo (see fig. 4 no. A1). A chamber with a passage leading east was located in the mid-
dle. This, in turn, was surrounded by a spiral of smaller boulders, where deposits of fragmented ceramics were found. A kerb of glacial er-
ratic boulders surrounded both the chamber and the spiral, and outside this kerb was a further, outer row of larger granite boulders placed 
at regular intervals. A two-aisled house, 12 m long and 4.6 m wide, was the first structure on this site.
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bers of artefacts and quantities of debris took place 
at some distance from the houses, in areas where we 
find cultural layers with no evidence of houses. 

The middle cluster of tombs at Damsbo has, to 
the NE, a small passage tomb, A1, where some of 
the kerbstones still lie in situ, in their original posi-
tions, although the chamber was demolished more 
than 200 years ago (fig. 5). Careful excavation of 
this monument has yielded much new informa-
tion. This tomb had also been placed on top of a for-
mer Neolithic two-aisled longhouse. This too had 
burned down and then been ploughed over with an 
ard. Again only a few finds were recovered – and 
these date from the Fuchsberg phase. This is the 
same date as for the two other houses at the site, but 
150 to 200 years earlier than the barrow containing 
the passage tomb that exactly covered the house! At 
ground level a small chamber with a passage lead-
ing to the east was enclosed within several rows of 
small boulders placed in the form of a spiral. Be-
tween these boulders, ceramics were found in three 
places. These comprised parts of well-decorated 
pots, but they had been deliberately smashed, and 
some were found with their handle placed directly 
on top of the heap. Only a small part of the pots had 
been taken to these three spots. Here, we find signs 
of special activities having taken place within the 
area of the barrow prior to the latter’s construction. 
These activities are of the same character as those 
seen by the enclosures at Sarup, i. e. deliberate frag-
mentation and placement of a piece of a pot.

This structure, comprising the chamber and the 
boulders, was covered by a barrow around which a 
kerb made up of closely-spaced glacial erratic boul-
ders, about 1 m in size, was constructed. Between 
the barrow and the kerb there was a c. 1 m gap, a pas-
sageway, which was left open. This area was found 
to contain other parts of finely ornamented ce-
ramics which had also been placed in a fragment-
ed state. Similar open spaces have been found asso-
ciated with a few other Danish passage graves and 
they confirm the need to perceive these graves as 
very complicated features with many phases of ac-
tivity (Skaarup 1985, 115 – 21). We still have a lot to 
learn from megalithic monuments in order to ob-
tain a clear picture of them and their history. This 
information can only come from the total excava-
tion of monuments, even those appearing to have 
been demolished! Outside the kerb, and concen-
tric with it, a row of large granite boulders had been 
placed at regular intervals. The chamber of passage 
grave A1 yielded about a thousand pieces of human 
bone. An AMS radiocarbon date and the finding of 
a wrist guard from the time of the Beaker culture 
confirm that these later activities in the graves took 
place during the second half of the third millenni-
um BC. 

This late date for the secondary use of megalith-
ic tombs in the Sarup area has been confirmed by 

many other graves. However, at Sarup Gamle Skole 
II, about 400 m SW of the Sarup site, we have exca-
vated a passage grave containing two floor layers. 
On the lower layer we found a few remains of the 
skeleton of a young woman, obviously brought to 
the grave in a de-fleshed state. The remains were ac-
companied by a flint knife and a transverse arrow-
head. Here again we found only a few fragments of 
the remains of a young woman – which, before sec-
ondary placement in the tomb, had also been frag-
mented. Perhaps her remains represent remnants 
from the original use of the tomb? This burial was 
covered by a secondary floor with a layer contain-
ing material from MN II – around 3100 BC. 

The record from the Sarup area included no com-
plete skeletons from inside megalithic monuments 
and absolutely no signs of collective burials of com-
plete skeletons. At the Sarup II enclosure, from 
the same period, a few fragments of a young wom-
an were also recovered; this small collection of her 
bones had been cremated (Andersen 1999 a, 250 
fig. 5.86). I think megalithic monuments should be 
perceived as originally not being a place of burial, 
but as containers – among many others – intended 
to hold some of the human bones in a sequence of 
mortuary activity. In front of this passage grave we 
found about 26.000 potsherds originating from at 
least 600 different vessels, many of them only rep-
resented by a single potsherd. All the pots can be 
assigned to the time of the original construction 
and use of this tomb, i. e. the Klintebakke phase at 
3200 cal BC. 

Not far from the Sarup Gamle Skole II passage 
grave we have excavated another similar monu-
ment, Sarup Mølle I. In front of the kerb, we found 
142 sherds from a finely decorated beaker, all of 
them between 2 and 6 cm in length and between 1.5 
and 4 cm in width, i. e. they must have been frag-
mented deliberately. Only about 40 % of the beak-
er had been taken to this spot. Close to this beak-
er we found another, of which about 70 % had been 
taken there and then fragmented. Fragments of an-
other 60 pots were uncovered by this passage grave, 
but most of them were only represented by a single 
potsherd.

At Bronsyxan, Hindby Mosse, near Malmø, our 
Swedish colleagues have recovered 28,000 pot-
sherds in front of the kerb of this long dolmen. The 
sherds belong to about 290 pots of which 256, or 
88 %, were represented only by a single potsherd. 
From the same area, fragments of 80 cremation 
burials were also uncovered (Burenhult 1973). 

These examples from enclosures and from mega-
lithic monuments show us a period when fragmen-
tation of materials was a conscious act. It seems 
that the fragmentation was deliberate, in particu-
lar with respect to such materials as the skeletons 
of humans and some large animals, ceramics, flint 
axes, grain, querns and grinding stones. Through 
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fragmentation, the intention must have been to 
confer a new significance on these materials. And 
by placing the resulting fragments in different plac-
es, these places became linked together and a net-

work was formed and maintained between the peo-
ple who carried out these activities (Chapman 
2000; Larsson 2009). It was a medium for team 
building!

The settlements around Sarup

About 80 settlements from the Funnel Beaker 
culture have been located in the area around Sarup; 
43 of these contained material dating them to the 
period of the enclosures and the building of mega-
lithic tombs (fig. 3). The extent of these settlements 
rarely exceeds 50 by 100 m, often less, and they are 
sited close to watercourses, i. e. within 200 m. Tri-
al excavations have been conducted on a few of the 
sites, providing abundant finds of various kinds. As 
already mentioned, remains of houses have been 
found covered by three megalithic tombs at Dams-
bo. A limited number of finds was recovered from 
the vicinity of these houses, with relatively more ce-
ramics than flint, providing an assemblage different 
to that found at sites with cultural layers. In some 
of the ditches and pits at the Sarup enclosures, ac-
cumulations of settlement debris were found. This 

material must have been gathered at the settle-
ments and then deliberately taken to the enclosure 
and deposited there. 

In the area, it seems there were house sites with 
only a small amount of debris and sites with cultur-
al layers having abundant debris. The enclosures 
reveal evidence of specially collected and placed 
accumulations of settlement debris (Andersen 
2009; 42 – 43). A settlement in this area is perhaps 
not to be perceived as a single spot but as a larg-
er area where the activities, and the refuse arising 
from them, was scattered, i. e. flint knapping took 
place where flint was available, manufacturing of 
ceramics at places with good clay, location of hous-
es on well chosen spots, sitting of fields at different 
spots over a larger area depending on the rotation 
etc. 

Summing up

In the above article I have attempted to present 
the results of studies of the Neolithic settlement 
system within a small area on the SW part of Fu-
nen – in the Sarup area. In this area we found abun-
dant evidence of activities in the period between 
3500 and 3200 cal BC, leading to the construction 
of more than 100 megalithic monuments and three 
causewayed enclosures. Scattered around the area 
we also found many small settlements, implying a 
segmented social structure. This was an aspect we 
perhaps also found reflected in the structure of the 
ditches at the enclosures and the clustering of the 
megalithic monuments. This active period came 
more than half a millennium after the first signs of 
a Neolithic economy appeared in Denmark. The 
building of these many monuments must have re-
quired a large number of people. Before these peo-
ple could be assembled in the building processes, 
they must have had to be organised and to have had 
a network of communication and planning. With-
in these three centuries we find, among many oth-
er things, special artefacts: finely-decorated ce-
ramics, large flint axes and ceremonial battle axes. 
Often these materials have been treated in special 
ways such as being subjected to intentional de-
struction and fragmentation. The same applies to 
human bones, some animal bones, querns, grind-
ing stone and grain. These many activities all took 
place at exactly the same time; a time when we also 
see real acceptance and development of the Neo-

lithic economy. The change from a Mesolithic to a 
Neolithic way of life was the greatest transforma-
tion in human history. It must have been very com-
plicated for the people involved, and the challenges 
it presented were managed by way of enormous rit-
ual activities, including the building of numerous 
monuments and the performance of many special 
activities.

By 3100 cal BC all these activities had ceased, 
no new monuments were constructed, but the 
old ones were re-used. People now lived in larger 
settlements, the exquisite artefacts were no long-
er produced and we no longer see their deliber-
ate demolition and fragmentation. Pollen analy-
sis reveals a time with a more stable economy and 
grain finds reveal the cultivation of improved ce-
real types. 

In order to succeed in the implementation of 
change all participants must join in and accept the 
process. This can be achieved through the collec-
tive construction of monuments and the perfor-
mance of special activities of a ritual character. 
Such activities lead to a process of team building. 
Only in such a way can great changes achieve suc-
cess, and it will be achieved without the emergence 
of one or more hierarchical systems. As Frances 
Lynch expressed it: “The authority resided not in 
an individual but in a group with relationship to an-
cestors, individually anonymous but collectively 
powerful” (Lynch 1997, 12).
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Zusammenfassung

Wir kennen heute noch 525 Dolmen und Gang-
gräber in Schweden. Diese Gräber wurden in ei-
ner kurzen intensiven Periode, von 3300–3000 BC 
im kulturellen Kontext der Trichterbecherkultur 
(TRB) errichtet. Sie erscheinen in zwei bestimm-
ten Landschaftstypen. In Schonen, Halland und 
Bohuslän finden wir die Gräber nahe an der Küs-
te, in einem marinen Umfeld. In Falbygden, Väs-
tergötland, hingegen befinden sie sich im Inland, 
in einer bemerkenswerten Konzentration von 255 
Gräbern auf einem der wenigen Kalkstein- und 
Schieferuntergründe der Region.

Megaliths, landscapes and identities: the case of Falbygden, Sweden

Karl-Göran Sjögren

Räumliche Strukturen werden in Falbygden 
deutlich, weniger jedoch in Bohuslän. In Falbygden 
finden sich deutliche Gruppen von 5-15 Gräbern, die 
zu regelmäßiger Anordnung im Inneren tendieren, 
wobei die größten Gräber sich häufig im Zentrum 
befinden. Hier sollen die räumlichen Strukturen 
auf verschiedenen Maßstabsebenen diskutiert wer-
den sowie die Frage, ob sie für andere Variablen zu 
finden sind, etwa Keramiktypologie oder Anlagen-
architektur. Schließlich soll die Frage des Verhält-
nisses zwischen Falbygden und den umliegenden, 
nichtmegalithischen Regionen behandelt werden.

Abstract

Today, about 525 dolmens and passage graves 
are known in Sweden. These tombs were built in 
a short and intense period, c. 3300-3000 BC, in 
the cultural setting of the Funnel Beaker (TRB) 
culture. The tombs occur in two distinct types of 
landscape. In Scania, Halland and Bohuslän, they 
are found close to the coast, in a strongly marine 
environment.

The second and larger group of tombs is found 
in the inland area of Falbygden in Västergötland. 
Here, a remarkable concentration of at least 255 
tombs coincides with one of the very few places in 
the region where bedrock consists of limestone and 
slate instead of Precambrian rocks.

Spatial patterns are discernible in Falbygden 
but not very clearly in Bohuslän. In Falbygden, 
the tombs are closely spaced, occur in clusters or 
groups of 5–15 tombs, and tend towards regular 
spacing within the groups. Also, the largest tombs 
tend to occur in the centre of the area, for instance 
in Karleby, where several of the largest tombs are 
found. I will discuss the spatial patterns in the Fal-
bygden landscape at different spatial levels, and 
whether the spatial patterns are also discernible in 
other variables, such as tomb or pottery typology. I 
will also touch upon the relations between Falbyg-
den and surrounding non-megalithic regions as vis-
ible in ongoing isotope studies.
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In the short time between c. 3300 and 3000 cal 
BC, at least some 525 dolmens and passage graves 
were built in Sweden. This region was on the mar-
gin of the megalithic phenomenon in Western Eu-
rope, and megalith-building was short-lived. Re-
cent overviews of Scandinavian tombs have been 
published by Tilley (1996; 1999) and Midgley 
(2008).

The Swedish tombs occur in two distinct types of 
landscape (fig. 1). In Scania, Halland and Bohuslän, 
they are found close to the coast. Especially in Bo-
huslän they are very close to the Neolithic shore-
line and have been built in a rocky archipelago, in 
a strongly marine environment. In spite of this ma-
rine focus, the sea seems to have contributed very 
little to subsistence (Sjögren 2003; 2004 a). In-
stead, terrestrial food, probably from domesticat-
ed plants and animals, dominated the diet. Judging 
from the evidence of macrofossils, pollen and ani-
mal bone refuse, the Neolithic economy in Falbyg-
den seems to have been almost exclusively based on 
domestic crops and animals (Sjögren 2003).

Thus, similar economies and lifestyles seem to 
have existed in these two very different kinds of 
landscapes. This is not surprising in the case of Fal-
bygden with its fertile soils, but the fact that a do-
mestic economy and lifestyle also was practiced in 
the much less favorable coastal area seems to impli-
cate a strong symbolic and ideological significance 
to this kind of economy.

Adhering to this cultural code would then have 
been a basic aspect of personhood and identity, a 
form of TRB habitus underlying the more specific 
identities defining various tribes, groups, lineages 
etc., defining codes of behavior as well as socially 
important values which were aspired to and com-
peted for by these groups.

The megalithic tombs in Scandinavia form part 
of a complex system of ritual and ceremonial prac-
tices, some of which were performed at specific 
sites or monuments. An overview of such sites in 
southern Scandinavia includes causewayed camps 
(Sarup-type monuments), palisade enclosures, cult 
houses, graves, and deposits of human and animal 
bodies, pots and axes in wet sites. Many of these fea-

tures are chronologically and spatially connected, 
probably forming an interconnected complex of rit-
ual practices. This complex seems to have evolved 
towards a climax in the early Middle Neolithic, at 
the same time as the majority of megalithic tombs 
were built (Madsen 1982; 1988; Andersen 1997; 
2000). Only parts of this complex are known from 
western Sweden, but it is not clear whether this is a 
real difference or due to the limited fieldwork done 
in the area.

The purpose of this paper is to discuss spa-
tial structure at different levels, from the region-
al down to the individual body. It is suggested that 
TRB society showed spatial structure at several 
levels, and that these are associated with different 
aspects of social identity. Identity as such is a diffi-
cult and floating concept, and the identity of a giv-
en individual may well have varied from time to 
time and place to place, different aspects of iden-
tity being activated according to context and suit-
ability.

Öster-
götland

Falbygden

Halland

Skåne

Bohuslän

Väster-
götland

Öster-
götland

Falbygden

Halland

Skåne

Öland

Gotland

Fig. 1. Map of Sweden with dolmens and passage graves.

Regional level

Within Scandinavia, several regions may be iden-
tified, each with some distinctive traits, although 
all within the broad Funnel Beaker tradition. Re-
gional traits include construction features but also 
details of pottery form and decoration (Bäger-
feldt 1992; Persson / Sjögren 2001; Sjögren 
2003).

Comparing the tombs in Falbygden with those 
along the coast, there are some notable differences. 
The Falbygden tombs are almost all passage graves. 

Chamber forms are mostly rectangular, with pas-
sages placed in the midpoint of the eastern long side 
(fig. 2). In size, they range from small tombs with 
chambers just a few m long up to some of the larg-
est tombs in Scandinavia, with chambers almost 17 
m long and mound up to 40 m in diameter. Apart 
from size variation they are rather uniform in con-
struction.

In contrast, the Bohuslän tombs are general-
ly quite small and architecturally variable. Most 
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Fig. 2. The passage grave at Luttra Knaggården in Falbygden. Drawing by Nils Månsson Mandelgren 1865.

Fig. 3. The dolmen at Haga on Orust, Bohuslän.

tombs in Bohuslän are small polygonal dolmens 
(fig. 3), but several of the passage graves are also 
small and dolmen-like in construction, so that clas-
sification is sometimes rather arbitrary.

The architectural differences are paralleled by 
differences in pottery style. In Falbygden, TRB 
pottery is similar to that found in Scania, with for 
instance many small and richly decorated so-called 
brim beakers. These are not found in Bohuslän, 
where pottery, as well as chamber forms, is more 
reminiscent of Jutland.

Geography of ceremonialism

The distribution of megaliths in no way reflects 
the actual population. A number of settlements 
and stray finds as well as indications in pollen di-
agrams indicate settlement and agricultural activ-
ity all over the area, or at least most of it. The ge-
ographically most representative indicator is the 
finds of thin-butted flint and stone axes. These axes 
are deposited in a number of different contexts; in 
graves, hoards, bogs, on settlements and as single 
finds without known context. A number of biases 

affect the known distribution of axes. A major fac-
tor is the intensity of contemporary agriculture, 
since most axes have been found in ploughed fields 
or during agricultural work. Compensating for this, 
we get three distinct regions with high densities of 
axes: southern Halland, central Bohuslän, and Fal-
bygden (fig. 4). These are all regions with concen-
trations of megalithic tombs.

It may be suggested that two basic factors affect-
ed the distribution, namely population density and 
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Fig. 4. Distribution of thin-butted flint axes in western Sweden. 
Number of axes per km2 of cultivated land (Sjögren 2003, Fig. 
9, 1).

the intensity of certain ceremonial practices involv-
ing the deposition of axes.

A number of earlier studies (Olausson 1983; 
Sundström 2003) have demonstrated that long 
axes were selected for deposition in bogs or in 
hoards. The areas with a high density of axes in 
western Sweden, in particular Falbygden, also turn 
out to have a high proportion of long axes. In these 
areas, the proportion of flint to stone axes is also 
high. This suggests that the concentrations of thin-
butted axes may be partly explained by a high lev-
el of ceremonial depositions in these areas. In oth-
er words, the areas with many megalithic tombs are 
associated with a high level of ceremonial axe de-
posits.

Taking the effect of differing ceremonial activi-
ties into account, the remaining difference may be 
mostly due to population density. Thus, it is sug-

gested that the population of Falbygden was about 
30 % more dense than that of the surrounding are-
as (Sjögren 2003).

At this level, it may be suggested that such large-
scale regional patterns reflect aspects of social iden-
tity connecting people over large areas, each region 
consisting of a symbolic and ceremonial ‘centre’, 
with surrounding groups attaching themselves in 
various ways to these centres. One of the main ques-
tions in this context is how the relation between 
megalithic and non-megalithic regions should be 
conceived. Did megalithic areas form separate 
‘ethnicities’ socially and demographically distinct 
form other areas, or did groups in megalithic areas 
stretch out across such boundaries, including peo-
ple in non-megalithic areas? Was there direct com-
munication between megalithic areas, perhaps at an 
elite level, bypassing intermediate regions?

Human and animal mobility

New insights into the relations between differ-
ent megalithic and non-megalithic regions have re-
cently come from strontium isotope analysis of the 
human bones found in the Falbygden tombs. The 
Falbygden area is ideal for isotopic studies of hu-
man movement in the past. It is essentially a small 
“island” of relatively young marine deposits, large-
ly limestone, surrounded by much more ancient, 
gneissic terrain of metamorphosed igneous rocks. 
On top of these bedrocks, sediments have been de-
posited as glacial till, composed of largely local ma-
terials spread from northeast to southwest across 
the area.

Analysis of 87Sr / 86Sr isotopes in human tooth 
enamel has been undertaken by Douglas Price 
(Sjögren et al. 2009). The result are summarised 
in fig. 5. The human values show a rather distinct 
separation into three groups, a primary group with 
ratios 0.714 – 0.717 and two smaller groups with 
higher values. This pattern would indicate plac-
es of origin in three geologically distinct regions. 
Most probably, the larger group with lower values 
consists of people born locally, while the other two 
groups are formed by immigrants. While the cut-
off value and therefore the exact number of immi-
grants may be discussed, it seems clear that the 
number of outsiders moving in is substantial, some-
where around 25 %. The distinct separation among 
the groups also indicates that Falbygden has re-
ceived immigrants from more than one source area.

While it is not possible to pinpoint exactly the ar-
eas of origin, there is nothing in these results that 
indicates very long distance travels. Origins in 
southern Scandinavia or northern Germany may 
be ruled out, since these areas are geologically very 
young, with Sr values at 0.709 – 0.71. Likewise, ori-
gins in eastern Sweden are unlikely because of the 
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Fig. 5. Strontium isotope values in human tooth enamel from Fal-
bygden, compared to local small fauna and domestic animals. 
Dotted line indicates possible cutoff for local values (Sjögren 
et al. 2009, Fig. 9).

Fig. 6. Landscape view of the western border of Falbygden. Part 
of Gökhem parish as seen looking west from the top of Mösseberg 
mountain. Open cultivated land is limestone plateau, beyond it is 
the forested primary rock areas outside Falbygden.

higher ages of these bedrocks (Sr values at around 
0.725 – 0.73). What remain as probable source are-
as are the non-megalithic gneiss regions of western 
Sweden, in particular to the west and south-west 
from Falbygden.

These results show that Falbygden was not iso-
lated from the surrounding non-megalithic areas, 
but had close social exchanges with them. We can 
now ask about the content of these exchanges, i.e. 
what social mechanism lay behind the movements 
of people?

Marriage exchange is perhaps the simplest mech-
anism to explain movements of this scale. If this 
was the case, we should expect movement to in-
volve primarily adults, while children were buried 
near their place of birth. Also, if marriages were ei-
ther patri- or matrilocal, we would expect to see a 
difference between sexes regarding frequency of 
movement.

These questions are currently being explored, 
but preliminary results indicate that in fact none 
of these scenarios apply. Both sexes move in equal 

proportion, and children move in the same pro-
portion as younger adults, while older adults seem 
to move more frequently. At present, marriage ex-
change does not seem to explain the movement pat-
terns very well, and we must probably look for other 
factors contributing to movement.

One possibility to bear in mind is that of people 
being moved after death, to be buried in an ancestral 
tomb possibly far away from the place of residence. 
To check this possibility, we would need a method 
indicating place of residence in the latest years of life, 
something which at present is very difficult.

Another aspect of on-going work concerns the 
movement of domesticated animals; cattle, sheep 
and pigs. The results obtained so far indicate that 
in particular cattle were moving to a large extent, 
while pigs stayed at their place of birth. In fact, 
more than half of the cattle analysed were born 
outside Falbygden. Moreover, the source areas are 
more varied and in several cases different from hu-
man migrants, suggesting a different kind of net-
work for these movements.

Falbygden: landscape and tombs

The particular geology of Falbygden gives this re-
gion several distinguishing features. The diabase-
capped plateau mountains (Mösseberg, Ålleberg, 
Billingen, etc.) have characteristic profiles visible 
over large areas. The flat limestone plateaus below 
them are good agricultural lands. The vegetation in 
Falbygden is different from that of the surrounding 
areas and contains several unusual species.

Thus, Falbygden is distinctive; it is clearly distin-
guishable from its surroundings both in terms of 
topography and vegetation (fig. 6). It is also clear-
ly bounded by escarpments or slopes in most di-
rections, although not so clearly towards the south. 
Moreover, its mountain tops are visible over large 
areas and would have formed points of orientation 
and reference already from the arrival of the first 
humans. Finally, it has a definite horizontal and 
vertical structure formed by horizontal limestone 
areas bounded by escarpments where other rocks 
such as alum shale and slate come out. Centred on 
the limestone flats, plateau mountains rise sharply.

Apart from the connection of the tombs with 
the plateau mountains and the Cambrio-Siluri-
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an rocks, no clear relation between tomb locations 
and natural features is to be found (fig. 7). As re-
gards terrain forms, tombs are usually found on mi-
nor elevations, but not in very prominent locations. 
Even within the close neighbourhoods, tombs are 
not usually located on the highest points.

Visibility analysis indicates that the passage 
graves in Falbygden are located on points with only 
restricted visibility. Often, points with larger views 

may be found in the close vicinity. Neither are they 
placed to maximize intervisibility between tombs. 
In some cases, visibility areas seem to exclude each 
other, and in other cases intervisibility is restricted 
to a few tombs, despite the close spacing. Further-
more, the tombs are all on the same level in terms 
of visibility, independently of the degree of monu-
mentality. No graves seem to occupy a more central 
or strategic position in this respect.

Fig. 7. Falbygden geology and megalithic tombs.

Within Falbygden: spatial clusters

The study of spatial variation within Falbyg-
den shows some interesting patterns, which do 
not seem to relate to the natural background but 
rather to the human organisation of landscape. As 
seen in fig. 7, the tombs seem to be clustering into 
a number of local tomb groups. A number of spa-
tial statistics indicate that the tombs do indeed de-
viate from a random pattern and tend to be more 
closely spaced than would be expected from a ran-
dom placement (Sjögren 2003).

On this basis, the tombs may be spatially divided 

on two levels, called sectors and groups. Six sectors 
are defined, and it is argued that spatial separation 
on this level can be largely explained by natural fea-
tures, such as mountain tops or large bogs (fig. 8). 
On the group level, 32 groups may be defined (fig. 
9). These are not explained by natural features and 
are thought to relate to social factors, such as settle-
ment groups or social groups above the basic social 
groups, or alternatively to represent the continuity 
of single groups over time.

Fig. 8. Spatial clustering at the sector level (Sjögren 2003, Fig. 
12, 2).
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Fig. 9. Spatial clustering at the group level (Sjögren 2003, Fig. 
12, 6).

Fig. 10. Orientation of passage graves, with an orientation surface 
interpolated from the chamber orientations (Sjögren 2003, Fig. 
12, 11).

If identity was reproduced at this level, it might 
be expected that constructional and typological 
traits would exhibit spatial variation distinguish-
ing them from each other. Owing to source-criti-
cal problems, only a few features may be discussed 
in more detail. Some of these show no spatial ten-
dency within the area, while a few show some spa-
tial variation on a larger scale than the groups de-
fined.

One feature, however, shows a clear spatial pat-
terning, probably due to the fact that it has been 
recorded more systematically. This is the orienta-
tion of the tombs, as measured by the orientation 
of the chambers. Chamber orientation shows a lo-
calized pattern, in which neighbouring graves tend 
to have a more similar orientation than more dis-
tant ones (fig. 10). Local groups are usually charac-
terized by one dominant orientation, often differ-
ent from neighbouring groups, while at the same 
time similar orientations characterize groups at 
some distance from each other. This pattern is in-
terpreted as reflecting the existence of larger social 
groups in Falbygden, possibly similar to clans or 
lineage groups. A local group would then be relat-
ed to other groups, although not necessarily to the 
geographically closest. Instead, the suggested pic-

ture is one of different and presumably competing 
groups being geographically interspersed.

This idea may to some extent be supported by 
studies of pottery style, although the material at 
hand is still rather small. Looking at details in pot-
tery decoration, there seems to be no correlation 
between spatial proximity and similarity in pottery 
style. Pottery style is partly individual, i. e. charac-
teristic for particular sites. Some close neighbours, 
such as the passage graves at Rössberga and Jakob-
sberg, show differences in the execution of similar 
patterns, and passage graves at some distance from 
each other sometimes have more similar styles 
than graves that are close to each other (Persson /
Sjögren 2001).

Further, there are differences between the cen-
tral and peripheral parts of Falbygden. The centre is 
distinguished by higher density and closer packing 
of tombs. In general, the largest tombs are also to 
be found in the centre, although the size variation 
within groups is also considerable. Several explana-
tions for this may be possible: different population 
densities, different sizes of social groups, different 
positions within a lineage organization, or differing 
access to ideologically important resources, such as 
the plateau mountains.

Between-group variation
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Fig. 12. Passage graves and TRB settlements in Karleby.
Fig. 13. Plan of the Frälsegården passage grave with bone density 
(Sjögren 2008).

Tombs and settlements in Karleby

The structuring of space on a detailed level can 
be approached using the example of Karleby par-
ish, which has been surveyed recently. In Karle-
by, a number of tombs, settlements and other finds 
are known. The distinct topography makes it ide-
al for discussing Neolithic landscape use. At least 
12 and possibly 14 passage graves are known. They 
are located more or less in a line along the lime-
stone escarpment running north-south through 
Karleby (fig. 11 – 12). More than 80 settlement sites 
are known, of which 17 may be dated to the Fun-
nel Beaker period. None of these settlements have 
been found in the immediate vicinity of the tombs. 
Most of them are on a terrace east of and below the 
tombs, about half way down to the bog in the bot-
tom of the Åsle valley. Two more groups lie to the 
west of the tombs, adjacent to smaller wetlands. 
Similar, but less clear, patterns may be seen in other 
areas of Falbygden. The distances between tombs 

and settlements are not very large, around 3 – 500 m, 
but form a consistent pattern of separation between 
settlement and tomb locations. A similar situation 
applies in Bohuslän, where distances are of the or-
der of 1 – 2 km.

Looking at the relation between tombs and set-
tlements, a clear pattern emerges, with graves and 
settlements occupying different positions in the 
landscape (fig. 12). Also, they are not visible from 
each other. The position of tombs seems to be one 
of spatial separation from settlements, but also one 
of transition from the more to the less domesticat-
ed. The tombs are not located centrally in relation 
to territories, but on the margins of cultivated ar-
eas. The liminality of the tombs, as mediating be-
tween the living and the dead, is then paralleled by 
a liminal position in the landscape.

What emerges seems to be a contradiction be-
tween, on the one hand, the monumentality, dura-
bility and long-term use of the tombs and, on the 
other hand their withdrawn position in the land-
scape, rather emphasizing seclusion and marginal-
ity.

Perhaps this can be linked to certain traits in the 
Neolithic world-view, in which reference to the 

Fig. 11. Karleby as seen looking north. Left of the village is the lime-
stone plateau with passage graves, to the right of the village is the 
slope with settlement sites. Photo Jan Norrman, RAÄ.
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Fig. 15. Photo of individual B, Frälsegården. Skull removed at the 
time of the photo.
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Fig. 14. Some of the articulated burials at the Frälsegården pas-
sage grave.

ancestors formed an important part of the con-
struction of social identity. The ancestors were 
important, but at the same time potentially dan-
gerous, as were perhaps the ceremonies by which 
the newly dead were transformed into ancestors. 
These rites were then relegated to special plac-

es and probably visited only on special occasions. 
The Neolithic world-view may be said to have been 
directly linked to the landscape, and the megaliths 
by their physical presence would have demonstrat-
ed the validity of the dominant ideology in a force-
ful way.

The individual

Two recent excavations, at Landbogården and 
Frälsegården in Falbygden, allow some new in-
sights into the burial practices in passage graves, 
and by extension into the handling of identity at 
the most basic level, that of the individual itself. At 
both sites, a series of virtually complete, articulated 
skeletons were found, along with partial skeletons, 
disarticulated bones and some bones which seem 
to have been treated in a special way.

The passage grave at Landbogården was exca-
vated in 1987 (Bägerfeldt 1987; 1992; Sjögren/
Persson 2001). Osteological material from the 
tomb has been analysed by Ahlström (2009), 
light isotopes by Lidén (1995) and strontium iso-
topes by Price (Sjögren et al. 2009). The tomb is 
one of the smallest known from the area, with a rec-
tangular chamber of limestone slabs only 2.7 x 1 m 
and a c. 4 m long passage leading from the eastern 
side. Notably, a series of articulated skeletons were 
found, along with a scatter of disarticulated bones. 
In the passage, a distinct bone package contained 
the bones of two people, an adult male and a c. 6 
years old child. The dating of the articulated indi-
viduals has been controversial, but a recent series of 
redates suggest that they were all deposited about 
3000 – 2900 cal BC, i.e. rather late in the use life of 
the tomb (Sjögren i. pr.).

The passage grave at Frälsegården was excavat-
ed 1999 – 2001 (Axelsson / Sjögren 2001; Ahl-

ström 2004; 2009; Sjögren 2008). In spite of 
heavy damage and continuous overploughing since 
the beginning of the 1900’s, a fairly well preserved 
bone layer was found. The great majority of finds 
consisted of unburnt human and animal bones. 
More than 9800 fragments have been recorded, of 
which 8381 have been determined as human and 
268 as animal (fig. 13). These finds are currently be-
ing analysed in detail within the project “Anony-
mous ancestors?” funded by the Bank of Sweden 
Tercentenary Foundation (Sjögren / Ahlström 
i. pr.).

Among the bones, several articulated skeletons 
and partial skeletons were found, ranging from al-
most complete ones to body parts with just a few 
bone elements (fig. 14 – 15). A number of skeletons 
were found lying on their side in strongly contract-
ed position, suggesting some form of binding or 
wrapping.

No artefacts could be definitely associated with 
any of the articulated skeletons. The most common 
artefacts, amber beads, formed a dense scatter with 
the same general distribution as the human bones. 
Nor were there any indications of different treat-
ment of the dead as regards for instance body posi-
tion according to sex or age. 

Along with articulated bones, a large number of 
disarticulated bones were also found. Indications 
of special treatment for some body parts were also 
noted, such as a group of three skulls in the north-
ern part of the chamber.
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In other words, the situation is best explained if 
we assume that most bodies were put in the cham-
ber soon after death, before decomposition of the 
soft tissues, i. e. as primary burials. This does not 
exclude the possibility of different rituals being 
applied in some contexts, or to some categories of 
bone such as skulls. However, the widespread use 
of a prolonged secondary burial rite, involving de-
liberate decarnation and dissolution of the individ-
ual body does not seem to fit the evidence from Fal-
bygden (Sjögren 2010). Whether such practices 
can be sustained for other Scandinavian regions, 
as has been suggested (Andersen 2000; Tilley 
1996; 1999; Shanks / Tilley 1982), is a matter for 
future analysis.

In such a case, buried bodies could very well have 
retained their form and their individuality for long 
periods, maybe several generations. This would 
have been further supported by the effect of cloth-
ing, binding, skin wrapping etc.

What mattered, then, was not so much the bodi-
ly transformation of deceased members of the com-
munity, but to retain them as individuals, and prob-
ably to keep track of and maintain very specific 
genealogical links between people, some living and 
some dead. This could indeed have been a force-
ful tool for manipulation by genealogic and ritu-
al specialists. It also suggests that ideology in this 
case would not have been functioning as a mask for 
social realities, but rather to have a demonstrative 
function. Sustaining claims for rights and status 
would have been linked to the ability to show the 
legitimacy of certain ancestral links, indeed impor-
tant aspects of social identity.

Comparing the 14C datings of femurs belonging to 
articulated vs. disarticulated skeletons, it is interest-
ing to note that disarticulated bones tend to get ear-
ly dates, while articulated ones are dated later in the 
sequence. Also, the best preserved skeletons tend to 
be the youngest ones, with dates in the same range 
as the skeletons from Landbogården, c. 3000 – 2900 
cal BC (fig. 16). This suggests that the disarticula-
tion process is something which largely took place 
within the chamber, and may probably be the result 
of repeated burials and rearrangements.

Fig. 16. 14C dating of articulated vs disarticulated femurs at 
Frälsegården. The dating of a skull from the group in the north-
ern end is also included.

Summary

In this paper, I have suggested that spatial or-
ganisation is visible on several scales in the west 
Swedish TRB, from the regional down to the in-
dividual level, and that these are associated with 
different aspects of social organisation and social 
and individual identity. If structure is visible in the 
landscape, this may correspond to certain endur-
ing aspects of the social construction of individu-
ality, but is not necessarily translatable into indi-
vidual identity, which is probably always floating 
and subject to contextual interpretation and nego-
tiation. What we can see as archaeologists are the 
more stable infrastructures of identity, of which 
individuals make use in pursuing their particular 
projects.

There are also indications that social groups were 
not always confined to very local areas but could 
stretch out and include people in different regions, 

creating a complex and probably overlapping net-
work of groups and identities over much of western 
Sweden, and possibly outside the region. Though 
these networks, a flow of people was channelled, 
but also of cattle and of artefacts such as flint axes 
and amber beads. Certainly, archaeologically invis-
ible flows would have included things like socially 
important knowledge and social alliances.

A further point is the use of landscape as a meta-
phor for social identity, reworked though the trans-
formation of landscape through human activities 
such as monument construction, clearing forest, 
agriculture and so on.

Finally, the emphasis on ancestral legitimacy is 
maintained through the activities concerned with 
the dead, perceived not as a homogenous mass but 
as specific persons whose individuality was pre-
served long after death.
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Zusammenfassung

 Seit den 1930ern wird aufgrund der Ähnlichkei-
ten von Keramik und Bestattungssitten ein Zusam-
menhang des britischen und südskandinavischen 
Neolithikums diskutiert. Diese großen Ähnlich-
keiten in Design und Praxis in zwei geographisch 
entfernten Regionen wurden häufig als Resul-
tat von entweder direktem oder indirektem Kon-
takt und Austausch erklärt. Diese Arbeit schließt 
an diese Diskussion an und versucht, Kontakt und 
Identität mittels der sogenannten nicht-megalithi-
schen Langhügel zu untersuchen. Können diese 
Befunde als ein Medium verstanden werden, durch 
das Beziehungen ausgehandelt wurden? Könnte es 

Identities overseas? The long barrows in Denmark and Britain

Constanze Rassmann

sich gar um eine Befundgattung handeln, die eine 
„überseeische” Identität signalisiert? Im Folgen-
den sollen die unterschiedlichen Kriterien, die mit 
nicht-megalithischen Langhügeln verbunden sind 
(Hügel- und Grabkonstruktion, Grabbeigaben, ri-
tuelle Praktiken), qualitativ und quantitativ unter-
sucht werden. Das Ziel ist dabei sowohl der Ver-
gleich der Ähnlichkeiten der beiden Regionen, als 
auch der Versuch, die genannten unterschiedli-
chen Kategorien zu kombinieren, um das mögliche 
Vorhandensein einer „kollektiven Identität“ zu be-
leuchten.

Abstract

Neolithic scholars have debated the significance 
of similarities between British and south Scandi-
navian ceramic styles and burial methods since 
the 1930s. Close parallels in design and practice be-
tween these two geographically distant areas have 
often been interpreted as the result of both direct 
and indirect contact and exchange. This paper en-
gages with the central issue of this debate by ex-
amining contact and identity through the prism of 
non-megalithic long barrows. Can these structures 
be understood as a medium through which inter-
actions were negotiated? Could they have been the 

means of articulating a shared “overseas” identity? 
In this paper, the various and sundry criteria asso-
ciated with non-megalithic long barrows (i. e. bar-
row construction, grave design, grave goods, ritual 
practices) are qualitatively and quantitatively ana-
lysed. The object is not only to assess the levels of 
similarity between these various criteria, but also 
to determine if those selfsame categories can be 
combined in such a way as to make a British / south 
Scandinavian collective identity a viable focus for 
academic pursuit. 
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Introduction

Non-megalithic long barrows – otherwise known 
as Earthern Long Barrows – are defined as elon-
gated, artificially raised earthen monuments of-
ten used as graves and accompanied by external 
structures such as rows of posts (Midgley 1985, 1). 
While the focus of this paper is on the long barrows 
of South Scandinavia, Germany and Britain, their 
actual distribution spans out over half of Europe, 
including both France and Poland (fig. 1). This pat-
tern is highly influenced by the research traditions 
of the different countries and is, as new discoveries 
have shown (such as Selchow 24 in Brandenburg; 
Köllner 2007), still incomplete. 

The non-megalithic long barrows in the area un-
der investigation are associated with various Ne-
olithic inventories. In Britain, they are connect-
ed both with supra-regional ceramic styles such 
as Windmill Hill and regional ceramics such as 
Abingdon (Megaw /Simpson 1979, 89), whereas 
the northern European monuments are associated 
with Funnelbeaker ceramic styles and the various 
regional permutations of that ceramic group.

If one considers the dating of these monuments 

not only in terms of material culture, but also as 
per the interpretation of the radiocarbon dates as-
sociated with them (which considers the shape of 
the calibration curve; cf. Raetzel-Fabian 2001) – 
one can argue for a contemporary construction of 
these monuments on the Continent and in Britain 
(Rassmann 2008). Based on this interpretation, 
the following model can be designed: The build-
ing of French non-megalithic long barrows start-
ed in the 45th century calBC and lasted until the 
42nd century calBC (Constantin et al. 1997). 
Dates from Polish Long Barrows around 4000 BC 
(Midgley 1985) have to be omitted due to doubt-
ful find contexts. Thus, a connection between the 
French constructions and the northern Europe-
an monuments can be questioned due to the hia-
tus following, as the Scanian non-megalithic long 
barrows were built around the 38th century calBC 
(Larsson 2002 b). After an initial phase, the “long 
barrow idea” spread across Zealand and Jutland 
towards the west within one century and reached 
Britain in the 37th century calBC (Rassmann 
2008). 

Baalberge Barrows

Baalberge Barrows

Fig. 1. Distribution map of non-megalithic long barrows in South Scandinavia, Germany and Britain. Barrows used in the following anal-
yses are labelled as circles, whereas triangles represent barrows outside the investigation. Monuments that are supposable non-megalithic 
long barrows are depicted as stars. Baalberge barrows are generally not considered.
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If one takes into consideration the early French 
dates and the later Scandinavian ones, it would 
seem that the model proposed here appears to be 
counter-intuitive: a spread from West to East across 
the British Isles would seem logical, but is – at pre-
sent – not supported by the data. The main point, 

however, is the generally contemporaneous habit of 
building and using non-megalithic long barrows in 
Scandinavia and Britain. As a familiar burial con-
struction, earthen long barrows were built until the 
34th century calBC in both of the areas under in-
vestigation. 

Long Barrows and identity

“Identity” describes the ways in which individu-
als and collectivities are discerned in their relations 
with other individuals and / or collectivities (Jen-
kins 1996, 18). Every human is part of not only one 
but several collectivities. Consequently, humans 
hold not just one but multiple identities, which can 
work on different levels crosscutting other aspects 
of “identity”. Furthermore, never static, “identi-
ty” is a continual process and has to be constant-
ly constructed and maintained through human in-
teractions. In this context, material culture plays 
an important role in signifying social “identities” 
(Diaz-Andreu / Lucy 2005, 9), both in terms of 
self-identity and inclusion in wider groups. In the 
course of such considerations, the interpretation of 
similarities in material culture as expressions of or 
indications for identities seems justifiable.

Therefore, non-megalithic Long barrows touch 
different aspects of identity: Firstly, beyond Ren-
frews (1973) interpretation of monuments as ter-
ritory markers, non-megalithic long barrows can be 
understood not only as reflections but also as sig-
nals of group identities. Secondly, building even a 
medium-sized long barrow requires an enormous 

amount of time. Calculations of the duration of 
the erection of a long barrow grounded in anthro-
pological analogies (cf. Müller 1990), imply that 
ten people working 6.5 hours per day would need 
a minimum of 22 days to construct a small barrow 
and up to 300 days for the assembly of a larger one. 
On the one hand, these numbers illustrate that con-
structing tumuli is made possible only due to the 
fact that a certain group identity has already been 
established. On the other, the figures intimate that 
the construction maintains a pre-existant sense of 
togetherness. Thirdly, features observed during ex-
cavations (cf. Evans / Hodder 2006) suggest that 
barrows were not built during one event but in sev-
eral stages with recurrent returns to the construc-
tion site. Aside from a certain level of organisation, 
this indicates that the erection of a non-megalith-
ic long barrow is a “happening” created to regener-
ate collective identities and re-transform individu-
als into a community (cf. Gramsch 1996, 109).

To summarize, collective or group identities 
might be denoted by material culture in general 
and non-megalithic long barrows in particular and 
often result in similarities in the material.

Data and methodology

In order to investigate a shared “overseas” iden-
tity, this paper analyses the similarities of different 
aspects connected to non-megalithic long barrows, 
namely the construction of the monument and the 
grave, burial goods and ritual practices. For a quan-
titative analysis of the construction of the respec-
tive barrows, different variables were defined such 
as the shape of the barrow, the outline of the façade, 
the arrangement of the ditches etc. The same was 
done for the constructional details of the grave, 
i. e. the outline of the postholes and stone frame as 
well as their positions within the monument (for 
an overview of all variables used and their codes 
see list 2). For a comparison of grave goods, the ob-
jects were classified according to their structur-
al aspects, as a more formal approach would have 
made examination impossible. For example, both a 
funnelbeaker and a Grimston bowl were classified 
as a “vessel” according to this approach (see list 3). 

Observations that can be defined as “ritual practic-
es”, such as burning of the façade, deposition of ce-
ramics, were discovered during recent but not old-
er excavations. This lack is probably circumstantial 
and more a result of different excavation tech-
niques than any archaeological reality. Because of 
the relatively low frequency of such observed fea-
tures, a qualitative analysis was chosen. The same 
approach was favoured in order to assess the depo-
sition of skeletons, as the number is low also due to 
poor bone preservation.

The dataset chosen for the quantitative and qual-
itative analyses were non-megalithic long barrows 
with both precise descriptions and depictions. In 
the investigation area, such information was avail-
able for 71 monuments (31 British, 40 Continental 
barrows), which, when viewed in terms of distribu-
tion, represent the overall geographical spread of 
the area with which this study is concerned.
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Analyses and results

Sufficient information about construction details 
was available for 71 barrows and studied with the 
help of correspondence analysis (henceforth abbre-
viated as CA); the data plot of the monuments is de-
picted in fig. 2. The data plot of the first and second 
vector space shows a point cloud unevenly spread 
along the second axis. As data structures of CA are 
very often results of chronological or geographical 
factors, information about the absolute chronolog-
ical dating of the respective monuments was used 
in this data plot. Using this approach, we can see 
older dates in the negative part of the first axis and 
younger ones in the positive segment. It can there-
fore be suggested that the use of construction vari-
ables is influenced by time.

However, this paper deals with the question of 
“overseas” identity. The next step is therefore to 
look for geographical patterns and the question of 
similarities in the construction of British and con-
tinental monuments. When examined in terms 
of construction variables, no clear differences be-
tween the northern European and British barrows 
can be seen. A dominance of British barrows in the 
upper part is observable, whereas the middle por-

tion is a mixture of south Scandinavian, north Ger-
man and British monuments. Continental con-
structions dominate slightly on the left hand side, 
but even there British monuments also comprise 
part of that cluster.

These clusters in the CA may be interpreted as a 
function of the similarities between the construc-
tion habits of the respective barrows, their values 
of the first two axes of the CA thus represents a dis-
tinct scale of similarity. These “similarity” values 
on the basis of the construction variables were then 
used for a network-analysis. The results were added 
up for all barrows within one region and combined 
with geographical coordinates to depict the spatial 
relations of the different regions. Similarities in the 
construction of barrows are displayed by means of 
lines connecting the respective regions represent-
ed by nodal points. Furthermore, the thickness of 
lines reflects the intensity of similarities calculated 
by Ucinet 6 (Borgatti et al 2002) using Pearson 
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correlation. This means, that the thickness of  the 
line between two nodal points represents the de-
gree of similarity between the barrows in the two 
regions. For more clarity the results stemming from 
this approach are represented in two steps. The first 
figure (fig. 3) shows connections between regions 
with similarity values greater or equal to four with 
a maximum value of six, whereas the second figure 
(fig. 4) displays connections with similarity values 
greater or equal to three.

On fig. 3 we can observe similarities in the con-
struction of long barrows of middle and southern 
Jutland (DK 14 and 13) whereas the Limfjord (DK 
12) region seems to be less similar to the rest of 
Jutland. The Scanian (S 17) monuments find their 
counterparts on Zealand (DK 16) and north Ger-
many (D 18), where they mostly resemble the bar-
rows of Zealand. In Great Britain, similarities can 
be observed in the constructions of the barrows in 
regions UK 5, 6 and 9 as well as between the regions 
UK 7, 10 and 11. Furthermore, the monuments of the 
regions UK 1, 3 and 4 are very similar. The monu-
ments of UK 2 are constructed in a similar fashion 
to the monuments from UK 8, 9 and 6. Using a strict 
criterion with a similarity value greater or equal to 
four, it is principally the similarities between bar-
rows in neighbouring regions that can be observed.

On the other hand, the depiction of similarity 
values greater or equal to three (fig. 4) shows the 
existence of similarities between regions that are 
geographically distant from each other. Both the 
monuments of Scania and Zealand are similar to 
the monuments of Jutland, as are the northern Ger-
man ones. In addition to similarities of the barrows 
of Southern Scandinavia, we can observe the con-
nection of Jutland and Britain. It should be stressed 
that these connections are “closest” between Jut-
land and Britain as well as Jutland and Sweden, but 
not between Sweden and Britain.

To sum up, the CA of construction variables of 
the British and continental non-megalithic long 
barrows shows the existence of similarities of mon-
ument construction in both areas of investiga-
tion. A network analysis was used in order to assess 
the spatial spread of similarly-constructed monu-

ments. This approach, again applied in two steps 
for clarity, showed that geographically close monu-
ments are usually but not exclusively similar to one 
another. However, similarities exist between mon-
uments of Britain and the Continent as well. To be 
more precise, in terms of monument construction, 
barrows from Zealand and Jutland are in the con-
struction of their monument as similar to one an-
other as are the barrows from Britain and Jutland.

After having seen such similarities in monument 
construction, the question which arises is whether 
such parallels can be observed in the construction 
of graves as well. The first difference can be seen 
through a comparison of the percentages of long 
barrows with and without graves (fig. 5). Whereas 
the majority of continental barrows contain graves, 
evidence of graves was found in just two-thirds of 
the British barrows; it is quite unlikely that this 
picture is circumstantial, as general conditions for 
bone preservation are better in Britain. Because of 
this difference in the quantity of useable data, the 
two regions were analysed separately. The con-
structions of the grave were again divided into dif-
ferent variables such as post settings, design of the 
stone setting and/or the position of the grave in the 
barrow (list 2).

The CA of the continental barrows is displayed in 
fig. 6, whereas fig. 7 shows the British monuments. 
The following section highlights some construc-
tional aspects in order to discuss similarities or dif-
ferences in terms of the areas of study. Perhaps the 
most striking difference between Britain and Con-
tinent is the lack of certain construction variables 
known on the latter but missing in the former at 
this point of time. Among this category are differ-
ent post settings such as Pf c (one post at one nar-
row side) and Pf d (two posts at one narrow side) 
as well as stone settings St a (stone settings on the 
narrow sides) and St e (u-shaped stone settings). 
Other examples of the differences in grave con-
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Fig. 6. Correspondence analysis of the construction variables of 
graves on the Continent, depicted are the variables (construction-
al elements found in graves) in their scattering in the 1st and 2nd 
vector space. The codes refer to the construction variables (list 2).
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graves depicted separately for Britain and the Continent.
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Fig. 8. Ratios of non-megalithic long barrows with and without 
furnished graves depicted separately for Britain and the Conti-
nent.

struction between the two regions would be the 
dissimilarities in the correlations of structural as-
pects. For example, post setting Pf b (one post per 
narrow side and one in the middle) are found to-
gether with stone setting St c (in which the whole 
grave is framed with stones) in Britain, whereas 
on the Continent, post setting Pf b is connected to 
stone setting St b (stones settings on the long sides). 
Simple earth graves are small in size and near to 
the narrow side of the barrow in Britain, while they 
are bigger and placed at a distance from the narrow 
side of the barrow on the Continent.

In contrast to the construction of the monu-
ments, differences can be observed on the level of 
the grave between Britain and the Continent. First 
of all, the Neolithic artificially-raised barrows of 
Britain are – unlike the ones from the Continent – 
not exclusively connected to burials. The construc-
tional units used differ as well, as some construc-
tions are not in use in Britain and others combined 
in different ways.

The next step in comparing the Continent and 
Britain in terms of long barrows is to engage in an 
analysis of the grave goods associated with those 
constructions. In fig. 8 the percentages of furnished 
graves in Britain are contrasted with furnished 

graves in Northern Europe. At over 90 %, nearly all 
continental graves are furnished, whereas just 36 % 
of the British graves contain grave goods. Already 
at this early investigative stage, differences can be 
observed.

In order to continue the examination of this di-
vergence, these two regions and grave goods are 
explored with the help of CA. Grave goods were 
therefore classified according to structural aspects 
so that two different regions with different formal 
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typologies are comparable; to give an example: 
both a funnelbeaker and a Grimston bowl were cat-
egorized as a vessel. The result of this approach is a 
scatter of the grave data along the second axis (fig. 
9). The grave of Haddenham (GB 11) lies distinct-
ly separated in the positive part of the first axis. All 
the other British graves are positioned in the pos-
itive part of the second axis, as are some conti-
nental graves. A plot of the objects (fig. 10) shows 
that small flint tools and vessels are to be found in 
the positive area, whereas ornaments, arrowheads 
and axes lie in the negative part of the second axis. 
The core and flake variables dominate the separat-
ed grave of Haddenham. British and continental 
graves are furnished with vessels, arrowheads and 
small flint tools, whereas ornaments and axes are 
exclusively found in Northern European graves. 

To summarize, differences between Britain and 
the Continent exist in the practice of furnishing 
graves, as only a select few British burials were ac-
tually equipped with artefacts. Furthermore, the 
combination and variety of grave goods shows dif-
ferences as well.

A statistical comparison of the body positions in 
the respective regions is not possible as the preser-
vation of skeletons is, as has been previous stated, 
not ideal. Nonetheless, a general trend might be in-
dicated in that Continental graves with preserved 
skeletons show the bodies to have been interred 
in a supine position. In Britain, by contrast, skele-
tons from non-megalithic long barrows are mainly 
found in a crouched position (five graves) or disar-
ticulated (two graves). 

Two other observations should be mentioned 
which have to do with non-megalithic monuments. 
Both on the continent and in Britain, burning or 
the destruction of the façade was detected. Like-
wise, in both regions traces were found showing 
that in some cases ceramics were deposited in the 
area in front of the façade.
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Fig. 10. Correspondence analysis of the grave goods found in graves 
from non-megalithic long barrows, depicted are the variables 
(grave goods) in their scattering in the 1st and 2nd vector space. The 
codes refer to the grave goods (list 3).

Overseas identities

Amongst archaeological material, non-meg-
alithic long barrows are the one phenomenon 
showing the most similarities between northern 
Europe and Britain. Construction parallels exist 
especially between Scania, Zealand and northern 
Germany. British barrows resemble most closely 
the Jutish monuments. The rituals that were ob-
served in connection with the long barrows (i. e. 
the re-cutting of ditches, the burning the façade 
or the deposition of ceramics in the entrance area) 
are also supra-regional. Nevertheless, the con-
struction of monuments has many inter- and in-
tra-regional variants.

On the contrary, the grave constructions, grave 
goods and burial positions of the various regions 
reveal quite clear differences. These results suggest 
that the whole complex of non-megalithic long bar-
rows involves different and multiple layers of iden-
tity. Whereas the exterior of the monument and its 
layout displays an identity embracing both north-
ern Europe and Britain, the interior components, 
such as the grave construction, grave goods and 

burial positions, communicates the identity of a 
smaller community. 

Non-megalithic long barrows can be under-
stood as symbols whose meaning is a convention 
and cannot be deduced. As has been shown above, 
non-megalithic long barrows are dressed in mean-
ing which goes beyond the “code” of their construc-
tion, and extends to their import as places for ritual 
activities. The fact that this connection is observa-
ble in the entire area investigated suggests that the 
sign “non-megalithic long barrow” was a complex 
of meaning and communicated as such. Marginal 
differences in the construction of barrows can both 
be a result of intentional choice or due to spatial or 
chronological information loss. Nonetheless, dif-
ferences in the construction of graves as well as the 
differences in the concepts associated with the in-
clusion or lack of grave goods cannot be explained 
away by a lack of communication or a faulty decod-
ing of signs, but must be interpreted as an intention-
al re-interpretation of these aspects. As far as early 
Neolithic burial costumes are concerned, connec-
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tions to traditions dating back to the Mesolithic 
have often been mentioned in academic discussions 
of the same. The burial and aspects of grave con-
struction and grave goods connected to the burial 
could therefore be part of a traditional pattern. The 
supine burial position practiced during the north-
ern European Mesolithic and as seen in the conti-

nental long barrows could be an indication of this. 
On the other hand, the custom of building a barrow 
and monumentalizing a place was new. Therefore, 
the adaption and execution was quite elementary. 
Non-megalithic long barrows and the aspects con-
nected to them are therefore hybrids of innovation 
and tradition, of overseas and local identity.
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Post settings
Pf a one post per narrow side
Pf b one post per narrow side plus one in the middle
Pf c just one post at one narrow side
Pf d two post at one narrow side

Stone settings
St a stone settings at the narrow sides
St b stone setting at the long sides
St c whole grave framed with stone settings
St d pavement of stones
St e u-shaped stone setting

Embankment
D a embankement at long sides
D b embankement at narrow sides

Grave size
Grab_gro sizable grave, more than 10 m2

Grab_mit middle sized grave, 3 to 10 m2

Grab_kl small grave, up to 3 m2

List 2. Codes for the different variables in grave constructions.

Position of grave in barrow
Grab_dir directly placed at the narrow side of the monu-

ment
Grab_nah placed near to the narrow side of the monu-

ment, up to 10 m
Grab_weg placed afar to the narrow side of the monument, 

more than 10m

Flint_be flake or core of flint
Flint_kG small flint tool
Gefaess ceramic vessel
Holzbear axe
Pfeilspi arrowhead
Schmuck ornament

List 3. Codes for the different grave goods.
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Zusammenfassung

Der Begriff der Identität wird in vielen Facetten 
bereits seit einigen Jahren auf seine Anwendbarkeit 
in der prähistorischen Archäologie intensiv disku-
tiert. In dieser Abhandlung soll versucht werden, 
einige dieser Facetten im Bezug auf die spätneoli-
thischen Galeriegräber in Hessen und Westfalen 
aufzugreifen. Dabei sollen ausgewählte Aspekte be-
trachtet und auf Aussagen hinsichtlich bestimmter 

The Gallery Graves of Hesse and Westphalia:
Expressions of different identity(ies)?

Kerstin Schierhold

Identitätsebenen untersucht werden: Eine struktu-
relle Analyse der Bauweise, Beigabensitten und Be-
stattungsrituale sowie deren räumlichem Gefüge 
ermöglicht Vergleiche zu benachbarten, ebenfalls 
kollektiv bestattenden Gemeinschaften, die letzt-
lich zur Herausstellung identitätsstiftender Merk-
male herangezogen werden können. 

Summary

The concept of identity, in many aspects, has been 
intensively discussed for several years for its appli-
cability in prehistoric archaeology. In this paper, I 
would like to try to take up some of these aspects 
with reference to the late Neolithic gallery graves 
of Hesse and Westphalia. Some selected facets are 
examined to enlighten distinct scales of identity: a 

structural analysis of building techniques, deposi-
tion of grave goods and burial rites together with 
their spatial distribution offers comparisons to co-
existent neighbouring communities with collective 
burials. These comparisons finally may point out 
identity-forming features. 
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Introduction

In Germany, the discussion concerning the use of 
the term “identity” and its implications in archaeol-
ogy, especially in the  prehistoric branch, has flour-
ished in the last years (e. g. Burmeister / Mül-
ler-Scheessel 2006; Rieckhoff / Sommer 
2007; Krausse / Nakoinz 2009). In this contri-
bution, it is not possible to reflect about all the dif-
ferent arguments, beliefs and concepts of identity. 
But some aspects of identity, presenting the basis 
of the interpretation given in the context of the gal-
lery graves, have to be mentioned. 

An elementary aspect of identity is the fact that 
it arises from social experience and social activity, 
in its connection to adaption and differentiation: 
identity becomes manifest in action. As we want 
to examine megaliths and identities, therefore rit-
ual and funeral spheres of identity, it is necessary 
to choose examples concerning this  topic. Accord-
ing to Antonia Davidovic, who wrote an inspiring 
article about identity and its understanding in ar-
chaeology (Davidovic 2006), it can be sta ted that 
especially the participation in funeral rites as stand-
ardised and stereotyped activities – nota bene: not 
the rites themselves – is identity-forming. But how 
can we, as archaeologists, reconstruct such par-
ticipations and finally identity? From this point of 
view, it seems, in my opinion, impossible in most 
of the cases.

In prehistoric archaeology, only finds and fea-
tures can tell us something about identity-for-
ming activities in the past. As Ph. della Casa argues 
in a short note 1, several so-called cultural codes 
are used to display different aspects of autonomy 
and social affiliation. This can take place in rituals 
and / or in a material space. 

In order to analyse possible differentiable scales 
of identity with the help of the material space, it is 
necessary to connect them with spatial scales. Con-
cerning the gallery graves of Hesse and Westpha-
lia, it is possible to distinguish several of these. The 

core is a collective tomb, with its architecture, bur-
ied individuals and grave goods. Several tombs at 
one place form a necropolis, a graveyard where con-
nections between building techniques, burial cus-
toms and grave goods can be drawn. Several grave-
yards can be subsumed under a regional group. 
These groups form a supra-regional distribution 
with many similarities, but also with particular dif-
ferences. 

Which material spaces, in the case of the gallery 
graves, can be examined to tell something about 
identity-forming activities? On the basis of the spa-
tial scales cited above, it is possible to study build-
ing techniques, burial customs and grave goods in 
relation to each other. 

Collective tombs could only be built by team 
work, as their dimensions and the building ma-
terial indicate. So we can examine building tech-
niques, building materials and its provenance to 
enlighten the amount of work. Special details of 
construction may indicate further similarities or 
differences, and differing contacts to neighbour-
ing communities.

Burial customs can be analysed concerning the 
condition and the position of the bodies buried. 
Here it may be useful to look after possible differ-
ences concerning age and / or gender.

The grave goods indicate on the one hand an indi-
vidual sphere when they can be directly connected 
to a buried person. Here, connections with age and 
gender could point out a different social status. On 
the other hand, the position of grave goods in wider 
distance to individuals, especially in the entrances, 
shows a rather collective character of depositing. 
This may indicate a social sphere.

Not included in the discussion are thoughts 
about the raw material distribution of grave goods, 
although it is possible to show different connec-
tions to neighbouring communities (Schierhold 
in print). 

1 Ph. Della Casa, Abstract „Identitätssache: Körper, Klei-
dung und Marker im sozialen Kontext“; lecture given at the 
WSVA conference in Nuremberg 25th – 28th May 2010 in 

the Bronze Age session; main theme „Identitätsmuster in 
der Bronzezeit – Vom Fundmaterial zur Konstruktion“.

Building techniques

Today, about 40 gallery graves and related forms 
are known in Westphalia and Hesse (Schierhold 
in print). They occur on the northern border of the 
so called “Mittelgebirgszone” or Central German 
uplands. They can be divided into several region-
al groups, which lay about 30 km apart from each 
other. Within the groups, there are also places with 
only one tomb, but usually two tombs in close vi-

cinity to each other are known. Some places even 
have three or more tombs at one place, for example 
Schmerlecke or Warburg. 

The gallery graves are, as one of the most im-
portant elements of construction, sunk into the 
ground, and covered with a mound. They are 10 to 
35 m long and 2 to 3 m wide. The building materi-
al consists (in the majority of the cases) of slabs of 
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limestone or sandstone. The chamber can often be 
reached via a porthole. There are two main types. 
The so-called type Züschen is characterised by an 
access on the smaller, axial side and an antecham-
ber or vestibule. The so-called type Rimbeck has an 
access on the longer, lateral side like a Funnel Beak-
er passage grave.

The spread of some details of construction of the 
tombs is evident while comparing collective tombs 
in Westphalia, Hesse and the neighbouring regions 
of Western Thuringia, Southern Lower Saxony, the 
Neuwied Basin and the northernmost part of Ba-
varia. In all these areas, sometimes even more far 
away, typical elements of construction of gallery 
graves from Hesse and Westphalia are used in oth-
er tombs, for example the tradition of sinking the 
tombs into the ground in Western Thuringia, port-
holes in Southern Lower Saxony or, in many cases, 
the axial entrance, sometimes with a vestibule. But 
there are also influences from the north: the Rim-
beck type with its lateral entrance and a passage is 
very often seen in Northwestern Lower Saxony and 
in the Netherlands. In Westphalia, it is mixed with 
the porthole tradition. This kind of entrance is only 
seen in Westphalia, but not in Hesse. On the other 
hand, the Züschen type is very often built in West-
phalia: it is striking that both types are often used 
at the same place in a distance of only few metres, 
for example in Warburg, Atteln, and Kirchborchen. 
Chronological reasons (one type is older than the 
other) are not given, as verified at Warburg where 
AMS-datings revealed the same early dates, so that 
both types were in use at the same time (Raetzel-
Fabian 1997, 175 ff.; 2000, 128 ff.). So there seem to 
be other reasons, for example different rites of the 
burying communities, or perhaps even a different 
provenance of the builders? 

That there were, on the other hand, direct and 
close contacts between the builders of the gallery 
graves, and that they passed down their knowledge 
to others, who needed it, perhaps even to the next 
generations, is shown by small details of construc-
tion. In Warburg especially, the corners are built 
with dry stone walls in a slightly rounded man-
ner, at Warburg III even with megalithic stones 
(Günther 1997, fig. 138). That elements of con-

struction like these were used not only at Warburg 
becomes clear with a look at Warburg I. It shows so 
called façade stones beside the vestibule walls, an 
element found in exactly the same way at Wewels-
burg I, about 30 km away in the Paderborn group 
(Günther / Viets 1992). These two tombs even 
had the same orientation. 

Recent excavations at a necropolis of the Soest 
Group at Schmerlecke (between Dortmund and 
Paderborn, Westphalia) give another very inter-
esting aspect of these relations in between a re-
gional group. From Schmerlecke, three tombs are 
known until now. Two of them are built more or 
less conventionally from megalithic slabs of lime-
stone. But there is another tomb only a few metres 
away which is built from dry walls and is there-
fore not a megalithic one: bigger slabs could not be 
found yet. It is about 4.5 metres wide, thus it was 
surely not covered with capstones. In the Soest 
Group, near Völlinghausen, a very similar tomb 
only 3 km from Schmerlecke was excavated in 
the early 1990 (Hömberg 1992; 1993; 1994; Kno-
che 2008 fig. 5.48.1). The eastern narrow side of 
this tomb is built in exactly the same way, and the 
lateral dry stone walls are rounded. They are con-
structed as if to imitate the forms of erratic blocks 
or boulders. This is extraordinary, because boul-
ders of this size are not common in this region, 
and all other tombs of the Soest Group are built 
with megalithic slabs of limestone, so the build-
ers could have easily used this building material. 
The reason for this is not yet clear: did the builders 
have no access to the quarries? Or didn‘t they have 
the knowledge to build with big slabs any more, 
perhaps for chronological reasons? Was their 
community too small to organise the work? Or, as 
seems also possible, were the builders not only in-
fluenced by tomb building in the TRB area but did 
they even move in from there? This may be further 
indicated by the great length of the tomb: it meas-
ures about 25 metres. 

All these questions open new possibilities of 
thinking about social differences, or even different 
identities between the burying communities of one 
group, perhaps even different provenances of the 
builders.

Burial customs

 In the majority of the cases, 80 to 100 individu-
als can be identified in a gallery grave, but due to 
bad preservation and chaotic find circumstances 
we only can speak of minimum numbers (Schier-
hold in print). All data known until today show 
a similar age structure of the burying communi-
ties. All age classes are represented. Many children 
died, about 10 to 30 % of the population. Most peo-
ple reached an age of 30 to 40, some over 60, very 

few grew older than 60. It has to be mentioned that 
the amount of male and female burials is more or 
less in balance. The data point to the conclusion 
that every member of a community was buried in 
a gallery grave, without reference to age or gender. 

Because of the long-lasting practice of burying 
in gallery graves, not many skeletons in anatomi-
cal order are preserved until now. But with the data 
known today it is possible to show wider similar-
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ities concerning the burial customs occurring in 
every regional group. 

In nearly every tomb with preservation of bones, 
inhumation burials are common. The bodies are of-
ten found in a supine position, lying on their back. 
Only one individual is known lying face-down 
(Henglarn I: Günther 1992, 57). They were posi-
tioned parallel to the chamber axis. In many tombs, 
the heads are recorded pointing to the entrances, if 
it was on the axial side. But there are also some indi-
viduals known lying with their feet to the entranc-
es. Obviously, an astronomical orientation of the 
dead was not intended because the tombs are not 
orientated in certain directions (for directions see 
Günther 1997, fig. 136; 137). Furthermore, it has to 
be mentioned that among the Rimbeck type tombs 
with lateral entrances, it was necessary to turn the 
bodies around 90 degrees. In some cases, one can 
assume regional preferences: In Calden II and in 
Altendorf, children were buried across the cham-
ber axis (Pasda 2000, 332 f. fig. 1a, 1 c, 3; Jordan 
1954, 12 ff.). On the other hand, several adults, wom-
en and men, as well as children were placed like that 
in four other tombs (Niedertiefenbach, Henglarn I, 
Warburg III, Warburg IV; Schierhold in print). 
These data show that we can locate special body 
positions in almost every regional group, and un-
til now, it does not seem to be determined by age 
or gender. 

In some cases, it is still possible to reconstruct the 
position of the arms. Many different positions are 

known, even in one tomb (Schierhold in print). 
The left or the right arm can be bent, while the oth-
er one is lying close to the body, we also know both 
arms being bent. Sometimes, the arms are crossed. 
The hands have several positions; on the pelvis, 
near the stomach, chest or shoulders. Females and 
males, adults and children are testified with se-
veral positions of the arms; it is not possible to de-
tect an age or gender similarity among one tomb or 
in comparison to others. But in two cases, the po-
sitions of the arms may show a certain preference: 
in Henglarn I, it seems to be typical that the right 
arm is bent. The position of the hands is mostly lo-
cated on stomach or pelvis (Günther 1992, inserts 
7 – 9). In Niedertiefenbach, several times both arms 
are bent, hands lying on pelvis, chest or shoulder 
(Wurm et al. 1963, fig. 27, 29, 31). 

Cremation burials are only very sparsely known. 
Only one tomb shows cremations without any ex-
ception. This is the tomb of  Lohra near Marburg 
(Uenze 1954). It differs also concerning the grave 
goods (many vessels, especially cups) and thus 
must be seen as a single case. In Calden II near Kas-
sel, four cremation burials are testified. No age or 
gender preference could be stated (Pasda 2000, 
338). Furthermore, we know of some burned bones 
from other tombs, but only little fragments, and it 
seems that the reason for this can be found in fire-
places, where some bones were cremated by acci-
dent. 

Grave goods

Concerning the grave goods, an overview of finds 
representing the individual sphere will be given 
first. These are finds which can be seen as a person-
al belonging because of the find circumstances re-
spectively the direct connection to buried persons. 
It has to be mentioned that grave goods, in gener-
al, are not very common among the gallery graves. 
Nevertheless, some similarities, but also differ-
ences concerning this topic can be stated (Schier-
hold in print). 

As personal equipment, several ornaments must 
be named. Mostly animal tooth pendants, often 
from dogs, were worn. These pendants are found 
connected with males, females and children of dif-
fering ages lying next to heads, necks, or legs and 
arms. Therefore it can be stated that they served as 
necklaces, hair decoration, or were fixed to clothes. 
Mandibles, often from foxes, are interpreted as am-
ulets. Their find circumstances near the waist point 
to a wearing in belt bags or something similar. Fur-
thermore, we know of some tombs with copper and 
amber objects, unfortunately these cannot be as-
signed to distinct individuals. Their use may have 
been similar to other pendants. 

The hunting sphere is represented by several ar-
rowheads of which are known triangular ones in 
Northern Hesse and parts of Eastern Westphalia, 
and trapezoidal or transverse ones known mainly 
from Westphalian tombs. Furthermore, there are 
some bone arrowheads. In Warburg, for example, 
all three types were found lying next to each oth-
er, so we can assume that the arrows were worn in 
a quiver. 

Representing the working sphere, axes and adzes 
can be named, moreover some bone tools like awls 
and chisels are known. Some larger flakes from the 
Maas region and other silex artefacts complete the 
work equipment. 

For all these finds, relations between age and / 
or gender could not be stated yet; the same is true 
for the uses of certain pairs, for example tooth pen-
dants and mandibles which occur often as equip-
ment of one individual. Axes and adzes, in addition, 
are so very rare known that they rather seem to in-
dicate not only an individual sphere but a collective 
one (see below). 

To summarize, the analysis of distinct individ-
uals and their grave goods was not very helpful to 
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differentiate possible identities. But a look on quan-
titative and qualitative criteria shows „richer“ and 
„poorer“ communities. It is obvious that the ac-
cess to copper and amber objects was not possi-
ble for every community, as they occur in less than 
seven tombs, and mostly even together. The tomb 
“Wewelsburg I” can be stated one of the „richest“ 
tombs with more than 20 finds of copper or copper 
fragments, more than 30 amber beads and about 
400 tooth pendants (Günther / Viets 1992). 

On the other hand, some grave goods seemed to 
be favoured in regional groups whereas the oth-
er tombs did not show this. This is the case, for ex-
ample, for the tombs of Altendorf and Züschen I 
where lots of bone tools were found (Schierhold 
in print). 

The adzes and axes mentioned above occur very 
sparsely and are not connected to distinct individ-
uals. In the majority of cases, we can state the same 
for the pottery. Only few vessels are found, we can 
assume 5 to 30 per tomb. So, clearly not every per-
son was accompanied by a ceramic grave good. The 
pottery is found near the entrances, especially near 
the porthole slabs, on both sides. Only very few 
vessels were found deep inside the chambers. They 
were perhaps formerly connected with individu-
als. In these cases, the burials seem to be late: Some 
globular amphorae are scattered in one tomb, or 
Corded Ware Culture burials are accompanied by 
pottery. This deposition near the entrances points 
to distinct rituals of a collective sphere. 

Concerning the provenance of the vessels, we can 
state that in Westphalia, several TRB ceramics like 
funnel beakers are known. In most tombs, pottery 
of the Wartberg Culture is found, as there are stor-
age vessels and different forms of cups and bowls. 
In some tombs, collared flasks are known. Bern-
burg drums and other pottery from north eastern 
neighbours are known from northern Hessian in-
ventories. 

As stated above, identity becomes manifest in 
action. Therefore it is useful to examine the finds 
and features which could hint to certain activities 
around the tombs. In this case, it is enlightening to 
have a look at neighbouring communities and their 
finds around the tombs and then to compare them 
to the gallery graves. For this purpose, an example 
is selected that indicates, with the help of the ma-
terial space respectively pottery, ritual activities 
which were surely able to point out differences to 
neighbouring communities. 

As we know, lots of pottery is found among the 
TRB Passage Graves of the West Group. A. L. 

Brindley (Brindley 2003) interprets the many dif-
ferent sizes of the pots and their form as being made 
for distinct drinks and meals, and many different 
rituals concerning the living (food and drink) and 
the dead (meals and drinks as offerings) can be im-
agined. She found out that the individuals’ buri-
als in the hunebedden were accompanied by cere-
monial activities which involved the use of pottery 
by sometimes large numbers of people. The style, 
form, size, and possible sets of the pottery suggest 
the evolution of a funerary ritual over more than 
400 years: 

In Brindley’s horizon 1 (3400 – 3350 calBC) few 
offerings in larger storage vessels were common. In 
Horizon 2 and 3 (3350 – 3200 calBC) drinks to mix 
in several vessels and vessels for meals indicate rit-
ual feasting, sometimes with large numbers of peo-
ple, which represents the peak of ritual activities. In 
Horizon 4 (3200 – 3050 calBC), fewer participants 
were involved, and there was a change of drink-
ing rituals: amphorae and flasks indicate perhaps a 
sealing and therefore an offering of the drinks, or 
they were not mixed any more, but ready to drink. 
In Horizon 6 (3050 – 2900 calBC), the use of few 
large vessels and coarse ware point to a, by Brind-
ley, so called “wine-and-nuts-reception”. In Hori-
zon 7, no more drinks and only food offerings were 
common. 

In comparison to these activities, the Wartberg 
Culture rituals show differences: During the first 
phase of the older Wartberg Culture (3400 – 3200 
calBC), only very few tombs with pottery are tes-
tified; little beakers with overhanging rims are 
known here. The peak of ritual activities is reached 
between 3200 und 3000 calBC, slightly later than 
in TRB. Large storage vessels, bowls, and a lot of 
different cup forms are known. The little amount 
of vessels does not allow suggesting regular ritual 
meals, but sporadic drinking rituals, perhaps with 
one cup for several persons, might have been pos-
sible. Drums, coming from the East, are a new el-
ement in rituals. After 3000 calBC, in the younger 
phase of the Wartberg Culture, cups are not com-
mon any more, and only few large storage vessels 
and bowls are known. In Westphalia, globular am-
phorae are dominant, probably containing distinct 
drinking substances. 

How these differences between many vessels in 
TRB tombs and the sparse distribution in Wart-
berg tombs are to be interpreted, is difficult to an-
swer. Nevertheless we can assume different rituals 
which might have been identity-forming.
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Summary and conclusions

The following points can be stated: The build-
ing techniques as well as burial customs and grave 
goods show, in a wider view, many similarities 
among the gallery graves. Differentiations to neigh-
bouring communities can, as one striking point, be 
shown with grave goods, as demonstrated above 
with the example of pottery. 

But if we look closer, several differences not only 
between regional groups, but even between tombs 
built in closest vicinity to each other can be seen. 
These differences occur in the position of buried in-
dividuals, in their personal equipment and in the 
building techniques of the tombs. In hardly any 
case, connections between age, gender and other 
aspects could be drawn, so that from this point of 
view, no special indications of identity are given.

It can be assumed that the burying communities 
knew each other, but each community seems to be 
distinguishable. But how is it possible to recognize 

which of the parameters lightened up here really 
did create identity? 

A. Davidovic, in her contribution to identity in 
archaeology, points out some crucial points which 
archaeologists, in my opinion, should keep in mind 
when interpreting finds and features: „Space and 
ritual as expressions of identity firstly offer a con-
nection between the material world and the iden-
tificative world. Such concepts of space, respective-
ly rituals, cannot be transferred to archaeological 
sources without problems: only the actors’ sub-
jective attribution to distinct meanings can create 
identity-forming characteristics. Space and ritual 
should not be seen determining and therefore lim-
iting man‘s activities. … A localisation of identity 
based on a material space will be difficult, because 
the reconstructions of subjective attributions stay 
speculative.” 2 

2 Translation by author.
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Zusammenfassung

In Südostpolen scheinen im vierten Jahrtau-
send v. Chr. zwei verschiedene Kulturtraditionen 
aufein anderzutreffen, das „Danubische Neolithi-
kum“, repräsentiert durch die Lublin-Wolhynische 
Kultur und die Modlnice-Gruppe der Lengyel-
Kultur, die Złotniki-Wyciąże-Gruppe des Polgar-
kreises sowie die Südostgruppe der Trichterbe-
cherkultur. Diese Traditionen unterscheiden sich 
deutlich im Hinblick auf ökonomische, soziale und 
rituelle Strategien, zu denen auch die Aufnahme 

A confrontation of social strategies? – Danubian fortified settlements 
and the Funnel Beaker monuments in SE Poland

Sławomir Kadrow

der „megalithischen Idee“ im Kontext der Trichter-
bechergesellschaften gehört. Insgesamt ist von ei-
ner Transformation der danubischen Tradition hin 
zur Trichterbechertradition auszugehen. Nach ei-
ner Diskussion verschiedener Erklärungsmodel-
le dieses Wandels wird ein neuer Entwurf vorge-
legt, der dem archäologischen Befund eher gerecht 
werden sollte und theoretisch im Habermaś schen 
Denken begründet ist.

Abstract

In south-eastern Poland, two distinct cultural tra-
ditions seem to meet and merge during the 4th mil-
lenium BC, the “Danubian Circle” represented by 
the Lublin-Volhynian culture, the Modlnica group 
of the Lengyel culture and the Złotniki-Wyciąże 
group of the Polgar cycle and the south-eastern 
group of the Funnel Beaker culture. Differences 
include economic strategies, social structures and 
ritual orientations, including the application of 

the “megalithic idea” by the Funnel Beaker socie-
ties. Generally, a transformation from Danubian to 
the Funnel Beaker patterns can be described. Af-
ter a discussion of different models explaining this 
process, an alternative approach is proposed con-
sidering the specifics of the south-eastern Polish ar-
chaeological evidence and grounded on theoretical 
approaches following Jürgen Habermas.
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As early as in the 1930s Konrad Jażdżewski put 
forward a view that the south-eastern group (fig. 
1) of the Funnel Beaker culture (further: TRB) is 
an effect of influences of the eastern group of this 
culture on local populations of the so-called south-
ern or Danubian cultures (Jażdżewski 1936, 
258). For geographical reasons what may be most-
ly concerned here is the population of the Lub-
lin-Volhynian culture (further: L-VC) and in the 
south-west edge of the south-eastern group of the 
FBC the population of the Modlnica group of the 
Lengyel culture and the Złotniki-Wyciąże group of 
the Polgar cycle (fig. 2). The contribution of declin-
ing groups of the latest phase (IIb) of the Malice 
Culture is also included (Kadrow 2009, 109 – 112, 
fig. 2, 3). 

The older of them – L-VC is dated to the pe-
riod between 4400/4200 and 3600 BC (Kad-
row / Zakościelna 2000, 245 – 255, fig. 43 – 45; 
Zakościelna 2006 a, 89, 90). The south-eastern 
group of the FBC, however, is included in the period 
from 3650 to 3000/2600 BC (Kruk/Milisauskas 
1990; 1999, 117 – 119; Bronicki et al. 2003, 28 – 32, 
fig. 3, 4, 27; Włodarczak 2006, 57 – 59, fig. 21).

Settlement centers of both cultural units are lo-
cated on upland loess areas (fig. 1, 2). In the case 
of the L-VC this is an almost exclusive settlement 
zone. To the contrary, the FBC settlements to a 
large degree also occupied non-loess terrains (for 
instance sands of Niecka Nidziańska or the Sando-
mierz Basin; cf. Nowak 1993; Zych 2008).

The problems of the L-VC settlement pattern still 
have not been reliably studied. This culture was usu-
ally treated as one of many elements of a commonly 
characterised mosaic of younger Danubian cultur-
al groups (e. g. Kruk 1980, 33 – 46, 79 – 84, 90 – 95; 
Kruk/Milisauskas 1999, 61 – 101; Nowak 2009, 

155 – 181). This obviously contributed to an oblitera-
tion of its specificity, not only as regards to settle-
ment pattern. 

 Usually statements are made about settlement 
stagnancy manifesting itself in maintenance or 
even decrease of the number of sites in relation 
to earlier periods, in the time of younger Danubi-
an (Danubian III) cultural groups existence (e. g. 
Kruk/Milisauskas 1999, 61). The continuation 
of rules of the settlement occupation and spatial or-
ganization of the settlement are also suggested. As 
a rule also the populating of the same settlement re-
gions and sites as in the early Neolithic is accept-
ed (Kruk/Milisauskas 1999, 61, 62). However, it 
should be admitted that tendencies to locate settle-
ments on uplands and areas of defensive character 
of part of them were noticed in the Lublin-Volhyni-
an Culture (Kruk/Milisauskas 1999, 62). 

Studies devoted to flint production (Zakościel-
na 1996, 19 – 26, map 1) and funeral rites of the 
L-VC (Zakościelna 2009 a; 2009 b) bring infor-
mation about a great increase in the number of sites 
of this culture in relation to earlier periods, espe-
cially on the area of the West Volhynian and Lublin 
Uplands, and to a lesser degree on the Sandomierz-
-Opatów Upland. Except those examples known in 
literature like the defensive settlements Grodzisko 
I in Złota (Żurowski 1930; 1934; Sałacińska/
Zakościelna 2007, fig. 8 – 10) and Bronocice 
(Kruk/Milisauskas 1985, 41 – 51), settlements of 
this type in Zimno and Gródek Nadbużny (Kad-
row/Zakościelna 2000, 240) are mentioned. Be-
cause of the presence of ditches (defensive?) perhaps 
also the settlements in Las Stocki (Zakościelna 
1986) and Strzyżów (Podkowińska 1960) should 
be included in this category. 

Fig. 1. Territorial range of the south-eastern group of the Funnel 
Beaker culture and its main settlement agglomerations (A – Cra-
cow, B – Sandomierz-Opatów, C – Lublin, D – West-Volhynian, 
E – Podolian) against the background of loess soils (hachured ar-
eas).

Fig. 2. Territorial range of the Lublin-Wolhynian culture and 
the Modlnica group of the Lengyel culture and their main settle-
ment agglomerations (I – Sandomierz-Opatów, II – Lublin, III 
– West-Volhynian, IV – Volhynia, V – Modlnica and Złotniki-
Wyciąże group) against the background of loess soils (hachured 
areas).
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Defensive settlements of the L-VC were up to 
3 ha in size. They were surrounded by at least one 
ditch, an accompanying earthen embankment and 
a wooden palisade. Probably due to the specifici-
ty of the terrain configuration they were of differ-
ent sizes and shapes. In the case of Bronocice (fig. 
3) the ditch enclosed an oval area approximately 
168 x 210 meters or 2,4 hectares. Probably the ditch 
was continuous, because no interruptions of it were 
noted in the various excavation units. The depth 
(2,2 to 2,9 m) and width (1,0 to 1,96 m) of the ditch 
varied in different parts of the settlement. The V-
shaped ditch was dug in the loess subsoil, and had 
oblique, step-like, down-sloping sides. This step-
like shape may have been caused by erosion pro-
cesses. Parallel to the ditch, 2 meters away from it, 
was a 1 m wide, shallow trench containing traces of 
postmolds with diameters of 20 cm. The space be-
tween them reached 20 – 30 cm. Postmolds repre-
sent traces of a palisade. The dirt from the ditch was 
probably used in construction of the embankment. 
Post-depositional processes (natural erosion and 
plowing) have removed the remains of it (Kruk/
Milisauskas 1985, 24 – 26; 41 – 51, fig. 5, 15 – 20). 

A defensive settlement in Złota is located on a 
promontory raised c. 30 m above the flood-land ter-
race of the Vistula. The area surrounded by ditch-
es is c. 250 m long and 80 – 90 m wide (fig. 4). From 
the south it is surrounded by only one ditch and a 
steep slope of the promontory. From the west and 
north the number of parallel running ditches in-
creases to 3 – 4 despite the fact that steep slopes 
also show natural defensive features there. From 
the east, the only side unlimited by a steep slope, 
which joins with the rest of the promontory and the 
upland the number of parallel running ditches in-
creases to 6 – 7 (fig. 4).

Defensive settlements of the TRB in south-east 
Poland are not very often registered and are con-
nected mainly with the late phase of this culture, 
for instance in Bronocice (Kruk/Milisaus-
kas 1999, 126) and in Stryczowice (Uzarowicz-
Chmielewska 1991). Great TRB settlements, 
characteristic of the loess zone, are relatively not 
numerous. Their area encompasses several or even 
several dozen hectares (e. g. Bronocice). They are lo-
cated on the edges of the heights, raised high above 
the bottoms of river valleys. Settlements of medium 
sizes are located in different landscape zones. Nu-
merous small settlements and campsites as well as 
single finds concentrate around bigger settlements 
and are often discovered in uplands interiors. Great 
upland settlements of the TRB probably played a 
role as centers of economic and social-political or-
ganization (Kruk/Milisauskas 1999, 126). 

It seems that, despite the lack of suitable studies, 
defensive settlements of the L-VC and bigger set-
tlements of this culture lacking traces of defensive 
constructions, also played a role as regional settle-

ment centers as it was in the TRB. In many cases 
defensive settlements of the L-VC were thereaf-
ter inhabited by populations of the TRB. This hap-
pened for instance in Bronocice, Gródek Nadbużny 
and Zimno. Instead, the situation was different on 
defensive settlements in Złota and Strzyżów where 
no traces of TRB settlement were recorded. There-
fore, to some extent, central places of the former 
still functioned as regional settlement centers also 
within the settlement system of the latter culture. 
With some reservations a proposition may be sub-
mitted that the TRB settlement system continued 
and considerably developed traditions of the L-VC 
settlement organized into vast settlement agglom-
erations grouped around great settlements – cen-
tral places. 

 An important difference of the TRB settlement 
system in comparison with its predecessor was the 
presence of a developed settlement system out-
side the loess zone on the para-lowland terrains of 
south-east Poland. Settlements on these areas nev-
er became central places, remaining at the stage 
of medium settlements (c.f. Nowak 1993; Kruk/
Milisauskas 1999, 120 – 124). Permanent settle-
ments 1 – 2 ha in area, and small settlements peri-
odically inhabited as well as campsites of an area 
from several to 1000 sq meters were characteristic 

Fig. 3. Fortified settlement of the Lublin-Volhynian culture at 
Bronocice; 1 – excavated fragments of the ditch, 2 – reconstruct-
ed sections of the ditch, 3 – reconstructed embankment (acc. to 
Kruk/Milisauskas 1985).
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of these regions. A considerable part of the TRB 
sites on these areas is represented by traces of set-
tlement in the form of single artifacts, probably be-
ing traces of short, single stays, connected with var-
ious activities (Nowak 1993, 65). The settlement on 
non-loess areas of south-east Poland closely refers 
to the situation in central Poland and its northern 
part on the areas of the Lowlands (Kruk/Mili-
sauskas 1999, 124).

Even though the settlement systems of the popu-
lations of both cultures quite closely corresponded 
with each other on loess uplands, as far as funeral 
rites are concerned, clear differences between them 
are visible.

In the beginning, graves of the L-VC were locat-
ed on the settlements areas, and were probably as-
sociated with habitation structures. At the end of 
the classic (II) phase of this culture small cemeter-
ies appeared. They were located not far from the set-
tlements and consisted of a few (5 – 7) graves (e. g. 

site IIa at Strzyżów). In the late phase (III) there 
were small cemeteries situated outside the settle-
ments, often on exposed elevations (Zakościelna 
2006 a, 89). 

About 150 recorded graves of the L-VC contain 
skeletal burials of adults and children (fig. 5). The 

Fig. 5. Cemeteries and graves of the Lublin-Volhynia culture (acc. 
to Zakościelna 2009).

Fig. 6. Książnice Wielkie, grave 5 (acc. to Wilk 2006).

Fig. 4. Fortified settlement of the Lublin-Volhynian culture at Złota, Grodzisko II site (acc. to Sałacińska/Zakościelna 2007).
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dead persons were deposited in grave pits in a con-
tracted position. Men were deposited on the right 
(fig. 6), and women (fig. 7) on the left side. All of 
them had heads oriented to the south. Primarily 
there were graves of only one individual, less often 
of two or three. Most of graves were furnished with 
various remains. Some of them were very richly 
furnished. Male graves contained copper axes, bat-
tle-axes (fig. 6) and chisels, bone and copper dag-
gers, long blades and flint arrow-heads, while or-
naments and beads made of shell were typical of 
female graves. Ceramic vessels, copper ornaments 
and pendants made from wild boar tusks, howev-
er, have been documented for both kinds of burials 
(Wilk 2004; 2006; Zakościelna 2006 b; 2009; 
Zakościelna/Matraszek 2007). 

Several male or female graves known from the 
younger phase (III) of the Lublin-Volhynia cul-
ture, contemporaneous with the Bodrogkeresztúr 
culture, have yielded rich inventories correspond-
ing to the richest graves at cemeteries within the 
Polgár cultural circle. Rich male burials are rep-
resented e. g. by Grave 3, with a copper battle-axe 
of the Şiria type, long blades and a ceramic vessel 

(Wilk 2004, 229 – 232), and Grave 5 (fig. 6), with a 
Felsőgalla type copper axe of the Szendrő variant, 
and long blades (Wilk 2006, 248 – 249, fig. 7 – 9) 
including a laminar oblique retouched blade, prob-
ably used as a dagger (Zakościelna 2006 b, 271, 
fig. 2), from Site 2 in Książnice. Richly furnished fe-
male graves are represented by Grave 2 (fig. 7) from 
the same site, containing ceramic vessels, flint arte-
facts, and three copper ornaments: a necklace and 
an armlet made from copper wire, and a copper 
tape bracelet decorated with two rows of punched 
hollows (Wilk 2004, 227 – 229, fig. 4, 11). 

Burial rites among communities of L-VC resem-
ble and continue the rules of burial customs of the 
Hamangia and Varna cultures from the western 
coast of the Black Sea and the Polgár cultures from 
the Carpathian Basin (fig. 8). However, the TRB 
groups in SE Poland cultivated completely different 
funeral ceremonies. There were two lines of evolu-
tion of burial customs among them: a megalithic1 

and a non-megalithic one (cf. Florek 2006; Iwan-
iszewski 2006; Libera/Zakościelna 2006). 
This type of duality of TRB burial customs was also 
recognized years ago on the Polish Lowlands in 
Kuyavia (Chmielewski 1952, 33, 34; Wiślański 
1969, 231 – 236). 

To date, there are 414 discovered graves of the 
FBC in SE Poland (fig. 9). They were recorded on 

Fig. 7. Książnice Wielkie, grave 2 (acc. to Wilk 2006).

Fig. 8. Cemeteries and graves with gender differenciated bur-
ial rites: A – Hamangia and Varna cultures, B – Tiszapolgár 
and Bodrogkeresztúr cultures, C – Lublin-Volhynia culture, D – 
Brześć Kujawski group.

1 The term ‘megalithic’ is used despite the lack of actual 
„large stones“ for the construction to refer to a burial cus-

tom that by shape clearly resembles megalithic structures 
of other regions in Central Europe.
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53 sites including 18 ones with megaliths. Among 
them there are single graves (with some burials in 
settlement pits; cf. Florek 2006), cemeteries and 
megalithic constructions (Libera/Zakościelna 
2006, 135, 136, 162, Tab. 1; Nowak 2009, 451 – 489). 

Irrespective of the gender of the dead persons 
they were deposited on the back in straight posi-
tion similar to other areas of the TRB in Europe (cf. 
Häusler 1994, 47 – 50). There is also no difference 
in this respect between megalithic and non-meg-
alithic graves (Florek 2006, 413 – 419). Belong-
ing to the so-called non-megalithic graves are pit 

graves with or without stone elements and specif-
ic kinds of burials located in settlements pits. Non-
megalithic (flat) graves are located at the same cem-
eteries as megalithic ones (side by side), or create 
cemeteries only of their own type (Florek 2006; 
2008). 

Megalithic constructions vary in size, construc-
tion techniques, form and chronological position 
in frames of the south-eastern group of the TRB 
(Kruk 2006, 10, 11). All megaliths from SE Poland 
are characterized by the lack of chambers. Among 
others, cemeteries with graves under long, rectan-
gular pavements formerly covered with earthen 
mounds (e. g. Karmanowice – Nogaj-Chachaj 
1991; 1996 and Kichary Nowe – Kowalewska-
Marszałek et al. 2006) were discovered. Anoth-
er type is represented by long tombs with earth-
en mounds and stone kerbs (or without them) and 
burials with pavement (e. g. Lublin-Sławinek – 
Jastrzębski/Ślusarska 1985; Grzybów – Gar-
bacz 1992; 2003; 2006; Stryczowice – Matraszek 
2001; Matraszek/Sałaciński 2006). An other 
type shows trapezoidal or rectangular wooden-
earthen constructions (Zagaje Stradowskie (fig. 
10) – Burchard 1998; 2006; Niedźwiedź – Bur-
chard 1973; Pawłów (fig. 11) – Bargieł/Florek 
2003; 2006; Słonowice – Tunia 2006).

In Słonowice there are traces of at least sev-
en long wooden-earthen graves and a ceremoni-
al square of the area of 1.5 ha, surrounded by a dike 
and ditches (Tunia 1996; 2006; Kruk 2006). The 

Fig. 10. Zagaje Stradowskie, TRB megalithic grave (acc. to Bur-
chard 2006). 

Fig. 9. Cemeteries and graves of South-Eastern group of the Fun-
nel Beaker culture (acc. to Libera/Zakościelna 2006).

Fig. 11. Pawłów, TRB megalithic grave (acc. to Bargieł/Florek 
2003).
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length of the tombs ranged from 40 to 120 metres. 
The tombs walls were built of logs c. 20 cm in diam-
eter. The biggest constructions were covered with 
earth and the smaller ones did not have earthen 
mounds (Kruk 2006, 11) but probably played a role 
as ‘houses of the dead’ (Tunia 1996).

There are interesting differences in the spatial ar-
rangement of graves and cemeteries of the L-VC 
(fig. 5) and TRB (fig. 9). Sepulchral sites of the for-
mer concentrate mainly on the upper Bug on West 
Volhynian Upland (fig. 5). On the loess of the San-
domierz and Cracow areas there are considerably 
fewer sites. Analogous sites of the latter culture oc-
cur mainly on the Nałęczów Plateau, the Sandomi-
erz-Opatów Upland and the western Little Poland 
loess uplands (fig. 9). In contrast, they are nearly 
missing on the West Volhynian Upland except for 
a cemetery in Łubcze (Bagińska 2006).

The flint industry of the L-VC is based on Vol-
hynian (in the eastern zone) and chocolate raw 
materials (in the western zone of this culture; cf. 
Zakościelna 2006 a, 88). The industry focused on 
blade production from single-platform cores (fig. 
12). The length of blades reaches more than 20 cm 
(Zakościelna 1996, 48 – 55). Some of them were 
made using an implement increasing the pressure. 
Shorter ones were obtained using antler punches or 
direct pressure (Migal 2003, 61). The basic tool as-

semblage consists of retouched blades (31 – 37 % of 
all tools), various burins (17 – 34 %), end-scrapers 
(13 – 25 %), truncations (8,5 – 17 %), perforators, tri-
angular arrowheads and trapezes (Zakościelna 
1996, 72 – 76; 2006 a, 88, 89). There is an average fre-
quency of tools. As a rule their appearance on vari-
ous sites differs considerably. 

Laminar oblique retouch used to shape almost 
all retouched blades (fig. 12: 1 – 3) and triangular 
arrowheads, some truncations and end-scrapers 
belong to the most characteristic features of the 
L-VC flint industry (Zakościelna 1996, 92 – 98). 
Among them a special place was occupied by some 
retouched blades shaped by this type of retouch i. e. 
they were usually deposited in male graves at the 
breast of the dead, which suggests that they were 
worn round the neck and functioned as ceremo-
nial daggers (Zakościelna 2006 a, 89; 2006b, 
281 – 284, fig. 2). 

TRB lithic production was comprised of two 
technology cycles (fig. 13). One of them was geared 
to the production of macrolithic blades (fig. 13; cf. 
Libera/Zakościelna 2010). Another one was 
focused on manufacturing large, quadrangular, 
wedge-shaped tools, i. e. flint axes (cf. Budzisze-
wski 2006, 315). Various raw materials (Juras-
sic G, striped, Świeciechów and Volhynian) were 
used by TRB communities (Balcer 1983, 131, 132). 
Flat, single-platform cores with a wide flaking face 
formed by lateral crests were used to obtain long 
blades. Some of these blades, especially those with 
a pronounced arch in their middle and gable roof-
shaped butts, were made by using copper-tipped 
punches. Worn-out blades (sickle inserts) and re-
touched blades were reshaped into other tools 
(Budziszewski 2006, 315, 316). Wedge-shaped 
tools with quadrangular transverse sections, in 
most cases axes, were also produced. One can dis-
tinguish between two types. One comprised forms 
tapering gradually from the cutting edge towards 
the edge (produced of striped, Jurassic and Vol-

Fig. 12. Strzyżów, site 1D. Flint inventory of the Lublin-Volhynia 
culture (acc. Kadrow 1989). 

Fig. 13. Rogoźno, Hoard of Volhynian flint blades (acc. to Libera, 
Zakościelna 2010).
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hynian flints). The second type contains specimens 
with the widest part about a third down their length 
(produced of Świeciechów flint; cf. Budziszews-
ki 2006, 318). The flint tool assemblages consist of 
retouched blades (26 – 32 % of all tools), end-scrap-
ers (8 – 14 %), perforators (2 – 5 %), axes (5 – 8 %) and 
others (Balcer 1983, 146 – 148). 

Long blades and large axes were produced due 
to their symbolic meanings rather than function-
al requirements. They probably served as prestige 
objects (Budziszewski 2000, 276 – 278). This pro-
duction involved a multi-level system of specializa-
tion, apparent on various levels (of regions, settle-
ments, and individual homes; cf. Budziszewski 
2006, 318). A leading supra-regional role was played 
by Świeciechów and striped raw materials, of which 
deposits are located in the Holy Cross Mountains. 
Different tools were made from these flints. There 
were also differences in access to their deposits 
and processing organization. One can say the same 
about their distribution systems. In Volhynia im-
ported assemblages of Świeciechów and striped 
tools differ in quantities of imported artefacts and 
regards to the kinds of implements and raw mate-
rials used to make them. Only finished tools were 
distributed from the Holy Cross Mountains pro-

duction centers. They circulated as a part of an ex-
change system of prestige goods (Budziszewski 
2006, 318). 

Starting from the classic phase of the L-VC cop-
per artifacts appeared (fig. 14). There were main-
ly ornaments like earrings and bracelets of wire, 
round cross-sectioned or made of copper ribbons. 
In the late phase of this culture the assemblage of 
copper objects grew larger. Most of them were de-
posited in graves including triangular daggers, 
chisels, axes and battle-axes, double-spiral pen-
dants of the Stollhof type and more ornaments of 
other types (Kadrow/Zakościelna 2000, 223, 
226, 230, fig. 32 a – c, 33, 34; Wilk 2004, 237 – 239, 
fig. 11, 14, 19; Wilk 2006, 254, fig. 7; Zakościelna 
2006 a, 84, 85, fig. 5). 

Findings of melting pots, ceramic tuyéres and 
clay ladles on settlements at Złota (Podkowińska 
1953, Table XVIII2), Las Stocki (Zakościelna 
1985, fig. 1) and at Łańcut (Kadrow/Kłosińska 
1989, 23, fig. 6, 13) confirm local copper metallurgy. 

There is a lack of direct evidence of copper smelt-
ing in the TRB settlements in SE Poland. Copper 
artefacts (awls) at Gródek Nadbużny (Gumiński 
1989, 166 – 171) come from mixed layers consist-
ing of L-VC and FBC remains (cf. Bronicki et al. 
2003, 25 – 27). However, numerous long blades 
made by means of copper-tipped punches confirm 
the application of copper implements in flint pro-
duction centers (Budziszewski 2000, 259, 279). 

An attempt at a reconstruction of the mech-
anism of – only generally signalized by Konrad 
Jażdżewski (1936, 258) – cultural change in south-
east Poland, the effect of which was the replace-
ment the Danubian cultures (L-VC) by the TRB 
was presented by Janusz Kruk (1973, 220 – 222; 
1980, 327 – 329; 1993) and by Marek Nowak (2004; 
2009, 533 – 573).

 The former concentrated on interconnected 
changes in the methods of gaining food, settlement 
systems and changes of natural environment. The 
economic development on the loess areas in the 4th 
millennium BC could be divided into two phases. 
The first was characterized by a digging stick or 
garden type agriculture which lasted from the be-
ginning of the Neolithic to 3710 BC and in some 
regions this phase lasted 200 years longer. Most set-
tlements were located just above the floodplains on 
the very fertile soils, suitable for horticulture. How-
ever, already in this phase an expansion of farm-
ing culture into the uplands occurred initially. This 
phase is characteristic for the Danubian cultures 
(Kruk et al. 1996, 96 – 100). 

During the second phase the density of sites in-
creased and economic activities intensified. The 
population grew up and an extensive agricultur-
al exploitation of the mentioned areas occurred. 
Herding of cattle and sheep became more impor-
tant. Processes of social differentiation began. For-

Fig. 14. Copper artefacts of the Lublin-Volhynia culture (acc. to 
Zakościelna 2006 a). 
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tified settlements prove the existence of tensions 
and competition among communities. Stone bat-
tle-axes and flint axes support this idea. In this time 
thick silts accumulated in river valleys, being the 
result of the clearing of forests from slopes and el-
evations, which started at the beginning of TRB 
occupation and continued later on. Malacologi-
cal data show that intensive slash and burn agricul-
ture contributed on loess areas to the formation of 
grasslands (Kruk et al. 1996, 100 – 104). 

In the light of Janusz Kruk’s conception, the cul-
ture change at the end of the first half of the 4th 
millennium BC (the critical moment at about 3650 
BC) consisted in the victory of the one of two eco-
nomic strategies competing in the exploitation of 
the loess areas in the south-eastern part of Poland. 
There were two such strategies: (1) horticulture of 
the digging stick type in the river valleys with rela-
tively small stable settlements typical for the Dan-
ubian cultures, and (2) a slash and burn extensive 
agriculture on the watersheds with settlement ag-
glomerations around large settlements (some-
times fortified) typical for the TRB. The second 
strategy appeared to be more economically effec-
tive and populations of the TRB, using it from the 
beginning of this culture on the Polish Lowlands 
(Wiślański 1969, 209 – 212), immigrating into 
south-east Poland in the first half of the 4th millen-
nium BC, obtained an advantage over local Danu-
bian communities. 

In his model, Marek Nowak takes settlement 
and economic as well as social, cultural and ideo-
logical aspects into consideration (Nowak 2009, 
533 – 573). During the first 2 – 3 centuries of the 4th 
millennium BC “early beaker” (early TRB) soci-
eties, which were at the stage of expansion, made 
contact with populations of the Danubian cultures 
among others in south-eastern Poland. This ex-
pansion was possible owing to the flexible settle-
ment and the economic model represented by these 
groups. Owing to the monumental megalithic idea, 
“early beaker” groups were an attractive pattern to 
be followed. Danubian populations, on accepting 
the megalithic idea, also accepted other attributes 
of the TRB “package”, including pottery. The pres-
ence of units of over and above average prestige and 
social status became tempting and worth following 
for at least some units and groups of the population 
in the late phases of the Danubian cultures circle 
evolution. As a result, these groups became com-
ponents of “early beaker Neolithization processes” 
(Nowak 2009, 572).

Danubian settlements on loess uplands of south-
east Poland dissolved as a result of stepwise coloni-
zation (since c. 3900 BC), frontal mobility and infil-
tration c. 3600 BC. The acculturation of Danubian 
groups by “early beaker” populations was to be, ac-
cording to Marek Nowak, “selective behaviours, 
promoting the “beaker”, attractive model of social 

relations, food economy and ideology”. The Dom-
ination of a “beaker” system of information circu-
lation in conditions of progressive demographic 
increase caused the development of its social com-
plexity (Nowak 2009, 573).

Both interesting models of cultural change in the 
middle of the 4th millennium BC on the loess up-
lands of south-east Poland mentioned above, stress 
the coherence of the picture of Danubian cultur-
al units too much and do not take into account the 
specificity of the Lublin-Volhynian culture, the 
most advanced in respect of the civilization ele-
ment of the Danubian cultures on the terrains sit-
uated north of the Carpathians. Both models also 
show a lack of differentiation between factors of 
cultural change which were necessary but insuffi-
cient and factors necessary and decisive concern-
ing this change. 

Hitherto attempts to characterise settlement 
and economy of the younger Danubian cultures 
in south-east Poland were made on the grounds of 
the situation stated and interpreted on the loess up-
lands of west Little Poland (c.f. Kruk 1973, 49 – 54, 
74 – 76, 94 – 99, 156 – 175, 218 – 220; Kruk et al. 1996, 
28, 96 – 100). On this area younger Danubian cul-
tures are represented by the Modlnica and Złotniki-
Wyciąże groups (fig. 2), whose civilization develop-
ment considerably differed from the level gained by 
societies of the L-VC, developing mainly on loess 
areas of Sandomierz-Opatów, Lublin, West Vol-
hynia and Rzeszów and Przemyśl (fig. 2), that is on 
areas afterwards occupied by the south-east group 
of the TRB (fig. 1). What is characteristic of the lat-
ter is a network of big, mostly fortified central set-
tlements (fig. 3, 4), developed copper metallurgy 
(fig. 14) and flint production aimed at the produc-
tion of long blades (fig. 12). Moreover, absent in oth-
er Danubian cultural groups burial ceremonies are 
also characteristic. A rule of differentiated deposi-
tion of the bodies in a grave pit and their equipment 
according to the gender as well as single graves and 
an establishment of cemeteries outside the settle-
ments prevailed. This rule closely refers to rules in 
the Polgar cultural circle (Tiszapolgar and Bodrog-
keresztur), and earlier in the western Black Sea Ha-
mangia and Varna cultures (fig. 8).

Definite changes in south-east Poland in the mid-
dle of the 4th millennium BC are therefore visible 
not exactly in strategies of occupation and exploita-
tion of the terrain and economy, but rather in funer-
al rites and the range of specialization and organ-
ization of flint production and copper metallurgy. 
This directs our attention towards deep changes in 
the sphere of spiritual culture and social organiza-
tion that is the so-called superstructure, which di-
vided the societies of the Danubian cultures (first 
of all L-VC) and the TRB.

According to Jürgen Habermas, the power and 
rule systems in traditional societies (tribes, chief-
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doms and early-states) play the same role, which in 
“western capitalism” plays the base with econom-
ic structure (Habermas 1983, 492). They are parts 
of the superstructure. Studying demographic, envi-
ronmental-economic or technological conditions is 
not enough to recognize it. These components are 
necessary but insufficient conditions to start polit-
ical-organizational transformations. Instead, what 
is useful is knowledge about functioning pictures of 
the world in a given society, in which moral-prac-
tical instructions of solving organizational-lawful 
problems with necessary religious content and con-
nected with peoplè s outlook on life framing are in-
cluded (Habermas 1983, 494; c. f. also Kadrow 
2008, 197, 198; Kadrow 2010, 66, 67). The way to an 
archaeological recognition of any part of these pic-
tures of the world, containing knowledge on reli-
gion as well as structures and social organization is, 
among others, studies on funeral rites, settlement 
structure and social organization of various forms 
of production. 

Distinct differences of pictures of the world 
(broadly understood social-cultural sphere) of the 
L-VC and TRB societies in south-east Poland man-
ifest themselves first of all in the status of individu-
als, which is reflected in funeral rites and in social-
organizational solutions visible, among others, in 
the organization of flint production and in differen-
tiated copper products exploitation.

Detailed characteristics of the L-VC funeral rites, 
taking into account the rules of deposition of bod-
ies and their equipment differentiated according to 
gender (Zakościelna 2009, 120 – 132, 142 – 152) in-
dicate its close similarity to rituals in the Tiszapol-
gár and Bodrogkeresztúr cultures (Bognar-Kut-

zian 1963). Likewise in the eastern part of the 
Carpathian Basin, weapons were only deposit-
ed in male graves (fig. 6). An analysis of available 
sources leads us to a supposition about the exist-
ence of male associations of a military character 
in the above mentioned cultures, access to which 
was regulated by attaining a suitable age for young 
men, for instance on a cemetery in Tiszpolgar-Ba-
satanya, between 16/18 and 25/35 (Vandkilde 
2006 a, 404 – 410). Societies, in which these associ-
ations were typical are characterized by individual-
istic behavior of its members, that is warriors. Most 
frequently male military associations occurred 
in cultures with patrilocal rules of habitation af-
ter marriage and patrilinear rules of inheritance in 
conditions of stabile economy (Vandkilde 2006 a, 
398). Abundance of prestige objects (including cop-
per ones) deposited mainly in male graves of the 
L-VC (Zakościelna 2009, 127 – 132, 147 – 152) 
proves the functioning of quite intensive but ele-
mental processes of inner differentiation of the so-
ciety of the discussed culture, especially in form of 
expressing aspirations to gaining higher social sta-
tus by a group of most ambitious and active men 
(Kadrow 2008, 195; Kadrow 2010, 84). 

Constant compliance with individual rules of fu-
neral rites in the L-VC, as in the Hamangia, Varna, 
Tiszapolgar and Bodrogkeresztur cultures, may in-
dicate a contrast of social positions of genders also 
in everyday life of representatives of these cultures, 
as, for instance in the society of the late Mycenaean 
culture, described by Homer (c. f. e. g. Ossowska 
2000, 22 – 35; Vandkilde 2006 b, 522 – 525). Myce-
naean societies are the oldest historically percepti-
ble manifestation of the functioning of a ‘knight̀ s 
ethos (Ossowska 2000, 22 – 27)’. A knight̀ s ethos 
manifested itself in different epochs and in different 
places (Ossowska 2000). A number of common 
features defines all kinds of knight̀ s ethos, oth-
er are characteristic only of time-spatial variants. 
Among north and central European societies of the 
5th and 4th millennia BC that underwent process-
es of militarization, such an ethnos was character-
istic of probably only the above mentioned cultures 
(c. f. Kadrow 2010, 84). Sporadic occurrences of 
weapons in male burials of the south-east group of 
the TRB (Vandkilde 2006 a, 404) may testify the 
functioning of the idea of militarization also among 
the society of this culture but in definitely in a less 
intensive and uninstitutionalized form. 

Completely different funeral rites are character-
istic for the TRB; they does not contain any ele-
ments, which may be derived from the L-VC or any 
other culture of the Danubian circle (Jankows-
ka 2005, 139, 140). Contrary to the unified pic-
ture of the L-VC funeral rites (c. f. Zakościelna 
2009) funeral customs of the TRB population in 
south-east Poland may be placed within two ide-
as: megalithic and non-megalithic (Florek 2006; 

Fig. 15. TRB central settlements (1) and megalithic constructions 
(2) and their “site catchments” on the loess uplands of the Cracow 
settlement agglomeration (in part acc. to Kruk et al. 1996).
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2008; Libera/Zakościelna 2006; Nowak 2009, 
456 – 489). These local manifestations of the mega-
lithic idea were shaped on the terrains of the Polish 
Lowland (Nowak 2009, 489), although they were 
likly inspired by western influences as well (c. f. e. g. 
Midgley 2005; Rzepecki 2004; 2006). Independ-
ent of manifold functions performed by megalith-
ic structures (c. f. Kruk 2006) their occurrence is 
connected rather with the manifestation of group 
(ancestral) social ties (e. g. Bintliff 1984, 88; 
Sherratt 1984, 126; Damm 1991, 70 – 77) and not 
with individualism of the warriors, that is members 
of male associations of military character (Vand-
kilde 2006 a, 398) characteristic of the L-VC. It is 
interesting that central settlements and ritual plac-
es with megalithic constructions were not located 
in the same places or in their neighborhood (fig. 15). 
This can support an impression of complication of 
social organization of TRB communities. 

In the south-east group of the TRB less advanced 
processes of elemental differentiation of the socie-
ty are testified by the circulation of prestige objects, 
mainly in form of long blades and quadrangular 
flint axes (Budziszewski 2006, 324 – 326; Lib-
era/Zakościelna 2006, 162, 163). Contrary to the 
north group of the TRB (Klassen 2004, 257 – 267) 
there is no evidence of metallurgy and the use of 
copper objects of symbolic and prestige functions. 
Instead, in centers of flint production quite com-
monly copper tools were used, which were imple-
mented in a process of core exploitation aiming at 
obtaining long blades. This utilitarian use of copper 
products by the TRB population decidedly stands 
in contrast with the practice of the L-VC societies, 
which deposited prestige metal products in male 
graves (weapon) and female ones (decorations; c.f. 
Zakościelna 2009, 148 – 152, 128 – 132).

In the frames of the south-eastern group of FBC 

Janusz Budziszewski recognized a multi-level sys-
tem of specialization of flint production. It is appar-
ent on the level of regions, settlements and dwell-
ings (Budziszewski 2006, 318). Regional-scale 
specialization is illustrated by links of various set-
tlement agglomerations to local raw material de-
posits. The exposed role in this matter was played 
by artefacts made of raw materials originating in 
the Holy Cross Mountains. They were exported in 
large amounts from the Sandomierz-Opatów Up-
land to Volhynia, the Lublin and Cracow loess ar-
eas. At the Gawroniec site in Ćmielów there is ev-
idence for specialization on a settlement level and 
distinct flint workshops at the same site prove the 
existence of personal specialization (Budziszews-
ki 2006, 318). However, there are no traces of such 
multi-level specialization of flint production in 
L-VC (Zakościelna 1996, 77 – 99). 

In the light of the mentioned facts and their in-
terpretation, societies of the south-east group of 
the TRB demonstrated a considerably higher level 
of inner complexity than populations of the L-VC. 
Settlement systems, the variety of occupied envi-
ronmental zones and applied economic strategies 
caused them to be more universal, effective and 
better adapted to the exploitation of available re-
sources. This flexibility, complexity and econom-
ic multidirectivity must have been conditioned 
by new, decidedly more receptive organizational-
lawful conditions and connected with an outlook 
on life structure, in which reconciliation and co-
existence of different traditions: Northern (“ear-
ly beaker”) and Danubian was possible. Owing to 
this social-economic model the TRB proved its su-
periority over the single-track and narrowly spe-
cialized model of the L-VC and replaced it in the 
middle of the 4th millennium BC in south-east Po-
land. 
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Megaliths and Identities [Meeting Kiel 2010].

Frühe Monumentalität und Soziale Differenzierung 1 (Bonn 2011) 199–222. 

Zusammenfassung

Das Konzept der Identität wird in der Archäo-
logie zuweilen implizit mit der Klassifikation ver-
mengt, die zunächst einmal eine zeitliche und 
räumliche Einordnung des Forschungsgegenstan-
des ermöglichen soll. Für die Megalithik West-
frankreichs dominiert seit ca. 15 Jahren ein Modell 
unilinearer Entwicklung, welches eine Parallele 
zwischen Grabarchitektur und der Entwicklung 
materieller Kultur zieht. Dieses Modell hat aber 
Schwierigkeiten, die konkrete Diversität der zu be-
obachtenden Phänomene zu repräsentieren. Eher 
müssen wir die Idee akzeptieren, dass verschie-
dene Identitäten oder facettenreiche Identitäten 
gleichzeitig am selben Ort existiert haben könnten. 
Der hier verfolgte technologische Ansatz geht da-
von aus, dass alle materielle Wirksamkeit des Men-

Innate and/or expressed identities: Their conceptualization
through monumentality, funerary practices and grave goods? 

Some examples from the megali thic tradition of western France 

Luc Laporte 

schen, jenseits funktionaler Gegebenheiten, einen 
Teil von immanenter Identität enthält, der aus der 
Art und Weise resultiert, wie Handlungssequen-
zen, seien sie einfach oder komplex, ausgelegt sind. 
Gleichzeitig materialisieren diese Wirksamkeiten 
einen konzeptionellen Standard, zu dem ausge-
drückte Identitäten sich verhalten. Unter den zahl-
reichen konzeptionellen Standards der westfranzö-
sischen Megalithik, die wir gerade erst zu erkennen 
beginnen, ist ein deutlich länglicher, trapezförmi-
ger Grundplan, von Seitengräben flankiert, heraus-
zustellen. Einer nicht ganz neuen Theorie folgend 
scheint sich dieser Standard auf Erinnerungen an 
den Grundriss der danubischen Langhäuser zu be-
ziehen.

Summary

The notion of identity has sometimes been im-
plicitly likened to methodology of classification, 
which applies to prehistorian’s work in order to bet-
ter position the subject of his research in time and 
space. Concerning megalithism in Western France, 
a model of unilinear development has now pre-
vailed for about fifteen years, drawing a parallel be-
tween the classification of architectures and what 
appeared to be new suggestions concerning the pe-
riodisation of material culture. This model strug-
gles in accounting for the entire diversity of the ob-
served facts. Therefore, one has to accept the idea 
of multiplicity of identities or of multifaceted iden-
tities, sometimes coexisting within the same place. 
A technological approach assumes that all materi-

al implementation realized by men – beyond func-
tional constraints and specificities – bears a part of 
innate identity resulting from the manner in which 
the operational sequences, whether simple or com-
plex, are set up. At the same time, all these imple-
mentations materialise a conceptual standard to 
which expressed identity values are often attrib-
uted. Amongst the numerous conceptual stand-
ards whose entire diversity we only just start to per-
ceive in the megalithism of Western France, a very 
elongated trapeze-shaped plan lined by two later-
al quarries is valorised. According to a general pro-
posal hardly new in itself, this standard is not with-
out recalling the plan of the Danubian house .
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Introduction

The notion of identity is invariably complex, sel-
dom univocal. It refers to quite different personal 
experiences and quite distinct disciplinary fields 
than those accessible to the archaeologist, in the 
past as well as in the present. Whether at a group 
or an individual level, it sometimes presupposes to 
recognize oneself – at least partially – through an 
identity or, otherwise, through one which the oth-
ers saddle you with. There are identities we reject 
though they are real and others we claim, precise-
ly because they are absent. There are also identities 
which are transmitted through cognitive, not al-
ways totally conscious processes; and others which 
change in the course of life, of time. Reflections 
about this subject are uncountable.  The absolute-
ly exceptional example quoted by the linguist C. 
Hagège (2000, 160), of the Yaaku hunter-gather-
ers in East Africa who one day in the 1930s, on their 
own initiative and by public advert, renounced per-
petuating the tradition of their mother tongue in 
order to adopt the one of the Massai herders, is a 

perfect illustration of the immense range of possi-
bilities. However, to give way to extreme relativ-
ism according to which nothing would be impos-
sible, a forteriori, in a past, where this becomes to 
be hardly verifiable, contains the seeds of totalitar-
ian thought, as it has been very well expressed by 
an historian of literature as T. Todorov (1989), for 
example. Since 150 years, prehistoric archaeology 
has been founded on the most rigorous interpreta-
tion possible of the documented material facts. Re-
search into megalithism is not exempted from this 
approach. In order to question our knowledge of 
Western France megalithism, with regard to this 
notion of identity, we will approach some examples 
dated mainly to the 5th millennium BCE. Others 
refer to the end of the 4th millennium BCE or to 
the beginning of the following millennium. They 
will allow us to arrange the preceding elements in 
a perspective regarding what they could perhaps 
teach us about the construction of certain identi-
ties in the past 1.

A. Identity is not unicity 

The notion of identity has sometimes been im-
plicitly likened to methodology of classification, 
which applies to prehistorian’s work in order to bet-
ter position the subject of his research in time and 
space, like to be able to compare what has to be com-
pared. Naming each element of each of these classi-
fications indeed already amounts to vest them with 
an identity. The interconnection of classifications 
of distinct subjects (e. g. the evolution of funerary 
architecture and of material culture) is supposed to 
give a dimension to these identities, shared by the 
human groups involved in the past. On the other 
hand, this has been frequently debated. 

Concerning megalithism in Western France, a 
model of unilinear development has now prevailed 
for about fifteen years, drawing a parallel between 
the classification of architectures – though often 
criticised – and what appeared to be new sugges-
tions concerning the periodisation of material cul-
ture. Well in advance, it has been pointed out that 
this model struggles to account for the entire diver-
sity of the observed facts. Therefore, one has to ac-
cept the idea of multiplicity of identities or of multi-
faceted identities, sometimes coexisting within the 
same place. As a working hypothesis, one may con-
sider that this is partly owing to the particular lo-
cation of this part of the Atlantic façade. At the be-

ginning of the 5th millennium before the Current 
Era, the two great trends – continental and medi-
terranean – performing the neolithization of Eu-
rope, have effectively met within the western coast-
al area spanning from the Seine estuary to the one 
of the Gironde and encompassing either side of the 
Loire basin. 

The model proposed by C. Boujot / S. Cassen 
(1992), was essentially based on examples stem-
ming from the shores of the Morbihan Gulf, as 
we exclude those, sometimes very approximate or 
completely wrong, cited e.g. for Central Western 
France (Joussaume 1997). This model has for cred-
it to draw once again attention to some truly spec-
tacular monuments, largely disregarded up until 
then, such as those situated within the Saint Michel 
tumulus or those of Mané-er-Hroëck at Carnac or 
of the mound of Tumiac at Arzon. This model dis-
tinguished earthen monuments or “mounds“ – cov-
ering cists thought to be completely closed – and 
exclusively dry-stone built monuments or “cairns“ 
enclosing passage graves. It associated the first with 
an early stage of what had before merely been per-
ceived as a pottery style amongst others within the 
Breton Middle Neolithic: the “Castellic“, from then 
on raised to a cultural group. In this first version, 
a later stage of the Castellic, with the appearance 

1 I would like to thank R. Joussaume and J.-Y. Tinevez, who 
have accepted proofreading of the French version of this pa-
per. Translation: Karoline Mazurié de Keroualin.



201Innate and/or expressed identities

of the first pedestal cups was associated with pas-
sage graves containing circular chambers. Then 
followed a stage marked by the diversification of 
pottery styles linked to increasing partitioning of 
sepulchral spaces; a point in which we agree with 
the authors, at least to some degree. 

Such reasoning conferred strong identity to each 
successive stage within the time frame. It therefore 
gave satisfaction to those of our French colleagues 
who - moreover little confronted with elevation re-
mains - aimed primarily at connecting, on the ba-
sis of material culture, these first monumental ar-
chitectures to what they observed in their region. 
It permitted also to make the periodisation of the 
Middle Neolithic in Brittany consistent with the 
one of the Paris Basin. The latter distinguishes two 
completely separate phases: the ones of the Middle 
Neolithic I and II. As a very logical consequence, 
the Castellic is now presented as an independent 
cultural group preceding the one of Auzay-Sand-
un (Cassen / Francois 2006), according to the 
stratigraphical succession observed by F. Letter-
lé on one of the eponymous sites (Letterlé 1992). 
On the other hand, S. Cassen follows the proposal 
of J. L’Helgouach (1983) who singled out an ear-
ly phase during which very tall “menhirs“ have been 
erected prior to the construction of the passage 
graves. In further consequence, the association of 
mound and standing stone alignments, or indicator 
standing stones, is then considered to be an estab-
lished fact (Bailloud et al. 1995). One even attrib-
utes to this stage of tall stelae an age which dates 
back to the very beginning of the neolithization 
(Cassen 2000). For the one who ignores this part 
of history of research, such reasoning could appear 
to be definitely validated by the external data, re-
corded in the course of a much larger study on the 
axe blades made from green stone of alpine origin 
in Europe (Pétrequin et al. 2005). Let us resume 
each element one by one.

Concerning the architectures first 

As a matter of fact, the terms of “mound“ and 
“cairn“ describe two opposites of a continuum (or 
a diversity), particularly exacerbated on the shores 
of the Morbihan Gulf - it is true -, of which the in-
termediate elements are by far the most frequent 
at the scale of entire Western France. On the sub-
ject of the term “mound“ we recall here the critique 
phrased very early by J. L’Helgouach (1997, 198). 
“As an evidence, this uncertain assessment implies 
very distinct realities which cannot be understood 
due to too ancient, badly conducted or even lack-
ing excavations”. Since, research conducted into 
the monuments of Er Grah and Lannec-er-Ga-
douer (Morbihan) or Prissé-la-Charrière (Deux-
Sèvres), have contributed to update the state of 

documentation (Cassen 2000; Laporte et al. 
2002; Le Roux 2006). Fundamentally, this work 
does not change anything, however, about the pre-
ceding appreciation (Laporte / Le Roux 2004; 
Joussaume / Laporte 2006). Nonetheless, one 
additional largely accepted point can be disputed 
after the re-examination of the documentation of 
the excavations conducted at Prissé-la-Charrière 
(Scarre et al. 2003). All our Breton colleagues 
agreed, indeed, in opposing sepulchral spaces with-
in hermetically sealed cists and funerary chambers 
of passage graves. At a first glance, this can well be 
understood as the former are sometimes sealed un-
der the imposing mass of monuments as impressive 
as the Saint-Michel tumulus at Carnac: a more at-
tentive review of the data, however, leads us to put 
this appreciation into perspective. 

Reasoning in such a way means indeed to silent-
ly contemplate the often complex architectural de-
velopment of each of these monuments as of each 
of these cemeteries, individually. At each time, this 
development is singular. The dynamics which ani-
mates these developments is at times recurrent. It 
now appears that the most imposing of these mon-
uments almost always result from successive and 
sometimes progressive accretion of initially inde-
pendent elements belonging to an earlier mega-
lithic cemetery (Joussaume and Laporte 2006); a 
cemetery wherein each monument considered sep-
arately had sometimes already undergone a com-
plex development of its own. The example of the 
Souc’h monument, excavated by M. Le Goffic 
(2006), is a perfect illustration (fig. 1).

Consequently, one better understands the exist-
ence of entrance features to the chamber tomb of 
the Saint-Michel tumulus or of Mané-er-Hroëck, 
for example, which had been repressed for a long 
time. They very likely belong to an earlier monu-
ment (Laporte 2010). Henceforth, regarding the 
architectural functioning of the cemetery, the pres-
ence of a covered or uncovered access does not 
predict at all either the duration of usage of the 
funerary spaces, or, in addition, the number of indi-
viduals deposited in the grave. On the other hand, 
it is true that the presence of a passage construc-
tion in itself allows the reuse of these same funer-
ary spaces during sometimes several millennia, but 
this is not our subject here. To this regard, the “ as-
semblage“ of objects deposited on the floor of the 
one or the other “cist“ or “chamber tomb“ in the 
course of the Middle Neolithic period which lasts 
nearly one millennium, does not constitute a sealed 
deposit anymore than those present in the chamber 
of a passage grave. 

In the same way, one has to be careful when sys-
tematically interpreting the reuse of fragments of 
tall stelae for the construction of passage graves. 
This is not a phenomenon restricted to the shores 
of the Morbihan Gulf: the example of the dolmen 
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A/ An individual burial 
under a circular mound

then

B/ Construction of an
elongated platform

C/ Construction 
of two "tombes à couloir"

one is on top of
the previous platform

D/ Extension of one of
these monuments, 
towardnorth

Adjonction of a
new  chamber

E/ Adjonction of 
another chamber.

Unification of the
monument

0 10 m

The multi-chambers monument  
of Le Souc'h
(Plouhinec, Finistère)

?

then

F/ Construction a last chamber
within the tumulus (ruined ?)

not represented

Troisième quart du Ve mill. av. n.e.

Mané-Ty-Ec Les Cous

BarnenezKerleven

XIXe s. Grenot exploration

Fouilles Le Goffic

Fig. 1. Incorporation of monuments / construction of identities? At each stage of its transformation, the megalithic cemetery of Souc‘h 
(Plouhinec, Finistère) associates different types of monuments which are all equally recorded individually in separate instances. (Monu-
ment plan after Le Goffic 2006, drawings of the objects: Hamon 2003).
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of La Pierre Levée at Poitiers equally attests to this. 
Together with R. Joussaume (2003 b), we already 
had the opportunity to demonstrate the scope of 
architectural transformation which is sometimes 
implied by the re-appropriation of places by sev-
eral succeeding generations, and constantly in the 
course of this same Middle Neolithic period : 1. 
smoothing of a facade during the modification of 
the plan of the monument; 2. levelling of elevated 
features to better incorporate the volume of an ear-
lier monument into a new architectural project or 
3. the transformation of internal spaces with some-
times the re-arrangement of pieces; so many trans-
formations within the same cemetery have gone 
unnoticed for a long time due to the lack of detailed 
studies (Laporte 2010). They contain their inevi-
table share of reuse – independent from the intend-
ed usage which can be made of it later. In the Loire 
Basin, the reuse of sharpening and grinding stones 
fixed in the architecture of numerous dolmens is 
part of this variability. In my opinion, the reuse of 
fragments originating from big stelae is of the same 
nature. In this, each reuse follows a pattern which 
primarily has to be demonstrated for each place, in-
dividually and separately. Until now, nobody has 
proposed the existence of a stage with sharpen-
ing and grinding stones prior to the one of passage 
graves… There is perhaps no surprise concern-
ing the extent to nearly one millennium of radio-
carbon dates produced from samples collected in 
the filling (i. e. in secondary position) of the sock-
et holes, demarcating the alignment the Grand-
Menhir of Locmariaquer was part of (Cassen et al. 
2009 a, 764); none of them is dated after 4000 BCE.

Concerning the funerary practices

Here too, the reasoning seems to be very consist-
ent, at a first instance: but it should be in accordance 
with the ensemble of the observed facts. Highlight-
ing the  anteriority of Passy type structures in the 
Paris Basin allowed to define a progressive devel-
opment from the individual earth grave to the indi-
vidual burial of persons deposited in small, above 
ground built cists to proceed to multiple deposits in 
the Middle Neolithic passage graves before devel-
oping real collective burials in the course of the late 
and Final Neolithic. It is true that the first discov-
erers who explored the Carnac mounds in the 19th 
century, could hardly imagine that these were an-
ything other than “chief tombs“. It is also true that 
the attribution of individual burials to these giant 
“cists“ or “chamber tombs“ is never that systematic, 
even today, than in regions where bones are not (or 
very badly) preserved, for example in Brittany. The 
architecture of cist n° 1 of La Goumoizière, in the 
Vienne region, seems to be very close to the one an-
ciently recorded within the tumulus of Tumiac, in 

the Morbihan (fig. 2). At La Goumoizière, on a cal-
careous soil, the cist contained the remains of eight 
individuals of which at least five are deceased in the 
third quarter of the 5th millennium BCE (Soler 
2007). The decease of at least some of the individ-
uals of which the bones have been deposited in the 
circular chamber of the passage grave of Boixe B, 
in Charente or the one of Vierville A in Norman-
dy, originate from the same time period (Jous-
saume / Laporte 2006). At Bougon E and F0, the 
dates are even slightly earlier (Mohen / Scarre 
2002). 

Cases for which a sufficient number of dates are 
available in order to precisely define an ante quem 
or a post quem for the construction of a monument 
are scarce. The construction of the circular “cairns“ 
of the Condé-sur-Ifs cemetery- excavated over the 
course of twenty years by J.-L. Dron and contain-
ing each a circular chamber provided with an en-
trance passage (San Juan / Dron 1998) – as well as 
the one of the “mound“ enclosed under the mass of 
the western terminal of tumulus C of Péré at Pris-
sé-la-Charrière – covering a “cist“ at two thirds of 
its length as at Mané-ty-Ec, for example (Scarre 
et al. 2003) – can equally be dated to the same third 
quarter of the 5th millennium BCE. At Prissé-la-
Charrière, the tumulus of 100 m length also covers 
a circular monument of about a dozen of meters in 
diameter. The latter encloses a rectangular cham-
ber served by an entrance passage; a discovery un-
disturbed since the Middle Neolithic period. The 
bone remains it contained attest to the practise of 
real collective burials, here as well as at Champs-
Châlon (Soler et al. 2003; Joussaume 2006). Fi-
nally, R. Joussaume (2008), recalls that the avail-
able radiocarbon dates for the major part of the 
Passy or Balloy type structures, in particular those 
who have counterparts in Western France (Pau-
treau et al. 2006), are not substantially older than 
those stemming from certain passage graves. The 
cemetery of Fleury-sur-Orne (Desloges 1997), in 
Normandy, is composed of three very long ditched 
structures, surrounding the place of a small num-
ber of axially arranged pit graves. They have been 
compared to those of the Passy cemetery in the 
Yonne region. Distributed in bundles, the ditched 
structures of Fleury-sur-Orne diverge halfway at 
either side of a round stone monument with circu-
lar chamber and passage which they seem to avoid, 
afterwards converging to the north towards a small 
megalithic cemetery, recently discovered during an 
archaeological rescue operation.

Concerning material culture

It is worth stressing the critiques drawn from 
the 1990s concerning the model of periodisa-
tion constructed by C. Boujot / S. Cassen 
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(Arzon, Morbihan)

Tumulus Saint-Michel
(Carnac, Morbihan)
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Remains of
8 individuals

Datation of 5 different individuals
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Fig. 2. Incorporation of sepulchral spaces – On the acid soils of Brittany, these sepulchral spaces would be intended to contain only indi-
vidual burials. On the calcareous soils, the same architectures of sepulchral spaces, recovered isolated, contain the bones of a number of in-
dividuals similar to the ones present in the Middle Neolithic passage graves. (Boujot / Cassen 1992; Herbaut 2001; Lourdou 1998; 
Soler 2007).
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(1992). Concerning the Castellic pottery style, J. 
L’Helgouach (1997, 196) who at that time direct-
ed the excavations of La Table des Marchands, re-
minded “the quite particular shape of these potter-
ies, notably by the presence of marked bipartite, 
so-called carinated vessels which have little con-
nection with Cerny shapes and which, all in all, are 
closer to undecorated vessels found at La Sergen-
té on Jersey or also in the Cous group, in the Ven-
dée region. The decoration with arc-shaped pat-
terns made by nested grooves is found again on the 
pottery of the tumulus of Vierville or of the cairn 
of Mousseaux in passage grave contexts“. With-
in the recent debate on the role of the Castellic of 
the southern shores in Brittany concerning the ne-
olithization of the British Isles, this same vessel 
of Vierville, so often cited for comparison with a 
vessel recovered from the Achnacreebeag cairn in 
Scotland (Pailler / Sheridan 2009), assuredly 
stems from a passage grave. In this same paper, J. 
L’Helgouach (1997, 201) added that some of the 
burials, which he designated as prince tombs, in 
particular at Er Grah and Mané-er-Hoëck, could 
have been contemporaneous of the construction of 
the passage graves at La Table des Marchands, Pet-
it Mont and Gavrinis.

South of the Loire river, smoothed bipartite ves-
sels have indeed been found in front of the sepul-
chral space and below the earthen mass of the rec-
tangular monument of 23 m length cited above at 
Prissé-la-Charrière. Within this same cemetery, 
the undisturbed chamber III has yielded two pot-
teries which do not give evidence of being strictly 
contemporaneous in this kind of context; a pottery 
with deformed mouth and a pedestal cup (Scarre 
et al. 2003). North of the Loire River on the oth-
er hand, the considerable work represented by the 
recent publication of the book on La Table des 
Marchands (Cassen 2009) does not produce the 
expected evidence of a stratigraphical succession 
between an early and late Castellic. Here, in the an-
cient soil sealed by the construction of a primary 
dry-stone walled enclosure (of which the construc-
tion is dated after 4000 BCE – hearth 3), this same 
Castellic style is associated with pedestal cups with 
large apertures; consequently, more distant com-
parisons have to be established with the Lengyel 
culture to ensure even greater antiquity. Recent 
excavations undertaken by J.-M. Large at the foot 
of the alignment of upright stones of Douhet, on 
the Hoëdic island (Morbihan) have yielded sever-
al potteries which can be linked more surely to the 
ones assigned to the Cerny group in the Paris Basin 
(Large / Mens 2008). In parallel, S. Cassen and P. 
François propose from now on to establish an early 
and privileged link with the Early Chasséen of the 
Garonne valley (Cassen / François 2006), nota-
bly by the presence of plates discovered on the floor 
of the chamber tomb of the Saint-Michel tumu-

lus or of the one of the cist at Lannec-er-Gadouer 
(Boujot / Cassen 1997). The notion of identity is 
implicit in all these debates. It is even stronger the 
more it refers to what the archaeologist names cul-
tural groups.

For my own part, I first will discuss the notion of 
pottery style, i. e. esthetical or symbolic values ex-
pressed by the potters through their creations ac-
cording to a context, an extraneous demand and 
their own inspiration. Therein lies naturally a part 
of expressed identities but merely one part. In the 
calcareous plains at both sides of the Loire basin, 
I already had the opportunity to stress everything 
these pottery productions of the beginning of the 
Middle Neolithic seemed to bear as integration val-
ues (Laporte 2005); a process which starts from 
the Early Neolithic and continues through the first 
half of the 5th millennium BCE. Such dynamics 
results from the meeting of the two great trends, 
mediterranean and continental, which govern 
the neolithization of this part of Western Europe. 
Available data from Brittany, for instance, seeming-
ly is not of a nature to contradict this more general 
proposition applying to entire Western France. At 
the end, it is amazing to state that the assemblage of 
items exclusively present in the tomb– and in par-
ticular the type of pottery style – leads to classify 
two architectures of sepulchral spaces so similar as 
the ones of Mané Hui or of Moustoir, for the small-
er amongst the dolmens and the bigger amongst the 
cists (fig. 3). Such a confusion would not be so bad 
if, in the following, this induced typology would 
not have served as an intangible basis for all the as-
sumptions concerning Middle Neolithic materi-
al culture in Brittany (Guyodo 2001; Herbaut 
2001; Hamon 2003; Pailler 2007), independent 
from the otherwise very high quality of this work.

Remains the question of axe blades made from 
alpine green stone and that of variscite ornaments. 
A strong identity value is often conferred to these 
items, designated as prestige items through the dis-
tance of the material sources as well as through 
the care given to their manufacture and finishing. 
Concerning variscite material, we have to remind 
first of all that it is not the material itself, which is 
unique, as we can find it again in the form of nu-
merous beads in quite a number of passage graves 
in Western France; it is sometimes associated with 
other items, in particular pottery which can assur-
edly be dated to the Middle Neolithic period. 

One of these beads, “pear-shaped“, or imitating 
the aspect of a red deer canine has for example been 
recovered from chamber III of Petit-Mont at Ar-
zon; a sepulchral space served by a passage which 
has been the last one built within the entire archi-
tectural sequence of this monument (Lecornec 
1994). For this Middle Neolithic period in Western 
France, such variscite ornaments are never as abun-
dant as at Tumiac, at Mané-er-Hroëck or in the 
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chamber tomb of the Saint-Michel tumulus, as well 
as in the passage grave of Kercado, or at Kerlagat 
on the territory of the Carnac borough (Herbaut 
2001). I would add that the frequentation or the re-
use of passage graves during an additional millen-
nium, sometimes longer, left enough time to re-
move some of the most spectacular items whilst 
they have been hardly accessible in the preceding 
structures. It is thus the geographical place of their 
discovery rather than the architecture of the funer-
ary spaces from which they stem that constitutes 
the principal common point between these partic-
ular assemblages.

This should lead us to raise the question of the 
significance of axe blade deposits within this type 
of context. Globally, the presence of axe blades 
in a Middle Neolithic sepulchral space, provid-
ed or not with a covered access has strictly noth-
ing amazing in Western France. Small axe blades 
made from fibrolithe can be found again in a se-
ries of passage graves as far as the northern part 
of the Aquitanian Basin south of the Loire Riv-
er and thus quite distant from their manufactur-
ing places. Other, mainly isolated specimens have 
been recovered driven vertically into the ground 
at the basis of a standing stone at Saint-Pierre-de-

Quiberon as well as at Hoëdic, just to mention the 
most recent discoveries (Large / Mens 2008; 
Cassen et al. 2008). It is much more exceptional 
to find them in greater numbers and grouped to-
gether as it has been the case in the Saint-Michel 
tumulus, at Tumiac or at Mané-er-Hroëck (Cas-
sen 2000). The ancient references to the explora-
tions they result from as well as the very bad pres-
ervation of the human bones do not allow any 
certainty concerning the intentionality of their 
precise association with the deceased, and for little 
there was only one. At Mané-er-Hroëck as well as 
at Lannec-er-Gadouer, they have been recovered 
under the slab serving as floor for the sepulchral 
space; burned bones (the ones?) recently dated be-
tween 4800 and 4500 BCE, for which it remains 
in doubt whether they are really human bones – 
Schulting et al. 2009) seem to have taken a sim-
ilar position in the chamber tomb of the Saint-
Michel tumulus, while axe blades of the same 
origin have been described as sticking vertically 
atop of its poor filling. Two additional dates pro-
duced from charcoal stemming from this cham-
ber tomb without further indication, belong to the 
time span 4700 – 4300 BCE (Cassen et al. 2009). 
At least credit is now given to P. R. Giot who has 
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Le Moustoir Mané Hui

Fig. 3. When the model influences the observations: the Moustoir cist is assimilated to the Breton «tombes à couloir» on the grounds of 
its assemblage and the secondary position of the latter, whilst the Mané Hui cist is assigned to “closed” dolmens, dated to an earlier phase 
(Boujot / Cassen 1992).
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proposed a long sequence for this monument as a 
whole, very early (Schulting et al. 2009, 771)

Pit n° 2, enclosed under the tumulus of Lannec-
er-Gadouer contained another deposit, big oblong 
pebbles this time (Cassen 2000). Through their 
morphology and their slender shape, these peb-
bles are recalling the shape of the biggest axe blades 
made from alpine green stone. Other similar depos-
its have been recorded in association with burial H 
of the Hoëdic site for example, but also at the ba-
sis of the Douhet alignments on the same island. At 
Lannec-er-Gadouer, the construction of a “mound“ 
(initially encircled by dry-stone walling, collapsed 
in the adjacent ditch), could be posterior to 4700 
BCE (according to crop seeds originating from the 
underlying hearth 2), but can just as well be posteri-
or to 4500 BCE (charcoals found on the floor slab of 
the stone cist). It is assuredly anterior to 4000 BCE 
(according to these same charcoals), but this fact 
hardly contributes progress. Some apparently iso-
lated deposits of big axe blades made from alpine 
green stone equally exist as the one of Bernon at 
Arzon in the Morbihan (fig. 4). At Saint-Pierre-de-
Quiberon, the association of upright stones with an 
arrangement of four axe blades made from the same 
material, discovered by promenaders in the inter-
tidal zone, is exclusively based on their geograph-
ical proximity (Cassen et al. 2008). It is thus the 

action of such deposits which is exceptional, more 
than their supposed association with a specific ar-
chitecture or an individual in particular. 

At the European scale, the distribution of axe 
blades made from green stone of alpine origin and 
exclusively of some of these types, shows a very in-
dicative concentration around the Morbihan Gulf 
and on the shores of the Mor Braz bay (Cassen 
et al. 2010, fig. 16). Once again, the place is of high-
er priority, similarly to the engraved pieces of art 
which are concentrated there and which stimulate 
so many contradictory interpretations since the 

Fig. 4. Deposit of axe blades of Bernon at Arzon after Pazillé 
1894 in Herbaut 2001.

Fig. 5. The dimensions of the Gros Dognon monument at Tusson (Charente) in Central Western France can be compared to the ones of the 
Tumulus Saint-Michel at Carnac, in Brittany. Drawing R.Bernard (INRAP).
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in the Charente region (fig. 5), and the architecture 
of its chamber tomb with the one of dolmen 2 of 
Azinières, in the Aveyron (Lourdou 1998). 

However, it has been noticed that out of the cir-
cum-alpine area on the distribution map of the axe 
blades made from alpine green stone, a very large 
majority of the locations mentioned correspond to 
unreliable discovery contexts. At this point, one 
understands the issue faced by ancient discover-
ies of Carnac mounds for the validation of the pro-
posed chronological seriation (Pétrequin et al. 
2008). As these exceptional deposits practically 
never include the most common assemblages, lith-
ics and pottery (at least that they would not have 
been transmitted to us because neglected during 
ancient excavations), only their association with a 
clearly established typological seriation of the ar-
chitectures would have permitted more precise dat-
ing; the latter being consolidated at the same occa-
sion. Unfortunately this is seemingly not possible 
for the time being, at least on the grounds general-
ly admitted locally, unless taking the risk of circu-
lar reasoning.

Diversity of architectures (and of identities?)

Exception is not a rule; each sufficiently accom-
plished explanation model has to consider the one 
and the other. The alternative model proposed from 
2002 on (Laporte et al. 2002; Scarre et al. 2003; 
Joussaume 2003 a; Laporte in press c), position-
ing the origin of megalithism in Western France, 
suggested to dissociate several elements: the archi-
tecture and the funerary functioning of the sepul-
chral spaces, at least partially built above ground; 
the construction of platforms or of monumental 
masses which seal and extend a ceremonial space 
sometimes surrounded by ditches;  here we would 
like to add an additional aspect which is the trans-
port of huge stones, occasionally at the funeral of 
some person. In a first stage, probably somehow 
from the mid-5th millennium BCE, distinct archi-
tectures of sepulchral spaces (cists, slab-covered 
burials, passage graves etc.) will then be combined 
each time in a singular manner with the monumen-
tal architecture of different types of tumular con-
structions (Joussaume / Laporte 2006). 

Fig. 6. The architectural project and its materialisation – Eastern 
terminal of tumulus C of Péré (campaigns 2006 − 2008) – The lat-
eral bench is an integral part of the initial project. It was built step 
by step from regularly spaced initial segments arranged symmet-
rically on both sides of the monument.

discovery of Gavrinis in the 1830s. To be honest, it 
is the accumulation within one place of all these de-
posits recorded more or less together at Tumiac as 
well as at Mané-er-Hroëck, which is even more ex-
ceptional; the same applies also to the monuments 
built with earth or stones at the scale of Western 
France during this Middle Neolithic period and 
to the most varying sepulchral spaces whether or 
not provided with a covered access. These monu-
ments of the Carnac region are hardly distinguish-
able by specific typology: the colossal mass of the 
Saint-Michel tumulus as a whole shares close links 
with the dimensions of the tumulus of the Gros 
Dognon at Tusson and of La Folatière IV at Luxé, 

B. Innate and expressed identities 

This taken as a basis, technological approach as-
sumes that all material implementation realized by 
men – beyond functional constraints and specifici-
ties – bears a part of innate identity resulting from 
the manner in which the operational sequences, 
whether simple or complex, are set up. At the same 

time, all these implementations materialise a con-
ceptual standard to which expressed identity val-
ues are often attributed. Concerning megalithism, 
one will rather speak of a construction site in the 
first case, of an architectural project in the second 
(fig. 6). 
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Unless considering that in the past, the part of la-
bour invested into this task was not always freely 
agreed upon by everyone (and even then perhaps), 
each actor has undoubtedly put a part of his identi-
ty into the construction of such monuments. Who 
are they? And on which level can we try to approach 
them?

For the periods subsequent to the Neolithic, the 
notion of a construction site is comprised of the ex-
traction, the transport and the assembling of the 
materials at the place of the planned construction, 
but also of the corresponding dwellings. In West-
ern France very few of the monuments have really 
been approached from this angle (Laporte 2010; 
Laporte in press b). There are several reasons for 
that. Primarily, because a number of these monu-
ments have for a long time been approached as “con-
tainers“ of funerary deposits which appeared to be 
the main study subject of the archaeologists. In this 
sense, the megalithic monuments of this part of the 
Atlantic façade have often been considered to be 
derived from many successive instants or, at least, 
from an aggregation of successive instants, which 
means to be interested exclusively in the nature of 
the architectural project(s). Another type of rea-
soning develops –in some way- from the previous 
approach though it is often opposed to it. In tradi-
tional societies, the succession of such technical ac-
tions is often considered to be secondary compared 
to the symbolic and ritual context in which they 
are inserted; this is particularly true when dealing 
with the assertion of power or the participation in 
the funeral. The complexity of these technical ac-
tions may then appear to be anecdotal compared 
to the complexity of ceremonial activities or sys-
tems of thought to which they only refer very par-
tially. Whilst the first approach fixes time, this one 
on the contrary tends to privilege a continuous pro-
cess with the risk, sometimes, to fail perceiving the 
rhythms or not being able clearly dissociating the 
different stages of such a process. Finally, the de-
gree of elaboration of the employed techniques by 
the Neolithic societies for the construction of these 
very first “primitive“ architectures, had to be par-
ticularly “unsophisticated“; and through that it did 
not seem probable that the construction site may 
have preserved traces accessible for the prehistori-
an’s analysis. Reasoning in that manner means per-
haps also to negate the part of intentionality which 
existed in the manipulation or the assemblage of 
some huge stones for which one part of their “natu-
ral “ aspect had been preserved. 

In a first stage, the attempt to recover what may 
correspond to the remains of the construction site, 
needs some revision of the data published in the ar-
chaeological literature. This is a delicate exercise 
which should always be done with caution. The 
cemetery of Condé-sur-Iff (Calvados) is comprised 
of five exclusively dry-stone built monuments. Dur-

ing twenty years, it has been the subject of an ex-
cavation program conducted under the direction of 
J.-L. Dron. These monuments appeared to be heav-
ily erased at their discovery. All had circular spac-
es provided with a passage. They were built on an 
ancient soil which contained the remains of an ear-
lier occupation dated to the very beginning of the 
Middle Neolithic period.  Only one of these mon-
uments, is oval-shaped; it encloses two sepulchral 
chambers. The other four are small circular mon-
uments of about a dozen of meters in diameter of 
which the dry-stone mass encloses tightly a piece 
of similar shape. Nearby, the detailed excavation of 
Ernes monument have revealed the presence of reg-
ularly placed stake holes forming a circular arc sit-
uated right in the internal walling of the piece. This 
disposal has rather been interpreted belonging to a 
possibly domestic timber construction, at the place 
of the future funerary monument. It is true that at 
La Croix-Saint-Pierre near Saint-Just (Ille-Vilaine), 
J. Briard (et al. 1995) had unearthened the re-
mains of a stake construction with similar plan at 
the centre of which was probably a sepulchral pit. 
The whole assemblage was later sealed by a small 
mound covered by a stone packing. At Condé-sur-
Iff, however, the question can be raised if these are 
not just as well stakes lining the place of the future 
construction; connected by wooden strips they 
may have guided the mason for the construction of 
the erect walls. At Pé-de-Fontaines (Vendée), white 
stones, placed at regular distances at the basis of 
the external wall seem thus to have demarcated the 
plan of the monument on the ground before the be-
ginning of its construction (Joussaume 1999).

The lack of any mention of a disposal or ramp ac-
cess for the installation of the capstones is anoth-
er striking fact in the archaeological literature con-
cerning the megalithism of Western France. This 
is, however, a subtle and strategic moment for the 
construction site which demands explanation. One 
may imagine a construction exclusively composed 
of wooden pieces for the raising of the slab, retained 
by wooden supports at the interior of the chamber: 
this is the option chosen for an exhibition present-
ed by the Museum of Bougon (Deux-Sèvres). One 
may equally imagine an earthen construction, ten-
tatively enclosing the whole construction as it was 
edified by the Egyptians at a different scale. This 
disposal would have been removed down to the an-
cient floor, thoroughly cleaned, as seemingly no 
trace has been found any more, which is neverthe-
less strange. There are cases, however, for which 
we can wonder about the existence of real access 
ramps. 

The monument of Er Grah at Locmariaquer 
(Morbihan) has been built during at least two suc-
cessive stages (Le Roux 2006). An early stage cor-
responds to a dry-stone monument of rectangular, 
long, trapeze-shaped plan of which the elevation 
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was certainly slightly higher than the one excavat-
ed.  Distinct evidence indeed suggests an inten-
tional levelling of its elevation in the course of the 
Middle Neolithic during the construction of an 
additional architectural project which considera-
bly lengthens this building on either end; this ex-
tension is realised with hydromorphous silts intro-
duced and delineated by the construction of two 
rectilinear dry-stone walls. Such sediments cover 
the top of the previous erased construction. They 
cover also a bulk of dry stones on the southern side 
of the latter, more precisely on the south-west. This 
bulk is interrupted as if there were a “wall effect“ 
at the centre of the facade. At this place are situat-
ed two parallel lines of stake holes, at a distance of 
about four meters. They have been interpreted as 
wooden containers building the axial framework to 
the southern extension of the monument. Nothing, 
however, is opposed to see therein also the remains 
of a ramp to access to the upper parts of the preced-
ing monument during the demolition of its eleva-
tion. Both hypotheses are not incompatible as this 
ramp could have been very well maintained, in this 
case, to consolidate the inside mass of the monu-
mental extension (Laporte 2010). 

Likewise, the monumental character of this ex-
tension is also worth being discussed. The tumu-
lar mass measures more than 140 m in length. It 
appears as a platform or a trapeze-shaped inclined 
plane. Its widest end is in the south, although con-
siderably destroyed by the quarries in the south-
east. It is interrupted just before the place of the 
broken menhir. The question of the techniques em-
ployed to erect such a stone remains a mystery. As 
far as this can be judged from the actual state, the 
Er Grah monument seems to interrupt precisely 
about twenty meters before the place of three large 
socket holes including the one of the Grand-Men-
hir. These three socket holes are situated in align-
ment with pits corresponding to an alignment of 
smaller upright stones (Cassen 2009). On ancient 
drawings, however, the basis of the tumulus is ex-
tended as far as the foot of the Grand-Menhir but 
the degree of precision of these observations does 
not permit to be really assured of this (Le Roux 
2006). Though it does not contain any sepulchral 
space constructed on that occasion, the monumen-
tal character of this extension of the Er Grah tumu-
lus is always given priority to; it is true that on the 
ground plan, the architectural development of this 

Fig. 7. Variability of the technical process: innate and expressed identities. A.  Rough stones with extraction traces, B.  Shaping of stones 
according to technical processes close to the ones employed for flint knapping. (Photo L. Laporte).
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monument recalls the one of numerous other long 
monuments of similar dimensions, sometimes con-
siderably more imposing in height, however, and 
for which the concomitant construction of a new 
sepulchral space is attested, as for example at Pris-
sé-la-Charrière (Joussaume / Laporte 2006). 

At Er Grah, a different hypothesis, this time func-
tional, is shortly mentioned in the publication (Le 
Roux 2006), to be immediately rejected; these 
two hypotheses, monumental and functional, are 
in addition not incompatible when we are reason-
ing in terms of “performances“ or of ceremonial 
spaces. It is of course a matter of ramp construc-
tion in the course of transporting and erecting at 
least three huge stones including the Grand-Men-
hir which is the only representative still “in place“. 
But this interpretation would be inconvenient as it 
would slightly confuse the chronology of the events 
in this place which has so often been presented to 
be emblematic of the succession of a stage with ste-
lae followed by a stage with passage grave. Howev-
er, in reconsidering more in detail, nothing, if not 
some initial presupposition can be opposed to the 
reality of this functional hypothesis on the grounds 
of the observed facts. Although nothing shows that 
this alignment was a single-phased construction, 
the most recent date made on a charcoal stemming 
from their filling (pit 19), belongs to the last quarter 
of the 5th millennium BCE. The “primary cairn” of 
Er Grah against which this ramp was leaned has as-
suredly been constructed after 4500 BCE (charcoal 
in the filling of pit e13); it contained, furthermore, 
charcoals which have been burnt before 4000 BCE 
(Cassen 2009). The whole is then based on the ob-
servation of a thin earth layer overlying the filling 
of the socket holes; an earth layer which, laterally, 
has yielded also some objects of Castellic style… 
Without generalizing in any case, the hypothesis 
that the extension of the Er Grah monument may 
also reveal remains of the construction site which 
inevitably succeed one each other in this place, 
should be re-examined through a more detailed ap-
proach: that’s all.

Such a functional hypothesis could perhaps apply 
to the long earthen mass excavated under the tumu-
lus of Petit-Mont at Arzon (Morbihan) by J. Lecor-
nec (1994). Equally, it is interrupted at the place of 
a large pit interpreted as the socket hole of a very an-
ciently dismantled standing stone. The existence of 
such access ramps has at least been evidenced un-
der and against one part of the eastern terminal of 
tumulus C of Péré (campaigns 2006 − 2008). How-
ever, in this case they are of assuredly smaller di-
mensions (fig. 7). At a certain stage during the con-
struction site, they permitted access and transport 
of materials as far as the upper part of the elevation 
of an axial nucleus with dry-stone walls (Laporte 
et al. 2008). Such a lateral network of terraces with 
its access ramps was then enclosed under the mass 

of the alveolate structure. In the end, the whole 
contributed also to maintain the elevations on the 
entire width of the monument. Apart from a very 
detailed architectural study, all these interconnect-
ed features could have been attributed only to the 
structuring of the tumular mass. We here turn back 
to the question of process of the construction site 
with its stops and its resumptions but also to the 
question of the organisation of labour on the site 
(Laporte in press b). 

On the occasion of the excavation of the cem-
etery of Champs-Châlon at Benon (Charente-
Maritime), R. Joussaume (2006) had already en-
countered such an alveolate structure within the 
tumular mass of monuments A and C. He interpret-
ed this as the mark of a segmented organisation of 
labour by many small juxtaposed groups comprised 
of only a few persons; some working in the adjacent 
quarries, others in charge of material transport, an-
other finally ensuring alone the construction of the 
wall of each alveolus of which the dimensions coin-
cide fairly well with human stature. These same hy-
potheses could be proposed for the construction of 
tumulus C of Péré; here, the commitment of even 
more or less skilled individuals for the construc-
tion of one or the other wall segment, independent 
of the nature of the available material (slabs, blocks, 
etc.) can be assumed. It would be natural extrap-
olating such a segmented organisation of working 
teams to the entire social group to which they be-
long. This is the step ventured by P. Diaz del Rio 
(2004; 2008) when he compares the type of modu-
lar construction for the external retaining wall sur-
rounding the chalcolithic village of Los Millares in 
Spain to the organisation of the corresponding soci-
ety as a whole. More than the assertion of power of 
only a few persons together with a general tenden-
cy to increasing disparities and to treasuring, such 
collective investments could have been agreed by 
so-called segmented societies – those which were 
prematurely interpreted as egalitarian – in order to 
bond together the entire group around a common 
project when confronted with tensions between ri-
val factions which emerge along with population 
growth.

In parallel, both the commitment of specialists 
and the scope of the project suggest perfect coor-
dination; a coordination which in the minds of ar-
chaeologists, probably even more so than in the 
ones of ethnologists, is often related to the notion 
of institutional social hierarchy.  The commitment 
of specialists is indeed likely. It can be proven for 
all the stages of the operational sequence from the 
shaping of the stones, sometimes, to the building of 
the walls, notably the corbelled-vaulted of certain 
funerary chambers. Opportunistic usage of con-
struction materials does not exclude the occasion-
al realisation of stocks intended for specific usage. 
Within tumulus C of Péré, such a stock of large slabs 
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ready for use was constituted with stretchers on 
one side, and headers on the other, leaned against 
one of the walls which structure the entire eastern 
mass (Laporte in press b). Most of these stones in-
tended for wall building showed traces of shaping. 
This has already been noticed by E. Gaumé (1992) 
for the monument of Er Grah. At Prissé, a series of 
terms used for the description of flint tool retouch 
can amazingly be found here and to a broader ex-
tent real correspondence (laminar or scalariform 
removals, burin blow, etc.) with calcareous materi-
al (fig. 8). 

In addition, the organisation of labour in the ad-
jacent quarries is not very different from the one 
observed in the contemporary flint mines, with 
progressive accumulation of waste in the inactivat-
ed parts of the quarry, behind the mine face. On a 
regional scale, these tools are equally not very dif-
ferent (antler picks, shoulder blades of cattle, etc.). 

A lot of progress remains to be accomplished in 
Western France before being able to define identi-
ty patterns based on such technological inquiries as 
this has often been proposed for lithics or pottery, 

though this is, nonetheless, an interesting research 
approach; it is not without mirroring the out-
standing study conducted by E. Mens (2008) on 
the extraction modalities of the megalithic blocks 
themselves and of their incorporation into the con-
structions. 

The organisation of labour in a flint mine like the 
one of Jablines, in the Paris Basin during the Mid-
dle Neolithic, mirrors indeed small teams, con-
comitant or successive, for the exploitation of each 
individual shaft. However, the existence of an au-
thority (collective or individual) is necessary to 
conduct such an exhaustive and coordinated ex-
ploitation of underground seams of flint. During 
the late and final Neolithic, the exploitation meth-
ods of this same site at Jablines are after all quite 
different (Lanchon / Bostyn 1992). On the other 
hand, turning back to the most imposing megalith-
ic monuments of Western France, the evidence of 
only a small number of persons of which the bones 
have been recovered in the funerary chambers 
(about ten for each chamber during the Middle Ne-
olithic period in Western France) compared to the 

Fig. 8. A modular construction which illustrates the organisation of labour on the construction site: Prissé-la-Charrière, tumulus of Péré C 
– campaigns 2006 − 2008. A Terraces built against a central dry-stone walled nucleus permitting access to the upper parts of the construc-
tion site. B Access ramp to the terraces. The whole was subsequently covered by an alveolate network which contributes to the support of 
the upper parts of the monument (Photo L. Laporte).
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scope of the invested labour for the construction of 
the whole monument seems to be much more diffi-
cult to use in the sense of approved social hierachi-
sation; in fact we ignore everything concerning the 
nature of selection criteria for the introduction of 
bones or of the corpse of a deceased into the cham-
ber; each time the personal grave goods remain 
quite limited. Actually, the complete lack of trac-
es observed at the construction site or at its out-
skirts of living quarters, corresponding to the as-
sembly of the entire population, necessary for the 
planning of the most monumental construction, is 
also amazing. Certainly, the importance of labour 
has sometimes been overestimated. The evidence 
of multiple successive architectural projects with-
in the same site does also reduce their number at 
any given time. But regardless of this … how can 

we explain the few domestic remains which can be 
put in direct relationship with the process of the 
construction? Perhaps it results from bad preserva-
tion conditions of the ancient soils out of the area 
sealed by the tumular masses while they preserve 
considerable magnitude. Perhaps this is linked to 
the sacralisation of the entire concerned area, a do-
main exclusively reserved to the gods and the an-
cestors. Possibly, these living places are confound-
ed to a nearby village; a village, however, which the 
archaeologists struggle to find evidence for in this 
period in Western France. There is seemingly an-
other research approach which is not without con-
sequence on the manner of comprehending the 
identity of these Neolithic builders (periodic as-
sembly with the commitment of migrant special-
ists or the work of precisely one community?).

C. Construction of identities  

The assertion of the existence of thoroughly de-
signed and pre-planned architectural projects, is 
not insignificant concerning what is frequently still 
perceived to be “primitive“ architectures. This does 
not prejudge the manner in which they could be in 
addition involved in complex ceremonial aspects. 
A very elongated trapeze-shaped plan lined by two 
lateral quarries is valorised amongst other concep-
tual standards whose entire diversity we just start 
to perceive in the megalithism of Western France. 
According to a general proposal hardly new in it-
self, this standard is not without recalling the plan 
of the Danubian house. At Souc’h (Finistère) and 
at Prissé-la-Charrière (Deux-Sèvres), the realiza-
tion of such architectural projects seems to close a 
cycle of successive incorporations, at least locally. 
In both cases, they hardly take place before the end 
of the 5th millennium BCE. A little bit as if at the 
moment when the incorporation process was tenta-
tively completed, the need to express and to claim 
the identity of a prestigious but overall distant an-
cestry would have been all the more felt.

Second half of the 5th millennium BCE 

Trying to better understand the nature of 
the architectural project and thus trying to ap-
proach a fraction of the intentions of the Neolith-
ic builders was the subject of the research program 
2006 − 2008 concerning the eastern terminal of tu-
mulus C at Péré (Laporte et al. 2008). The rigour 
and the precision of this conceptual project have 
come more clearly to light through both, adjust-
ments or sometimes failures, in the process of con-
struction on site. We will take only one example: 
the one of the side bench that lines the entire fa-
cade of the monument. Due to the collapse of this 

facade we know that this bench was not higher than 
50 to 70 cm. Outwards it is limited by a peripheral 
wall. At regular distances of 2 or 3 m on its length, 
it is partitioned by transversal supports which are 
mostly leaned against the facade; mostly because in 
some cases these supports are also interlinked with 
the construction of the monument itself. As a con-
sequence, this bench was part of the initial project; 
it has not been added later. The stone wall of each of 
these transversal supports is systematically inter-
linked, this time with a corresponding segment of 
the external wall of the bench. 

We find here again the prolongation of the mod-
ular system that prevailed within the structure of 
the tumular mass itself. As a matter of fact, an ir-
regularity within the latter is sometimes prolonged 
by some incongruous inclination in the orienta-
tion of the transversal supports. In these cases they 
are connected to the external wall of the bench in 
an acute angle. Therein lies additional proof that 
the whole stems from the same initial project. The 
study of the order of arrangement of these modu-
lar elements which, beside each other form the side 
bench is instructive. This bench has been construct-
ed based on initial segments regularly distributed 
vis-à-vis, symmetrically on both long facades of the 
monument (fig. 6). The empty space between these 
initial segments has then been filled by the con-
struction of two or three additional modules, invar-
iably in an east-west orientation. As a consequence, 
the construction of this bench does not result from 
opportunistic work according to the availability of 
workers nor from the one of only one team of which 
the work would have processed in a continuous 
manner at the basis of the monument until comple-
tion of the circumference. On the contrary, we deal 
here with the work of several perfectly coordinated 
teams, performing a thoroughly pre-planned con-
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cept. We could cite further examples but this one is 
sufficient to convince of the existence of real archi-
tectural projects.

We had already noticed (Laporte et al. 2001) 
the existence of a dissymmetry in the plan of the 
two long sides of this monument. The one, orient-
ed east-west, is rectilinear. The other, first rectiline-
ar, following the same orientation, shows a clear in-
flection towards the north-east at about half length. 
The entrance passages to the funerary chambers 

open at the north on this long side. As a conse-
quence, the east and west facade are not parallel at 
both ends. In cross-section, the inclination of the 
northern side of the tumulus is slightly steeper than 
the one of the southern side. The whole creates a 
privileged viewpoint (or a pathway) situated at the 
north-east where this monumental mass appears to 
be higher and larger but also more squatted than 
from any other viewpoint. Much to our surprise we 
found such a dissymmetry again in the plan of nu-

Fig. 9. Comparison of the distribution of different pottery styles in the filling of the post holes constituting the plan of building A of Plécha-
tel, and on the floor of the internal spaces of the megalithic monument of Goërem at Gâvres.
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merous other trapeze-shaped monuments in West-
ern France, from the smallest as the Mané-Pochat 
monument up to the most important as the one of 
Barnenez. Such an irregularity of the plan thus had 
little contention for being coincidental. 

It was even more disconcerting to find an iden-
tical symmetry again in the plan of the house of 
Haut-Mée at Saint-Etienne-en-Coglès, assigned to 
the group of Blicquy-Villeneuve-Saint-Germain. 
In the case of this house, a post construction ac-
cording to a tradition originating from the Danubi-
an trend, the same dissymmetry is induced further 
by the presence of a Y-shaped post situated at the 
same place that corresponds to an internal passage 
(Laporte / Marchand 2004; Laporte / Tin-
evez 2004). It is even more disconcerting to ob-
serve that only these huge trapeze-shaped mon-
uments are bordered by lateral quarries on either 
side, which in this case, are fully part of the monu-
mental setting (Laporte in press a): the compari-
son with very long buildings of the Early Neolithic 
village of Poses, in a loop of the Seine river, is then 
striking (Bostyn et al. 2003). In order to under-
stand what such comparisons could mean, we have 

to mention a “minor“ chronological problem. The 
timber constructions bordered by lateral pits which 
we cited above are assigned to the Early Neolithic. 
They belong to the beginning of the 5th millenni-
um BCE. Regarding the proper history of the cem-
etery of Péré, the extension of tumulus C cannot 
have been constructed before the last centuries of 
this same millennium. How can such a gap be ex-
plained?

We have seen that these long monuments bor-
dered by lateral quarries, at Bougon F as well as at 
Prissé and perhaps at Colombiers-sur-Seulles, in-
corporated and sometimes covered the preceding 
elements of an earlier megalithic cemetery.  With-
in the latter, each monument can be compared to a 
type identified independently at other places. Each 
has had a distinct previous history. The architectur-
al development of one of the two long monuments 
present at La Pointe du Souc’h (Finistère), recent-
ly investigated by M. Le Goffic (2006), is a perfect 
illustration (fig. 1). All this closely resembles mul-
tiple combinations which head the construction of 
renewed identities. As we have seen, this may even 
be one of the basic principles which have governed 
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Fig. 10. Like the one of building C of Pléchâtel, the plan of building B of Houplin-Ancoisne (Nord) can be divided into four parts. During a 
very early stage, building C of Pléchâtel seemingly does not present a lateral aisle. The presence of a well at the centre of the entrance porch 
of building B of Houplin-Ancoisne, allows to raise the question of the intentions suggested by the deposit of small potteries below the porch 
of the antechamber of subterranean gallery graves made from stone or timber in the Paris Basin, as well as in the rear cellar of the above-
ground gallery graves in Brittany.
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the development of the first stone funerary archi-
tectures on this part of the Atlantic façade in their 
whole diversity and at least from the mid-5th mil-
lennium BCE. Within each cemetery, these huge 
long trapeze-shaped monuments seemingly close 
a cycle; a little bit as if such an incorporation pro-
cess would be tentatively completed about the end 
of the 5th millennium BCE. 

Is it unimaginable that some had then felt the ne-
cessity to claim, loud and clear, one facet of their 
identity, already largely disintegrated or on the pro-
cess to be completely? Is it in order to affirm the su-
periority of prestigious ascendancy of their lineage 
that some had decided to construct, amongst other 
quite different projects which emerge at the same 
time, some monuments of which the plan, the lat-
eral quarries and perhaps their elevation draw in-
spiration from the much more ancient model of 
the Danubian house? The results of palaeogenetic 
research, conducted by M.-F. Deguilloux and M.-
H. Pemonge into three individuals recovered from 
chamber III of the tumulus of Péré, do not contra-
dict such an assumption; they equally do not sup-
port it totally as the results have to be considered 
with caution in such a context (Deguilloux et al. 
in press). The attribution of the haplotype of mater-

nal lineage N1a to one of the individuals deposit-
ed in this chamber, a haplotype which is before all 
known in Danubian context during the European 
Neolithic, is an additional disconcerting aspect in 
this sense. 

End of the 4th, beginning of the
3rd millennium BCE 

In counterbalancing the preceding analysis we 
think it would not be unnecessary to recall rapid-
ly what happens slightly less than one millennium 
later. During the last third of the 4th millennium 
BCE in different regions in Europe, deep chang-
es affect both the nature of funerary practices and 
the types of megalithic architectures. This is also 
the case in Western France. Between the Loire and 
the Gironde rivers, no more megalithic monuments 
seem to have been constructed after this date. This 
does not exclude the nearly systematic reuse of se-
pulchral spaces of previously constructed funer-
ary monuments, in particular within the passage 
graves. From the beginning of the 3rd millennium 
BCE, pottery deposits at the facade of these monu-
ments sometimes even become very abundant, per-
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Fig. 11. Cultural strains stemming from the same northern sphere which are found again in an isolated (architectural type of the megalith-
ic monuments, pottery decoration techniques etc.) but recurrent manner at the beginning of the 3rd millennium BCE at a number of find 
locations of the Atlantic façade in France.
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haps linked to the intensification of commemora-
tive rituals which have become more independent 
from the funerals; this is an assumption difficult 
to be verified given the high number of corpses, up 
to hundred, sometimes deposited within the same 
covered space which contained hardly more than 
ten during the Middle Neolithic. In Central West-
ern France, the corresponding pottery style is the 
Artenacien. Through the decoration themes as well 
as the quality of their finishing, these same potter-
ies had been confounded first with some of the re-
gional Middle Neolithic productions. This is per-
haps not sheer coincidence. One may effectively 
consider that the whole (reuse of sepulchral spac-
es and through that, re-appropriation of the corre-
sponding monuments; freely inspired copies of ob-
jects previously deposited which have not failed to 
be recovered; emergence of commemorative cere-
monials which prevail on individual funerals) may 
equally be linked, in another form, to the creation 
of new identities, notably by certain elites or by 
some immigrants who in that way express the need 
to anchor their local legitimacy (Laporte 2009). 
Here as well as on the shores of the Morbihan Gulf 
and of the Mor Braz bay in the Middle Neolithic, 
the permanence, during more than a half millen-
nium of distinct territories systematically corre-
sponding to regional facies of nonetheless succeed-
ing “cultural groups“ (Peu-Richardien followed by 
the Artenacien, continental and maritime), could 
be the most clearly perceptible expression of the 
transmission of distinct identities expressed by dif-
ferent communities, solidly anchored in their ter-
ritories.

On the other hand, new megalithic monuments 
are continuously constructed north of the Loire 
River during this entire period. These new architec-
tures, however, respect more restrictive standards 
than those common in the course of the preceding 
Middle Neolithic. On the Armorican Massif, these 
are “dolmens en allée couverte“, or gallery graves, 
with which we associate the monuments named 
“sépultures à entrée latérale“ by J. L’Helgouach 
which could be translated by the somehow para-
doxical term of “gallery graves with a lateral en-
trance“. The latter are indeed close to what is named 
passage graves in Northern Europe which are quite 
different from the “tombes à couloir“ of Atlan-

tic Europe (fig. 9). For Brittany, we have proposed 
to date the first rather to the last third of the 4th 
millennium BCE and the second rather to the first 
third of the following millennium (Laporte / Le 
Roux 2004). The very close links between the ar-
chitecture of the megalithic monument of Gâvres 
(Morbihan), with a long chamber served by a very 
long decentred passage and the one of building A 
of Pléchâtel, provided with a lateral aisle, decen-
tred in the same way, have already been published 
in English (Laporte / Tinevez 2004). The one is 
a stone construction, the other a timber construc-
tion, but contrary to what has been observed in the 
Middle Neolithic the latter now takes considera-
ble dimensions: building A of Pléchâtel measures 
about hundred meters in length. In this case, there 
is little doubt that the function of the first is funer-
ary whereas the domestic function, generally asso-
ciated with the second (Tinevez 2004), could be 
doubted (fig. 10). 

Since, the examples of correspondence of this na-
ture have continuously increased and sometimes 
from Brittany to the entire northern half of France 
(Laporte in press a). Other huge buildings are also 
known in the calcareous plains of Western France. 
The post arrangement within the building of An-
tran, in Poitou, supposes internal carrying lengths 
of about 10 m. Here, no more as at Douchapt or at 
Moulin-sur-Céphons, the merest trace of sepul-
chral deposits has been discovered. There is little 
doubt that these buildings were intended for the 
living. A specific function (residence of an elite, as-
sembling place, temple, etc.), distinct from domes-
tic dwelling function can still be debated. Ethno-
graphical account put forward in this sense by J.-Y. 
Tinevez (2004) appears nonetheless consistent. 
However, both the emblematic “house“ of the liv-
ing and the one dedicated to the deceased present 
a number of common identification aspects and 
some fundamental differences. Within the inter-
nal spaces the same arrangement of rooms and the 
same types of deposits can be found again (Laporte 
in press a). It remains to be defined to which extent 
the parts of identity implicitly assumed in such a 
statement can be approached through, or despite 
of, a certain diversity of the corresponding mega-
lithic architectures (fig 11).

D. Conclusions  

Through this debate on the notion of identity we 
have discussed the main stages corresponding to 
the emergence and subsequently to the different 
developments of megalithism in Western France. 
Very rarely have we been able to relate this notion 
of identity to a person or a deceased in particular. 
The most often, none of them really singularise ei-

ther by the accompanying objects or by its age or its 
gender. Through the type of functioning of the se-
pulchral spaces and based on at least one extreme-
ly detailed study of the whole cemetery, it is often 
more difficult as it first appears to associate with 
each type of megalithic construction a very pre-
cise part of identity which would emerge from the 
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merging of all the identities expressed in the funer-
ary objects. Other approaches, for example, tech-
nological ones, may become more important in this 
debate in the future. But finally, the most pertinent 
aspects of identity which we bear in mind, concern 
a much longer time interval.  

During two and a half millennia we thus ob-
serve the succession of several stages, several cy-
cles wherein different modalities in the creation of 
new identities seem to be perceivable through the 
megalithic constructions and their type of func-
tion, whether funerary or ceremonial  The one, 
during the second half of the 5th millennium BCE 
maintains an incorporation stage of multiple com-
binations which here was perhaps introduced, in-

directly through the meeting with the different 
components of the neolithization of this part of 
the Atlantic façade. The other emerges during the 
last third of the following millennium, renews the 
standards without neglecting the re-appropriation 
of certain values stemming from preceding tradi-
tions (fig. 12). 

As we cannot approach the nature of all these 
identities differently invested and differently ex-
pressed in the material remains which the neolithic 
societies have left behind, perhaps may we, at least, 
try to identify some greater tendencies within the 
dynamics they are animated by. A point of view, 
which some would perhaps consider to be slightly 
too much structuralist, maybe…
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Zusammenfassung

Nur zwei Jahrhunderte nach dem Erscheinen 
der ersten archäologisch sichtbaren Elemente, mit 
denen das früheste Neolithikum um 4900 BC in 
Westfrankreich definiert werden konnte – nämlich 
Siedlungen, Keramik, Silextechnologie, kurz ver-
schiedene Aspekte der materiellen Kultur, die be-
reits im Pariser Becken und im Loiretal etablierte 
Standards reproduzieren, sehen wir an den südli-
chen Küsten der Bretagne eine plötzliche und un-
erwartete Akkumulation von Konzepten innerhalb 
der dort lebenden Jäger-Sammler-Fischer-Gemein-
schaften. Die Entstehung einer extrem ungleichen 
politischen Organisation spiegelt sich in der Er-
richtung einzigartiger Bauten. Diese gigantischen 
Anlagen sind als Grabmonumente und Symbol-

Measuring distinction in the megalithic architecture
of the Carnac region: from sign to material

Serge Cassen, Pierre Pétrequin, Christine Boujot,
Salvador Domínguez-Bella, Mikaël Guiavarc’h and Guirec Querré

komplexe zu verstehen und beinhalten eine außer-
gewöhnliche Anhäufung von Artefakten seltenen 
und exotischen Materials. Die Welt der auf diesen 
ersten Architekturelementen eingravierten Dar-
stellungen zeichnet das Bild einer geteilten Gesell-
schaft.

Zwischen diesen Extremen – Zeichen und Mate-
rial – versucht der Artikel innerhalb des vielgestalti-
gen Phänomens, das wir ‚Megalithik’ nennen, eine 
Einschätzung der Distinktion zu gewinnen, die von 
einer Elite ausgedrückt wurde, und die sich nicht 
nur auf Ungleichheit innerhalb der Gesellschaft be-
zieht, sondern auch im Hinblick auf gleichzeitige, 
regional geschiedene Gruppen oder ihre Vorgänger 
in der südlichen Bretagne zu verstehen ist.

Résumé

A peine deux siècles après l’apparition (i. e. l’en-
registrement archéologique) des premiers éléments 
définissant la période néolithique dans l’ouest de la 
France (vers 4900 cal BC), à travers des plans de bâ-
timents domestiques, une production céramique, 
des techniques de taille du silex, etc., bref autant 
d’aspects de la culture matérielle reproduisant peu 
ou prou des normes établies en Bassin parisien et 
sur le cours moyen de La Loire, les rivages méri-
dionaux de la Bretagne laissent subitement trans-
paraître une accumulation de concepts inédits et 
inattendus agissant chez les derniers chasseurs-
cueilleurs. L’invention d’une organisation poli-
tique extrêmement inégalitaire se traduit par l’édi-
fication d’architectures uniques en Europe à cette 
époque; car, non seulement ces réalisations maté-

rielles gigantesques sont autant d’ensembles funé-
raires et de complexes symboliques contenant les 
plus extraordinaires accumulations de matériaux 
rares et lointains, mais, de plus, la représentation du 
monde qui transparaît dans les gravures inscrites 
sur ces premiers éléments d’architecture pérenne 
semblent autant de marques visibles d’une division 
du corps social. 

Entre ces extrêmes – du signe à la matière – l’ar-
ticle s’attachera à évaluer une certaine mesure de la 
distinction au sein de cette élite, distinction éga-
lement décelable entre ce phénomène régional et 
ce qui lui est contemporain, ou qui lui succèdera, 
à l’intérieur de cet ensemble protéiforme que l’on 
nomme mégalithisme.
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Abstract

Barely two centuries after the appearance of the 
first archaeologi cally-visible elements that served 
to define the earliest Neolithic in the west of France 
around 4900 BC – that is, domestic buildings, pot-
tery, a distinctive flint technology, and other aspects 
of material culture that reproduced the norms that 
had been established in the Paris Basin and on the 
middle Loire river – along the southern shores of 
Brittany there was a sudden and unexpected ‘accu-
mulation of concepts’ among the hunter-gatherer-
fisher communities who lived there. The emergence 
of an extremely inegalitarian political structure was 
expressed in terms of massive standing stones and 
colossal funerary mounds, architectural constructs 
that were unique in Europe at this time and which 
constituted the earliest permanent architecture in 

the region. These monuments were funerary and 
symbolic in nature, being associated with the most 
extraordinary accumulation of objects made from 
rare and exotic materials. Moreover, the represen-
tations of the world that appeared as engraved im-
ages on the standing stones constitute visible signs 
of a divided society.

By tacking between two extremes, from symbol 
to material within the protean phenomenon that 
we call megalithism, this contribution sets out to 
capture a sense of the distinction that was being ex-
pressed by this élite – a distinction that did not just 
define inequality in that society, but also differen-
tiated it from contemporary groups elsewhere and 
from its successors in southern Brittany. 

Defining and approaching the issue

Megaliths and identities. Two words which con-
jure up a blurred image and imprecise ideas… With 
megaliths, we are dealing with an architecture fea-
turing stones that have scarcely been modified 
from their natural shapes, whose formal, weighty 
equilibrium can be found in various places around 
the world and at various times; with ‘identities’, we 
are dealing with a hidden philosophical concept 
which posits otherness (‘alterity’) as one of the fun-
damental motors driving the human species. Be-
cause heaps of stone look similar in different parts 
of the world, a single word (dolmen) is used to de-
scribe them, gathering them together, forming and 
forcing on them a uniform identity wherever they 
are found; and because archaeology brings togeth-
er and compares human artefacts, we find no end 
to the efforts to research analogues and similarities 
in order to interpret human practice in a given area 
and at a certain time: we are creating a kind of iden-
tity card for a population that is dead and buried.

How, then, can we fulfil the request made by 
the organisers of this conference1, to describe and 
evoke the identity of Carnac and its Neolithic mon-
uments? By investigating its distinctiveness, or so 
it would seem to us. In doing so, this synthesis ac-
cords with the approach taken by the vast pro-
gramme of scientific investigation celebrated in 

this conference, Frühe Monumentalität und sozi-
ale Differenzierung, which unites the efforts of var-
ious institutions and universities in the north of 
Germany 2, including the host university, Kiel. This 
programme, which focuses on megaliths as a com-
mon denominator across the study area, also inves-
tigates relationships between different identities.

By ‘identity’, we wish to talk about the character 
of two or more identical beings, or else the character 
of that which creates or represents just a single re-
ality, irrespective of its various labels or aspects; we 
are also concerned with that which remains identi-
cal or equivalent over time. Arthur Schopenhau-
er (1818, 414) thought that when faced by its gener-
ator, the engendered, as a phenomenon, is different; 
but in itself, and through its idea, it is identical as 
far as the generator is concerned. This, he argued, is 
why successive generations of people can unite to-
gether into an entity that can be said to last forev-
er. Similarly, the identity of a single individual does 
not reside in the physical body, which is constant-
ly regenerating itself, nor in its form which chang-
es over the course of the years; it is only through 
the look in a person’s eye (le regard) that we can 
recognize that person, even after many years have 
passed. We can see this immutable element in our-
selves, which always remains the same without age-

1 The European Megalithic Studies Group conference took 
place on the 16th and 17th May 2010 at Kiel, at the invitation 
of the Priority Programm (SPP1400) of the Römisch-Ger-
manische Kommission (Frankfurt), the Graduate School 
and the Institute of Prehistoric Archaeology of the Chris-
tian-Albrechts University (Kiel). We thank Martin Furholt 
and Johannes Müller for their kind invitation and for their 

efficient organisation of this workshop. We would like to 
express our warm thanks to Alison Sheridan for her trans-
lation of this paper ; we are also very grateful to the curators 
of the museums of Vannes (M. F. Le Saux, C. Le Pennec), 
Carnac (E. Vigier) and Nantes (M. H. Santrot).

2 http://www.monument.ufg.uni-kiel.de/
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ing: that is precisely the nub of our being, which ex-
ists independently of time… 

We should therefore not engage with the subject 
of identity in a casual manner, using the term like a 
slogan which is of little import; it is a difficult con-
cept to grasp. Paul Ricœur discerned three causes 
for the fragility of identity (Ricœur 2000, 98):

–  the first relates to its problematic relationship 
with time ; what does it mean to stay the same as 
time progresses?;

–  the second is linked with the confrontation be-
tween self and another, regarded as being dan-
gerous. The other, because it is alien, comes to be 
perceived as a threat to one’s own identity, both 
individually (my identity) and as a group (our 
identity). We are familiar with those humilia-
tions, those real or imagined blows to one’s self-
esteem that come from a lack of tolerance by oth-
ers, which turns a welcome into a rejection;

–  the third reason is the violence that is com-
mon to the foundation of all societies. It is a 
fact that there is no historical community that 
has not been born out of a relationship of con-
f lict. Stored away in the archives of memory are 
all those real and symbolic wounds. This third 
cause arises from the second, Ricœur added.

At this point, we must consider the hypothe-
sis of ‘mimetic rivalry’ that is dear to René Girard, 
since this is what has allowed us to move beyond 
a simple consideration of the structural organisa-
tion of engravings on the large standing stones of 
the Carnac region, and to understand them as signs 
that were correlated with and opposed to each oth-
er according to rules that we are coming to under-

stand better (Cassen 2007). According to Girard’s 
hypothesis, in every society, the more that antag-
onists wish to differentiate themselves from each 
other, the more they make themselves identical to 
each other. Identity is forged from the hatred of be-
ing identical. This is the moment of paroxysm, dur-
ing which the enemy twins or brothers of mytholo-
gy, such as Romulus and Remus, are incarnated. It 
is this which the anthropologist calls ‘the opposi-
tion of doubles’ (Girard 1999, 42).

It is with this idea of differentiation that we need 
to approach the situation in the Carnac region, 
rather than with a vague idea of identity based on 
its large stones. On the shores of this little protect-
ed sea (Mor Bihan – ‘Little Sea’; fig. 1), under the 
impact of new norms introduced by agro-pasto-
ral incomers during the transition between the 6th 
and 5th millennia BC, the last hunter-fisher socie-
ties developed an exceptional funeral and symbolic 
monumentality. This phenomenon has been noted 
for long enough for it to become a classic in text-
books of prehistory, even though such sources tend 
to mix and superimpose its different (and chrono-
logically variable) aspects, which range from pas-
sage tombs to alignments of standing stones, and 
from cists under barrows to funerary stelae, not 
forgetting the deposits of precious objects found in 
the most unlikely places. Our objective will be to 
restrain the subject while exploring aspects of rari-
ty: in other words, to identify the three monuments 
that unquestionably stand apart from these oth-
er elements, seeking to demonstrate how they are 
differentiated from other monuments, both local-
ly and across Europe. We shall compare and con-
trast these three monuments, firstly by consider-
ing the definition of a monument, then we shall 

Fig. 1. left: Principal sites in the west of France with polished axeheads of jade, and location of early Neolithic sites mentioned in the text; 
right: Principal hoards and tombs in southern Armorica containing jade axeheads (after Cassen et al. i. pr.).
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examine the materials that were involved, not only 
in the construction of their mounds and internal 
structures, but also in the manufacture of the grave 
goods found inside them  – the deposits of weapons 
(axeheads) and of jewellery that accompanied the 
body / ies. To the consideration of  these ‘object-
signs’ and their distinctive raw materials we shall 
add our thoughts on several distinctive signs 

–  the throwing stick (crosse or crook) and the axe
–  which had been engraved on stones ranging in 

size from the gigantic to the minute (la minia-
ture).

By such investigations we can feel the power of 
the images which gives immediate rise to the im-
age of power. 

The tomb and its covering mound

The covering of a corpse by earth and sand, by 
stones or by antlers in order to create a “protec-
tive” environment, is an idea that is well anchored 
among the 6th millennium BC Mesolithic pop-
ulations of the Morbihan region. There are small 
mounds overlying graves in the Mesolithic ceme-
tery of Tévièc, for example (Péquart et al. 1937). 
This initial kind of mound-building is in fact inti-
mately linked with the verticalisation of objects at 
the time, as in the case of graves K and J in the oth-
er morbihannaise cemetery of the île de Hoëdic, 
where a standing stone, nearly 1 m high, had been 
erected at the head of the deceased (Péquart / Pé-
quart 1935). This concept, which had already ex-
isted among older populations of hunter-gatherers 
at Göbekli Tepe, a tell in Turkey with spectacu-
lar stelae (Schmidt 2008), has led us to consider 
the idea of thresholds, and of mediation between 
two states, as a way of understanding why people 
wrested blocks of stone from the ground and erect-
ed them in a particular location (Cassen / Vaque-
ro 2003 a; Cassen 2009 a). This physical emer-
gence from the ground constitutes the beginnings 
of monumentality.

By ‘monument’, we mean an architectural con-
struction or a sculpture, built to transmit to poster-
ity the memory of a person or of an event. In French, 
the term can also (by analogy) refer to something 
from the past – an object which attests to the for-
mer the existence, the reality, of something and 
which served as a witness: it could be a language, a 
medal or a painting, for example (Michelet 1831). 
With this definition we are close to the etymology 
of the word, where the Latin monumentum comes 
from the verb monere, meaning ‘to make some-
body think or remember’; a monumentum is ‘eve-
rything that brings to mind a remembrance, spe-
cifically that of a dead person: a commemorative 
monument, funerary monument, tomb; written 
memorial; a mark or sign of recognition’ (Le Trésor 
de la Langue Française Informatisé). However, as 
we know, ‘monument’ in archaeological literature 
is mostly used just to denote every structure that is 
imposing by virtue of its size and remarkable in its 
historical or aesthetic interest, or by its religious or 
symbolic value. Finally, we propose that the funer-
ary monumentality with which we are concerned is 

therefore one way of creating distinctiveness: it is 
an ostentation, created by exaggeration. It is the po-
lar opposite of extreme sparsity which in itself is an-
other form of ostentation. Let us recall that the two 
‘richest’ tombs at Hoëdic, in terms of the wealth of 
their grave goods (Péquart / Péquart 1954) are 
those which are also signalled by the two standing 
stones.

We shall start by considering the nature of the ma-
terial used to construct the three largest mounds in 
the Carnac region, three monuments which more-
over contain the largest number of polished axe-
heads of jade, thereby lending them an ‘intrinsic’ 
as well as an ‘extrinsic’ form of distinction. These 
are the monuments of Mané er Hroëck (Locmar-
iaquer), Tumiac (Arzon) and Saint-Michel (Car-
nac). We shall consider below the volume of their 
mounds and the internal surface of their cham-
bers, before comparing the respective orientations 
of their entrances. We shall then end that section 
by considering the intentionality behind this archi-
tecture.

Materials

Tumulus
In 1825, Mahé employed the term ‘ashes’ (‘cen-

dres’) to describe the fine grey pulverised sedi-
ments that excavators had found stratified in be-
tween layers of stones in the tumuli of the Morbihan 
region (Mahé 1825). Subsequent chemical analyses 
of the sediment excavated in the great tumulus of 
Mané Lud (Galles / Mauricet 1864) permitted 
the assertion that this material originated in ma-
rine marshland, and the same conclusion was ar-
rived at in the case of the smaller barrows along the 
same coast (Quilgars 1899). Although these early 
results tended to be ignored by later investigators, 
they were nevertheless confirmed during the more 
recent excavations in this part of the Morbihan, at 
Er Grah and Lannec er Gadouer (Boujot / Cas-
sen 2000 a), where their marine origin is attested 
by the presence of diatoms and of spicules of sea ur-
chin (see A. Gebhart’s micromorphological report 
in Le Roux et al. 2006). 

This hydromorphic sediment, which turns 
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mortar-like when it dries, had also been used to 
buttress and consolidate the edge of the sock-
et-hole for the Grand Menhir at Locmariaquer 
(L’Helgouac’h / Cassen 2009; Cassen 2009 b). 
The relatively distant source of these marine silts 
contrasts with the previously-held assumption that 
these monuments had been constructed using ma-
terials taken from the immediate vicinity, and it 
underlines the fact that the construction of these 
monuments was an act of ostentatious conspicuous 
consumption, involving the transportation of thou-
sands of cubic metres of material over several kilo-
meters (between 3 and 5 km). Filling a basket with 
sediment involved greater effort than filling it with 
the same volume of stones.

There is, however, a marked difference between 
the three monuments considered here: while Tumi-
ac and the Tumulus Saint-Michel contained many 
thousands of cubic metres of these fine clays, the 
Mané er Hroëck mound consists exclusively of lo-
cal gravel rubble, piled up over the funerary cham-
ber.

 

Cist
Other differences can be recognised between 

these monuments, in terms of the materials used to 
construct the internal funerary structure.

 The sub-surface chamber at Mané er Hroëck was 
constructed using three distinct stone types: 

 – two capstones are of orthogneiss brought from 
linear outcrops 10 km away to the east of Loc-
mariaquer (Audren 1984; Querré et al. 
2006); the journey would have involved cross-
ing the estuary of the rivers Vannes and Auray, 
which has one of the strongest tidal currents in 
Europe (Bonniol/Cassen 2009);

 – several of the flat walling slabs were, percipi-
ently, recognized by the excavators (Lefèvre/
Galles 1863) as having come from the shore, 
since they have characteristic weathering fea-
tures that are still clearly visible; 

 – finally, the remaining slabs had come from lo-
cal granite outcrops in the “vicinity” of the 
monument. 

 The Tumiac chamber was constructed from two 
distinct rock types:

 – three orthostats are of local mica-schist;
 – whereas the capstone is a single, exceptional-

ly large slab of white quartz (Galles 1878; Le 
Rouzic 1935), which it would be impossible to 
find today on the surface of the Rhuys peninsu-
la.

 The central chamber of the Tumulus Saint-
Michel consists exclusively of slabs of local gran-
ite (Le Rouzic 1932).

The volume and geometry of the tumuli

The extraordinary volume of the three ‘giant’ 
tumuli may have been over-estimated during the 
nineteenth century; a recent recalculation (Cas-
sen et al. i. pr.) has produced a more reasonable es-
timate. Nonetheless, the figures are impressive:  

 the oval mound of Mané er Hroëck has the small-
est volume, at 14.600 m3; 

 next comes the hemispherical mound of Tumiac, 
at 15.900 m3; 

 but the long, truncated-pyramid mound of Saint-
Michel is twice the volume of this, at 34.900 m3.

The area occupied by the tombs

An inverse progression between these tombs is 
revealed when their ground surface extent is calcu-
lated:

 Mané er Hroëck is the most extensive, at 12 m2;
 it is followed by Tumiac, at 9.3 m2;
 and Saint-Michel is the smallest, at 4.8 m2.

Other tombs of this type – that is, with closed fu-
nerary chambers – may be of comparable extent to 
these, as in the case of Mané Hui at Carnac. Howev-
er, neither the volume of the mound, nor the wealth 
of the grave goods within these monuments, is com-
parable with that of the three large mounds. Most 
of these chambers (coffres) are around the size of 
a corpse. 

The orientations of the temporary
access points in the tombs

The three tombs considered here all have gaps in 
their slab walling that are large enough to introduce 
a corpse and its accompanying grave goods dur-
ing a funeral. The funeral could have taken place 
long after the person had died – long enough to al-
low the construction of the monument. Alterna-
tively, the monument could have been built dur-
ing the lifetime of the high-status individual, as had 
been the case with Chinese and Mayan rulers (Ruz 
Lhuillier 1973).

 Mané er Hroëck has the most northerly opening 
(52°) of all of the known cists (at least those which 
have this architectural configuration, featuring a 
temporary opening);

 Next comes Saint-Michel, whose opening is ori-
entated to 70°;

 That of Tumiac is not far off, with an orientation 
of 80°,although this has a margin of error due to 
the poor state of the tomb, which prevents meas-
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urement of the opening’s orientation. Further-
more, the ancient recording of magnetic north 
(1853) necessitates a correction of several de-
grees, in order to compare the orientation with 
true north (for further details on this procedure, 
see Cassen/Vaquero Lastres 2003 b, 78).

These orientations have been confirmed in the 
Morbihan by the recent excavations of the monu-
ments of Lannec er Gadouer (Boujot /Cassen 
2000 a) and Er Grah (Le Roux et al. 2006); the for-
mer’s opening is orientated to 70°, like that of Saint 
Michel, while Er Grah is the most different from 
that of Mané er Hroëck, with an orientation of 96° 
(fig. 2).

In comparison with the classic passage tombs 
of the south Armorican coast, for which many as-
tronomical calculations have been undertaken to 
check for solstitial or equinoctial alignments, there 
seems to be a distinct contrast with the orientation 
of barrows and of tumuli with cists; this is, to the 
author’s knowledge, the first time that this obser-
vation has been recorded. In effect, all of the mon-
uments that have a chamber and a permanent ac-
cess structure, which are dated between 4300 and 
3500 BC, have an entrance orientation lying in the 
approximate quadrant between 106° (in the case of 
Ile Longue, for example, at the confluence between 
the Vannes and Auray rivers) and 205° (Mané Bras, 
Erdeven). The extreme orientation of Mané Bras 
may relate to its elevated position, overlooking and 
dominating a lowland zone; the cairn is clearly ori-
entated towards this low ground, and was built on a 
slope rather than on the summit of the high ground. 
Elsewhere, in discussing the orientation of the pas-
sage tombs in Finistère, in the north of Brittany, J. 
L’Helgouac’h noted that while that of all the pas-
sages in the Barnenez cairn falls within the range 
138° and 163°, that is the same range as seen in the 
famous Morbihan passage tombs such as Gavrinis 

and Table des Marchands (fig. 2), the orientation of 
the four passages in cairn III of the monument of île 
Guennoc contrasts with this, at 50°, and has clear-
ly been constrained by the local topography and 
by the north-east/south-west alignment of other 
cairns on the plateau of that island (L’Helgouac’h 
1965, 79). These exceptional orientations, dictated 
by the relief and the local environment, are similar-
ly echoed in the area around the marsh of Brière, 
and also around the Bay of  Bourgneuf, on whose 
shores there is a cluster of passage tombs. Several 
of these tombs had been constructed on slopes – 
and not on summits of hills – allowing them to be 
seen from the coastal plain (L’Helgouac’h 1986; 
see also a similar finding in the Lorient region, ob-
tained through a more complicated process of GIS 
mapping in López-Romero 2008).

If the reasons behind the orientation of the open-
ings in the Carnac tombs and of the Armorican pas-
sage tombs still remain unclear in many cases, we 
still need to re-emphasise that there is no similarity 
between these two types of monument. 

 

The intentionality of construction

Finally, we need to explore the special role attri-
buted to these tombs in terms of the number of in-
dividuals buried within them. However, the acidity 
of the soil in Brittany is generally not favourable to 
the preservation of bones, with several notable ex-
ceptions including the aforementioned Mesolithic 
tombs of Tévièc and Hoëdic, where the marine sand 
neutralizes the acid PH of the soil in this metamor-
phic terrain. In the case of the Carnac tumuli,the 
accumulation of hydromorphic sediments, which 
are dense and impermeable when dry, has fortu-
nately contributed to the preservation of bones in 
several monuments. 

At Tumiac, the human remains discovered dur-
ing the excavations were studied by the  doyen of 
the Faculty of Sciences at Rennes University at the 
request of G. de Closmadeuc, who himself was a 
surgeon (Closmadeuc 1863, 22; Malaguti 1863, 
44). The analyses confirmed that the bones be-
longed to an adult.

At Saint-Michel, the first excavators discovered 
charcoal mixed with bones, the latter comprising 
long bones, hand phalanges and fragments of skull. 
These bones, which were burnt, were also analysed 
by G. de Closmadeuc and M. Malaguti, and found 
to be diagnostic of an adult.   

By contrast, at Mané er Hroëck, where the pro-
tective layer of sediment was not present and where 
there was only a single patch of rubble above the 
chamber, no bones were found. 

It would therefore appear that two of the three 
largest tumuli had been constructed to contain sin-
gle individuals. This is not always the case with the 
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Fig. 2. Comparison between the recorded orientation of the 
sub-mound cists and the passage tombs in the Morbihan (after 
L’Helgouac’h 1965, with additions).
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smaller contemporary monuments in the region: 
the central tomb of Mané Lud at Locmariaquer, 
which consists of a closed cist without any tempo-
rary access or break in its stone surround (the lat-
ter being covered with protective hydromorphic 
sediments) contained two bodies that had been 
placed in a crouched position on their side; one had 
been burnt (Galles / Mauricet 1864, 15). De-
spite the imposing volume and location of this tu-
mulus, built on the highest point of the Locmari-
aquer peninsula, its associated grave goods cannot 
be compared with those found in the monuments 
described above: just a single polished axehead of 
fibrolite was found. That axehead does, however, 
show all the usual signs (i. e. shape, quality of pol-
ish, nature of the rock) of the similar axeheads that 
had been found in these ancient funerary contexts. 
Elsewhere on the Morbihan coast, where the condi-
tions for bone preservation have not been good, one 
can only speculate that the narrow cists, which are 
either around the size of a body in some cases (Le 
Manio 2) or smaller, in other cases (1 x 1 m at Bove-
lann 1), had been designed to hold the remains of 
a single individual. Clearly this argument need not 
always hold good, especially since these funerary 
structures could have been accessible from above 
in the case of certain low earthen mounds (Bou-
jot / Cassen 2000 b). 

The passage tombs from the same region offer 
a completely different impression of the number 
of individuals interred in them. When the preser-
vation conditions permit, the numbers approach 
those estimated for the chamber tombs in the large 
bordering regions of Poitou-Charentes and Nor-
mandy. The cairn of Port Blanc at Saint-Pierre-
Quiberon, which contains two passage tombs built 
side by side, produced a minimum of 40 individu-
als in the largest chamber, and a dozen in the oth-
er chamber (Gaillard 1884). The evidence from 
the grave goods and the radiocarbon dates are in 
accord, placing this monument, unsurprising-
ly, during the first third of the 4th millennium BC 
(Schulting 2005).

Tomb and mound: interim conclusion 
From the 1960s, the use of the term ‘giant tumu-

lus’, which had hitherto been limited to the few ex-
traordinary sites in the Carnac region that have 

been discussed above, was extended by Claude 
Burnez (1967) to apply to every mound of earth 
and stone that does not contain a passage tomb. 
This semantic extension was essentially concerned 
with describing the Neolithic monuments of Poi-
tou-Charentes, encompassing those that had pre-
viously – and wrongly, in his opinion – been de-
scribed as ‘long barrows’. However, excavation 
of the largest of these ‘long barrows’ led to a cer-
tain confusion, especially since some of these ‘gi-
ant’ barrows listed in the inventory were found to 
contain passage tombs (Joussaume 1981). More-
over, for Joussaume, ‘long barrows’ could contain 
closed chambers (‘coffres’) as well as passage tombs 
(Joussaume 2003). The most recent synthesis on 
this subject has continued to use the term ‘giant tu-
mulus’ to describe both the passage tomb cairns 
at Bougon and Prissé-la-Charrière in Poitou and 
the giant mounds covering closed chambers in the 
Morbihan (Mohen 2009, 97). If the observed dis-
proportion between the mound and the volume of 
the central chamber sets the Morbihan monuments 
apart from the other barrows and cairns in the re-
gion, nevertheless they share their remarkable ex-
ternal appearance with numerous cairns covering 
passage tombs, from Nomandy to the Charente. 
The adjective ‘giant’ is therefore not the most ap-
propriate way of distinguishing the different kinds 
of monument. We conclude that the term ‘Carnac-
type tumulus (or mound)’ remains the best way of 
definitively describing the massive mounds that 
cover a closed tomb, with no means of access once 
the mound has been constructed (with the mound 
comprising stones and various kinds of sediment, 
including – uniquely – the use of marine slabs and 
sediment, both in the case of round mounds (Mané 
er Hroëck, Tumiac) and long mounds (Saint-
Michel).

It should be added that it is not only the presence 
of closed chambers and the huge size of the cover-
ing mound that makes the ‘Carnac-type’ mounds 
distinctive: the grave goods are equally remarka-
ble. In terms of the number and quality of the pre-
cious objects that comprise these assemblages, they 
are scarcely comparable with what is found in oth-
er contemporary or slightly later Neolithic tombs, 
whatever the size of the surrounding mound.

Let us see, therefore, how these objects serve to 
set the carnacean mounds apart.

Grave goods, objects of accompaniment

Three types of stone – Alpine jade, fibrolite and 
Iberian variscite – embody two families of object 
that superficially seem very different from each 
other, namely weapons and jewellery.

 By ‘jewellery’ we are referring here to bracelets, 

beads and pendants, ornaments which would 
have been used to dress and to adorn a person.

 By ‘weapons’, we are dealing with the axehead, a 
new kind of object which, as soon as it was adopt-
ed, was made even more special by the choice of 
raw material. This was a weapon that could have 
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been displayed, or used to adorn someone or 
something, bearing in mind that several of these 
axeheads have a suspension hole at their butt; in 
this respect, the axeheads can also be conceptu-
alised as a form of jewellery.  

Axeheads of Alpine jade

The polished axehead, an emblem of the Neolith-
ic in western Europe, is also a key distinguishing 
characteristic of the Carnac chambers (fig. 1). 

 At the centre of the chamber at Mané er Hroëck, 
resting on paving, there had been placed a ring of 
‘jade’ (very probably jadeitite), and on top of this 
ring there was a polished axehead with a medial 
ridge that is perfectly straight. Nearby, and on the 
same axis of alignment as this, was set a second 
jade axehead, similarly polished, and with a per-
forated butt. Underneath the paving were found 
101 axeheads of fibrolite and 11 of jade. These 
‘jades’ can be divided into jadeitite and eclogite, 
with one possible example of serpentine.

 In the cist at Tumiac, at its southern end and ly-
ing beside the wall, were found 15 fibrolite axe-
heads, separated from another group of 15 jade 
axeheads, most having been broken into two or 
three fragments (fig. 3). The latter are of jadeitite 
and eclogite, with one of nephrite.

 The chamber at Saint-Michel, like that at Mané er 
Hroëck, consisted of two levels separated by pav-
ing. Above the paving were found 11 jade axeheads, 
of which one had been broken into three pieces 
and the pieces places at either end of the chamber 
– proof that the axehead had been broken and laid 
out deliberately. Grouped with this set of axeheads 
were two other large axeheads, both broken, and 
26 thin axeheads of fibrolite or sillimanite (fig. 4). 
The ‘jades’ are of jadeitite and eclogite. 

This information about the exact nature of the 
raw material is the fruit of a long history of re-
search which began during the 19th century, spe-
cifically in the Morbihan where the main concen-
trations of such axheads were to be found (fig. 5). 
Having been consulted after the 1863 excavations 
at the great tumuli of Mané er Hroëck and Saint-
Michel, A. Damour idenitfied a new mineral which 
he called ‘jadeite’, a rock type that was exotic to 
Brittany (Damour 1864; 1865). An initial claim 
that the jadeite was of Asian origin was eventually 
quashed and Damour was able to point to the Ital-
ian Alps as a possible source area, not only for these 
axeheads but also for those found at Tumiac (Da-
mour/Fisher 1878; Damour 1881). However, this 
major scientific advance was not without its critics, 
and Damour was attacked in several publications 
by M. L. F.-M. de Limur (1881; 1883; 1893), who ar-

gued for a local source, notably at the pyroxenite 
outcrops at Roguédas, near Vannes. In 1888, after 
undertaking various mineralogical and chemical 
analyses, C. Barrois declared that Damour was cor-
rect. Nevertheless, doubts as to this distant origin 
of the ‘jades’ persisted to the end of the 20th centu-
ry in the literature on this subject.

After P. R. Giot’s initial typological ordering of 
stone axeheads into ‘Breton’ and ‘Rhenish’ types 
(Giot 1965) – a study that was directly influenced 
by the initial petrographic analyses undertaken in 
Britain, it was not until the 1990s that attention was 
paid to the relationship between the ‘jadeite’ pol-
ished axeheads and the Carnac chambers, and to the 
structural and chronological relationship between 
these chambers and passage tombs (Boujot / Cas-
sen 1992). Similarly, it was not until the 1990s that 
it was possible to produce a map showing the distri-
bution of large axeheads of Alpine rock from Catal-
onia in the south to Scotland in the north, and from 
Brittany to Germany (Bailloud et al. 1995). This 
map was rapidly augmented and given structure at 
a pan-European scale by P. Pétrequin (Pétrequin 
et al. 1997), who introduced a powerful ethno-ar-
chaeological model deriving from his work in New 
Guinea (Pétrequin / Pétrequin 1993). At the 
same time C. Audren – who is responsible for pro-
ducing the geological map of the Morbihan – ex-
amined a petrological thin section taken from one 
of the Tumiac ‘jade’ axeheads (no. 841) and con-
cluded that it was impossible for this massive jade-
itite to have come from the Armorican massif. Nei-
ther the phantom outcrop of Roguédas, nor the île 
de Groix (where millimetre-sized deposits of jadei-
tites with garnet and glaucophane are known: Co-
gné 1954; 1960; Audren 1987; Audren et al. 2009) 
could provide a match for this rock. The discovery, 
in 2003, of Neolithic quarries in the Alps at high-
altitude (between 1800 and 2400 metres above sea 
level) by A. M. et P. Pétrequin, around Mont Viso, 
was the crowning achievement in the long and dif-
ficult search for the origin of the ‘jade’. The Pétre-
quins’ introduction of methods and protocols tai-
lored to the task of sourcing the raw material for 
axeheads (featuring the use of the non-destructive 
technique of spectroradiometry by M. Errera) has 
led to a step-change in the practical and concep-
tual approach to this task (Errera 2004; Pétre-
quin et al. 2006). Furthermore, their work has led 
to the development of a Europe-wide typology of 
Alpine axeheads (Pétrequin et al. 2008), which 
will shortly be published (in the Proceedings of the 
international conference, JADE, Besançon 2009). 
The results for the three Carnac-type mounds are 
as follows :

–  the tomb of Mané er Hroëck (Locmariaquer) 
contains the greatest variety, comprising perfo-
rated and unperforated Tumiac type axeheads 
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and those of Rarogne, Pauilhac, Puymirol, 
Bégude and Bernon type, plus examples resem-
bling Greenlaw and Chelles type axeheads; 

–  at Tumiac there are perforated and unperfo-
rated Tumiac type axeheads and those of Ber-
non type (including Bernon, made by repolish-
ing a Bégude-type axehead), and of St-Michel, 
Bégude, Chelles and Rarogne type;

–  at Saint-Michel there is a narrower range of types, 
comprising St-Michel, St-Michel-like, perforat-
ed and unperforated Tumiac and Chelles-type 
axeheads.

Fibrolite axeheads

We have already listed above the fibrolite ax-
eheads found in the three large chambers of the 
Carnac-type mounds (figs. 3 and 4). Let us brief-
ly review the history of the characterisation of this 
material.

At the same time that jadeite and ‘callais’ were 
being identified and named, A. Damour (1864) 
was analysing and identifying the fibrolite exam-
ples of axeheads found in the chamber at Mané er 
Hroëck, and he generalised his attribution to cov-
er all the examples in the Carnac-type mounds. 
Damour considered these axeheads to have orig-
inated in the fibrolite outcrops of the Haute-Loire 
in the Massif Central. This claim for a distant 
source did not win over the archaeologists, how-
ever, who preferred L. Marsille’s (1924) claim 
for a local source, based on the fact that fibrolite 
nodules can be found in the gneiss of Port Nav-
alo point in Arzon, Morbihan – the commune in 
which the Tumiac mound had been constructed. 
The discovery of a small workshop for making ax-
eheads and chisels of fibrolite on the island of Er 
Lannic, in this same restricted geographical area 
(Le Rouzic 1930), lent support to the prevail-
ing opinion in favour of a local origin. This view 
continued to be expressed with the new excava-
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tions and studies undertaken in Brittany during 
the mid- and late-20th century (Cogné /Giot 
1952; Giot et al. 1979). The discovery of roughouts 
at Plouguin (Finistère: Le Roux 1973; Pailler 
2007) proved that Armorican fibrolite had indeed 
been extracted and worked, and the mapping of 
the distribution of fibrolite axeheads in compari-
son with bedrock geology has confirmed that Port 
Navalo had indeed been one of the centres of pro-
duction (Le Roux 1990). Our own findings with 
regard to the polished axeheads from the Lannec 
er Gadouer mound and the Er Grah grave were in 
accord with this, although we have also remarked 
upon the very high quality of some of the fibrolite 
objects from funerary contexts in western France 
(Boujot / Cassen 2000 a).

That said, a question still remained: why, among 
so many precious objects of exotic origin (Alpine 
jadeitite, Iberian variscite) that had been deposited 
in the Carnac chambers, were the tomb users con-
tent to gather up and work cobbles from around the 

base of the cairn, to join such prestigious assem-
blages of axeheads?

Having visited the collections in several mu-
seums in the north of Spain (Arias / Cassen 
2000), as part of the research linked to P. Pétre-
quin’s project on large axeheads of Alpine rock, 
our attention was drawn to important series of 
polished fibrolite axeheads, among which several 
seemed to correspond exactly, in colour and tex-
ture and sometimes also in form, to the axeheads 
found in the Carnac chambers (Cassen 2000 c). 
The completion of the task of inventorising such 
axeheads in the Iberian peninsula had to await the 
intervention of R. Fábregas as part of his research 
for programme JADE (Fábregas et al. i. pr.), but 
in the meantime an intermediate piece of research 
was undertaken, in connection with a broader 
study on ‘megalithic art’. We investigated a num-
ber of long Iberian axeheads, some with perforat-
ed butts and some made from fibrolite, by virtue 
of the fact that:
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–  they bear some formal resemblance to some of 
the Morbihan axeheads;

–  they show selectivity in the choice of raw materi-
al (and in particular in the use of fibrolite);

–  they are distributed along the north and north-
west coast of Iberia.

It was hoped that this correspondence with Mor-
bihan axeheads would confirm another analogy 
that had been suggested between Brittany in Gali-
cia, namely the fact that representations of sperm 
whales are to be found engraved on standing stones 
in both regions (Cassen / Vaquero Lastres 
2000).

At the same time, a visit to the Morbihan fibro-
lite outcrops in the company of C. Audren (CNRS) 
made it decreasingly credible that any of the fibro-
lite axeheads found in the Carnac chambers could 
have been made using either the cobbles of Port Na-
valo (which derive from vein rock) or the altered 
nodules (again from vein rock) from the western 
slope of Ebert point. No usable flat block of tough fi-
brous fibrolite can be extracted from these gneissic 
deposits which are more or less migmatised (nota-
bly in the case of morbihanite, the local metatexite 
with sillimanite). Similarly, the sillimanite that is 
found in the micaschists and gneisses in these cliffs 
does not appear to have been exploitable in prehis-
tory. The question of the source of the fibrolite ax-
eheads in the Carnac tombs was finally addressed, 
on the best possible scientific basis, through the re-
search undertaken by M. Guiavarc’h (université de 
Nantes). Raw material samples from the Morbihan, 
along with those from Plouguin and Le Conquet 
in Finistère, were analysed in order to character-
ise the fibrolite, to distinguish its variant forms and 
the geological contexts of its formation, and to de-
termine definitively the provenance of the archaeo-
logical objects (Guiavarc’h 2009). 

Several analytical methods were employed, in-
cluding Scanning Electron Microscopy, reflection 
infrared spectroscopy and Raman spectrometry. 
Across the range of raw material samples analysed, 
from all the source areas, several petrographic 
groups could be defined on the basis of their texture 
when viewed in thin section, on the characteristics 
of the sillimanite, and on the presence or absence of 
other minerals. Two groups are composed of 80 % 
sillimanite; this level of sillimanite allows the rock 
in question to be called ‘fibrolitite’.

Meanwhile, in Spain, analyses carried out by S. 
Domínguez Bella revealed that there is a high pro-
portion of sillimanite axeheads among the collec-
tions in the north of the Iberian peninsula, in the 
areas not far from the known sources in the moun-
tain chain of Guadarrama, to the north of Madrid 
(Domínguez Bella et al. 2004). By contrast, in 
Andalusia, as in the south of Portugal, over 500 kil-
ometres from these outcrops and veins, fibrolite is 

not used for workaday axeheads; instead, fibrolite 
axeheads are found in hoards and funerary contexts, 
and are distinguished by their large size and high 
degree of polish. These findings led us to undertake 
a campaign of analysis based in the University of 
Cadiz, using X-ray diffraction, X-ray fluorescence 
and wavelength dispersive X-ray spectrometry, to 
investigate a set of similar-looking axeheads from 
a variety of archaeological findspots (namely the 
barrow of Lannec er Gadouer, the occupation level 
under the cairn of la Table des Marchands, the ear-
ly  Neolithic house at Haut Mée, etc.), which had al-
ready been examined by M. Guiavarc’h. The results 
of this work are currently being evaluated and pre-
pared for publication.

It is evident, then, that the archaeological ques-
tioning of the evidence has altered the perspec-
tive, and the directions of research, of historians 
and geologists. The revised chronology also allows 
us to modify certain received ideas, and to detect a 
clear pattern in fibrolite use. We can thus contrast 
the Early Neolithic (4900 – 4800 BC) use of fibro-
lite (as seen in contexts ranging from the Epicardi-
al tombs in the upper Ebro valley in Spain (García 
Gazólaz 1998) to Villeneuve-Saint-Germain con-
texts in Ille-et-Vilaine and in Calvados, in the west 
of France (Cassen et al. 1998), with its mid-fifth 
millennium BC use, when fibrolite axeheads were 
accumulated, along with those of Alpine jade, in the 
Carnac-type mounds. Future research will show 
whether the hypothesis that the latter are of Iberian 
fibrolite is indeed valid. In any case, it is clear that 
we are dealing with a type of stone that requires to 
be sawn, rather than flaked (Pailler 2009), just 
like the toughest Alpine rocks; and, again like the 
Alpine jadeitite, it will have been necessary to trav-
el to a ‘mother-rock’ (perhaps in the high moun-
tains?) in order to produce the largest plaques for 
making the thinnest fibrolite axeheads in the Mor-
bihan.

Variscite jewellery

The variscite jewellery found in the three Car-
nac-type mounds is as follows:

–  in the chamber at Mané er Hroëck, on the pav-
ing and just inside the entrance, a large pendant 
was found; two other very large pendants were 
found at the centre of the chamber, close to the 
blade of the large polished axehead with its me-
dial ridge (fig. 3); and further in, following the 
diagonal line formed by the axehead, there was 
found a fourth pendant; under the paving there 
were five pendants and 44 beads.

–  at the north-west corner of the chamber at Tumi-
ac were found 107 beads and 10 pendants; at the 
south-west corner, 32 beads and two pendants; 
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and in the centre, a group of 98 ‘small’ beads (fig. 
3) ;

–  the chamber at Saint-Michel contained on its 
paving nine pendants and 101 beads (fig. 4).

In terms of the amount of material used in the 
single and biggest object (the pendant) – a miner-
alogical peculiarity which  contributes to the ob-
ject’s distinctiveness – the assemblage from Mané 
er Hroëck stands out (476,51 g for 9 objects); no 
other assemblage from an archaeological context in 
Europe comes close to it. In contrast, that found at 
Saint-Michel contains the least amount of variscite, 
by weight (84,21 g for 9 objects also), of the three 
Carnac-type mounds, after Tumiac (142,17 g for 11 
pendants). 

The history of research into variscite deserves to 
be outlined briefly. Once again, it was a find from 
one of the carnacean tumulus (a bead from Mané 
er Hroëck) which allowed A. Damour, in 1864, to 
identify a soft green mineral which he named ‘cal-
laïs’ by reference to the famous material that had 
been mentioned by Pliny the Elder. It seemed to 
Damour that its most likely origin was Saxony. 
Thirty years later, A. Lacroix corrected the no-
menclature (as the stone is a hydrated phosphate 
of aluminium) and determined that variscite was 
the principal material used for these ornaments 
from the Carnac-type mounds, sacrificing several 
beads from Mané er Hroëck for his analyses (La-
croix 1893). Even though an Iberian source had 
been proposed from the 1960s for the variscite 
beads found in the Neolithic tombs in Catalo-
nia (Muñoz Amilibia 1965), the geological ori-
gin of the variscite jewellery found in the Morbi-
han remained a mystery. Most archaeologists were 
content to give only limited credence to the idea 
(which had actually been based on several pieces 
of confirmatory evidence) that the source areas lay 
far away in a distant land. Furthermore, the discov-
ery of variscite in the phtanites of Pannecé, near 
Nantes (Loire-Atlantique), added to the idea that 
the stone had been obtained in the region. This re-
newed the syndrome, already seen in claims for a 
Breton source for the axeheads of jade and eclogite 
(citing the layer of eclogite at Champtoceaux with 
regard to the latter), whereby it was believed that 
the most economical solution must be the most 
plausible. ‘Once again, the mirage of great prehis-
toric trade routes becomes dimmed.’ (Forestier 
et al. 1973, 178).

Despite this continuing belief in a local source, 
the chronological context for the variscite jewel-
lery was improved though the work of R. Ten Car-
ne who recognised – apparently for the first time – 
a new type of variscite pendant, of teardrop shape, 
in a definite Epicardial context (Ten Carne 1977). 
The antiquity of the use of variscite for this spe-
cific type of jewellery was confirmed at one of the 

variscite exploitation sites in north-east Iberia, at 
Barranco de la Mina Vallfera, where a variscite pen-
dant was found in a semi-subterranean cist, along 
with early Neolithic microliths (Royo Guillén 
1984). The resemblance between the shape of that 
particular pendant and red deer canines (specifi-
cally a supernumary atrophied canine, ‘crache de 
cerf ’) seems to us to be too great to be accidental. 
We have elsewhere commented on the probable im-
itations of these red deer canines from 5th millenni-
um BC contexts and have constructed a European 
table of correspondence, including examples from 
the Morbihan (Cassen 2000 c). These possible imi-
tations include, on the one hand, those in limestone 
from Germany (e. g. in grave Hinkelstein 63 in the 
cemetery of Trebur at Geran, Hesse: Spatz 1997) 
and, on the other, those of shell found in Spain, 
where Epicardial graves at the settlement of Pater-
nanbidea (Navarra) contain necklaces of such pen-
dants along with a variscite pendant and a polished 
quadrangular-sectioned axehead of sillimanite (the 
latter material being visually closely comparable 
with the sillimanite seen in the large Carnac-type 
mounds (García Gazólaz 1998). The fact that 
imitation of red deer canines is also found in Cerny 
contexts is also relevant (Herbaut / Querré 
2004, 514).

Thus, the antiquity of the exploitation of variscite 
in the Iberian peninsula is not in doubt (for the ear-
ly Neolithic of Portugal, see Real 1992). We seem 
to be seeing here a degree of “rivalry” in the ex-
ploitation of sources across the northern part of 
the peninsula, relating to the two major quar-
ries at Can Tintorer (Barcelona) and at Palazuelo 
de las Cuevas (north-east of Zamora, in the foot-
hills of the Cantabrian mountain chain, in south-
east Galicia: Villalba et al. 1998). It is therefore 
scarcely surprising to find this variscite – its iden-
tification either confirmed mineralogically or sus-
pected – in final Linearbandkeramik and / or Vil-
leneuve-Saint-Germain contexts in Normandy 
and the Paris Basin, as at the site of Colombelles 
« Le Lazzaro » (Calvados: Bostyn et al. 2004), or 
at Plichancourt «  Les Monts  » (Marne: Bonna-
bel / Dugois 1997). The Plichancourt pendant, an-
alysed by one of us (Querré 1997), comes from the 
extraction site at Encinasola (Huelva, south-east 
Spain, some 1700 km from the Morbihan). A good 
proportion of the variscite jewellery found at the 
Tumulus Saint-Michel is also likely to have come 
from Encinasola, as is the Castellic jewellery found 
trapped under la Table des Marchands at Locmari-
aquer (Querré 2009; fig. 6). 

There are indeed new analytical possibilities 
that have been able to rule out the pseudo-Armori-
can origin of the variscite jewellery in the Neolith-
ic tombs of the Morbihan. At Er Grah (Locmari-
aquer), the joint use of X-ray diffraction, scanning 
electron microscopy, electronic microsound and 
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optical spectrometry has allowed us to rule out the 
Pannecé vein as the source; no other Breton source 
can be proposed (Kiratisin, Demaille 2006). The 

method PIXE (Particle induced X-ray emission), 
which allows one to obtain a series of reliable read-
ings non-destructively, has rapidly shown its worth 
in comparing variscite raw material samples from 
Spanish and French sources, and in demonstrating 
the Spanish origin (more specifically, Can Tintor-
er) of the variscite artefacts from the passage tombs 
Bougon B1, E1, F2 in Poitou and from the cists un-
der low barrows at Grand-Auverné en Loire-At-
lantique (Moulin de Roche Mort). One of the lat-
ter contained a schist bracelet, which provides a 
probable indicator of the cists’ early Neolithic date 
(Querré et al. 2008; Cassen 2000 b). The overall 
analysis of the Breton variscite jewellery, compris-
ing over 800 objects, mostly from the carnacean 
tumulus and with a smaller number from passage 
tombs, has confirmed that it comes from various 
Iberian sources. It has also highlighted a typologi-
cal opposition between the early funerary contexts 
and the later (i. e. passage tomb) contexts, notably 
in the bias towards the use of pendants in the for-
mer; this typological difference reveals a change 
over time (Herbaut/Querré 2004).

Fig. 6. Characterisation of the sources of variscite in France and 
Spain in the form of a dendrogram based on compositional analy-
sis and comparison with raw material samples. The position of the 
bead from the Castellic level under the passage tomb of la Table 
des Marchands (Locmariaquer, Morbihan) is shown in compar-
ison with that of a similar bead from Encinasola (from Querré 
2009).

Distinctive signs: representations

A small standing stone (1,3 m long), broken into 
three fragments, was found lying flat, its decorated 
side downwards, in front of the temporary entrance 
to the chamber at Mané er Hroëck. Its decoration 
consists of a phallic motif containing the represen-
tation of a bird and signs in the shape of a throwing 
stick (‘crosse’); around this, and covering the rest of 
the surface, there are several axes whose hafts have 
the characteristic curvature as seen on the throw-
ing sticks. The excavators responded to this discov-
ery by claiming that it represented ‘the hieroglyphic 
effigy that replaces the void’ (Lefebvre / Galles 
1863, 28). A link was thus established between ‘the 
tomb of an important person’ and the signs which 
remained more or less enigmatic, even though 
some of them were recognisable as representations 
of the precious weapons buried inside the chamber. 
A further link, this time more physical, has been es-
tablished more recently between this mound and 
an alignment of orthogneiss standing stones which 
abut the mound and are directed towards the an-
cient shoreline, acting as a “barrier” between the 
mound and the shore and restricting the space 
(Bonniol / Cassen 2009).

Before attempting to interpret two of these signs, 
the ‘crosse’ and the axe, let us first of all return to 
the concept of ‘standing stone’, or ‘stele’. It is our 
firm belief that it is possible to invest a standing 
stone that was erected during the 5th millennium 
BC with a set of significations that are accessible to 
our way of thinking. In other words, we can identi-
fy a set of operations that were intended to effect a 

certain kind of communication between individu-
als and groups.

 Standing stones communicate both into the fu-
ture and into the past, warning or commemorat-
ing

 The standing stone commands an attitude and 
imposes a real or imaginary image on the viewer.

 The standing stone, as a frontier and a threshold 
between two states, two spaces, two worlds, can 
also nevertheless be a unifier, merging commem-
oration with warning. Its commemorative func-
tion can only annul its warning function when 
the danger has been overcome or has become su-
perf luous. 

On a standing stone there may be engraved or 
painted an image. But what is an image? ... It is pre-
cisely a category, was the response of L. Marin 
(1993). In the history of western philosophy, the 
usual response is to conceptualise the image as a 
lesser being, a tracing, a copy, a second, less real 
thing than the original, and at the same time, as a 
screen with regard to the original, an impoverished 
reflection, and all the more misleading for that. But 
Marin places his emphasis on the force, the pow-
er of an image as a substitute for a thing that is pre-
sent elsewhere. Between this body in the grave and 
the message expressed on a stele, in this powerful 
enunciation of an absence (which is the absence of 
the tomb founder’s body), here, in this process, re-
sides its pragmatic and historical force, its founda-
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tory effectiveness. This is the force which dictated, 
across the centuries, that the dead person’s body 
had to be covered, inhumed, and monumentalised 
both through and in these representations.

This, then, is the principal effect of the represen-
tation in general. In linking issues of power with 
those connected with the image, the theory of rep-
resentation tips over towards a consideration of the 
social efficacy of the image.

The ‘crosse’ (throwing stick)

This is a sign whose meaning is most frequent-
ly reduced to the esoteric (i. e. ‘crosse’ as a symbol 
of power), or to the exoteric (i. e. as a shepherd’s 
crook, or a sickle). In ascribing a meaning in this 
way, no explanation is given for the choice of what 
is signified; instead, the interpretation is made rel-
ative to assumptions about the socio-political and 
economic aspect of Neolithic society.

Our initial revision of the interpretation of 
this sign was concerned with the examples that 
had been found in Armorica examples, and start-

ed from the premise that if this had indeed been a 
sign, the ‘crosse’ must have been a real object which 
ought to be identifiable (Cassen / L’Helgouac’h 
1992; Bailloud et al. 1995). It may have functioned 
in the same way as the axe, bearing in mind that the 
latter had been transformed from its ordinary func-
tion as a tool used by farmers for clearing the for-
est into something altogether less peaceful, far re-
moved from pastoral productivity. The use of the 
‘crosse’ as a throwing weapon seemed to us to be 
a more plausible hypothesis, which made sense in 
terms of the structural coherence of the engravings 
on the standing stones (Cassen 2000 e).

In fact, we have to turn to the Etruscans in or-
der to perceive the duality of the ‘crosse’, since in 
that society it has two names: lituus (staff or cro-
zier) and pedum (a shepherd’s crook: Piel 2000). 
In its various forms it seems to pass seamlessly from 
one category to the other, except where the repre-
sentations terminate in a spiral, an emphatic and 
later development restricted to the lituus. (Inci-
dentally, let us note how many variants there are 
of the ‘crosse’ motif in Neolithic Europe.) But if a 
lituus is a pedum, this need not mean that the in-

Çatal Höyük

Fig. 7. Çatal Höyük, Turkey. Bull and deer hunt (in building A III-1; from Mellaart 1962 and 1967).



240 Serge Cassen et al.

verse is true. The pedum is the herder’s throwing 
stick, which is often assumed to have been used  as 
a crook to grab livestock by the neck but which is 
in fact principally a toolfor managing wild game: 
it resembles the lagôbolon (from lagos, hare and 
ballo, I throw), a weapon par excellence of greek 
shepherds.  But from its origin as a hunting weap-
on, often shown in images as the possession of an 
Etrusco-Latin aristocrat, the Etruscan pedum be-
came an ostentatious object, a mythological insig-
nium, even a priestly and royal sceptre (in terms of 
the primitive Roman sense of ‘royal’), before final-
ly being established as a staff used in augury, the 
Quirinal lituus.

And during this period of late antiquity, when 
the staff – with its obscure origins – was used as 
a tool in divination, Christianity seized this ob-
ject and made it into the bishop’s crozier, a symbol 
of authority and jurisdiction, a liturgical instru-
ment. From the Bible’s concept of God as the shep-
herd, guiding His flock, to the Catholic (and the 
Roman) prelate who had become a spiritual and 
timeless guide, it is easy to use this metaphor in re-
lation to the use of the rod, the pastoral staff and 
the episcopal crozier. In addition, however, all the 
medieval documentary sources refer to the bish-
op’s crozier as a (symbolic) weapon and not as a 
crook for managing the flock. This somewhat neg-
ative characterisation was to be replaced, gradual-
ly, by the more peaceful version with which we are 
familiar today (Salzman 1957; Cassen i. pr.). It 
is the latter which archaeologists have brought to 
their interpretation of the Neolithic engravings of 
the ‘crosse’.

There are plentiful images, both painted and en-
graved, of throwing weapons shown alongside 
bows and arrows in the hands of deer hunters in Eu-

ropean prehistory (as in the cave of Chopo at Obón 
in Spain: Picazo Millán et al. 2002). Throw-
ing weapons appear in the famous scene in one of 
the houses at Çatal Höyük in Turkey (Mellaart 
1962; fig. 7); and there are also images of throw-
ing weapons, used alongside pastoralists’ walking 
sticks, in north Africa (as in the rock shelter paint-
ings at Tin Aweinheir, Algeria: Hallier / Halli-
er 2001). These are objects that are hard to iden-
tify in the archaeological record and difficult to 
conserve. Nevertheless, in the imaginations of the 
hunter-gatherers of the Morbihan coast, such was 
their capability to convey dreams and ancient pow-
ers that they were engraved on the earliest exam-
ples of permanent architecture in western France, 
alongside the axe with its polished axehead – as on 
the little standing stone at Mané er Hroëck.

The axe/axehead

Even though most megalithic engravings had 
been assumed to accompany the content of pas-
sage tombs, research in Brittany has progressive-
ly revealed that there is a link between these icon-
ographic images and engraved standing stones, 
some of which ended up being integrated within 
the structure of a passage tomb (Le Rouzic 1913; 
Minot 1964; Jubert 1974; L’Helgouac’h 1983; 
Cassen / Vaquero Lastres 2003 a). The realisa-
tion that some engraved stones in passage tombs 
had been re-used, having started out as free-stand-
ing stones, served to push back the date of the en-
graved signs. The careful examination of the con-
tours of ‘axe / axehead’ signs has allowed several 
to be recognised as examples of the same axehead 
type as the real axeheads found in the richest burial 

Fig. 8. Representations of throwing sticks (crosses), of a bow and of hafted axeheads, found together on standing stones. (The scales are not 
consistent from site to site. From Boujot et al. 2000; Cassen et al. 2005; and Cassen /Robin 2009).
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chamber in the Carnac region (Cassen i. pr.). Con-
sequently, the axe/axehead needs to be reassessed 
here as a sign.

Let us firstly take the connotation. The represen-
tation of an axe would seem to symbolise agricul-
ture: the axe as tool for clearing the forest. In this 
‘economic’ context, the axe that is engraved would 
seem to be the fundamental tool of the earliest Ne-
olithic farmers. There has been broad agreement on 
this interpretation since the 19th century. However, 
it would seem that the value of the sign disappears 
when one considers its more immediate role in con-
veying the beliefs of the Neolithic society responsi-
ble for creating the representation. On its own the 
axe/axehead does not conjure up agriculture or the 
peasantry; let us remember the hunter-gatherers of 
Scandinavia who possessed polished adzes several 
millennia before the Neolithic ‘package’ was adopt-
ed in their territory (Nygaard 1990); similarly, let 
us remember the earliest agro-pastoral societies in 
the west of the Paris Basin, who possessed but a few 
axes/axeheads: very few are known from their set-
tlements and graves.

As for the denotation of the axe / axehead in the 
Neolithic engravings, the axe sign in Brittany can-
not be dissociated from the neighbouring signs 
which, together, serve to animate the otherwise 
blank screen of a standing stone. The obvious cas-
es where carved lines on the standing stone at Table 
des Marchands / Gavrinis have been superimposed 
have previously been interpreted as indicating the 
predominance of certain specific objects and an-
imals, which are shown in relationship to one an-
other in a non-random system that obeys a system 

of opposition and differentiation (Cassen 2000 a; 
Cassen /Vaquero Lastres 2003 a; Cassen 
2007).

When considered individually, one by one, signs 
signify nothing: in effect, each sign expresses less 
of a sense of itself than of its difference from oth-
er signs, since the only meaning that exists is that 
which resides in difference. So, we have to see the 
image of the throwing stick as it lies in opposition 
to that of a bird, and view the axe as it is juxtaposed 
with the sperm whale. We must think beyond a kind 
of economy that legitimates the use of both the tool 
of a farmer and an instrument of a herdsman.

The polished axehead as studied in Brittany – a 
paradigm of the Neolithic and an indicator par ex-
cellence of material culture since the beginnings of 
archaeological science, cannot simply be reduced 
to its explicit qualities and summed up neatly and 
completely, leaving no room for uncertainty. It is 
highly significant that these fundamental percepts 
(i. e. a perceived form of external stimuli) that are 
embodied in the blow that stuns and the blow that 
cuts (i. e. the axe-blow) are to be found together 
in this Armorican carving that is called the ‘haft-
ed axe’ (fig. 8). This could unite, in a single ob-
ject, the ancient stunning weapon (i. e. the throw-
ing stick or ‘crosse’) used by the hunter-gatherers 
and the new cutting weapon (i. e. the axe) which 
accompanied the new socio-economic model that 
was farming. In proposing this conceptual fusion 
of objects, which doubled their symbolic efficacy, 
it would seem that the resulting hypothesis enrich-
es our field of study – that is, the hermeneutics of 
Neolithic images.

Conclusion

The question of identity, the question of the 
Sphinx, is both a tragic and an absurd question par 
excellence; it relates both to tragedies and to par-
lour games (Barthes 1967, 259). Not being able to 
address this difficult question through describing 
the megaliths of the Carnac region in comparison to 
the megaliths of Herault or of Schleswig-Holstein 
we have, by default, embarked on a wholly contra-
ry means of investigating them, by examining their 
distinctiveness within their local context… a dis-
tinctiveness which was certainly grounded in a so-
cial world. Anthropologists tell us how much the 
economic is often subordinated to the social: this 
is shown, for example, in Africa where two neigh-
bouring communities which may share every as-
pect of their infrastructure in common – i. e. their 
cultural and artisanal technology, demographic 
density and the forces and relations of production – 
can differ radically from each other and be opposed 
to each other in politico-social terms (Laburthe-
Tolra 1998, 46). We must compare such groups 

by studying their antagonistic modes of expending 
their efforts. What these groups are doing is creat-
ing differences between themselves in order to af-
firm their own identity, independent of any other 
interest.

For just three monuments (Mané er Hroëck, 
Tumiac and Saint-Michel), we have described a 
logic of monumentality which is not just limited 
to describing the majesty of the volumes of mound 
material involved, but which has been extended to 
cover every aspect that relates to memory. The ma-
terials used to make the mound are distinctive, for 
example, in that these heavy and cumbersome ma-
rine sediments and the rocks from the shore which 
would have had to be transported from one side of 
an estuary to another, are markers of memory. The 
volume of the funerary chamber is equally a state-
ment of defiance against the concept of a simple 
grave, because the space is big enough to accom-
modate not just the deceased but also an accumula-
tion of objects (set upright and made into agents in 
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their own right). These are not just any objects, but 
varied objects of rare types of stone that had been 
brought over exceptional distances and had been 
difficult to access at source: jade, fibrolite, variscite. 
These three tombs are therefore places set apart, 
spatially separated from other mounds, each one 
seeming to govern an autonomous territory over 
which are scattered all these other mounds.

Not only are they set apart from the rest; they are 
also distinguished one from another (fig. 9):

–  Mané er Hroëck is the least imposing of the 
three (with a mound volume of 15.000 m3), but it 
contains the largest number of types of axehead 
of Alpine rock ; Saint-Michel, the mound with 
the greatest volume (30.000 m3), contains only 
three types;

–  Mané er Hroëck is distinguished by its subter-
ranean chamber and its largest sepulchral space 
; it also contains the largest number of fibro-
lite axeheads, the largest nodules of variscite 
and a jade ring which confirms the antiquity 
of the tomb since such objects are only known 
from earliest Neolithic contexts; in comparison, 
Saint-Michel, well dated to the mid-5th millen-
nium and therefore later than the others has the 
smallest sepulchral area and a less elaborate set 
of variscite ornaments; 

–  according to these criteria, Tumiac falls into an 
intermediate position between these two monu-
ments.

In this progression and concomitant regression 
that has been noted between the three monuments 
and their contents, one has to ask what it is that 
seems to be the most important aspect : is it the fact 
of having the largest volume of tumulus, a sign of 
public ostentation (as at Saint-Michel)? Or is it in 
having the most extraordinary assemblage of pre-
cious objects, which the collective memory would 
seize upon and exalt in times to come (as is the case 
with Mané er Hroëck)?

One alternative way of measuring these mounds’ 
distinctiveness is by returning to the polished 
stone axehead, emblem of the Carnac funerary 
chambers, and a good example of a distinguished 
and distinctive object. To avoid any misunder-
standing, we must however go beyond the per-
spective that sees such objects only in terms of ful-
filling needs. We must avoid the hypothesis that 
gives priority to their use-value, assigning objects a 
functional status – that of their usefulness in terms 
of their technical effect on the world – and seeing 
them as fulfilling ‘natural’ human needs. That em-
piricist hypothesis is false (Baudrillard 1972). 
Far from asserting that the primary status of an 
object is a pragmatic, practical one, which deter-
mines the social value of the sign, we argue that it 
is the value of the sign in terms of exchange which 

is its fundamental characteristic. The use-value of 
the object is but a guarantor of its value as a sign. 
The important thing is to read an object not just in 
terms of any practical value that it may have, but 
beyond that in terms of its social obligation and 
symbolic exchange. The appearance of the axe – 
a new and desirable cutting weapon – would have 
provoked a differentiation of these desires, and the 
work involved in making a representation of it and 
in achieving the axehead’s high polish had the ef-
fect of creating a formal innovation whose social 
function was a function of cultural discrimination. 
The aim of this innovation was not to create an ide-
al world of objects but instead a social ideal which, 
for certain individuals, ensured the perpetuation 
of their privileged cultural status for all eternity 
(Baudrillard 1972, 34). 

We have already aired the hypothesis that the 
antler tines found in the ‘richest’ Mesolithic tombs 
in the Morbihan – several of which have been de-
scribed by St-J. Péquart as ‘formidable clubs’, and 
others of which were polished or hollowed to re-
ceive tools employed in thrown percussion (per-
cussion lancée) – may have paved the way for the 
emphatically positive reception given to the haft-
ed polished stone axeheads (Cassen 2000 d). This 
was not a necessary precondition for creating social 
differentials and hierarchies; but when faced with 
the sudden appearance, and then the adaptation of 
a new lifestyle featuring wholly novel objects, an-
imals and plants, those who had previously held 
power in the communities along the Morbihan 
coast would probably react to the loss of their tradi-
tional status symbols, and would seek ways of re-es-
tablishing a social distance. This, then, could have 
been one of the origins of the social distinction that 
we see manifested in the Carnac-type mounds, and 
could explain the eagerness with which the axe was 
adopted as a novel symbol of power.

In his presentation given at Kiel, Martin Furholt 
(see this volume) pointed out a very clear  chron-
ological delay seen around the Baltic Sea between 
the introduction of cereals, the first use of pottery, 
the adoption of domesticated animals and accept-
ance of the rectangular house structure. Nothing 
like that occurred in the Morbihan, where the nov-
elties appear to have arrived simultaneously. The 
suddenness of the appearance of this ‘package of 
novelties’ helps to explain the equally sudden re-
action. One of the architectural expressions of this 
reaction, and something that has not hitherto re-
ceived much attention in this contribution, is the 
construction of “bars” of standing stones – rows of 
stones that have been repeated and multiplied, the 
most prominent of which are to be found close to 
the base of Saint-Michel at Carnac. These rows of 
stelae formed a physical and virtual boundary, but 
it is unclear whether one should seek to confront 
and understand them by approaching them from 
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the seaward side or from the landward side. The sea, 
incommensurable object, may have formed the ori-
gin of this differentiation, as it could have been con-
ceived of as being limitless, and of having the power 
to give and to prevent people from reciprocating. J. 
Baudrillard insisted that to give, and to make it im-
possible for people to give back to one, is a way of 
spoiling the relationship of exchange, which works 
to the giver’s advantage by instituting a privilege 
and a prerogative: the social process is thereby ren-
dered unbalanced. It is almost paradoxical that this 
‘broken’ exchange should be the indirect conse-

quence of other, concrete exchanges that had been 
effected through a mastery of navigation and the 
control of Atlantic seaways. This infinite sea both 
separated and finally reunited the audacious and 
the dreamers.

“When one desires something, one surrenders to 
the discretion of the object of one’s hope; but when 
one is sure of having what one desires, one prevar-
icates, discusses, capitulates.” (J. de La Bruyère 
1688, Les Caractères ou les Mœurs de ce siècle, 
VIII – 20).
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Im Seine-Yonne-Gebiet erscheinen um 4500 BC 
zahlreiche Gräberfelder, zusammen mit giganti-
schen „Einhegungen“, die als Ausdruck der Be-
stattungssitte kein späteres Äquivalent in Europa 
haben würden. Diese Konstruktionen, seien es Hü-
gel, Palisadeneinhegungen oder gemischte Anla-
gen überschreiten durchaus eine Länge von 300 m, 
enthalten aber wenige Bestattungen. Über die klas-
sische Interpretation hinausgehend, die einen solch 
hohen Aufwand für wenige Individuen als Aus-
druck einer hierarchischen Gesellschaftsordnung 
sieht, zeigt eine strukturelle Analyse dieser Gräber-
felder die Repetition eines elementaren Moduls, 
welches mit konsistenten Attributen assoziiert ist, 
die die Jagd, oder genereller gesprochen, das Wil-
de, evoziert. Eine Untersuchung von Assoziationen 
und Exklusionen bringt die Morphologie und An-

ordnung der Monumente, das Gender der bestat-
teten Individuen und ihre Attribute ins Spiel. In 
den als männlich anzusprechenden Monumenten 
kann ein zentrales Element herausgestellt werden, 
oftmals mit originären physischen Charakteristi-
ka ausgestattet und durch ein enigmatisches Insi-
gnium markiert: ein angespitztes Knochengerät 
mit breiter Basis, ad hoc als „Eiffelturm“ bezeich-
net. Dieses Element ist von anderen Individuen 
umgeben, die aufgrund der beigegebenen Objekte 
als Jäger interpretiert werden. Andere Individuen 
dienten wohl nicht als mehr denn als passive Figu-
rationen, als Folien. Auf jeden Fall korrespondieren 
die frühesten Gräberfelder des 5. Jahrtausends BC 
mit den frühesten menschlichen Gruppen, für die 
wir diverse und repetitive Statusbeziehungen iden-
tifizieren können.

The first monumental cemeteries of western Europe:
the „Passy type“ necropolis in the Paris basin around 4500 BC 

Philippe Chambon and Aline Thomas

Zusammenfassung

Abstract

In the Seine-Yonne basin at around 4500 B.C. 
numerous cemeteries appeared, including giant 
“enclosures” which as a funerary manifestation 
would have no later equivalent in Europe. These 
constructions, whether tumuli, palisade enclo-
sures, or mixed systems, sometimes exceed 300 m 
in length but contain very few burials. Beyond the 
classic interpretation, which sees high investment 
in a few individuals as reflecting a hierarchical so-
ciety, structural analysis of these cemeteries shows 
the repetition of an elementary module, associ-
ated with consistent attributes, evoking hunting 
and more broadly, the wild. An exercise of associ-
ation and exclusion brings into play the morpho-

logy and arrangements of the monuments, the gen-
der of the inhumed individuals and their attributes. 
In the male monuments, a central figure is thus dis-
tinguished, sometimes with original physical char-
acteristics and accompanied by an enigmatic insig-
nia: a pointed bone instrument with a wide base, 
trivially called an “Eiffel Tower”. This figure is sur-
rounded by other individuals interpreted as hunt-
ers on the basis of the accompanying objects. Oth-
er individuals probably served as no more than 
passive figurants, rather like foils. In any case, the 
monumental cemeteries of the 5th millennium cor-
respond to the earliest human groups for which we 
can identify diverse and repetitive statuses.
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The revelation in the 1980s of the both funerary 
and Neolithic character of a number of immense 
and enigmatic features, first seen thirty years be-
fore in aerial photographs taken above the district 
of Passy (Yonne), completely modified the classic 
vision of the middle Neolithic (Mordant 1998). 
The excavations at Passy and Balloy (Seine-et-
Marne) revealed the funerary nature of these oc-
casionally huge earthworks, dedicated to only a 
few deceased individuals. In the Paris Basin about 
twenty monumental cemeteries are now known 
(fig. 1), spaced twenty to thirty kilometres from 
each other (Delor et al. 1997). The absolute dates 
of these sites converge around the mid-5th millen-
nium, between 4700 and 4300 B.C. The finds asso-
ciated can be attributed to the Cerny culture, the 
ultimate stage of the Danubian Neolithic in the 
Paris Basin.

Very few cemeteries have still been investigat-
ed. Other than Passy and Balloy, excavations have 
been only intermittent, either due to the amount 
of work required, as at Escolives-Sainte-Camille 
(Yonne), or because the site was largely destroyed 
before excavation, as at the Porte aux Bergers at Vi-
gnely (Seine-et-Marne), or because the cemetery 
was very small, as at Gron (Yonne), or at the Noue 
Fenard, again at Vignely.

Various publications have often made a correla-
tion between the burial population and the invest-
ment involved in the creation of monuments. The 
Balloy cemetery contained only around forty bur-
ials (Mordant 1997), and Passy less than thirty 
(Duhamel 1997). It is quite likely that many graves 
have not been preserved. The discovery of a buri-
al is always conditioned by the erosion of the site, 
and thus by its depth. Nonetheless, axial graves are 
most often deeply buried: at Gron, Passy, and in the 
main sector of Balloy, we can suggest that they were 
all, or almost all, revealed through excavation. The 
ensemble I – II of Balloy, with eight (or nine) axial 
graves, remains exceptional. In fact, one burial par 
monument is the norm, well illustrated by the larg-
est of the Passy monuments, more than 280 m long. 
The number of graves is not predictable, but it is im-
portant to note that the longest monuments never 
include more than one.

The contrast between the number of persons 
necessary for the construction of the monuments, 
which is unknown but surely considerable, and the 
small population buried within, is sufficient to at-
tribute a particular status to the individuals con-
cerned. We will not reiterate the classic hypotheses, 
which, based on the presence of male and female 
subjects1, along with sometimes very young chil-
dren, conclude that hierarchical status was inherit-
ed in the society in question. Such a conclusion re-
lies on a superficial reading of the data, and thus is 
itself superficial.
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Fig. 1. The Passy cemeteries in northern France – three discontin-
uous areas: central Paris Basin, plain of Caen, Centre West (one 
single cemetery); about 20 sites, mostly recognized on air photos, 
few excavations (modern city names additionally).

1 Our anthropological analysis of the entire Cerny cor-
pus has led us to revise some previous data. Based on the 
coxal bone and using both the macroscopic classic meth-
od (Bruzek 2002), and the metric probablilistic meth-

od –  «DSP» – (Murail 2005), burial 4.1 at Passy, the so-
called Grossgartach individual, is now a male skeleton, and 
burials 360.1 and 360.2 at Gron are female.

Funerary ideology

Scarcity of grave goods

Relative to the considerable effort involved in 
construction of the monuments, the associated 
grave goods seem rather poor. The “Grossgartach” 
grave of Passy (burial 4.1) contained an unusual-
ly high number of objects. We must not, however, 
exaggerate their luxurious quality: pots, twelve ar-
rowheads, two tranchets, one backed knife, a set of 

large flint blades, a sheath and perforated hammer 
made of red deer antler, a forked tool, three polish-
ers and two awls made from bone, a stone bracelet 
fragment, a pendant composed of a shell and a ca-
nid canine, and large pile of anodonta shells with 
one scallop shell (Bernardini et al. 1992). While 
these objects are indeed numerous, none are made 
from rare or distant materials and none are sophis-
ticated. One of the pots, since attributed to the 
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Rössen culture (stage 3), probably comes from the 
Rhine region. However, though there is little evi-
dence for the circulation of pots during the Neo-
lithic, the distance of 200 to 300 km is not extraor-
dinary. The origin of the scallop shell, if it is not a 
fossilized shell, is roughly comparable. What a dif-
ference with the spondylus, in the previous period! 
At Passy, the only other burial with a considerable 
number of objects is grave 5.1, which contained an 
impressive number of arrowheads, but still no exot-
ic elements. Finally, two burials at Gron include a 
wide range of objects.

These four burials are less representative of the 
reality than the dozens of graves that yielded only 
one or two, or even no objects. Obviously, we are 
only discussing preserved objects, and this rules 
out all those made from perishable materials. Bal-
loy is the most extreme example in this sense. Due 
to heavy erosion in two of the three sectors of this 
cemetery, not all of the monuments produced ax-
ial graves. Nonetheless, among the twenty-seven 
burials identified as axial, twelve contained no ar-
tefacts, and ten contained only one type of object, 

such as a few arrowheads or an awl. The proportion 
of these types of graves increases further if we con-
sider only identifiable objects, leaving out sherds 
and flakes. In this case, thirteen graves have no ob-
jects whatsoever, and thirteen others only one cat-
egory of object. Only one burial (grave 5) yielded 
more than one category of clearly identifiable ob-
ject (fig. 2).

If we exclude grave 4.1 at Passy, the grave goods 
do not demonstrate circulation of materials and ob-
jects. All the raw materials were available in the im-
mediate environment, except for the sea shells used 
as body ornaments. While during the early Neo-
lithic, burials were often associated with spondylus 
shell ornaments of a supposed Aegean origin, these 
monumental cemeteries have not produced a sin-
gle Alpine axe, though these objects circulated all 
the way to Armorica during this period. Therefore, 
if we accept the idea that the individuals buried in 
these monuments held an exceptional, or at least 
important, social position, we must recognize that 
this status is not reflected in the quantity or quality 
of the associated grave goods.

1 2

Fig. 2. Two recurrent assemblages – (1) The "Eiffel tower" man: the case of Balloy, grave 5; a suidae canine and a tube made from a bird long 
bone accompany the Eiffel tower spatula, close to the shoulder. (2) the image of the hunter: a young man with arrowheads, and probably a 
bow, at Balloy, grave 3. Photographs by D. Mordant, drawings P. Pihuit/Inrap, after Chambon/Pétillon 2009.

Man and the wild 

Faced with these disconcerting artefacts, I. Si-
déra provided an essential key to their interpreta-
tion (at the Cerny conference in 1994) by showing 
the importance of hunting in the funerary ideol-

ogy (Sidéra 1997). When not directly related to 
hunting activities, the artefacts are still linked to 
the wild world. Hunting is directly evoked through 
projectile points, the lithic artefact most frequent-
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ly found in the graves. The animal materials used 
in the manufacture of body ornaments and tools 
are almost those of wild species: suidae canines are 
frequent, awls, chisels and polishers are most often 
made from cervid metapodials, and the enigmat-
ic object trivially called an “Eiffel Tower” is made 
from a cervid scapula. In addition to pierced shells, 
the body ornaments include the vestigial canines 
of red deer, pendants made on suidae canines, and 
pierced teeth. Among the more unusual objects are 
a pierced bear molar and a pendant made on a wolf 
axis at Vignely, another bear molar at Gron, and the 
claw of a bird of prey at Balloy. Can all the artefacts 
be classified in this way? The exceptions are in fact 
rare. The only tools that do not seem to be related to 
hunting or the wild world are a few flint tranchets. 
Ceramic objects, which are less suggestive, are rare 
in the monuments and not representative of what 
we find in settlements: they include micro-pots and 
pots with a deformed or even quadrangular open-
ing.

The emphasis on hunting in the burials does 
not correspond to a change in the economy. The 
Cerny culture is an agricultural society, like those 
by which it was preceded. The role of hunting in 
the faunal assemblages from settlements is even 
reduced relative to that of Villeneuve-Saint-Ger-
main (Jeunesse /Arbogast 1997). We do, how-
ever, note a modification in species representation, 
with aurochs and wild boar becoming less frequent 
than red deer. The overemphasis of the wild world, 
or hunting, in the graves is independent of dietary 
factors. How, therefore, can we not consider it as 
a reflection of the ideology of the corresponding 
groups?

The image of the hunter recurs frequently in 
these burials. Arrowheads are exclusively male ob-
jects (p < 0,0001): there are none with women. At 
Balloy, within the axial graves, only four males are 
associated with artefacts, and in three cases they 
are arrowheads. At Gron, arrowheads are present 
in two male burials. The Passy cemetery contained 
seven burials with arrowheads. These correspond 
to two immature individuals, four men and anoth-
er adult of undetermined gender, due to poor bone 
preservation. At Vignely, yet another male is ac-
companied by projectile points, as at Gron. What is 
more surprising is that these are not in fact quivers, 
or even actual hunting equipment: grave 7 at Balloy 
contains only three arrowheads, and grave 3 only 
two; graves 114 and 123 of Escolives-Saint-Camille 
contain only one. In both of these cases, the arrow-
heads are not the only objects present.

Arrowheads are the most suggestive object. Ce-
ramics are not directly associated with the individ-
uals and the case of the three micro-pots in buri-
al 46 of Balloy does not seem to be the norm. As 
in burial 352 at Gron, the pots are often placed out-

side the grave, probably on top. The body orna-
ments raise the same type of problem as the arrow-
heads. The two littorina associated with the older of 
the two children of grave 356 at Gron do not form 
a necklace. The only dentalis shell of grave 9 at Bal-
loy would likely be considered as accidental in a dif-
ferent context. In the category of curiosities, we can 
reconsider the trio of a pierced tooth (bear molar), 
pierced shell and shaped bead (discoid) found in 
the triple burial 148 at Vignely: could such a sam-
pling be anecdotal? In the absence of use-wear 
analysis, it is difficult to determine the function of 
the bone objects since - unlike arrowheads - awls, 
chisels and lissoirs are not clearly associated with a 
particular activity. Awls were found in two female 
graves at Balloy, and chisels in two male graves at 
Vignely.

Lastly, one bone artefact deserves special con-
sideration: the famous “Eiffel Tower” objects often 
considered as anthropomorphic spatulas (Car-
ré 1993; Mordant 2001). These objects are found 
only in monumental cemeteries. Seven examples 
are known, all in Cerny contexts, from the Yonne, 
Seine and Marne valleys. There is a probable eighth 
example, although due to poor preservation its 
identification is uncertain (Müller et al. 1997). It 
comes from burial 352 at Gron, where the remains 
of a red deer scapula were found close to the left side 
of head, strongly suggesting the presence of an “Eif-
fel Tower”. The majority of these objects are made 
from scapulas, and none of the graves contain un-
worked scapulas of large herbivores. Furthermore, 
these object are always found near the head. Except 
for a preform found in the Balloy interrupted ditch 
enclosure, and one example found out of context at 
Passy, all of these objects were found in burials. All 
are associated with known sites with monuments, 
except for the object from the Porte aux Bergers 
at Vignely, which is nonetheless comparable in all 
aspects to a monumental cemetery (Chambon /
Lanchon 2003). Though these objects are of-
ten interpreted as figurines, I. Sidéra demonstrat-
ed that they were hafted and that their pointed end 
was used (Sidéra 1997). The precise function of 
the “Eiffel Tower” thus remains unknown. Func-
tion did not determine the detailed morphology of 
the piece because the eight are all different, even as 
far as the blank is concerned: a scapula in five cas-
es, and a long bone in the three cases at Passy. These 
“Eiffel Towers” from monumental cemeteries have 
no parallels, either before or after. Either this object 
served a new, short-lived function, or it doubled an 
existing functional category.

Ultimately, though these grave goods evoke a 
specific domain, their repetitive and parsimoni-
ous nature gives them the role of an attribute. They 
serve as an insignia and designate the status of the 
individuals.
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The role of the hunter

Although the “Eiffel Tower” spatulas are made 
from the bones of a wild species (red deer) they are 
not as explicitly related to hunting as arrowheads. 
Moreover, at Gron and Balloy, the physical charac-
teristics of the individuals they accompany do not 
correspond to the usual image of a hunter (Cham-
bon/Petillon 2009).

In fact, the hunters themselves seem to be rele-
gated to a role of secondary importance. At Bal-
loy, though it is clear that the individuals associated 
with hunting weapons occupy an important posi-
tion, it is still secondary: they surround the prin-
cipal individual. In addition, their physical char-
acteristics correspond more closely to the image 
of a hunter: they are young adults who are much 
more robust than the individual in grave 5 (fig. 2). 
At Gron, the objects buried with the principal in-
dividual do include two arrowheads (the associa-
tion is not strict), but in addition to the fact that his 
pathology would have prevented him from using a 
bow, the arrowheads are primarily associated with 
the second monument, with 13 pieces constituting 
its principal equipment. Finally, though the pres-
ence of an “Eiffel Tower” does not exclude the pres-
ence of arrowheads in the graves of Passy, they are 
nonetheless much more frequent, and sometimes 
associated with immature subjects.

Compared to the burials associated with a spat-
ula or arrowheads, the other individuals appear 
much more discrete. Some seem to play no more 
than an accessory role, or a role beyond their capac-
ities. This is the case for the individuals in the dou-
ble graves at Gron, but we can also include three si-
multaneously buried adolescents at Vignely, and 
we could propose a similar interpretation for the 
children associated with the main burial at Balloy 
(Chambon/Leclerc 2007). For others, particu-
larly at Balloy and Vignely, the distinction is more 

difficult. Either the absence of objects or a remark-
able situation in these cemeteries does not evoke a 
precise activity, or the objects present do not suf-
ficiently characterize a particular activity. Lacking 
a functional analysis, this is the case for the bone 
awls and chisels.
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Fig. 3. The cemetery of Balloy, les Réaudins (Seine-et-Marne), sec-
tor C – projection of the burial gender (light grey, female; black, 
male; medium grey, immature); the internal zone of the enclosure 
is shaded according to the tombs it contains (light grey, female; 
dark grey, male); pairing of monuments (dashed lines) based on 
three criteria: topography, orientation, morphology. In at least 
two pairs, both gender are associated.

A monumental scenography

The general pattern

The organisation of cemeteries, or rather the con-
struction of cemeteries, again underlines the prom-
inence and the role of individuals.

Though there is no doubt as to the unity of the 
phenomenon, no two cemeteries are exactly alike. 
The number, morphology, dimensions and ar-
rangements of the monuments are extremely vari-
able. The emblematic site of Passy includes around 
twenty monuments, the smallest of which is less 
than 20 m long, and the longest over 300 m; they 
are arranged in a fan pattern and present a great va-
riety of forms. The more homogeneous site of Bal-
loy contained three groups of more modest monu-

ments (the longest just over 60 m long), which are 
broadly parallel (Duhamel/Mordant 1977). At 
other sites, such as Escolives or Vinneuf, the mon-
uments are located very close together and form a 
compact unit. The initial appearance of these cem-
eteries is difficult to determine since no elevation is 
preserved. The data vary as much from one site to 
another as from one monument to another, oscil-
lating from the simple palisade to the giant mound 
(Duhamel/Midgley 2004). The variability of 
the plans could correspond to variations in eleva-
tion, though the hypotheses of reconstruction are 
still too numerous.

The monuments are most often elongated, but a 
few are clearly circular. The only relatively constant 
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dimension is their interior width, which is around 
8 m. Whether immense or modest, the monuments 
are dedicated to only a small number of individu-
als: the majority contain a single burial located in 
the central axis.

It would be wrong to consider each cemetery as a 
more or less anarchical assemblage of monuments. 
Though we cannot identify a pre-established pat-

tern, we do observe repetitions and associations 
that structure the whole, as we revealed for the first 
time at Balloy (fig. 3). In this cemetery, D. Mordant 
associated different monuments based on their ori-
entation and morphology (Mordant 1997). For 
our part, we noted that when a monument includ-
ed several adult burials, the genders were not mixed 
(Chambon 1997). For example, the main axis of 
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Fig. 4. The cemetery of Passy, Sablonnière sector (Yonne) – association of monuments  according to three criteria: topography, orientation, 
morphology. The final impression of a roughly fan-shaped pattern results from the aggregation of pairs or trios of monuments.
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monument I-II includes four male graves (and four 
graves of immature subjects), that of monument 
XV three female graves, and that of monument 
XVI, two male burials (accompanied by one imma-
ture individual). The monuments appear to be gen-
der specific. 

A basic module

We transposed the model established for the cem-
etery of Balloy to Passy (Chambon 2003). This an-
alytical framework definitively contradicts the hy-
pothesis of a progressive aggregation of monuments 
ultimately arranged in a fan shape. We can easi-
ly identify the associations of monuments through 
the superposition of three criteria: orientation, to-
pography and morphology. The cemetery of Passy 
is thus defined by the juxtaposition of pairs or tri-
os of monuments (fig. 4). Within these groups, the 
monuments are rigorously parallel and their mor-
phology is more similar within a group than it is to 
other monuments in the cemetery. The extreme di-
versity of the Passy monuments allows us to push 
the model formulated at Balloy even further. The 
association of monuments does not necessarily sig-
nify assimilation. The monuments are always dis-
similar in some ways: the morphologies cannot be 
superimposed and one pair can include a very long 

monument and a very short one. While the eastern 
extremities line up, the organization of the facades 
is different. In each pair or trio, one monument in-
cludes an axial “post hole” 2 on this eastern edge, 
sometimes completed by an alignment of compar-
able features spaced at regular intervals outside the 
monument. At Passy, we encounter the same prin-
ciples of association and dissociation as at Balloy.

The groups of monuments thus allow us to identi-
fy the basic module of the monumental cemeteries. 
This basic module is again encountered at Gron, les 
Sablons (Yonne), a few kilometres from Passy. Two 
monuments were revealed and an extensive exca-
vation indicates that no others exist in close prox-
imity (Müller et al. 1997). They are side by side 
and strictly parallel (fig. 5). They are trapezoidal in 
form and belong to a single morphological family, 
while at the same time preserving their own iden-
tity. They are clearly distinguished by their dimen-
sions, as well as by the organization of the facade of 
the larger of the two, which has an axial “post hole” 
on its eastern edge.

Distinct and repetitive statuses

The structural approach to these cemeteries 
clearly provides another analytical key in the com-
bination of these organisational data with both 

0 10 m

N

opening
axial post hole

2 monuments, 4 graves

same
orientation side by side

single morphological family
but different

big

small

Fig. 5. The basic module – the case of Gron, les Sablons (Yonne); two side by side monuments with the same orientation and belonging to 
the same morphological family. These two monuments are nonetheless distinct in terms of their dimensions and the construction of the fa-
çade of the longest one.

2 The term «post hole» is employed by convention. It desig-
nates a cavity that can have very large dimensions: the hy-

pothesis of standing stones, for example, cannot be exclud-
ed.
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the grave goods and the biological identity of the 
dead. Within the five modules identified at Passy 
and Gron, six graves contain at least one arrow-
head. Present in only four modules, the individuals 
with arrowheads are grouped in two cases in a sin-
gle module (Passy 4 – 5 and 7 – 8 – 9). On the con-
trary, individuals with an “Eiffel tower” are never 
associated; they occur in two modules at Passy Sa-
blonnière (4 – 5 and 10 – 11) and in one at Gron. As 
we have already seen, the individuals with this em-
blematic object are all men. Since the only gender 
determined in these monuments is male, the enclo-
sure are obviously male. Each “twin” monument 
contains a male burial (Passy 4.1 and Gron 14) or 
child burials (Passy 10.1 and 10.2), one of which has 
male grave goods: arrowheads. The only female 
burial present close by one of these modules is not 
located in the enclosure but in one of its ditches 
(Gron 360). In fact, whether they contain men or 
children, these modules are clearly male in charac-
ter (fig. 6).

This pattern is repeated in the same manner at 
Balloy, where the gender significance of each enclo-
sure is known. The man of grave 5, the only one in 
the cemetery accompanied with an “Eiffel tower” 

Fig. 6. Modules organized around an “Eiffel tower” man.

spatula, is located at the heart of the main group, 
which is composed of eight axial male and child 
burials within monument II. This enclosure is asso-
ciated with monument V, also male. The man with 
the “Eiffel tower” is the oldest of this module, and 
his skull shows traces of a trepanation. Disregard-
ing the “Eiffel tower” spatula, the grave goods are 
neither abundant, rich nor exotic, but they are ex-
ceptional. In addition to a suidae canine, a recur-
rent item, there is a a bird of prey claw and a tube 
made from a bird long bone, stuck into an ochre 
ball. This central burial is oriented east-west, as 
are the two children on either side, while the two 
men on either side are oriented with their head to 
the west (graves 3 and 7). These adults are equipped 
with arrowheads, which are only found in three 
burials in the entire cemetery. As well as in Gron, 
two female burials associated with the module are 
not in the central area of the monument, but are lo-
cated close by or between two segments of the sur-
rounding ditch.

These four male modules generally show clear 
similarities and an obvious intent to reproduce 
a pattern. Beside the man with the “Eiffel tower”, 
three classes of dead are in fact repeated identi-
cally from one module to another. First of all, the 
men: five are buried on the main axis of the inter-
nal area of the monument; they are always younger 
than the “Eiffel tower” man; they are placed in the 
same monument, or in its twin. Four are equipped 
with arrowheads. The next class of dead is com-
posed of ten children, whose age never exceeds 8 
years. Their graves are placed in the same way as 
the men. One (Passy 10.1) contains 5 arrowheads. 
The last class includes the only three female burials 
located near a module (Gron 360, Balloy 33 and 35), 
as well as a man, two adults of undetermined gen-
der and two children (Balloy 11; 10 and 12; 32 and 
36). None of these individuals had access to the in-
ternal area of the modules. While these burials are 
marginalized, they do reflect grouping near the in-
dividuals buried within the monuments. Located 
close by the enclosures, or even next to enclosures 
ditches, these burials match the orientation of the 
internal ones and, in three cases are lined up on the 
same main axis (woman Gron 360, man Balloy 11, 
child Balloy 36).

The “Eiffel Tower” spatulas are rare objects. For 
this reason, the individuals they accompany attract 
our attention, and a special status can be suggested. 
More surprisingly, these individuals seem to be the 
centrepiece of a clearly staged arrangement. The lo-
cation of various burials in close proximity, their 
biological identity and equipment express others 
statuses. A clear distinction can thus be observed 
between, on the one hand, the status of certain 
young men and children with access to the internal 
area of the modules, in an identical position to the 
“Eiffel tower” man, and occasionally with hunting 
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Fig. 7. The two models – (1) Male monuments confront female 
monuments. (2) A pair of male monuments is organised around a 
central individual, equipped with an “Eiffel tower” spatula, with 
the presence of the hunter in the same or in the other monument.

equipment, and on the other hand, the status of the 
few women, men and children placed close by yet 
outside the monuments. The reproduction of the 
module, within the cemetery, as well as from one 
cemetery to another, thus implies the reproduction 
of symbols and statuses expressed in death.

In the context of this organisational model, ana-
lysis of non-metric characters reveals complemen-
tary information. In fact, the sharing of one or two 
rare characters (i. e. observed on few individuals in 
the cemetery) inside a well-defined archaeological 
set is acknowledged as valid in terms of family or 
social groups (Crubézy/Sellier 1990). In the pre-
sent case, each of the male modules identified com-
prises an indisputable archaeological group with a 
varying number of individuals. In fact within each 
cemetery, a biological link can be observed in three 
of these male modules (due to poor preservation of 
the skeletons, there are no results for module 10 – 11 
at Passy). Thus, the “Eiffel tower” man 5.1 of Passy 
and the 4.1 man in the twin monument are the only 
two individuals with a parietal notch bone. The 
“Eiffel tower” man 352 of Gron shares with the child 
356.2, close to him, a mendosal suture, a metopic su-
ture and an occipital foramen, all characters that do 
not appear on other individuals in the same group-
ing. Lastly, the “Eiffel tower” man 5 of Balloy and 
the grave 3 man, in the same monument, both have 
an ossicle at asterion, a character found in no other 
individuals in the cemetery. The suspected strong 
heritability of this character (Gemmerich 1999) 

suggests that the two men were blood relations. 
These three clusters of rare non-metric characters 
thus always involve the “Eiffel tower” man and one 
of the men or children buried in the same module. 
In any case, the spatial groupings do not appear 
random in biological terms, and for one of them a 
blood relationship is even highly probable. These 
results underline the exceptional role of the “Eiffel 
tower” men within the cemeteries, adding a family 
aspect to the spatial and ideological criteria.

Discussion: a highly structured society of the dead

A considerable investment for only a few indi-
viduals: on this basis, the interpretation of these 
monu ments is above all social. We cannot be satis-
fied, however, with the common hypothesis that 
these cemeteries are the reflection of a phase of in-
creased social competition during which a small 
elite monopolized all power. A scheme as univer-
sal as this could explain all monumental funerary 
practices, in any time or place, and masks the com-
plexity of the phenomenon, which transpires more 
clearly through a structural analysis.

A more complex approach to reading the ceme-
teries reveals the central role of the principle of re-
production. The cemeteries are thus reduced to the 
juxtaposition of elementary modules. Beyond the 
morphological differences between monuments, 
architectural details are repeated from module to 
module. The number of persons buried varies little 
from one module to another and sex of the dead is 
of great consequence for cemetery organisation. In 
this perspective, two models are distinguished in a 
constant play between opposition and association; 
but we cannot, at this time, determine their con-
nection (fig. 7). On the one hand, male monuments 

confront female monuments. On the other, a pair 
of male monuments is organised around a central 
individual, equipped with an “Eiffel tower” spatu-
la. Far from expressing the wealth or prestige of the 
beneficiaries, the grave goods transmit a code, re-
duced to a corpus of signs: “Eiffel Tower” spatula, 
arrow, suidae canine, awl, chisel (and a few others). 
If one elementary module is reproduced in the cem-
etery, and from one cemetery to another, all of the 
values associated with this module are thus also re-
produced.

The statuses expressed in death are the same 
from one cemetery to another. But do these sta-
tuses express strictly funerary values? The ob-
servations converge: the funerary practices (or-
ganization of the cemetery and treatment of the 
deceased), the characteristics of the individuals as-
sociated with the “Eiffel Tower”, and the associated 
grave goods (functional objects with traces of uti-
lization) all show that the status of these individu-
als is not uniquely funerary. Whether we call them 
chiefs, “shamans”, or by another name, it is while 
they were living that the deceased individuals ac-
companied by spatulas played a specific role.



258 Philippe Chambon and Aline Thomas

The monumental cemeteries of the mid 5th mil-
lennium present a particularly favourable opportu-
nity to observe a social structure during Prehisto-
ry. In fact, in some cases during Neolithic we are 
faced with individuals buried in some huge mon-
uments, like those of the Gulf of Morbihan, or ac-
companied by spectacular grave goods, as in Var-

na cemetery, but what is actually exceptional in the 
Cerny context, is assuming that one individual is 
exactly the same, in a social point of view, as an-
other one. On current evidence, the human groups 
that constructed the Passy type monuments are 
the earliest to show diversified and repetitive so-
cial statuses.
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Frühe Monumentalität und Soziale Differenzierung 1 (Bonn 2011) 261–272. 

Zusammenfassung

Obwohl die Trichterbecherkultur (TRB) in all 
ihrer Diversität trotzdem uniform erscheint, spie-
gelt keiner ihrer Aspekte soziale Differenzierung 
wider, sei es die Verbreitung von Keramikformen 
oder Verzierungen, sei es der Inhalt von Flach- und 
Megalithgräbern.

Entsprechend soll die Frage diskutiert werden, 
ob eine soziale Differenzierung in der TRB fest-
stellbar ist. Dass dies wahrscheinlich der Fall sei, 
suggeriert der Titel des DFG-Schwerpunktpro-
gramms “Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Dif-

Is a social differentiation detectable in the TRB culture?

Jan Albert Bakker 

ferenzierung”. Der Hauptteil meiner Erfahrung be-
zieht sich auf die TRB Westgruppe, die westlich 
der Elbe zu lokalisieren ist, aber ich denke, dass die 
Dinge in der TRB Nordgruppe in Schleswig-Hol-
stein, Dänemark und Südschweden nicht anders 
liegen, Regionen, auf die ich mich im folgenden 
häufig beziehen werde (Abb. 1). Weiterhin werde 
ich einen knappen Überblick über verschiedene 
Aspekte der materiellen Kultur der TRB und ver-
wandte Themen geben.

Abstract

Although the TRB culture is uniform with all its 
diversity, none of its aspects displays a distinct so-
cial differentiation, whether in the distribution of 
pottery forms and decoration, or in the contents of 
flat and megalithic graves.

I will discuss here the question “Is a social differ-
entiation detectable in the TRB culture?”. That this 
is probably the case, is suggested by the title of the 
current DFG Priority Program “Early Monumen-

tality and social Differentiation”. Most of my ex-
perience is based on the TRB West Group, which 
is found to the west of the Elbe, but I think that 
things are no different in the TRB North Group in 
Schleswig-Holstein, Denmark and southern Swe-
den, to which regions I will often refer (see fig. 1).

I also give a brief tour d’horizon of different as-
pects of the material remains of the TRB culture 
and related subjects.
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There is a large variety of megalithic tombs in the 
TRB West and North Groups, for which I will use 
here the term hunebeds, which is the Dutch term 
“hun(n)ebedden” as it was anglicised by the Brit-
ish archaeologists Augustus Franks (1872) and 
James Fergusson (1872). There were dolmens and 
passage graves. In the West Group, the passage 
graves had a short entrance and their plan was a 
short-stemmed letter T. The barrows and encircling 
kerbs were oval or kidney-shaped, this being a con-
trast to the North Group, which had round barrows 
and long entrance corridors.

The shortest passage graves of the West Group 
had two pairs of sidestones and two capstones and 
often no entrance stones. They contain the earliest 
pottery, dating from Brindley 1 (Brindley 1986; 
see fig. 2), which is similar to my phase Drouw-
en A (Bakker 1979) and corresponds to the earli-
est Danish Middle Neolithic (MN Ia)1. Five Dutch 
passage graves with interior chamber lengths be-
tween ca. 2.7 and 5.9 m and 2 – 5 pairs of sidestones 
contained Brindley 1 pottery. Even the eastern 
chamber of tomb 830-Tannenhausen, in German 
Ostfriesland, with 6 pairs of sidestones and an in-
terior chamber length of ca. 10.9 m, held Brindley 1 
pottery (Bakker 1992, tabs. 3 – 4). Brindley 1 pot-
tery is therefore not exclusively associated with 
the very shortest hunebed chambers. If the stylis-
tic TRB horizons have had identical absolute ages 
in the North and the West Group, the Brindley 1 
date (which would be contemporaneous to MN Ia), 
might suggest that the West Group passage graves 
were slightly earlier than those in the North Group, 
but this point needs further study.

As we will see, the fist rule “the longer a passage 
grave, the later it is” cannot easily be substantiat-
ed in detail, because this trend is actually very dif-
fuse. Brindley 2 pottery is the earliest known from 
seven to eight other passage grave chambers in the 
Netherlands. They have 3 – 7 pairs of sidestones and 
interior chamber lengths of ca. 2.5 to 11.5 or 12.4 m. 
The earliest pottery from one or more of the three 
chambers of Langbett 958-Kleinenkneten, which 
have 6 pairs of sidestones and interior chamber 
lengths of 4.5 – 7.2 m, is datable to Brindley 1 or 2. 
And four to eight other West-German chambers 
contained Brindley 2 pottery; five have 4 – 7 pairs 
of sidestones and interior chamber lengths of ca. 

6.0 to 11 or 12 m (817-Tannenhausen W). The two 
chambers of the TRB gallery graves at Wechte, 
which were at least 35 and 40 m long internally and 
had more than 18 and 20 pairs of sidestones proba-
bly also contained Brindley 2 pottery as the earliest 
type (Bakker ibid.).

Primeval dolmens (Urdolmens) seem to be ab-
sent from the West Group; the earliest pottery in 
the extended dolmen G5-Heveskesklooster (in the 
north-east of the province of Groningen, not far 
from the German town of Emden) dates from the 
Brindley 2 horizon. 

Characteristically, the longest passage graves of 
the West Group surpass those of the North Group 
by far in length. The longest passage grave of the 
Netherlands, D27-Borger, has 10 pairs of side-
stones, 9 capstones and an interior chamber length 
of 20 m. The absolute toppers of the West Group 
are, however, the now much damaged passage grave 
980-Damme, which will originally have been 32–34 
m long, and the Hooger Steener, 830-Werlte, with 
an interior chamber length of 27.5 m (Sprockhoff 

Forms, sizes and dates of megalithic graves in the TRB West Group
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Pf = Pfyn Group, A and horizontally hatched = Altmark Group, 
vertically hatched = Walternienburg-Bernburg Group. The bro-
ken line indicates the occurrence of the Luboń decoration of three-
strand cord impressions. Diagonal hatching indicates the related 
Michelsberg culture. SOM = the Seine-Oise-Marne Culture.

1 A layer with cord-impressed TRB pottery was found in 
the settlement site of Schokland-P14, province of Flevol-
and, about 70 km northeast of Amsterdam (Ten Anscher 
2011). Together with cord-impressed TRB pottery from Os-
terwick, and Hüde I and Schoemaker along Lake Dümmer, 
this represents a ‘pre-Drouwen’ style, dating from the EN 
II (Bakker 1979, 92). It seems wiser, therefore, to synchro-

nise the EN II / Brindley 1 boundary in the West Group 
with the EN II / MN Ia boundary in the North Group and 
the beginning of Düsedau / Laux B in the Altmark-Lüneb-
urg region in Germany in tab. 2 in Bakker 1992 and in the 
present fig 2. Apparently this EN II pottery phase preceded 
megalith construction phase in the TRB West Group
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1975, p. 145, atlas-pls. 178 and p. 94, atlas-pls. 98–99). 
None of these three tombs was systematically exca-

vated, so that it is unknown during which Brindley 
phase they were constructed.

Several passage graves had an oval or kidney-
shaped barrow and kerb in ground plan, but some 
were enclosed in a Langbett, i. e. a narrow longitu-
dinal kerb of closely set uprights. Originally dry 
walling of smaller stones made a closed outer wall. 

We have one such composite tomb, D43-Emmen 
(fig. 3), but there are many such tombs in western 
Germany, such as the Visbecker Braut and Bräutig-
am near Wildeshausen. The two round ends of the 
Emmen kerb are unique.

Langbett D43-Emmen

The terms hunebed and Langbett

All types of megalithic graves throughout the 
world are called hunebedden in common Dutch. 
As stated above, I will use the anglicised term 
hunebeds here specifically as generic name for all 
megalithic graves of the West and North Group 
of the TRB culture, comprising passage graves as 
well as dolmens 2. Synonymous German terms are 
Hünengrab, Groβsteingrab, Riesensteingrab or 
just Steingrab.

Etymologically the Dutch word hunebed and the 
German word Hünenbett are the same and they are 
pronounced identically, but the present meaning 
of both words is quite different in the archaeolog-
ical literature. Originally, the word meant Giant’s 
Bed or Giant’s Grave and was applied to mega-
lithic tombs or even earthen round barrows in the 
same way throughout the Dutch-German language 
area3. The ill-defined folk-name was later exclusive-
ly used for specific types of megalithic graves in the 
two different countries and languages. Thus, in the 
present German archaeological literature, the word 
Hünenbett is a technical term for the oblong bar-
rows enclosed by a kerb of heavy upright boulders 
('peristalith') with or without megalithic cham-
bers (e. g. Sprockhoff 1954). They comprise per-
istalithic long barrows that are rectangular, trap-
ezoidal, extended-triangular or oval in plan. West 
Group passage with oval kerbs are thus also called 
Hünenbett in Germany, a term which usually does 
not include dolmens and passage graves surround-
ed by a circular kerb (Sprockhoff 1966, 1967, 
1975; Laux 1990, 1991). Therefore the German term 
Hünenbett should be avoided as too ambiguous.

The long, rectangular or trapezoidal Hünen-
betten (with or without megalithic chambers) of 
the West Group are called henceforth Langbett, 

Fig. 3. Langbett D43-Emmen-Schimmeres in 1968 (photograph 
Fred Gijbels, IPP). After staples of grass sods were soon trampled, 
Van Giffen filled the spaces between the kerbstones with cobbles 
and mortar, because flat stones similar to the original dry-walling 
as well as able masons were absent. After forty years this ugly wall-
ing is still in good condition.

2 I would like to exclude the sometimes megalithic long bar-
rows of the TRB East Group (‘Kuyavian Graves’) and the 
small megalithic chambers or cists if the KAK/Globular 
Amphorae culture (which footed in the TRB culture) of 

Poland and surrounding regions.
3 That the term hunnebed was formerly also used for non-

megalithic round barrows in the Netherlands, is left out of 
further consideration here.
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plural Langbetten 4. of the West Group 5. Kos-
sian (2005, 68), who followed this usage of the 
term Langbett instead of Hünenbett, illustrat-
ed the plans of the excavated German steinkam-
merlose Langbetten (without megalithic cham-
bers) and likewise Kuyavian Long Barrows from 

the TRB West, East and North Groups (Kossian 
2005, Abb. 14 – 16).

Single passage graves (with or without an oval or 
kidney-shaped kerb of orthostats) should remain to 
be called Ganggräber (singular Ganggrab) in Ger-
man.

Fig. 4. Hunebed D13-Eext after the capstones had been taken away in 1756 (Van Lier 1760).

Steps in the entrance

Hunebed D13-Eext (fig. 4), with three pairs of 
sidestones, originally three capstones and no en-
trance sidestones, is singular because its relative-
ly narrow orthostats are so neatly fitting to each 
other that dry walling was scarcely needed to fill 
gaps between them. Moreover it had three stone 

steps in the entrance. The great expert in Dutch 
and German hunebeds, A.E. van Giffen, knew 
similar steps only from the German West Groups 
hunebeds 805-Lingen, 808-Sieben Steinhäuser C 
and 657-Deinste (Van Giffen 1969, 4; 1973, 64).

4 The unambiguous term Langbetten, introduced by Jo-
hanna Mestorf in the 19th century, excludes the so-called 
‘ovale Hünenbetten. Jacob-Friesen used the term ovales 
Hünenbett in his textbook Einführung in Niedersachsens 
Urgeschichte (1931, reprinted 1934, 1939, 1959). This con-
fusing usage was followed by E. Schlicht (1954, 1979), F. 

Laux (1990; 1991) and by G. Körner / F. Laux as editors of 
Sprockhoff (1975), see Kossian (2005).

5 See Bakker 1992, 3; 107.3) and J. Hoika’s concurring dis-
cussion of this terminology (Helinium 33, 1993, 305 – 9, 
esp. 306).

Number and distribution of hunebeds

The Dutch megalithic graves are concentrated to 
the Province of Drenthe, with a few in the provinc-
es of Groningen and Overijssel, and there was one 
possible item in Lage Vuursche in the province of 

Utrecht. Altogether there are 53 extant hunebeds 
known, and the sites of 23 demolished hunebeds 
were excavated. And there are 4 sites of possible 
hunebeds. Altogether there will have been about 
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100 megalithic tombs in the Netherlands, which is 
about double the present extant number. Sprock-
hoff (1975) counted 980 megalithic tombs in the 
North-Western German West Group and dis-
cussed many destroyed hunebeds. Application of 
the Dutch proportion, extant : demolished tombs, 
there would give an original number of at least 
2000 megalithic tombs in the TRB West Group in 
Germany. But this estimate may be much too low, 
because the Dutch hunebeds were legally protect-
ed since 1734, those in the German duchy of Old-
enburg in the early 19th century, but those in oth-

er German parts of the West Group much later, 
whereas there were legion reports that megalith 
smashing was in full blast.

One should also realise that Sprockhoff and I did 
not include a southern part of the Altmark Group of 
hunebeds in the West Group counts. Neither did we 
enumerate the Hessian-Westphalian Gallery Graves, 
which are now also assigned to the TRB culture, al-
though they have a different architecture (Schier-
hold, this vol.) 6. And also that Sprockhoff’s invento-
ry is due to an update – which we may expect as a 
result of the mentioned Schwerpunktprogramm.

Fig. 5. Part of the artefacts excavated by Holwerda from the chamber of hunebed D19-Drouwen, in 1912 (photograph P.-J. Bomhof, Ri-
jksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden). Shown are 93 pots, 12 axes and 10 amber beads, but the original number of pottery is much larger 
(Staal-Lugten 1976).

The pottery

The West Group TRB pottery is well known 
from the excavated hunebeds, flat graves and set-
tlements. There was a large variation of pot forms, 
more than in any other prehistoric culture I know 
from north-western Europe. On the other hand 
these forms were standardized, so that we can 
discern funnel beakers, collared flasks, biberons, 

spoons, jugs, amphorae, tureens, pails, bowls, dish-
es, etc. Apart from the non-decorated pots and the 
decorated funnel beakers, all pottery shows great 
individuality in decoration. Almost no pot is the 
same, although of course the general lines of cur-
rent fashions were followed. Pot forms and decora-
tions changed in the course of time, which allowed 

6 The contents of these Gallery Graves are not discussed by 
me.
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Anna Brindley (1986) and myself (1979) to dis-
cern seven or more successive style horizons.

The Dutch hunebeds contained large collections 

of pottery, which was deposited in the course of up 
to six centuries (fig. 5). It usually assumed that they 
contained victuals for those interred.

Human bones

Human bones are rarely preserved in our 
hunebeds, which were lying in poor sandy soils 
without calcium that were afterwards heavily pod-
zolised (Kossian 2005, lists 105 – 106).

A great number of teeth and bone splinters were 
salvaged by sieving, however, from hunebed D26-
Drouwenerveld. Elisabeth Smits (pers. comm.) 
identified a small number of bones from male and 
female adults and also of children. That women and 
children – and not only men – were interred in this 
hunebed agrees with the findings in Danish and 
Polish earthen Long Barrows. Cremated human re-
mains are usually found in association with Brind-
ley 7 pottery, but hunebed D26-Drouwenerveld 
contained only TRB pottery from late Brindley 2 
to early 5.

Two vague body silhouettes of TRB people were 
found in the sandy chamber fill of passage graves 
684-Oldendorf II (Körner / Laux 1980, 155 – 159, 
figs. 20.1; 36; 38) and 686-Oldendorf IV (Körn-
er / Laux 1980, 161 – 174, figs. 17,1 – 2.4; 18,1 – 13; 

20,2.5; 24,1; 25,1.4; 43; 44,6). The chamber of Old-
endorf II was enclosed in a 20 m long, 2 m high, oval 
barrow, that of Oldendorf IV lay in a 80 m long, 6.5 m 
wide Langbett. In the chamber of Oldendorf II, the 
body lay on its back and the knees were flexed to its 
right side (Körner / Laux 1980, fig. 36), but also 
bones of a 50 years old man and a 30 years old wom-
an had been found there, in 1950 (Sprockhoff 
1952). In the chamber of Oldendorf IV, “remains of 
bones” were found in a approx. 1 m long, 25 cm wide 
oval patch in the western end of the chamber. In its 
proximity lay a Brindley 3 tureen, 2 drums, 3 trans-
versal arrowheads and 2 flat axes of flint. In the east-
ern end, 2 intact calottes of human skulls, a horizon 
2 tureen and a flint axe were found.

That uncremated bones were so well preserved at 
Oldendorf, shows that the sandy subsoil was here 
much more calciferous than in the Netherlands 
(and in Germany to the west of the Rivers Weser 
and Aller).

Personal ornaments

Personal ornaments were also found in 
hunebeds: dozens of amber beads, fewer beads 
made of jet and quartz beads, which are extremely 
rare. Part of a fossil ammonite of black stone with 
patches of red ochre, perforated to serve as a pen-
dant, was found in Langbett D43-Emmen (Holw-
erda 1914; Knöll 1959; Brongers 2006). Anoth-
er fossil ammonite pendant was found in passage 
grave Emmeln 2 (Schlicht 1968), further, co-

coon-shaped beads of rolled-up copper strips. Be-
sides, there were copper strips, which may have 
decorated the dresses, but discs made of cop-
per sheets, such as found in Denmark and Poland 
(Becker 1947), were not found in the West Group 
(Schlicht 1973). Several other ornaments, made 
of organic material, such as made from feathers, 
wood, seeds or leather, will have perished, as well 
as the dresses of the interred.

Fossil sea urchins

Flint fossils of a sea urchin were found in 
hunebeds D43-Emmen in Drenthe (Holwerda 
1914; Knöll 1959) and Emmeln-2 along the Ems 
(Schlicht 1968), and twice in the TRB settlement 
at Laren near Hilversum (Bakker 1979, 191 – 193). 

They have no traces of use, but the TRB people, 
that so much loved decorated pottery, will have giv-
en the intricately decorated stones a special reli-
gious meaning.

Personal tools and weapons of men

Personal tools and weapons found in hunebeds, 
supposedly of the men, were flint flat axes, and, al-
beit fewer in number, flat axes made of other stones. 
Large numbers of flint transversal arrowheads of 
flint indicate that complete arrows in their quivers 

and wooden bows had been interred with some of 
the dead. Kossian (2005, 104–105) noted that all 
datable finds of this type of arrowheads belonged 
to Brindley 1 – 4. It strikes me that they are absent 
from Brindley 5 – 7, viz. from the Early, Middle and 
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Late Havelte style phases, from which so many flat 
graves are known. Battle-axes were made of dia-
base, diorite, gneiss, and even sandstone; the West 

Group had up to five distinct types (Bakker 1979, 
chapter 5). Finally a number of flint strike-a-lights 
occur in hunebeds.

Concluding remarks about West Group hunebeds

West Group hunebeds contained thus large 
amounts of TRB artefacts. Elisabeth Schlicht 
(1968) recognised 960 pots among the remains of 
the demolished passage grave Emmeln 2. Moreo-
ver, the 88 pots without decoration in her collec-
tion (only 9 %) seem much underrepresented. Part 
of this pottery may derive from a former zone of 
offered pots around the southern entrance of the 
tomb.

No West Group hunebeds in Germany or Hol-
land were constructed anymore after Brindley 4, 
about 3000 BC, but several remained in use for in-
terments and offering till the end of Brindley 7, 
about 2200 BC, and after that, incidentally, un-
til 1800 BC for interments, or at least deposition of 
pottery in the chambers, by the Single Grave, AOC, 
Bell Beaker and Barbed Wire cultures and stages 
(Bakker 1992).

Flat graves

Flat graves with or without stone packing display 
the same types of current artefacts. Again, human 
skeletons are not preserved to the west of the Weser. 
Three flexed body silhouettes are known from flat 
earth graves of the West Group in Germany 7. One 
lay on its left side in “eating position” (Esshaltung) 
in a wood-lined pit of ca 2 x 1 m, with three Brind-
ley 5 pots, at Heek-Averbeck (grave F4), excavated 
by Walter Finke (Bakker 1992, 93 – 94, fig. 32). An-
other flexed burial of an adult or mature person lay 
on the right side, with one Brindley 4 bowl at her 
or his feet in a wooden coffin of 1.10 x 0.82 m with-
in a grave pit of 1.88 x 1.10 m x (more than) 0.64 m, at 
Geeste on the eastern bank of the Ems (Kaltofen 
2008). Thirdly, a flexed inhumation of a child on its 
left side was preserved as a vague silhouette with no 
grave goods (Bakker 1983).

The maximum number of pots in a flat grave is 
about 18 – 20; many flat graves without preserved 
grave goods will have escaped the researchers, but 
several were found among flat graves with pottery 
in the small cemeteries of this culture (Bakker 
1970). About 130 flat graves, including presumed 
flat graves, are known from The Netherlands (Ko-
ssian 2005).

A massive, 3 mm thick, golden bracelet was found 
in flat grave I at Himmelpforten, Lkr. Stade to-
gether with an undecorated two-handled Ösen-
flasche dating from EN II or MN I, and a 15 cm long 
heavy flint axe (Kossian 2005, 109, 356 – 367, pl. 
108, 171.1)8. A similar golden bracelet was found in 
Schwesing-LA 6, Lkr. Nordfriesland in Schleswig-

Holstein in an earth grave, together with an undec-
orated dish and a funnel beaker with a round belly 
with vertical grooves. This grave was found below 
the stone floor of a demolished megalithic grave. 
Kossian (2005, 420, pl. 159,1 – 3) dates this find in 
the EN II or MN Ia. In both cases other indications 
that the buried person may have had a special dis-
tinction were absent.

I further refer to the exemplary, really complete 
and flawless inventory of the Dutch and German 
non-megalithic TRB graves by Rainer Kossian 
(2005); it gives the definitive description of these 
phenomena and will only be outdated by new finds. 
Kossian found no combinations of artefacts that re-
peatedly recurred together (Kossian 2005, 110). 
It should be noted that he (Kossian 2005, 77 – 78, 
catalogue no. 329) discerned ‘non-megalithic graves 
with round or oval covering barrows’, among which 
he included the Zeijen TRB flat graves, which were 
covered by a later earthen barrow with a post cir-
cle (Bakker 1979, 199 – 200; Waterbolk 1977, 
197 – 198). Kossian based himself on the vertical 
sections of the primary publication (Van Giffen 
1930, 22, fig. 2 – 7), but J. N. Lanting, Waterbolk and 
I relied on the original field drawings.

I should like to add to Kossian’s synopsis that I 
have meanwhile corrected my previous idea that 
the heavy flint axe of "Vlaardingen type" in the 
Denekamp TRB flat grave indicates possible re-
lations with the Vlaardingen culture (see Kos-
sian 2005, No. 349, p. 497-498; cf. his List 23, p. 
291). This type of axe is now renamed “Buren type” 

7 Theo ten Anscher’s publication of the Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age finds of Schokland-P14, Gemeente Noordoostpol-
der, Province of Flevoland, will appear in 2011. I therefore leave 
out here references to TRB flat graves and settlement traces of 
this site (Kossian 2005, No. 331, p. 485–486).  Nor will I discuss 

here the TRB flat graves, settlement traces and artefacts from 
Flögeln, Lkr. Cuxhaven (of which my manuscript is waiting for 
more than a decade for publication, in Wilhelmshaven).

8 The drawing of pot no. 2 should be turned upwards.
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(Bakker 2006). It was exported from the south-
ern Benelux and northern France. In the Neth-
erlands and western Germany, it was used by the 
TRB culture and the Vlaardingen culture. In the 
TRB culture, splendid axes of this type were of-
ten never used in daily life, because they had a rit-
ual meaning. The Vlaardingen culture, on the oth-

er hand, used worn Buren axes to make small flint 
artefacts such as transversal arrowheads (Bakker 
2006). The Denekamp grave, probably an inhuma-
tion flat grave, also contained three 3 – 4 cm long 
flint blades, two of which are retouched (incl. one 
endscraper).

Settlements

TRB settlements occurred everywhere in the 
Netherlands on the Pleistocene sandy soils north of 
the river Rhine, also widely outside the hunebed re-
gion9. They are characterised by flint scrapers and 
clay discs, which are usually absent from hunebed 
chambers or flat graves. Settlement pottery is more 
robust, and perhaps less decorated, but it also com-
prises finer ware, which compares well to that in the 
graves; the Danish TRB typochronology is almost 
exclusively based on the richly decorated sherds 
from successive settlements on the isle of Lange-
land!

Two wetland settlements were discovered at 
Slootdorp, in the Wieringermeerpolder, 50 km 
north of Amsterdam. According to Willem Jan 
Hogestijn, the excavator, they were summer sites 
for fishing, hunting and cattle herding by TRB in-
habitants of the sandy mantles of the Pleistocene 
cores of the Frisian islands of Wieringen and Texel 
(which are now washed away by the sea). Another 

well-known wetland site is ‘Hunte 1’ north of Lake 
Dümmer (Kossian 2007).

One cannot say that the pottery from settlement 
sites clearly differs from that of the graves; there-
fore I call Christopher Tilley’s statement (1984) in 
question that there was a strict difference between 
funerary and settlement pottery in Scania (but per-
haps we meant the same in other words and is it just 
a question of splitting and lumping).

From the German West Group settlement sites 
with (a few) known house plans (at Heek-Ammert, 
Lkr. Borken, Flögeln, Lkr. Cuxhaven, and Dohnsen, 
Lkr. Celle), no social stratification is visible in the 
few buildings or flat graves. These houses were quite 
substantial and probably used by extended families. 
A flat grave within House 2 at Flögeln shows how 
interwoven daily life, the hereafter, the profane and 
the sacred were. No TRB house plans are known 
from the Netherlands. See also Kossian’s (2007) 
analysis of all known TRB house plans.

Female potters

The nail impressions that were visible in the at-
tachment of the footring to the basin of a well-dec-
orated ring-footed bowl in hunebed D26-Drouwen-
erveld are too narrow for a man and prove that the 
potter was a woman; the pot was too well made for 
children’s work (Bakker / Luijten 1990, 181 – 182, 
pl. 3).

The products of one such female potter can some-
times by recognised by ‘idiosyncratic’ or other pe-
culiarities in the decoration (ibidem). Products 

of one potter were widely distributed across the 
sandy Drenthe Plateau, up to 50 km apart (Bak-
ker / Luijten 1990, 174 – 181, figs 1 – 3, pls 1 – 2, ta-
bles I – II). The old idea (Sprockhoff 1938) that 
each hunebed exclusively 'belonged to' one specific 
extended family and one settlement, does not hold 
water. One tomb may have contained more prod-
ucts of the same potter, but they occurred in many 
other different hunebeds.

9 Probably a few hunebeds have occurred on those Dutch 
sandy soils north of the Rhine where they are now absent, 

provided that sufficient large boulders were available, simi-
lar to western Westphalia (cf. Bakker 1979, figs. 2 – 3).

Conclusion

Finally I come back to the question if social dif-
ferentiation can be detected in the West Group of 
the TRB culture. “Social differentiation” can mean 
both "social stratification" and “geographical differ-
entiation”, for instance by pottery dialects.

To start with the pottery dialects – they are not 
distinct at all. There were no sharp distinctions in 
pottery styles between regions that were demarcat-
ed by bogs and valleys from each other. There was a 
gradual shift with distance – pottery from the Elbe-
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Weser Triangle differs slightly, perhaps, from that 
of Drenthe, but the typochronology which was de-
veloped for Drenthe and the German Emsland is 
still well applicable. Not all of the thirteen ceram-
ic type groups which Schlicht (1968) discerned 
in hunebed Emmeln 2 on the east bank of the riv-
er Ems are traceable in Drenthe, but all in all, the 
decorational differences are very gradual over large 
distances. For instance, the angularly profiled tu-
reen with hatched triangles on the shoulder is 
found continuously from Drenthe till Scania – a 
distance of 550 km as a crow flies.

In fact the distribution pattern of “female” prod-
ucts is much more fluent than that of the battle-ax-
es types. The exchange of women at hunebed build-
ing feasts, in which people from large regions will 
have participated (Bakker 1983), and the wide sell-
ing of their products may explain the diffuseness of 
ceramic traits and the ceramic products of one fe-
male potter. On the other hand, the more compact 
regions of certain “male” battle axes could point 
to a certain patrilocality in the TRB West Group. 
This conclusion is opposite to the one reached by 
Fredrik Hallgren (2008) for the EN TRB settle-
ments in Mälardalen and Bergslagen in the Stock-
holm-Örebro region in Sweden. A “matrilocal rule 
of post-marital residence kept the group of (female) 
potters intact over time 10 here, while their hus-
bands usually came from other communities.

Are these contrasting conclusions a problem? 
Perhaps, but they still have to be tested in other re-
gions of the wide TRB area. Both observations lie 
far apart in time (EN vs. MN) and space (some 
1000 km). And the named Swedish settlements re-
lied probably much more on trapping, fishing and 
hunting in the dense conifer forests and along riv-
ers and lakes near the northern boundary of possi-
ble Neolithic agriculture, than those of the Dutch 

horticulturalists and cattle-breeders, where hunt-
ing was rather a matter of male prestige instead 
of an economic necessity in the lighter deciduous 
lime and oak forest.

Is “social stratification” demonstrable, then, by 
the finds? Of course there were highly prestigious 
specialists of great fame in TRB times. Architects 
and team leaders of stone hauling on sledges, and 
handling the heavy stones when the hunebeds were 
constructed, for instance, will have had an enor-
mous prestige. The same will have been the case 
with certain housewives who made finer pottery 
and invented nicer variations of the decorations 
within the current Zeitstil. Traditionalism, pro-
fessionalism and originality will have counted no 
less than in our societies, be it differently dosed and 
mixed.

But I cannot perceive any clear-cut social strat-
ification that was systematically reflected in the 
funeral ritual. If, for instance, the perfectly made 
battle-axes were the personal products and para-
phernalia of male leaders of some kind (cf. Bakker 
1979, 108: “village chiefs?”), their presence in flat 
graves is not convincingly associated with a greater 
number or a higher quality of pots in these graves. 
And a large number of pots in one grave does not 
seem to indicate a higher social status. I leave here 
aside that splendour displayed in modern funerary 
customs may sometimes express what the relatives 
wish that the social status of the interred would 
have been, not what his real status was at the end 
of his life 11.

The intriguing thing about the TRB culture is 
that, with all its standardised formality of its wide-
ly diverse artefact and funerary forms, it escapes 
current criteria for detecting social stratification, 
which seem applicable to other prehistoric cultur-
al groups.

10 Cited from the English summary ‘Identity and practice’ 
(2008), which Hallgren also published on the internet.

11 Around 1945 – 65 AD, a few higher class pro-nazi families 
in Dutch Limburg tried to compensate their loss of social 

status by burying their dead with extreme pomp. It seems 
too far fetched to suppose such mechanisms in TRB soci-
ety.
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Zusammenfassung

Die soziale Entwicklung der Trichterbecher-
Nordgruppe wird am Beispiel der Nordfriesischen 
Inseln nachvollzogen. Aus einer eher weniger reg-
lementierten Gruppe um 3400 v. Chr. entwickelt 
sich eine stärker stratifizierte soziale Formation um 
3000 v. Chr., sofern die wenigen Informationen aus 
den nordfriesischen Grabanlagen ein Bild erlauben, 
das durch die Analyse von Verzierungsvielfalt und 

Ritual Cooperation and Ritual Collectivity: 
The social structure of the middle and younger
Funnel Beaker North Group (3500 – 2800 BC)

Johannes Müller

Grabenwerken anderer Gebiete untermauert wird. 
Im Ergebnis wird zwischen einem ideologischen 

Konzept der „rituellen Kooperation“ und einer Ent-
wicklung hin zum Konzept der „rituellen Kollekti-
vität“ unterschieden. Während Grabenwerke und 
bestimmte Grabrituale für die „rituelle Koopera-
tion“ stehen, werden Ganggräber eher zur Darstel-
lung von „ritueller Kollektivität“ benutzt. 

Summary

A model about the social development of a TRB 
society – the change from a society with individual 
and group diversity around 3400 BC to a more strat-
ified social formation around 3000 BC – is shown to 
be the outcome of both burial evidence on the North 
Friesian Islands as well as information on enclosures, 
decoration diversity and economic variables from 

further regions of the southern TRB-North group. 
While the former is linked to ideological concepts 

of “ritual coope  ration”, the later ideology might be la-
belled “ritual collectiveness”. Expressions of “ritual co-
operation” are causewayed enclosures and different 
burial customs, the means of “ritual collectiveness” pas-
sage graves.
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Introduction

The reconstruction of the social structures of 
Funnel Beaker societies requires regional and 
time specific responses. Between ca. 4100 – 2800 
BC Funnel Beaker societies existed over an 
area spreading from the Carpathians to South-
ern Norway and from the Netherlands to East-
ern Poland. General studies on the socio-histor-
ical development which stem from the presence 
of manifold sources ranging from differing grave 
forms, settlements, depositions and from cause-
wayed enclosures and their possible social-ar-
chaeological interpretations require an intensive 

review (e. g. Kristiansen 1984; Larsson 1985; 
Müller 2009).

By means of the following example the author will 
attempt to make statements about the social struc-
ture of Funnel Beaker societies within the frame-
work of the production, consumption and distri-
bution of material goods and architecture. Due to 
an assessable database which has already been pub-
lished (Hinrichsen 2006), the North Friesian Is-
lands (fig. 1) were chosen as a setting for this pur-
pose. Therefore, a southern part of the Funnel 
Beaker North Group is considered in this analysis.

0 50 100 km

Essential questions and hypotheses

Conceptually, the reproduction of social relation-
ships is viewed in connection with varying general 
aspects (cf. fig. 2). It is assumed that social relation-
ships in Funnel Beaker societies are to be located 
within the framework of the economical system, 
social organisation and monumentality in which on 
the one hand productivity and on the other hand 
ideology plays an important role. The former facili-
tates the building of above ground monuments, the 
latter uses these for the reproduction of societal re-
lationships.

Fig. 1. The position of the North Friesian Islands in the framework 
of megalithic monuments of the Funnel Beaker North Group.
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Fig. 2. The reproduction of social relationships in the framework 
of economy, demography and social organization. For the Funnel 
Beaker societies, visual monuments play an important role in cre-
ating social space.

In essence the following questions are of interest 
for the assumed societal transformation processes:

1.  How did the reproduction of social relationships 
take place in Funnel Beaker societies? Which so-
cial identities and which contradictions can be 
recognized in the development of the  southern 
part of the Funnel Beaker North Group?

2.  What function do graves of different types (f lat 
graves, non-megalithic graves in long mounds, 
dolmen, and passage graves) have in the con-
struction of social identities?

3.  Is there a dependency between demographic de-
velopment, productivity, surplus-product and 
the development of social identities? Can quan-
titative changes in the proportional relationship 
between equipment that can be used as weapons 
and consumptive products be observed? 

Grave types and grave sizes as well as the num-
ber and composition of the grave depositions will 
be operationalized as a research strategy for the 
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mentioned test region in order to discuss the stat-
ed questions based on an analysis which focuses on 
archaeological remains. Unfortunately, settlement 
finds are missing in this respect due to poor region-

al preservation conditions. In spite of this, a mod-
el of the social development in the North Friesian 
area will be a “pro duct” of the social-archaeologi-
cal investigation.

Fig. 3. The dispersion of Neolithic finds on the North Friesian is-
lands (after Hinrichsen 2006,  map 6). Also marked are the ear-
liest graves (ca. 3400 BC) which surely mark the origins of Funnel 
Beaker occupation on the moraine plateaus of the islands.

The test region: North Friesian Islands

The North Friesian Islands Amrum, Sylt and 
Föhr constitute today together 202,4 km². Even 
though they constituted a totally different coastal 
route in Neolithic times (cf. Meier 2006, 38 con-
cerning the reconstruction as larger islands and 
Behre 2003; 2007), they will nevertheless be con-
sidered here as a closed entity (fig. 3). 

Table 1 shows that 94 megalithic tombs are 
known or recorded (0,5 / km²), 15 sites with non-
megalithic graves exist and that the number of the 
remaining sites falls far behind this. As a result of 
poor documentation only 33 graves could be used 
for the intended quantitative analysis. The status of 
documentation and the source of transmission of 
the rest of the sites is too unclear.

The Neolithic settling of the islands is con-
centrated on four moraine areas on the islands 
of Sylt and Föhr. The first evidence is composed 
of early graves which are to be positioned at the 
transition FNII / MNIa (e. g. Sylt-Ost-Archsum 
127; Utersum 19 and Borgsum 1, cf. Hinrichs-
en 2006, map 6), followed by the settling of the 
whole coastal geest area in MNII – MNV. The 
status of documentation for Amrum is too poor 
and therefore hinders its inclusion in such con-
siderations.

On the basis of the variety of grave sites the cho-
sen region is certainly appropriate for social-ar-
chaeological questioning. Thus, we identify single 
flat graves or flat grave groups (e. g. Tinnum LA 37), 
single graves in non-megalithic long mounds (e. g. 
Morsum LA 2), dolmen, extended dolmen, large 
dolmen and polygonal passage graves (e. g. Deng-
hoog, see fig. 4).

For the following analyses grave categories 
and burial furnishings were entered into a data 
bank and the relative-chronological dating of the 
grave inventories by Christiane Hinrichsen was 
noted (cf. among others Hinrichsen 128, tab. 1). 
This could be implemented in absolute-chrono-
logical time spans with an accuracy of about 100 
year stages and for example for megalithic graves 
the absolute-chronological time span of its usage 
was registered referring to the relative-chrono-
logical span of the inventories (cf. fig. 8). In order 
to compare the different inventory sizes, a rela-
tive adjustment due to the absolute usage length 
of the grave-chambers documented by the inven-
tories was necessary. It goes without saying here 
that we are dealing with minimum representa-
tions.

Sylt,
unknown

Föhr,
unknown

earliest burials
burials
domestic site

single find
not certain

Amrum,
unknown



276 Johannes Müller

1a

1b

2

3

4

5

6

7

Fig. 4. Neolithic grave forms on the North Friesian Islands: Non-megalithic and megalithic sites (compare Hinrichsen 2006, Plates 
9 – 10 and Kossian 2004, Plate 157, 40 and Plate 160, 245). 1 Tinnum-LA 37; 2 Morsum-LA 2; 3 Utersum LA-19; 4 Sylt-Ost-Keitum LA-70; 
5 Kampen LA-180; 6 Kampen LA-2; 7 Wenningstedt-Denhoog LA 85. For Morsum 3 flat graves with furnishings are marked. The part of 
the flat grave cemetery was preserved under a burial mound.
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Investigations

Grave sizes and the quantity of grave goods

In order to achieve comparability between the dif-
ferent grave sites different architectural parameters 
were compared with parameters of the grave goods. 
A high significant correlation between the size of the 
grave floor space and the number of grave furnishings 
emerged (fig. 5). This was particularly surprising due 
to the fact that rather different concepts were followed 
in the erection of non-megalithic single graves and 
passage graves. As a result we assume that the mean 
floor area of a single grave (1,28 m², standard deviation 
0,2) is the size of floor space used for 1 individual and 
in turn for dolmen and passage graves the minimum 
capacity for the number of interred persons of the re-
spective  sites can be calculated rather easily. Follow-
ing the idea of Jan-Albert Bakker, who once used the 
number of grave goods in single graves in the Neth-
erlands in order to evaluate the minimum number 
of interred persons in megalithic graves according to 
the furnishings of the chambers, we can also attempt 
a similar calculation. Thereby, the mean number of 
grave furnishings per single grave (0,94 items, stand-
ard deviation 0,4) will serve as a value that stands for 
1 individual.

Proxies and demography

If we use the gained observation for the recon-
struction of the mini mum population size on the 

islands two ways are possible: either using the floor 
area or the number of grave goods.

Table 2 a shows the results for the floor area dif-
ferentiated according to three time slices. We be-
gin with the floor space of the best dated 33 graves 
and multiply the data by the factor of all of the 
known graves (* 4,1). Where groups of flat graves 
are known, a relationship of 1:4 emerges between 
graves with and without furnishings, so that the 
number of flat graves must categorically be in-
creased by 400 %. We also know that in some re-
gions in which megalithic graves are documented 
by older maps, on the average a loss of four-fifths of 
the early modern inventory is to be assumed (e.g. 
for the county Uelzen von Estorff 1846; cf. Rich-
ter 2002; for Rügen: Schuldt 1972; cf. also for the 
Altmark Fritsch/Müller 2002). With these cal-
culations we come up with values between 200 and 
1500 persons if we divide the  modeled floor area by 
the value 1,28 m² / i., i. e. a population density be-
tween 1 and 7,4 inhabitants per m2. If we assume 10 
persons living on each farm compound, this could 
suggest 20 – 150 units on the North Friesian Islands. 
Hence, the notion of “one megalithic grave per farm 
compound” is still principally relevant. If a similar 
calculation is carried out on the basis of the number 
of grave furnishings, comparable values are found, 
whereby the postulated population growth does 
not turn out to be so high (table 2 b).

Therefore, relatively small group sizes and popu-
lation numbers can be assumed for the North Frie-

overview data:
Amrum 20,46 km2; Sylt 99,14 km2; Föhr 82,82 km2

megaliths (n): 94 (0,5/km2)

94*

11 dolmen, 1 great dolmen, 6 polygonic passage graves, 3 nordic passage graves
15 sites featuring non-megalithic grave monuments

well-dated graves
(n)

sum
burial floor

(m2)

grave
items (n)

sum graves

flat graves 18 (54) 54,5  17 35

dolmen 8 (24) 24,2  51 12

passage graves 5 (15) 15,2 144  9

long mounds 2 (6) 3,0     8  5

Sum 33 (100) 96,9 220 134

∑

Tab. 1. The basic data from the North Friesian Islands. * All megalithics (including non-classifiable megalithics; Hinrichsen 2006, 293 ff).
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sian Islands. Substantial demographic growth be-
tween 3400 and 3200 BC can also be observed, 
which led from a doubling through to a five-fold ex-
pansion of the population. 

Surplus, grave furnishings and conflict potential

The possibility of taking objects out of the cir-
culation of commodi ties by deposition only exists 
when a society produces more than it needs for its 
subsistence. Respectively, the sum of all deposited 
goods of a society represents the minimum of the 
surplus. Further aspects can and must be added to 
this, e.g. the expenditure of energy for non-profane 
architecture or for the total of all non-functional 
reconstructable courses of action. Nonetheless, in 
the following we would like to proceed from a min-
imum surplus product which we reconstruct for the 
sake of simplicity out of the number of goods de-
posited at a specific time.

Fig. 6 illustrates the rise in goods taken out of cir-
culation which were deposited in graves between 
3400 – 3200 BC. We recognize an absolute rise in 
production, which can likely be associated with 
the postulated demographic growth. Although the 
absolute surplus product increases one has to as-
sume an actual unchanging or even a decreasing 
surplus product per person. This level of produc-
tion or surplus product respectively stays constant 
on the North Friesian Islands until at least 3000 
BC.

Interestingly, the composition of the goods de-
posited in graves changes during the consid-
ered time period. If we denote, for example, such 

goods as “weapons” with which people were verifi-
ably killed in prehistoric times (i. e. transverse and 
other arrowheads, mace heads, axes and hatchets) 
then their proportion increases greater in the time 
phase between 3200 and 3000 BC than in preced-
ing time periods. If we take furnishings which can-
not be connected to killing into account, then we 
observe that their absolute and relative values in-
crease sharply between 3400 and 3200 BC to then 

m2 3400 BC 3200 BC 3000 BC

33 sites
(well-dated graves) 7,20 40,69 26,75

134 sites
(all graves)
(*4, 1)

29,52 166,83 109,68

correction flat graves
(1 : 4) 65,19 427,23 109,68

correction loss
(* 4, 5) 260,76 1922,53 493,56

population
( / 1, 28 m2) 203,72 1501,98 385,59

n hamlets
( / 10) 20,00 150,00 38,00

Per/km2

( / 202, 42) 1,00 7,40 1,90

b calculation on basis of items (n)

items 3400 BC 3200 BC 3000 BC

33 sites
(well-dated graves) 16 25,82 26,70

134 sites
(all graves)
(*4, 1)

65,6 105,86 106,89

correction loss
(* 4, 5) 295,20 476,38 480,99

population
( / 0,94 items) 314,04 506,79 511,69

n hamlets
( / 10) 31,4 50,68 51,17

Pers/km2   
( / 202, 42) 1,55 2,50 2,53

a calculation on basis of burial floor sizes
ite

m
s 

(n
)

passage grave
flat grave

dolmen
linear regression

single grave in a long mound

burial floor (m2)

Fig. 5. The ratio between grave size and grave furnishing on the 
North Friesian Islands. In spite of differing grave forms a highly 
significant correlation is at hand.

Tab. 2. Model calculation of the Neolithic population densities on 
the North Friesian Islands on the basis of the size of grave floor 
space (a) and the number of grave furnishings (b).
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decrease again slightly until 3000 BC. If we con-
sider ceramic vessels as mediums of consumption, 
i.e. as vessels for drinking, eating or for the storage 
of food, then we observe that their absolute values 
rise between 3400 and 3200 BC and decrease after-
wards until 3000 BC. 

In connection with the postulated population 
growth between 3400 and 3200 BC we recognize 
particularly an absolute increase of consumption 
goods which respective of the population growth 
can only be designated as a relative magnitude. In-
terestingly, the proportion of consumption goods 
remained the same until 3000 BC or decreased 
again, which would correspond to a stable popu-
lation or even reflect a reduction of consumption 
possibilities, since there is no sign of changes in 
burial rites.

Generally, an increase in the absolute and relative 
proportion of weapons after a phase of population 
growth can be observed. We assume that on the 
one hand the increase of the surplus product until 
3200 BC reflects an increase in production and on 
the other hand that this was not sufficient to fully 
compensate for population growth when maintain-
ing a stable standard. This is also manifested in the 
decrease of furnishings per grave. The subsequent 
increase of weapons beginning ca. 3200 BC most 
likely displays an increase in internal and external 
conflicts.

Fundamentally, the proportion of weapons in 
dolmens and passage graves is higher than in flat 
graves and single graves from long barrows, where-
as the proportion of consumption goods is at its 
highest in at least dolmens and long barrows. An in-
crease in social conflicts and the relative reduction 
of consumption activities is reflected in these fig-
ures. Before this observation can be evaluated, the 
question about the chronological changes of the 
grave types should be posed.

Grave types, grave duration
and the distribution of furnishings

Looking at it from a time perspective on the one 
hand, a clear increase in the graves used can be de-
tected and on the other hand a change from using 
singular interment forms to collective burials (fig. 
7). In fact, around 3000 BC only interment forms 
of the collective type were being used, whereas 
around 3400 BC single graves with differing grave 
types and smaller dolmens (probably also for sin-
gle interments) characterize the funerary ritual re-
spectively (fig. 3).

In addition, a change in the average length of 
grave usage can be observed (fig. 8). Although the 
most graves were erected around ca. 3400 / 3300 
BC and the earliest usage does not show any great 
differences, usually the younger facilities exhibit 
longer usage intervals according to the evidence of 
the grave goods.   

As a consequence we can presume that a societal 
change to collective graves in funerary conventions 
can be observed.  Since this particularly went hand 
in hand with the development of above ground, vis-
ible collective graves, i. e. passage graves and larger 
dolmens, the longer usage intervals are not surpris-
ing. They show that the expression of social identity 
on the same localities increases over time and sure-
ly a social need for the visible transmission of social 
relations on the landscape.

If we observe the number of grave furnishings 
in terms of the floor area of the single grave forms 
and corrected by the factor of usage length for col-
lective graves, no extreme differences appear (fig. 
9). It becomes clear though, that the majority of 
burials without grave furnishings are flat graves, 
whereas graves with more furnishings can either 
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Fig. 6. The distribution of goods in graves on the North Friesian Is-
lands according to time slices. Represented are the total number of 
grave items in 3 time  phases and the proportion of artifacts, which 
could be used as weapons, and ceramics, which are interpreted as 
consumptive commodities. Fig. 7. The size of the grave floor areas and the average dating of 

the grave use. The duration of use was calculated by the typo-
chronological identification of the burial assemblage. Burial types 
are marked. 
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Fig. 8. The length of grave use on the basis of typo-chronological 
dating of the grave inventories.

Fig. 9. The number of grave items per m² surface area in the differ-
ent grave forms.
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average 
number of items 
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correction time 0,39 1,30 1,3 1,3 .

without correction time 0,54 1,66 3,4 6,3 .

3400 BC 2,00 2,00 12 . 5,3

3200 BC 0,50 1,30 2,1 6,4 1,1

3000 BC . . 1 6,3 1,1

percentage “weapons” (%) 8,8 12,5 25,1 19,7 .

average
size of floor area
(∑  sum burial sizes)
in m 2

3400 BC 1,5 (2,9) 1,0 (1,1) 3,3 (3,3) 1,8 (-) .

3200 BC 1,2 (21,2) 2,0 (2,0) 2,8 (13,8) 1,7 (3,7) .

3000 BC - (-) - (-) - (-) 6,7 (26,8) 6,7 (26,8)

all 1,7 1,5 2,8 6,1 .

burial type 3400 BC 2 1 1 0 4

3200 BC 17 1 5 1 (24)

3000 BC 0 0 1 4 5

all 19 2 7 5 33

Tab. 3. Usage of different grave forms. A correction by the duration time was  necessary, thus the average number of items is corrected to this 
number per hundred years (number of items divided by typo-chronological duration of burial use).
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be dolmens, passages graves or flat graves. Conse-
quently, this means that in the centuries of the Fun-
nel-Beaker societies richer burials were repeatedly 
carried out, initially in single graves and small dol-
mens and later only in passage graves.

The mean floor area of the graves increases over 
the course of the Funnel Beaker development, 
which is not surprising in light of the existing ob-
servations. After the probable large increase in 
population, the absolute number of grave con-
structions decreases until 3000 BC with a stable 
absolute number of grave furnishings which could 
suggest a certain concentration of resources (tab. 
3).

Interpretation 

How are the existing results to be interpreted 
from a social archaeological point of view? By and 
large, considerable changes in the constellation 
of social relations become clear. A large popula-
tion growth between ca. 3400 – 3200 BC coupled 
with an adequate rate of economic growth is fol-
lowed by a stable population density and produc-
tion rate until ca. 3000 BC. The simultaneous, ob-
servable reduction in the average number of burial 
furnishings per grave shows, that under the new 
economical conditions it becomes more difficult 
to furnish graves with individual goods. An identi-
fication with locations and the community is doc-
umented through the longer usage of collective 
and visible burial sites on the surface: the locality 
of megalithic tombs becomes a cross-generation-
al medium for building traditions and a culture of 
remembrance. The whole development is accom-
panied by an increase in weapons furnishings as 
opposed to consumption furnishings which cer-
tainly corresponds to increasing conflicts in the 
society.

Important for a social archaeological interpreta-
tion is the assessment, that due to the dispersed set-
tlement pattern on the respective moraine islands 
exogamous marriages were necessary. The exem-
plarily assumed correlation of individual mega-
lithic graves or grave groups to individual farms or 
hamlets, which appears possible due to the above 
mentioned demographic reconstructions, demand-
ed institutionalized gatherings, which document 
the connections between families and groups. This 
would be the case for the mobilization of a work-
force for building megalithic graves or non-mega-
lithic long barrows and for causewayed enclosures. 
Whereas for megalithic tombs it can be assumed 
that on the North Friesian Islands in the first centu-
ries of the Funnel Beaker development a grave was 
erected each year and then looked after for genera-
tions, evidence for causewayed enclosures are miss-
ing there until now. We assume that this is a prob-

lem stemming from research history. Accordingly, 
we should consider the character of an enclosure 
near the North Friesian Islands.

Arguments from outside: Causewayed enclosures 
as meeting places, decoration diversity
and pollen analyses

The new excavations at the causewayed enclo-
sure Albersdorf-Dieksknöll confirm its association 
with the Fuchsberg style, in a time frame between 
ca. 3500 and 3300 BC. We are dealing with a 0,9 ha 
installation which does not display any Neolith-
ic findings inside but is marked by a palisade and a 
ditch on the outside (fig. 10). The ditch consists of a 
number of segments and the ditch profile shows at 

AlbersdorfAlbersdorf

G

 i e s e l a u

survey

ditch
palisade

excavation 2010
excavations 1993–1994

Fig. 10. Surface area plan and position of the causewayed enclo-
sure Albersdorf-Dieksknöll.
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least 3 infilling and cutting phases (fig. 11). Because 
an open standing ditch in sandy soil collapses or re-
sediments itself relatively swiftly within a period of 
a few years the burying / digging periods can only 
have involved short-term events. The homogeneity 
of filling material verifies the briefness of the fill-
ing processes which obviously were carried out de-
liberately. The missing development of humus be-
tween the single phases substantiates how short 
the time intervals were in between. The symmetri-
cal ditch filling shows, that we are not dealing with 
a wall to either side of the ditch. With a 3 m gap a 
palisade is located inside the ditch system, which 
was burned at a certain point in time and whose de-
bris has been deposited in an upper ditch segment. 
The ditch was also filled and re-excavated after this 
aggradation.

Consequently, this means that a minimal work 
force for the digging and filling of the often only 
4 – 7 m long ditch segments can be estimated. This 
is different for the palisade, for which a great deal 
of manpower would have been necessary. In spite 
of it all it becomes clear that for the causewayed 
enclosure at Dieksknöll smaller groups would 
have cooperatively met repeatedly in order to fol-
low a common, but not terribly economical basic 
idea, that is to carry out ritual acts connected with 
digging and filling soil. This occurs at a time when 

the first dolmens were erected, flat graves were 
created and burials were carried out in long bar-
rows.

Such short “actions” were necessary in order to 
secure mutual cooperation for gatherings. The 
briefness of the events is also shown in the low pre-
cipitation of findings which differs greatly from set-
tlement findings (fig. 12).

Since the results presented about Dieksknöll cor-
respond to those from Sarup on Fünen (Ander-
son 1997) or Rastorf in Ostholstein (Steffens 
2009), a basic pattern for causewayed enclosures 
in the northern TRB group is implied. They func-
tioned as gathering places at the beginning of Neo-
lithic developments (cf. also Klatt 2009). 

After observing the beginning of the tracked 
development here in which only few depositions 
of weapons in the causewayed enclosures, single 
graves, non-megalithic long barrows, single flat 
graves and dolmen occur, we observe at the end of 
the development the usage of passage graves with 
depositions of numerous weapons. This develop-
ment is accompanied by an increase in the typolog-
ical variation of pottery, especially the decoration 
patterns. An example from western Mecklenburg 
shows how highly diverse the decoration patterns 
particularly were in the 31st century BC (fig. 13). 
This also leads to the assumption that the society 

Fig. 11. Section through the ditch in Albersdorf-Dieksknöll (after Dibbern/Hage, in prep.).
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was going through a great change and a change of 
markings through signs – in this case the decora-
tion patterns on the vessels – was necessary.

If we want to assess the evidence correctly, hints 
concerning the economic situation are missing. 
Without going into detail one could use pollen 
analyses to find a scale about the influence of hu-
mans on the environment and with that also a scale 

concerning economic activities. It becomes clear 
in relevant pollen analyses from southern areas of 
the Funnel Beaker northern groups that beginning 
in about 3500 BC an abrupt opening of the land-
scape began which then abated beginning in 3200 
BC (e. g. in the Belauer Lake profile, cf. Wiethold 
1998; Dörfler 2008, 140 with new dating). With-
out going into more detail here, we can recognize 
a production surge in the subsistence economy 
which probably can be associated with the intro-
duction of the plough.
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Fig. 12. Frequency of finds in different sites from Funnel-Beaker 
times. Data of Dieksknöll from Rastorf (Steffens 2009) and 
from Brunn (Vogt 2009) were used. While domestic features dis-
play a dense find accumulation, only few items were deposited in 
causewayed enclosures.

Fig. 13. Diversity of decorations in the settlement Triwalk in west-
ern Mecklenburg. Shown is the number of different decorations 
pattern types per m3. In order to obtain this value, the number 
of decoration patterns as well as the volume of the excavated sur-
face area was applied to the absolute length of the observed phases 
(the quotient is the number of decoration motifs per century and 
m3 volume per century). The basic data originate from Staude 
(in preparation).

Modelling

In summarizing the results of the conducted ob-
servations the following can be assumed:

 The attempts to assess the Early and Middle Ne-
olithic population density on the North Friesian 
Islands showed that the number of archaeologi-
cal known or supposed graves is adequate for the 
 burial of every dead person.

 Approximately 3400 BC a society exists that 
practices diversity in burial rites with an em-
phasis on individual grave placement on the one 
hand and on the other hand stresses coopera-
tive moments through the erection and usage of 
causewayed enclosures.

 A strong population growth with increasing pro-
duction stands surely in connection with the in-
troduction of new production techniques (the 
plough). Until approximately 3200 BC one can 
observe an increase in graves, particularly in the 

first erection of passage graves. One continues to 
use causewayed enclosures but no new systems 
are built. 

 Until 3000 BC population and production 
growth do not show any considerable increas-
es. Rather, an increase in weapons and a short 
phase of great diversity in decoration patterns 
suggests an increase of internal conf licts. In-
stead of being buried in single graves, the dead 
are (almost?) exclusively buried interred in col-
lective graves.  

How can such a development be explained? Su-
perficially, such differences between individual 
burials around 3400 BC and the collective burials 
around 3000 BC have been interpreted as a devel-
opment from a weak socially differentiated socie-
ty to a rather egalitarian society. Instead, I assume 
that especially the visual diversity in burial rites is 
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rather an expression of a less structured and social 
differentiated society, while the dominance of col-
lective burials at the end of the development de-
scribed here is the expression of new divergencies: 
The praxis of community burials is an indication 
of one prevailing group within society which dom-
inates the investment in the maintenance of buri-
al sites while attempting to ideologically  “simulate“ 
the egalitarianism of the structures within and 
without. The erection of the causewayed enclosures 
at the beginning of the phase described here can 
also be understood as the expression of coopera-
tive conduct, labeled as “ritual cooperation”, where-
as the mode of burials in passage graves of the last 
phase can be denoted as “ritual collectivity”, where-
by components of both ideologies could naturally 

have existed with differing intensities parallel to 
one another at different times.        

Fundamentally, the development of the society 
in the southern area of the  Funnel Beaker North 
Group from a rather egalitarian structured socie-
ty with an ideological orientation denoted as “ritual 
cooperation” to a socially differentiated formation 
with an ideology of “ritual collectivity” is indicated. 
If the model and the presented interpretation pos-
sess a certain probability, we would surely register 
processes which can be located in a “trans-egalitar-
ian” society (cf. the concept in Hayden 2009). The 
emergence of new  individual  burials with weapons 
after 3000 BC which are registered as “warriors” of 
single-grave societies speaks for the depicted social 
process.
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Zusammenfassung

Über die Identität der Erbauer von Stonehenge 
wurde schon lange gerätselt. Vor fünfzig Jahren 
spekulierten Archäologen, mediterrane oder ägyp-
tische Architekten hätten lokale Barbaren beim 
Bau angeleitet. Die Ergebnisse der aktuellen Un-
tersuchungen deuten an, dass die Vorbilder der Ar-
chitektur allesamt bei bereits bekannten britischen 
Traditionen im Monumentbau aus Wales und Wes-
sex zu suchen sind.

Erste Ergebnisse osteologischer Untersuchungen 
demonstrieren, dass von den geschätzten 150 Men-
schen, die in Stonehenge bestattet sind, die 64 aus-
gegrabenen von einem ausgewählten Segment der 
Gesellschaft stammen. Neben zwei erwachsenen 
Frauen und zwei bis drei Kindern waren alle übri-
gen wohl adulte Männer. 

Die wenigen Grabbeigaben, die in diesen Brand-
gräbern gefunden wurden, deuten auf Individuen 
von religiöser oder politischer Autorität. Sie wur-
den in Stonehenge während der Zeit 3000–2300 cal 
BC bestattet und könnten eine oder mehrere Herr-
scherdynastien repräsentieren.

Die erste Bauphase von Stonehenge (3000–2920 
cal BC) fällt in eine Zeit steigender Uniformität der 
materiellen Kultur in Britannien, sowohl im Hin-
blick auf Keramikstile und Hengemonumente, als 

Burials and builders of Stonehenge: social identities
in Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic Britain

Mike Parker Pearson with Christie Cox Willis

auch im Hinblick auf Hausformen. Seine Errich-
tung könnte geplant worden sein, um die verschie-
denen Regionen Britanniens zu vereinen, insbeson-
dere die von Sandsteinen geprägte Wessexregion 
und die von Dolerit (Bluestone) geprägten Regio-
nen in Wales. 

Die zweite Bauphase von Stonehenge 
(2620 –2480 cal BC), als das Monument in etwa 
die heute sichtbare Form annahm, war mit einer 
großen Siedlung im nahegelegenen Durrington 
Walls assoziiert, die später zu einem Henge umge-
baut und so monumentalisiert wurde. Die Inspira-
tion für die Steinarchitektur in Stonehenge – die 
Zuformung der Steine, die Sturzsteine, das Ele-
ment der Verzapfung – kann in der einheimischen 
Holzarchitektur Britanniens gesucht werden. Ins-
besondere die Form der Anlage kann von den tim-
ber circles in Wessex und anderswo in Britannien 
abgeleitet werden, während die hufeisenförmige 
Anordnung der Trilithen von den halbovalen höl-
zernen Wohnhäusern aus Wales, aber auch aus 
Durrington Walls und Stonehenge selbst abgeleitet 
werden kann. Insgesamt kann Stonehenge als eine 
monumentale steinerne Repräsentation von Bau-
stilen gedeutet werden, die üblicherweise in Holz 
ausgeführt wurden. 

Abstract

The identity of the people who built Stone-
henge has long been a mystery. Fifty years ago, 
archaeologists speculated that it was built by 
Mediterranean or Egyptian architects directing 
local barbarians. The results of current research 
indicate that the inf luences behind its architec-
ture can all be traced to pre-existing British tra-
ditions of monument building in Wales and Wes-
sex.

Preliminary results of osteological research are 
demonstrating that, of the estimated 150 people 
buried at Stonehenge, the 64 that have been exca-
vated were drawn from a restricted section of so-
ciety. Whereas two of them were adult women and 

two or three were children, the remainder may have 
been adult males.

The few grave goods found with these cremation 
burials suggest that these may have been individu-
als with political and religious authority. They were 
buried at Stonehenge in the period 3000–2300 cal 
BC and may have formed one or more dynasties of 
rulers.

Stonehenge’s first stage of construction (3000–
2920 cal BC) was at a time of growing unity in ma-
terial culture across Britain, in terms of ceramic 
style, henge monuments and house forms. Its con-
struction may have been designed to unify different 
regions of Britain, specifically the sarsen stone re-
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gion of Wessex with the bluestone region of Wales. 
Stonehenge’s second stage of construction 

(2620 – 2480 cal BC), when the monument large-
ly took the form that it has today, was associat-
ed with a large village at nearby Durrington Walls 
which was later monumentalized as a henge. Inspi-
ration for Stonehenge’s stone architecture – shaped 
stones, lintels and mortice-and-tenon jointing – 
can be found in the indigenous timber architec-

ture of Britain. Specifically, its form derives from 
the timber circles of Wessex and elsewhere in Brit-
ain, while the horseshoe arrangement of the trili-
thons derives from the D-shaped plans of timber 
public buildings excavated in Wales as well as at 
Durrington Walls and Stonehenge. In conclusion, 
Stonehenge can be understood as a monumental 
representation in stone of building styles normally 
built in timber – a meeting house for the ancestors.

The first structure at Stonehenge was built in the 
period 3000 – 2920 cal BC, about a thousand years 
after the adoption of agriculture in Britain. Studies 
of modern and ancient DNA have concluded that 
the population at that time in Britain and Europe 
as a whole was an amalgam of indigenous former 
hunter-gatherers and a smaller proportion of immi-
grant farmers (Haak et al. 2005; Oppenheimer 
2006). Within that thousand years, the ceremonial 

and ritual practices of Britain’s inhabitants deviat-
ed from those of the Continent, most visibly in the 
construction of monuments of types not known on 
the opposite side of the English Channel. In partic-
ular, these consisted of cursus monuments 1 in the 
period 3600 – 3200 cal BC (Barclay / Harding 
1999; Thomas et al. 2009) and henges 2 from short-
ly before 3000 cal BC (Harding 2003).

Introduction

From regionalism to island-wide identity

During the course of the Neolithic in Britain, it 
is possible to identify a series of trends in material 
culture and monumental forms that hint at increas-
ing cultural homogeneity across the whole of Brit-
ain. By the beginning of the third millennium BC, 
regional styles of ceramics and tomb architecture 
were gone, replaced by wide-ranging monument 
types and ceramic styles.

Regional variations in ceramic styles of the Early 
and Middle Neolithic (4000 – 3000 cal BC) were re-
placed by increasingly island-wide forms of pottery: 
Impressed Ware (also known as Peterborough Ware, 
c. 3400 – 2500 cal BC; Gibson / Kinnes 1997) and 
latterly Grooved Ware (also known as Rinyo-Clac-
ton Ware, c. 3000 – 2200 cal BC; Cleal / McSween 
1999). Thought to originate in Scotland, most prob-
ably in the islands of Orkney, Grooved Ware is clas-
sically associated with the henges and timber mon-
uments of Late Neolithic Britain. It is found from 
Cornwall to Kent and from East Anglia to eastern 
Ireland. Recent excavations at Durrington Walls 
(Parker Pearson 2007) have identified house 
plans that can be closely compared with the small, 
square houses of Grooved Ware settlements in 
Wales (Britnell 1982) and Orkney (Childe 1931).

Another wide-ranging cultural development 
around the beginning of Stonehenge was a change 

in funerary rites. Whereas burial of inhumations 
and disarticulated human bones were characteris-
tic of the period before 3000 BC, the burial of cre-
mated remains is one of the few mortuary practices 
recognizable within Britain after that date and be-
fore the start of Beaker burials around the 24th cen-
tury cal BC. There are very few inhumations which 
have been dated to this period (3000 – 2400 BC). 
A handful of inhumations are known from sites 
such as Wimbourne Monkton near Avebury (Da-
vis / Thurnham 1865), Kingsmead Quarry, Hor-
ton (Barclay et al. 2009), Flagstones, Dorchester 
(Healy 1997) and North End Pot, North Yorkshire 
(Stefany Leach pers. comm.). The latter – found at 
the bottom of a cave shaft – may be an accidental 
death rather than a deliberate ʻburial’. Human re-
mains also continued to be deposited in rivers dur-
ing this period (Lamdin-Whymark 2008).

Cremation cemeteries, often set within circular 
ditched enclosures, are known throughout Brit-
ain from the end of the fourth millennium on-
wards. The multiple ring ditches at Dorchester-on-
Thames contained around 170 cremation burials 
(Atkinson et al. 1951; Whittle et al. 1991). Over 
60 were recovered from the upper layers of the 
large mound of Duggleby Howe, North Yorkshire, 
where they followed a sequence of inhumation 

1 A cursus is a linear, embanked and ditched enclosure which 
may be only 100 m or so wide and over 1 km long. These ap-
pear to be later than post-defined linear monuments which 
can also be described as cursuses.

2 A henge is an enclosure in which the bank is outside the 
ditch. Many are approximately circular or oval, and sizes 
vary.
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burials within the mound’s primary deposits dat-
ing from c. 3400 cal BC (Gibson / Bayliss 2009). 
Other cremation cemeteries are known at Lla-
ndegai Henge A (Lynch / Musson 2004), West 

Stow (West 1990), Cairnpapple (Piggott 1948), 
Imperial College Sports Ground near London 
(Barclay et al. 2009), Horton (ibid.) and Barford 
(Oswald 1969).

Fig. 1. Plan of Stonehenge during the first building phase.

Stonehenge’s first stage (3000 – 2920 cal BC)

Stonehenge itself was a large cremation cemetery 
(Parker Pearson et al. 2009). Some 64 crema-
tion burials have been excavated there since 1920; 
most of these were reburied in 1935 but are current-
ly being analysed at the University of Sheffield af-
ter being retrieved from Stonehenge in 2008. Only 
about half of the interior of the monument has been 
excavated, mainly in the first half of the 20th centu-
ry, so it is likely that the total number of burials was 
over 120; given the possibilities that early excava-

tors failed to look under the encircling bank or out-
side its ditch, and the fact that they certainly missed 
burials within its interior, the best estimate is of 150 
individuals buried at Stonehenge. In addition, 42 
fragments of unburnt disarticulated human bone 
from the early excavations also indicate that partial 
remains were also deposited here in the Neolithic 
(Parker Pearson et al. 2009).

Stonehenge’s first phase has been closely dated 
(Allen / Bayliss 1995; Bayliss et al. 1997) and 
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consists of a ditch and inner bank, as well as 56 pits 
(the Aubrey Holes) placed in a circular arrange-
ment adjacent to the bank within the enclosed in-
terior. Recent re-assessment of the monument’s 
building sequence places within this first stage 
many timber postholes, in the northeast entrance 
through the bank and ditch, within the enclosure’s 
centre and leading to the south entrance. There are 
likely sarsen stone settings outside the northeast 
entrance and within the centre. Sarsen stones are 
found locally, although the best deposits for mega-
lith-building are located in the Avebury area, about 
20 miles to the north.

The Aubrey Holes were thought to have been 
empty pits but re-excavation of Aubrey Hole 7 in 
2008, together with re-assessment of the early exca-
vators’ records, indicate that they might well have 
once contained the smaller Stonehenge stones, 
known as bluestones (Parker Pearson et al. 
2009). These megaliths are of a variety of litholo-
gies – spotted dolerite, dolerite, rhyolite, volcanic 
ash, tuff and sandstone – which derive from Wales. 

All but one of the sandstone monoliths are reck-
oned to originate in the Preseli hills of west Wales. 
The large sandstone monolith, known as the Altar 
Stone, is also Welsh but of unknown provenance; 
it is not Milford Haven, as previously thought 
(Ixer / Turner 2006).

The mechanism by which these bluestones were 
brought to Stonehenge is disputed. Some writers 
consider that they were carried by the glaciers of 
previous Ice Ages as far as the western margins of 
Salisbury Plain (Williams-Thorpe et al. 2006; 
John 2008). Others support the notion that they 
were delivered by human agency. There is no firm 
evidence to prove either theory but, if we do as-
sume that people were responsible, this represents 
the single, longest movement of megaliths in Euro-
pean prehistory – about 80 stones, 4–8 tons each, 
moved 180 miles across land and water. For dis-
tance involved, such a feat is without parallel in the 
prehistoric world 3. We may assume that it required 
a degree of unity sufficient to bring together people 
across southern England and Wales.

The dead of Stonehenge (3000 – 2400 BC)

3 In size, the Stonehenge bluestone monoliths are dwarfed by 
others such as some of the megaliths of Brittany or Iberia, 
for example. Neolithic communities were undoubtedly ca-

pable of major acts of stone-moving; the Stonehenge event 
is simply the longest distance travelled.

The developing pan-island identity represented 
in material form might well have contrasted with 
emerging differences in social status among Brit-
ain’s inhabitants. A small number of inhumations 
from the second half of the fourth millennium BC 
were provided with elaborate mortuary construc-
tions and / or quantities of grave goods. One of the 
primary burials beneath the huge mound of Dug-
gleby Howe was accompanied by a human skull 
which may have been a trophy, whist other buri-
als under this mound were lavishly equipped with 
grave goods (Mortimer 1905; Gibson / Bayliss 
2009). The single grave at Liff’s Low (near Shef-
field), dating to c. 3200 cal BC contained a set of 
grave goods – two flint axes, arrowheads and oth-
er worked flints, an antler macehead, boar’s tusks, 
a pot and pieces of red ochre – suggestive of social 
distinction (Clarke et al. 1985, 250).

The emerging fashion of burying cremated ash-
es, by contrast, did not generally include the pro-
vision of grave goods. The cremation cemeteries 
contained few items in association with the burials. 
The most frequent of these were long pins – known 
as skewer pins – made of bone or antler. These may 
have been dress pins or even shroud pins; it is un-
likely that they were pins to secure the bags of cre-
mated ashes since these pins were often burnt on 
the pyre. We can safely assume that cremation bur-

ial within a monument or enclosure was not the ma-
jority rite at this time – even if most people were 
cremated, only a small minority of cremated re-
mains appear to have been buried (and thereby ren-
dered archaeologically visible).

The people buried at Stonehenge are only now 
beginning to yield evidence of their identities, 
from the preliminary results of Christie Cox Willis’ 
analysis of the Aubrey Hole cremated bone. Of the 
three cremation burials previously analysed, one is 
that of a woman aged about 25 and the other two 
are unsexed adults (McKinley 1995). Remains of 
another, older woman were recovered in 2008 in a 
small burial pit adjacent to Aubrey Hole 7. She died 
in the period 3330 – 2910 cal BC (at 95.4 % probabil-
ity), some 500 years before the 25-year-old.

Analysis of the 60 cremation burials reburied in 
Aubrey Hole 7 is still in progress and is hampered 
by the fact that the archaeologists who buried the 
bones in 1935 tipped them into the pit in a jumbled 
heap. However, preliminary results from this mass 
of undifferentiated fragments suggest that the two 
women are not typical of Stonehenge’s deceased 
occupants. Where sex traits can be identified on 
the cremated bone fragments, these have all been 
male. In addition, the small number of sub-adult 
bones indicates that there are unlikely to have been 
more than two or three children among the dead. 
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On current evidence, the majority of people bur-
ied at Stonehenge appear to have been adult men. A 
wide range of ages is represented, from young adult 
to old. Of course, these results are preliminary and 
more material remains to be analysed.

The cremation assemblage is also being investi-
gated for evidence of health and trauma. Other than 
a single instance of a benign soft-tissue tumour as-
sociated with a tibia, the most common patholo-
gies are low levels of osteoarthritis, especially in 
the lower spine. No examples of trauma or injury, 
comparable to the Amesbury Archer’s infected tib-
ia (Fitzpatrick 2002), have yet been identified. 
In all, this population appears to have been fairly 
healthy when alive.

Among the handful of skewer pins accompanying 
some of the Stonehenge burials, there are two grave 
goods of interest. One of these is a stone macehead, 

similar to a broken example from one of the circu-
lar cremation cemeteries at Dorchester-on-Thames 
(Atkinson et al. 1951). The other is a small ceram-
ic object whose concave surface has been used for 
burning; this ’incense burner‘ is unique except for 
one other, found near the similar circular enclosure 
of Flagstones at Dorchester, Dorset (Cleal et al. 
1995, 361).

Maceheads are well known in the British Neo-
lithic and Early Bronze Age (Roe 1968). The vast 
majority are without any evident context but a 
few have been found in funerary deposits, such as 
Knowth passage grave (Fenwick 1995) and Bush 
Barrow (Needham et al. 2010). They may be con-
sidered emblems of authority, although their com-
mon disposal in contexts not associated with indi-
vidual dead could indicate that they were generally 
emblems of institutional authority rather than per-

Fig. 2. Plan of Stonehenge during the second building phase.
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sonal status, not entirely different from the symbol-
ism of the mace in the British parliament today.

The symbolism of the ‘incense burner’ is hard 
to gauge. Since such items are known only from 
Stonehenge and its slightly earlier, sister monu-
ment of Flagstones, a case can be made for consid-
ering these items to have been restricted to practic-
es and people of high status. Perhaps they were part 
of the equipment of ritual specialists and persons of 
religious authority.

In summary, the cremation cemetery at Stone-
henge was in use from its inception in 3000–2920 

cal BC until 2470 – 2300 cal BC (Parker Pearson 
et al. 2009); further dating of individuals from Au-
brey Hole 7 will refine this sequence. It is possible 
that the only inhumation from the third millenni-
um BC buried within the monument – the arrow-
wounded Stonehenge Archer (2400 – 2140 cal BC; 
Evans 1984) – may have been the last in a long line 
of interments. The predominance of adult males 
over women and children indicates that there was 
careful selection of those eligible for burial. Such a 
pattern might be produced by the funerary tradi-
tions of one or more patrilineal dynastic lineages.

Stonehenge‘s second stage (2620 – 2480 cal BC)

Around 500 years after Stage 1 of Stonehenge, the 
centre of the monument was extensively remod-
elled. A horseshoe setting of five sarsen trilithons 
was surrounded by a double arc or circle of blue-
stones (known as the Q and R Holes). These were 
surrounded by an outer circle of 30 lintelled sarsens 
(these had been thought to date to after the Q and 
R Holes, until Darvill and Wainwright’s excavation 
at Stonehenge in 2008 produced contrary evidence; 
Darvill / Wainwright 2009). It is likely that the 

four Station Stones were set up during this stage, 
since they are stratigraphically later than the Au-
brey Holes.

Although there were another three stages of re-
building after this, Stonehenge Stage 2 is essentially 
the form that it retains today. Its dressed stones and 
lintels are unique within British prehistory, and the 
large sizes of the sarsens – many of them around 20 
tons or more – point to considerable effort in trans-
porting them 18 miles or so from the Avebury area.

Identifying the builders of Stonehenge

Many people must have been involved in the con-
struction of Stonehenge Stage 2 but there is little in-
dication of any work camps within its immediate 
vicinity: extensive trenching evaluation along the 
nearby A303 (Leivers / Moore 2008) and exca-
vations by the Stonehenge Riverside Project west 
and north of the monument revealed an absence of 
Neolithic activity in the surrounding area. Instead, 
the most likely location for the builders’ settle-
ment is 1.75 miles to the northeast beneath the 17ha 
henge of Durrington Walls. Here, excavations in 
2004 – 2007 revealed the preserved floors of eight 
houses along with deep and extensive spreads of oc-
cupation debris protected beneath the henge bank. 
From reviewing the results of previous excavations 
at Durrington Walls (Farrer 1918; Stone et al. 
1954; Wainwright / Longworth 1971), it is con-
cluded that the entire circuit of the henge bank fol-
lows the edge of a very large settlement that might 
have contained as many as 1000 houses.

The radiocarbon dates for the Durrington Walls 
settlement, modelled by Peter Marshall, place its 
start at 2525 – 2470 cal BC and its end in 2480 – 2440 
cal BC, consistent with the dates for the sarsen tri-
lithons and circle at Stonehenge (Parker Pear-
son et al. 2007). Three large timber circles within 
the complex – the Southern Circle, the Northern 
Circle and Woodhenge – might have been built 
and used at this time. Although the remains of oc-

cupation are extremely dense, with extensive mid-
dens and yard areas covered in food remains, there 
are indications that this relatively short-lived set-
tlement was seasonally occupied by people whose 
subsistence base lay elsewhere.

The complete lack of neonates among the pig 
and cattle bones points to the settlement’s role as a 
c̒onsumer site’ rather than an all-year-round farm-

ing establishment. Although some carbonised cere-
al grains have been found in part of the settlement, 
there are no querns for grinding corn. The mortali-
ty profiles for the pigs indicate two hiatuses of sea-
sonal gathering and feasting, one in summer and 
the other in winter, consistent with midwinter and 
midsummer solstitial alignments at Stonehenge 
and the timber circles.

If the settlement at Durrington Walls was the 
work camp for building Stonehenge, its popula-
tion – albeit temporary – must have gathered from 
some distance around. Unfortunately, there are no 
inhumation burials from this period at Durrington 
Walls or elsewhere that could provide evidence for 
the builders’ identities. For the Beaker period im-
mediately afterwards (c. 2400 – 1700 cal BC), the 
recently completed Beaker People Project has re-
covered the ´life historieś  of 360 people across 
Britain, documenting their patterns of migration, 
movement, diet and health (Parker Pearson 
2006). Given the absence of human bones and teeth 
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for the Late Neolithic period, we have turned to the 
animals feasted on at Durrington Walls in the hope 
that their life histories may provide proxy evidence 
for the geographical ranges travelled by the people 
building Stonehenge.

Initial results of strontium isotope analysis of 
tooth enamel in cattle consumed at Durrington 
Walls indicate long-distance movement from as far 
away as southwest England or Wales (Viner et al. 
2010). The isotopic signatures of 12 cattle selected 
for a pilot study demonstrate that most were raised 
on geologies different from the chalklands of Wes-
sex, with just two local to the chalk, two travel-

ling from western Britain and the remainder from 
at least 20 miles from Stonehenge. They also ap-
pear to derive from many different herds, and were 
driven to Durrington Walls only in the months be-
fore they were eaten rather than being traded in the 
years before.

Further isotopic analysis is taking place as part 
of the Feeding Stonehenge Project, so these results 
are only provisional. Nonetheless, they point to a 
substantial catchment for Stonehenge’s builders, 
many of whom appear to have travelled from differ-
ent parts of southern Britain to take part in build-
ing and celebrating.

After Stonehenge: new identities

Around 2400 cal BC the earliest Bell Beaker bur-
ials point to a new political and social order, involv-
ing close connections with the Continent and the 
decline in large-scale public works. Silbury Hill 
at Avebury (Leary / Field 2010), and the Stone-
henge Avenue were two of the last great monuments 

to be built. Like the Bell Beaker-using communities 
of mainland Europe, those in Britain avoided mon-
ument-building until around 2200 cal BC when the 
earliest of the round barrows required labour com-
mitments from lineage-sized groups rather than 
corvée-style mass labour. 

Conclusion

Stonehenge’s heyday appears to have been a 
time of pan-island identity in many aspects of ma-
terial life and culture, from just before 3000 cal 
BC to the arrival of Bell Beakers. Perhaps Britain 
emerged as a political and social construct for the 
first time, with cultural practices that were shared 
from southern England to the islands of Scotland 
and from East Anglia to west Wales. This new so-
cial formation would have made the building of 
Stonehenge possible, providing the long-distance 
linkages required. At the same time, the building of 
Stonehenge helped reflexively to bolster that pan-
island identity by bringing people together in con-
structing a monument that celebrated unity and 
unification.

Analysis of modern DNA has presented the pos-
sibility of two main population influxes into Brit-
ain during the Neolithic, one to the west from 
Iberia and the other to the east from Scandina-
via and Germany (Oppenheimer 2006, 185 – 94). 

This is suggested to have formed an ethnic bound-
ary between east and west along a line from Scot-
land to southern England. In such circumstances, 
the merging of megaliths from two separate sourc-
es within Stonehenge – the bluestones from Wales 
and the sarsens from Wessex – would have symbol-
ized the unification of two peoples by reference to 
the stones of their respective ancestral homelands.

The act of building Stonehenge also had polit-
ical implications in terms of leadership and hi-
erarchy. Organizing the huge quantity of labour 
and resources provided ample opportunity for so-
cial differentiation between leaders and followers. 
In such circumstances, the possibilities for elites’ 
consolidation of power were increased, allowing 
dynasties of patrilineal leaders to establish their 
authority within the social and supernatural or-
der, until the arrival of new ideological, social and 
economic lifestyles from mainland Europe around 
2400 cal BC.
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