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Preface of the Series Editor

The DFG Priority Program 1400 »Early Monumen-
tality and Social Differentiation: On the origin and de-
velopment of Neolithic large-scale buildings and the 
emergence of early complex societies in Northern 
and Central Europe« started its work in 2009. Its re-
search agenda focused on the investigation of the phe-
nomenon of monumental structures, in particular on 
megalithic constructions and their social and eco-
nomic backgrounds during the Neolithic with a focus 
on Northern Central Europe. Already in May 2010 a 
workshop on the topic »Megaliths and Identities« took 
place in Kiel. The vivid dialogue that had started on 

this early workshop continued throughout the years 
after. In consequence the international conference 
»Megaliths, Societies, Landscapes« was organized 
five years after on a broader scale. Many experts gath-
ered to discuss research on megalithic and monumen-
tal structures and the societies that built them on not 
only a European scale. 

The three volumes, which you hold in your hands, 
may inspire again new ideas and perhaps new insides 
for future research on the development of these early 
monumental landscapes!

Johannes Müller
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Monumentality and megaliths continue to be a 
prominent and central research object in prehistor-
ic archaeology, as reflected by the lasting interest in 
the research of monumentality in the course of many 
research projects. A considerable improvement of the 
understanding of monumentality has been accom-
plished by improved dating-methods and comparative 
perspectives. In accordance with these developments, 
an international conference was held in Kiel in 2015, 
aiming to bring together researchers from all over Eu-
rope and their respective perspectives on different 
forms of monumentality.The conference »Megaliths, 
Societies, Landscapes. Early Monumentality and So-
cial Differentiation in Neolithic Europe« was organ-
ised by and meant as a platform for final discussions 
of the Priority Programme 1400 »Early Monumental-
ity and Social Differentiation. On the origin and de-
velopment of Neolithic large-scale buildings and the 
emergence of early complex societies in Northern 
Central Europe«. This priority programme lasted for 
six years and included several institutions in Germa-
ny. We would like to thank all of the researchers in-
volved for their persistent and fruitful work, which are 
mainly also published as monographs within this se-
ries. The European Megalithic Study Group also took 
part in the conference.

The conference – and with it this publication – pro-
vided a framework for the presentation and discussion 
of many different case studies, which shed light on 
the interconnectedness and diversity of the complex 
› monumentality ‹ in Neolithic and Chalcolithic Eu-
rope. It also provided a place to discuss open questions 

and problems, whereby we hope that this book will 
equally provide a basis for further discussions.

It is undoubtedly the contributions that make up 
the quality of these three volumes, and we are ex-
tremely grateful that so many European colleagues 
have been willing to contribute their knowledge to 
the overview of the current state of research that 
these books intend to provide. Indeed, it is not least 
thanks to the contributors’ discipline, friendliness, 
patience and professionalism that we have been able 
to compile such an extensive body of research. In ad-
vance, we had hoped that this publication could be-
come a reference book on Early Monumentality and 
Social Differentiation, and if we succeed, it is thanks 
to every single author. Therefore, we would like to ex-
press our deep gratitude.

In addition, a multitude of helping hands – in lan-
guage correction, image processing and layout– make 
such a comprehensive publication possible in the first 
place, and whose work is far too rarely appreciated. 
These include Julia Menne, Richard Forsythe, who 
honed the last linguistic imperfections, Janine Cordts, 
Nicole Schwerdtfeger, Susanne Beyer, Agnes Heit-
mann and Carsten Reckweg, who edited hundreds of 
illustrations and arranged them in the right places.

Without the support of the German Science Foun-
dation (DFG), it would not have been possible to car-
ry out the DFG-Priority Programme or the conference 
and this publication. We would like to express our sin-
cere thanks to all these parties involved.

Martin Hinz, Johannes Müller, Maria Wunderlich

Preface
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the monumentalisation of European landscapes

Martin Hinz, Johannes Müller, Maria Wunderlich

It is the monumental sites that characterised large 
parts of Neolithic Europe during the 5th and 4th millen-
nia. During these centuries, Neolithic societies began 
to construct above-ground monuments and enclosures 
in many regions of southern, western, northern and 
central Europe. These developments might be linked to 
processes of social differentiation, changed economic 
practices, new exchange systems and ritual traditions.

These perspectives were the central focus of the 
conference › Megaliths, Societies, Landscapes. Early 
Monumentality and Social Differentiation in Neolithic 
Europe ‹, which was held in Kiel with 184 participants 
from 14 countries by the SPP 1400 › Early Monumen-
tality and Social Differentiation. On the origin and de-
velopment of Neolithic large-scale buildings and the 
emergence of early complex societies in Northern Cen-
tral Europe ‹. The conference especially focused on the 
interlinkage between Neolithic monuments, the con-
struction of landscapes and the societies.

This took place against the background of the pri-
ority programme, which from the onset aimed to un-
derstand and analyse the monuments in their context. 
For too long, megaliths in particular have been ex-
amined detached as monoliths, so to speak, which in 
their own right represent a prominent archaeological 
phenomenon of the European Neolithic, but whose 
real significance can only be appreciated through their 
entanglement in the overall network of socio-cultural 
conditions of early agricultural societies. The investi-
gation of architecture and its regional characteristics 
is certainly very valuable in itself, and a classification 
and chronology form an important starting point for 
further investigations. However, it must not be lim-
ited to that! Therefore, the objective of the priority 
programme was clear from the beginning, and this 
view was reinforced during the course of the project, 
namely that the monumentalisation of the landscape 
through the collective work of communities is to be 
explained by social processes of differentiation result-
ing from changed ways of economy, new exchange 
systems and ritual ideas. Only from the synthesis of 
all available and newly-acquired data combined with 
the interpretation from ecological, socio-historical 

and cultural anthropological perspectives can an un-
derstanding of these processes be made possible. The 
structure of both the priority program and the con-
ference is committed to this goal: the monuments as 
such must be studied in detail, whereby those that are 
not made of stone and therefore have not visibly sur-
vived to this day and thus have experienced less re-
search activity require special attention. Nonetheless, 
at least as important is the analysis of the econom-
ic basis of the communities constructing them, the 
material culture, which can be directly or indirectly 
connected to the monuments themselves, the social 
conditions, which can be deduced from these traces 
of human activities and must be given special consid-
eration against the background of collective work and 
burial, and, finally, the people of the Neolithic peri-
od themselves, who we can seldom enough identify 
for the area of megalithic architecture in general but 
who are the bearers of this phenomenon and ultimate-
ly responsible for the monuments, which still shape 
landscapes today and can and indeed still do serve as 
markers and points of crystallisation of identity.

The phase of early monumentality offers important 
insights into processes that have influenced human 
coexistence. While it is difficult to recognise a social 
structure before, the dynamics of change intensify 
enormously during the construction period of Neo-
lithic monuments. Starting with the Passy type graves, 
in which individuality and monumentality suddenly 
emerge to an enormous extent, we see an ever-more 
developing focus on cooperation. The multiple change 
in cognitive expression, this quasi search for a social 
configuration against the background of the new way 
of life and economy– certainly connected with new 
ideologies – can be located precisely during the phase 
of early monumentality.

Therefore, in addition to the individual case studies 
on individual monument landscapes, the SPP also in-
cluded projects investigating the background of early 
monumentality; in fact, more projects were related to 
this aspect than those set up in the traditional sense. 
Indeed, this is also the basis for the division of the 
conference into the individual sessions, which again 
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reflects a focus on the holistic approach to the concept 
of early monumentality.

There is a close relationship between monumen-
tality and cooperative practices in the construction 
and use, especially the burial and other ritual prac-
tices of and within the monuments themselves. Ex-
pressions of this concept can be found in the form of 
megalithic tombs, menhirs, stone circles, avenues and 
non-megalithic constructions like long and round 
barrows, causewayed enclosures and further timber-
and-earth constructions. The session › Monuments of 
Stone, Wood and Earth ‹ provided an overview of the 
various manifestations of monumentality in their Eu-
ropean context.

Monuments are a part of an economic, social and 
ritual landscape. Monuments are always embedded 
in an overall landscape and social practices, from 
which they gain their meaning. Domestic structures 
often represent the background and link of symbolic 
and ritual components associated with monumental-
ity. In order to understand the phenomenon of monu-
mentalisation, it is essential to take an archaeological 
perspective that integrates social practices and land-
scapes. In the session › Monumental Landscapes ‹, this 
entanglement was examined. Several contributions 
identified different levels of meaning by addressing 
groups of monuments, their relationships with each 
other and to the non-monumental elements of the Ne-
olithic worlds.

It has always been assumed that early monumen-
tality is associated with changes in subsistence, econ-
omy and technology, and may be causally related to 
these changes. In its quantity and omnipresence, 
monumentalisation remains linked– according to to-
day's state of knowledge– to productive economies. 
Today, we have a large amount of data, dating and new 
methods at our disposal in field archaeology and sci-
entific analysis to confirm or question this notion. 
New light is cast on agricultural tools, techniques and 
the organisation of the Neolithic subsistence econo-
my, including the movement and mobility of things, 
plants, animals and humans. In this sense, the de-
velopment of monumentality in relation to econo-
mies can be correctly assessed. The session › Neolithic 
Subsistence and Megaliths ‹ therefore comprised con-
tributions dealing with the Neolithic subsistence in 
general, as well as the connection between economy 
and monumentality in particular.

The study of material culture has always been the 
backbone of archaeological research. Material culture 
itself is the most direct way of observing the life of  
Neolithic societies responsible for the construction 
of the monuments. Through the exploration of ma-
terial culture, processes of production and consump-
tion become perceptible, of which the monuments 

themselves are part. With the help of such analyses, 
the work processes that to a certain extent determined 
Neolithic societies can be examined. In addition, it is 
the tangible densification of communication processes 
that connected the individual groups of spaces, where-
by the exchange of objects may have been a medium 
for the reproduction of these societies. In the session  
› Material Culture in Monumental Settings ‹, mate-
rial culture was examined in the context of the phe-
nomenon of early monumentality. The focus was on 
research investigating the production, use and distri-
bution of objects and thus addressing the overarching 
questions. Chorological or chronological differences 
in the use of an entire group of materials, site-specif-
ic analyses and microscopic examination of individ-
ual objects formed the broad framework. The objects 
themselves were in focus, but above all the question of 
the practices that were made possible by the artefacts 
and into which they were embedded.

As a distinctive phenomenon, the megalithic tomb 
represents a form of monument that points to a signif-
icant cooperative aspect. Such monuments could only 
be built together. At the same time, the common use of 
these structures is made plausible by a collective bur-
ial custom. The same applies to other forms of monu-
mentality in which cooperative building processes by 
larger groups of people were necessary. At the same 
time, these monuments may have been important as 
ritual and symbolic central places, especially for both 
large or disperse groups of people. In addition to the 
integrative character of monuments, they might often 
be associated with the exclusion of persons. For ex-
ample, a megalithic tomb separates the enclosed from 
the outside world. The same applies to causewayed en-
closures, where in these cases a distinction is made 
between inside and outside. Accordingly, are these 
monuments the expression of a cooperative ideology, 
or do they testify to the power of some over the labour 
of many? In addition to these inherent characteristics 
of monuments, the timespan of their emergence seems 
to be characterised by a stronger (inner) differentia-
tion of groups of people, recognisable archaeological 
in the field of material culture. For example, in north-
ern Funnel Beaker Societies, there is a significant re-
gionalisation of decorations and ceramic forms, while 
they are spatially connected by a very similar burial 
custom, almost a variation of a supra-regional shar-
ing of megalithic construction customs. The topic 
dealt with in the session › Social Diversity and Differ-
entiation ‹ highlighted references to the underlying 
processes of the mentioned phenomena, which result 
from current studies. How can we interpret the rath-
er sparse and often seemingly contradictory traces of 
the social organisation of Neolithic societies? Can so-
cial differentiation be observed in the context of the 
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monumentality of the landscape, and in what forms 
are the different developments presented in different 
regions? Although a differentiated picture has been 
drawn, a common line may nevertheless be presumed 
that architecture is in most cases indeed more cooper-
ative but also most often the most traditional and inert 
element in the course of social change.

There are some approaches that lead directly to the 
people who erected the monuments, namely the di-
rect study of human remains and the analysis of their 
sparse personal testimonies. Ultimately, with their 
data, ethnoarchaeological studies – even if they do not 
examine Neolithic cultures themselves – represent an 
invaluable extension of the interpretive scope. Human 
remains are unevenly present in the different areas of 
the distribution of the phenomenon of early monu-
mentality. Nevertheless, they become all the more im-
portant as a source where they are present. Although 
a knowledge transfer of anthropological studies from 
one research area where they can be carried out to an-
other must use the same analogy as ethnoarchaeolog-
ical studies, they represent unique focal points that 
illuminate an otherwise only indirectly visible area. 
The › Monuments and their Builders ‹ session was de-
voted to the task of collecting such evidence to get 
› closer to the people behind the monuments ‹.

The three volumes presented here broadly reflect 
the original structure or the conference. The first vol-
ume deals with › Monuments of Wood and Earth ‹, as 
well as › Megalithic Studies ‹.

We have decided to separate the originally-consol-
idated session for the publication. This decision was 
influenced by the outstanding role of non-megalithic 
monuments made of wood and earth due to their sig-
nificance as the earliest appearing types of monumen-
tal structures in Neolithic Europe. The second chapter 
focuses on monuments built of stone. Despite this di-
vision between the two types of monuments, we would 
like to stress the interconnectedness, their – in many 

cases – chronological continuity, as well as the shared 
role of the monuments in the creation of new and re-
newed monumental landscapes.

The second volume comprises chapters on › Monu- 
mental Landscapes ‹ and › Neolithic Subsistence and 
Megaliths ‹. Both chapters take an overarching per-
spective on different regions and types of monuments. 
Their focus lies on aspects of the creation and alter-
ation of landscapes, as well as aspects of Neolithic 
economy and subsistence. One of the main accom-
plishments of these case studies lies in their chance 
to provide a socioeconomic background against which 
the phenomenon of monumentality might be under-
stood and interpreted.

Finally, the third volume is devoted to different as-
pects of material culture, social differentiation and dy-
namics. It comprises chapters on › Material Culture in 
Monumental Settings ‹, › Social Diversity and Differen-
tiation ‹ and › Monuments and their Builders ‹. The pa-
pers included in these sections provide a background 
on the social processes and mechanism being influ-
ential in monumental building practices. They also 
provide a comparative perspective, including recent 
examples of ethnoarchaeological research in areas of 
megalith building traditions.

The newly-acquired data now makes it much more 
possible to integrate the phase of early monumentali-
ty meaningfully into developments that span the arc 
from complex foragers via agriculturalists to met-
al-producing societies. In our observation, most of 
the European megaliths are linked to societies that 
already produced surplus but comprised cooperative 
ideologies.

However, it is precisely the regional heterogeneity 
and inner dynamics that ensure that the investigation 
of early monumentality and social differentiation will 
continue to be an exciting field of research in the fu-
ture, which is also relevant for the assessment of to-
day's social configurations.
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Diversified monuments:  
A chronological framework of the creation of monumental landscapes in prehistoric Europe
Maria Wunderlich, Johannes Müller, Martin Hinz

The emergence of different kinds of prehistoric mon-
umentality within modern-day Europe creates a com-
plex structure of diverse building traditions, including 
both megalithic and non-megalithic monuments.

Only recently, B. Schulz PaulSSon  (2017) pre-
sented a comprehensive summary of available dates of 
megalithic monuments in western and parts of cen-
tral Europe. Expanded by the British Isles as well as 
modern-day Germany and Poland, Figure 1 presents a 
general overview of the different chronological and so-
cial contexts in which the construction of prehistoric 
monuments took place. In order to ensure compara-
bility and accessibility, the classification of monument 
types is based on the distinction between dolmens, 
passage graves and  (megalithic and non-megalithic) 
long barrows. The category of dolmens comprises dif-
ferent sub-types, such as the extended and small dol-
mens present in Funnel Beaker contexts.

Megalith building traditions and the construction of 
enclosures represent an archaeological topic of Euro-
pean scale, spanning different regions and times. Both 
aspects have been the subject of intensive and diverse 
research questions as well as extensive dating pro-
grammes. Besides early approaches (cp. Müller 1984; 
1998), especially the improvement of archaeological 
excavation techniques and the use of Bayesian mod-
elling has significantly improved our understanding 
of the chronological framework within which the rise 
of monumentality took place (among others: Schulz 
PaulSSon 2017; Whittle et al. 2011). The summary 
that we present here strongly relies on these studies.

As reflected in the different chapters of this book, 
monumentality encompasses monuments made of 
wood, earth and stone. Certainly among the most im-
pressive sites are the different kinds of enclosures that 
were built throughout the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
phases of European prehistory. Among early examples 
of causewayed enclosures are those within the context 
of Cerny and Michelsberger Groups in the Paris Basin, 
as well as in central Germany (JeuneSSe 2004; KlaS-
Sen 2014; Whittle et al. 2011). Several centuries lat-
er, enclosures were frequently built in the context of 
Funnel Beaker communities in what is now northern 

Germany and Denmark (compare Andersen this vol-
ume; hage 2016). With one of the highest densities, 
but in a different context, enclosures were also erected 
on the British Isles from 3800 cal BC onwards (Whit-
tle et al. 2011). In contrast to these situations, the 
building of enclosures in the Iberian Peninsula started 
slightly later, around 3300 cal BC (JiMénez-JáiMez/
Márquez-roMero 2016), already situating them in 
Late Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic contexts.

The second type of non-megalithic monuments are 
long barrows, which represent the earliest types of 
monumental grave structures in the respective regions. 
Outstanding examples of these early grave types are to 
be found in both the Paris Basin as well as north-west-
ern France. Long barrows are preceded by the monu-
mental tombs of the Passy type in the Paris Basin, of 
which similar examples can also be found in the Nor-
mandy (chaMBon 2010; gheSquière et al., this vol-
ume; Schulz PaulSSon 2017; guilaine 2011).

Long barrows are also present in Funnel Beak-
er contexts, representing the earliest monumen-
tal burial types in northern Germany, Denmark and 
Poland with an appearance from 3900/3800 cal  BC 
onwards  (compare MiSchKa 2014; Müller 2014;  
rzePecKi 2011; SJögren 2011). Nevertheless, a dis-
tinction can be made between the Kujavian grave 
types in modern-day Poland – which were always 
non-megalithic long barrows – and the monuments in 
northern Germany and Denmark, which were partly 
transformed into megalithic long barrows by the inte-
gration of megalithic grave chambers (MiSchKa 2014; 
noWaK 2013; PoSPieSzny 2010). A similar develop-
ment is also detectable in southern England. Here as 
well, the earliest monuments comprise non-megalithic 
long barrows (3700 cal BC), while later on a transfor-
mation into megalithic monuments took place (Dar-
vill 2016).

Soon after the introduction of long barrows, the 
construction of dolmens and passage graves mark 
the most intensive phase of megalithic building activ-
ities throughout Europe. In many cases, the appear-
ance of dolmens precedes the emergence of passage 
graves, although  – based on available 14C-data  –  a 
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Fig.1. The chronological framework of megalith building traditions in Neolithic and Copper Age Europe. Included are both 
monuments made of stone, as well as stone and earth monuments. The depicted enclosures mark the earliest appearance of this 
phenomenon in the respective regions. Nevertheless, the presence and use of these enclosures spans a longer timeframe. The 
different contexts covered by the contributions within this book are marked in lighter grey.

W
es

t I
be

ria
n 

Pe
ni

ns
ul

a

Ca
ta

lo
ni

a

An
da

lu
si

a

M
al

ta

Sa
rd

in
ia

Br
et

ga
ne

/P
ar

is
 B

as
in

/N
W

-F
ra

nc
e

Co
rs

ic
a

So
ut

h 
En

gl
an

d/
W

al
es

So
ut

he
rn

 F
ra

nc
e

Sc
ot

la
nd

/O
rk

ne
y

Ire
la

nd

Ne
th

er
la

nd
s/

NW
 G

er
m

an
y

Ce
nt

ra
l G

er
m

an
y

De
nm

ar
k

Sw
ed

en

No
rt

he
rn

 G
er

m
an

y

Po
la

nd

2500

3000

3500

4000

4500

5000 5000

2500

3000

3500

4000

4500
Pa

ss
y

Te
m

pl
es

Special typesNon-Megalithic
Long Barrows 

Dolmen Passage Graves Gallery Graves

MN

EN

LN

FN

EN

LN

Münchshofen

Altheim
Baalberge

MN B

EN
Michelsberg

Earliest apprearance of Causewayed/
Ditched Enclosures

So
ut

he
rn

 G
er

m
an

y/
Sw

itz
er

la
nd

Be
rn

bu
rg

Wartberg

Megalithic 
Long Barrows 

Horgen MN AMN

Michelsberg

Cerny

SOM

Conguel

Chambon

Chasséen

MN

MN

LN

BB

Grooved Ware

Unstan Ware

Chalcolithic

Neolitico

Cardial

Neolitico

BB

VerazaFN

MN

EN
Epicardial

Chalcolithic

EN

MN

Epicardial

MN

EN
Cardial

Chalcolithic

MN

EN
Cardial

Chalcolithic

Mgarr

Skorba

Ghar Daian

Zebbug

Ggantija

Chasséen

FN

MN

EN
Cardial

LN LN LN

Battle Axe

LN

FN
FN

LN

MN

EN

YN

MN B

MN A

SGC SGC

FBCFBC

FBC
FBC

CW

FN

LN

YN

MN

EN

EN

MN

LN

EN

Tarxien

EN

MN

LN

LN

FBC

Swifterband
EN

MN

GAC

LPC

St
on

e 
ci

rc
le

s

Plain Ware

BBBB
CWCWCWCW



27Diversifi ed monuments

contemporaneity of both grave types must be as-
sumed  (Furholt/MiSchKa, this volume; Schulz 
PaulSSon 2017; SJögren 2011). Once again, the ear-
liest dates of human bones from megalithic grave 
chambers are to be found around 4500 cal BC in Brit-
tany and along the Atlantic coastline of France in Cas-
tellic and Sandun contexts (Schulz PaulSSon 2017). 
Th e whole area of Brittany, north-western France as 
well as the Paris Basin provides an extraordinary case 
of diversifi ed monumentality, encompassing diverse 
grave types and a long duration of monumental build-
ing activities in diff erent contexts (le roy et al. 2014; 
guilaine 2011; BouJot/caSSen 1993).

Around 4400/4300 cal  BC, the earliest dolmens 
in Sardinia and Corsica were built during the Mid-
dle Neolithic, soon to be followed by passage graves 
and accompanied by the erection of standing stones. 
Th ese building activities continued until the end of 
the 4th millennium BC (cicilloni, this volume).

Another centre of megalith building activities is 
to be found on the Iberian Peninsula, with the earli-
est construction phases of dolmens starting around 
4300 cal  BC in Andalusia and Catalonia. Andalusia 
provides an interesting case study, including from an-
other perspective. Here, megalith building can be di-
vided into two distinct construction phases. After the 
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initial Neolithic phase, megalith building activities 
immensely decreased, although the old monuments 
were still important places. It is only during the Chal-
colithic period that building activities became clear-
ly intensified again. This second phase of megalith 
building started in the second half of the 4th millenni-
um and lasted for many centuries (Schulz PaulSSon 
2017; garcía SanJuán et al. 2011; garcía SanJuán 
et al., this volume).

On the British Isles, in the Netherlands and Ger-
many as well as Scandinavia, the earliest appearance 
of dolmens and passage graves is to be found mostly 
later during the second half of the 4th millennium BC. 
Many of these monuments are situated in the con-
text of the different Funnel Beaker groups, as well as 
the neighbouring Wartberg and Bernburg Groups. 
The megalithic grave chambers appear at a very sim-
ilar time within the modern-day areas of the Neth-
erlands, northern and central Germany, as well as 
Denmark. Only in Sweden, the erection of dolmens 

started slightly later and partly in contemporaneity 
with the passage graves (Furholt/MiSchKa, this vol-
ume; MiSchKa 2014, Müller 2014; raMStein 2014; 
Schulz PaulSSon 2010; SJögren 2011).

The last type of megalithic building activities is rep-
resented by the gallery graves that occur in modern-day 
Sweden, Germany, France and Catalonia. These tombs 
represent a different construction type, albeit at the 
same time providing a continuation of collective bur-
ial rites in the respective regions  (raetzel-FaBian  
2000; BlanK et al. 2018; SchierholD 2012).

Despite presenting a wide scope of case studies 
within different regional and chronological contexts, 
this compilation is only a summary of the fundamen-
tally diverse and complex monumental building activi-
ties in the scope of the 5th to 3rd millennium BC. Future 
research will sharpen our understanding of chrono-
logical matters as well as the occurrence of megalithic 
architecture in other regions of Europe.
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ABStR AC t

Who and what triggered Neolithic monumentality, and 
why? As paleo-environmental and archaeological archives 
of the northern central European and southern Scandi-
navian Funnel Beaker societies have proven excellent, the 
reconstruction of their social processes linked with the in-
troduction of agriculture and the construction of first mon-
uments displays a well-researched example for investigating 

the triggers and meanings of Neolithic structures and pro-
cesses. Within this article, the methodological basic ap-
proach, the research goals and some results of analyses 
within the SPP 1400 (DFG-Priority Program 1400) are used 
to describe and explain the development of monumentality 
in Northern Central Europe and southern Scandinavia.

1 INtRoDUC tIoN WItH RESE ARCH qUEStIoNS

Within the scope of European archaeology, the 
northern central European plain has long been known 
for the richness of megalithic tombs and the high 
quality of environmental archives. Accordingly, it was 
reasonable to start a collaborative research project on 
»Early Monuments and Social Differentiation«, which 
integrated the different archaeological and paleo-eco-
logical archives into the evaluation of megaliths and 
environments.

Following intense research efforts in southern 
Scandinavia and the Netherlands, different goals tack-
led the interdisciplinary project from simple descrip-
tive questions to the disentanglement of triggers of 
the monumentalisation processes. How many mega-
liths were constructed? What kind of domestic sites 
remain in the background of the megalithic architec-
ture? What role did enclosures play? Was everybody 
or only a selected part of the population buried within 
the megaliths? What kind of social development took 
place? What kind of triggers could be identified for so-
cial changes and stability?

The DFG Priority Program 1400 »Early Monu-
mentality and Social Differentiation, on the origin 
and development of Neolithic large-scale buildings 
and the emergence of early complex societies in 

Northern Central Europe« (SPP 1400) started its work 
in mid−2009 and finished most of the fieldwork in 
mid−2015. University departments, research institutes 
and heritage managements in sixteen partial projects 
investigated the Neolithic on the northern European 
plain (www.monument.ufg.uni-kiel.de).

Beside many articles, especially the monographs of 
the SPP series present the manifold results of the joint 
research project. At present, eighteen monographs and 
workshop publications are available, especially includ-
ing PhD theses on excavated sites and regional to su-
pra-regional analyses1. In the following, we attempt to 
present some of the results and interpretations. Some 
books are still being written and further discourses on 
the way, although the already available observations 
and interpretations have quite substantially changed – 
at least in our view – the picture of northern German 
megaliths and the Funnel Beaker societies (TRB).

Methodological background

In a traditional sense, within the SPP we employed 
relatively standardised conceptual terms when ana-
lysing Neolithic societies, their monuments and 

Boom and bust, hierarchy and balance:  
From landscape to social meaning – Megaliths and societies in Northern Central Europe
Johannes Müller

1 Download possible from http://www.monument.ufg.uni-
kiel.de/schwerpunktprogramm/publikationen
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environments, which are visualised in fi gure 1. In 
practice, a kind of mid-range theory was employed to 
explain the development of monumentality and social 
diff erentiation within the frame of the available ar-
chives. In our view, social practices of both daily life 
and social action are based on the economies of socie-
ties as well as their demographics (KriStianSen 1984; 
Shennan 2009; ziMMerMann 2003). A description 
of the terms helps to quantify the terms and their 
transformative characteristics2.

Economies

Th e frame of human activities is determined by a 
subsistence economy to satisfy human basic needs 
and by diff erent sectors of the rest of the economy, 
which establish the material framework for the ca-
pability of individuals in social practice (earle/
KriStianSen 2010). Both the production and repro-
duction of subsistence and status goods are located in 
this sphere as well as the organisation of the produc-
tion, distribution and consumption of the respective 
values (BernBecK 1994; Müller/BernBecK 1996). 
Value accumulation in a pre-literate agrarian socie-
ty might include – for example – the non-utilitarian 
necessity for the construction of monuments within a 
ritual economy (holSt et al. 2013).

Demographics

A further basic societal condition is the demograph-
ic development of a society or the societies included 
within it (Shennan 2009). Essentially, in general de-
mographical terms one assumes demographic growth 
that is promoted or limited by economic and social 
conditions. Th us, for example, we can observe simi-
lar worldwide tendencies in the context of neolithisa-
tion processes of initially strong demographic growth, 
which decreases after a certain period of time and can 
even be regressive in association with adjustments to 
local situations (Bocquet-aPPel/Bar-yoSeF  2008; 
Bocquet-aPPel/DuBouloz 2003).

Apart from respective general tendencies, we can 
essentially note that the size of a decision-making 
group is important for the social constitution of the 
society: small-scale decision-making is possible with 

small group sizes, whereas multi-stage, institutional 
decision-making seems necessary with larger group 
sizes (JohnSon 1982). Both the group size and pop-
ulation density infl uence the economic and social po-
tentials of groups. Th us, from empirical investigations 
we know that more densely-populated groups are not 
inclined to exhibit egalitarian structures or societies 
based on »Big Man« structures but rather display he-
reditary power structures (roScoe 2012).

Moreover, kinship relationships aff ect social organ-
isation (e.g. DaS 1993; MauSS 1971). Th e relationship 
between kinship and residential groups is formative 
for social organisation in diff erent forms of society 
(Steuer 1982). Of course, one must keep in mind that 
kinship is – in itself – a social construct that is not 
necessarily based on genetic reality (SahlinS 2012).

Climate and ecology

It is crucial for our initial, defi nitely-simplifi ed link-
age of various aspects of human-environmental rela-
tionships and the organisation of societies that both 
economies and demographics develop based on eco-
logical and climatic conditions (Sutton/anDerSon
2004). In our observations, ecological change – irres-
pective of its perception by the actors in society – 
directly aff ects economic and demographic con-
stants on a short-, medium – or long-term basis (e.g. 

Monumentality
Ideology

Reproduction of Social Relations

Social Organization

DemographyEconomy

EcologyClimate
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Size of
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Distribution
Consumption

Fig. 1. Th e reproduction of social relationships in the frame-
work of economy, demography and social organization. For 
the Funnel Beaker societies, visual monuments play an 
important role in creating social space (from Müller 2011b,
274 fi g. 2).

2 Th e mid-range theoretical base and methodological con-
siderations, which were developed for the SPP, were also 
used in the Kiel Graduate School »Human Development 

in Landscape«. Th us the following description is partly 
cited from mÜller 2018a.
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BerteMeS/Meller 2013; Butruille et al. 2016;  
halSteaD/o'Shea 1989; KneiSel et al. 2012). Eco-
logical changes are associated with the environmental 
conditions of the subsistence economy as well as basic 
aspects concerning the accessibility of raw materials 
and the disposability of plants, animals and humans.

Social organisation

In order to organise economic and demographic re-
lations, individual actors of societies necessarily adopt 
forms of basic social rules, i.e. social forms of organi-
sation (DoBreS/roBB 2000; Müller 2013b; renFreW 
1986). How and when during the course of a day that – 
for example – crops are harvested from a field or how 
and with what procedures the extraction and extrica-
tion of metals is carried out are only possible through 
institutionalised rules (hoFMann et al. 2010; KirleiS/
KlooSS 2016; vanDKilDe 2006). Since there are rel-
atively many alternatives of social organisation, the 
actors involved can in principle decide »freely«. Nev-
ertheless, it is clear that our triangle of socio-econom-
ic dependences conceived from the interchange of the 
constants economy, demography and social organisa-
tion determines the basic goal of the reproduction of 
social relationships within a framework of possibilities 
and limitations.

Productivity, ideology and monuments

In this context, the productivity of societies – as 
seen from an economic standpoint – but also the re-
ception of social conditions by actors play a crucial 
role. The reception of society and environment is al-
ways also »ideology«: in a hermeneutical sense, one’s 
»worldview« is driven by one’s own possibilities and 
interests, which is formative for the »maintenance« 
of things and processes (earle 1991; Maran 2006; 
WooD/WooD 1978). In this respect, all receptions and 
perceptions are value-driven and decisively influence 

the form of reproduction or revised reproduction of 
relations/conditions. Consequently, things affect rep-
resentations and processes: whether these are social-
ly-generated spatial structures whose feasibility and 
characteristics are influenced by productions and ide-
ologies or non-utilitarian goods for the representation 
of social relations such as innovations in the form of 
technologies, which have economic functions and so-
cial meaning and therefore an immanent ideological 
function (DoBreS 2000; Furholt/StocKhaMMer 
2008; KillicK 2004; Maran/StocKhaMMer 2012; 
Müller 2002). Within this field, the construction of 
monuments depends on the economic productivity 
(a surplus to invest in monuments is present or has 
to be confirmed) and the ideological constitution of 
the societies, which might further the medial power 
of monumental landmarks for the representation of 
cooperative or competitive practices of power. Mon-
uments are defined as above-ground architecture 
that lasted for a longer time and aided in the trans-
fer of ideological principles from one generation to 
the next.

Social space

Within the framework of corresponding structures, 
each society and each group »creates« social space (e.g. 
naKoinz 2013). Social space is initially discernible in 
the design of the »natural« environment by humans. 
Second, it becomes visible through the constellations 
in the framework of – for example – the construction 
of monuments (KriStianSen 2006; Sherratt 1997; 
Müller et al. 2013) and third through the design of 
populated areas, including villages and towns (e.g. 
DaFinger 2010). Thus, social space is recognised as 
cultural landscapes.

Consequently, the decribed framework enabled 
bringing together the different archives from environ-
mental and archaeological research to models of mon-
umentality and social differentiation.

2 ARCHIVES, RESULtS AND INtERPREtAtIoN

The SPP research gathered manifold information 
on domestic sites, monuments, environmental and 
economic aspects via field activities and archive stud-
ies. Both a spatial and chronological approach allowed 
further analyses on the social development of socie-
ties that produced the Neolithic monuments of north-
ern Germany.

2 .1 Number of megaliths

How many megaliths do we know of today and how 
many were originally erected? This simple question is 
not so easy to tackle, although different evaluations al-
lowed a rough estimation of how many monuments 
originally existed.

Within an original evaluation of the data from 
northern and central Europa that was mainly based on 
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available catalogues (BägerFelDt 1992; BaKKer 1979a; 
Beier 1991; BocK et al. 2006; DiBBern 2016; KirSch 
1993; 1994; roß 1992; SchulDt 1972; SJögren 2011; 
SProcKhoFF 1966; 1967; 1975), known megalithic monu- 
ments were mapped during the early phase of the SPP 
project (FritSch et al. 2010) (Fig. 2).

On this basis, 5,001 monuments were registered in 
Denmark (61.1 %), 2,447 in northern Germany (30 %), 
639 in Sweden (7.8 %), 101 in the Netherlands (1.2 %) 
and we add 18 in Poland (SProcKhoFF 1967, 91−102; 
noWaczyK et al.2017). The altogether 8,206 monu-
ments represent those that are mainly preserved and 
those that are not preserved but reported.

In the meanwhile, information on Neolithic monu-
ments has significantly increased in northern Germany. 
On the southern Cimbrian Peninsula (federal state of 
Schleswig-Holstein), nowadays 3,212 known megalith-
ic monuments and 958 long mounds are reported (Bro-
zio et al. acc.). Detailed information on the typological 
and typochronological character of the often-destroyed 
sites is only roughly known in more than 95 % of cas-
es, although information from different surveys (rinne 
2011; roß 1992) contributes further information. Thus, 
of the 958 long mounds, at least 27 are non-megalith-
ic and 141 megalithic (rinne 2011, appendix), whereby 
in principle we have to calculate with 154 non-mega-
lithic and 804 megalithic long mounds. Consequently, 
4,016 megaliths (of which only 118 are in a good state 
roß 1992 and 300 are reported by Sprockhoff 1966) are 
known from the southern Cimbrian Peninsula, thus al-
most fourteen times more than reported in 2010.

From north-east Germany (the federal state of 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern), nowadays 5,991 megaliths 
are reported (in contrast to 648 in 2010, the number 
increased more than nine times) and 1,155 for north-
west Germany (Lower Saxony) (in contrast to 1013 in 
2010). Altogether, 11,162 megaliths are known from 
the three mentioned regions, while in Brandenburg 
and Sachsen-Anhalt the figures did not change. Over-
all, we are talking about 11,648 megaliths in northern 
Germany and additionally at least 835 non-megalithic 
long mounds.

For northern Germany, the new figures more 
than double the figures of Midgley’s summary of 
the accounts of northern German megaliths from 
2008 (MiDgley 2008, 29−31). If we add the reports 
on 7,000 megaliths from Denmark, about 650 from  
Sweden, 100 from the Netherlands and about 20 from  
Poland, we end up with about 19,000−20,000 megaliths 
from Scandinavia and the northern European plain, 
where we are informed about their location.

Although the number of known megaliths is 
quite impressive (ca. 20,000 megaliths on roughly 
300,000 km²), their discovery and survival rate have 
very strongly depended on regional conditions. While 

the general average points to reports on 0.07 mega-
liths/km², in areas with records documented before 
the agrarian industrialisation or records produced by 
general prospections (Landesaufnahmen), the average 
value points to about 0.25 megaliths/km² (cp. Rügen 
0.27; Schleswig-Holstein 0.25; Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern 0.25) (Fig. 3). Even if we take areas into account 
where intense modern surveys took place and signifi-
cantly enlarged the amount of evidence for megaliths, 
the value is in principle not overtaken (e.g. South Fyn, 
Fig. 4). Consequently, the probability of the original 
density of megaliths could be set around 0.25/km². If 
we transfer these values (ca. 0.25 megaliths/km²) to the 
whole area under discussion, we would expect a mini- 
mum number of about 75,000 originally-construct-
ed megaliths. With these estimations the general de-
velopment and the triggers for the northern Neolithic 
monumentality were investigated.

2 .2 General development in the North

From the Iberian Peninsula to northern Europe, 
both neolithisation processes and the monumental-
isation of landscapes are combined in many regions, 
which is not the case in northern central Europe and 
southern Scandinavia (Furholt et al. 2011; laPorte 
2005; MiDgley 2008; Müller 2011a; Soe-renSen 
2014; Whittle et al. 2011a). In southern Scandinavia 
and northern central Europe, these processes are linked 
to the so-called Funnel Beaker societies (TRB). The ar-
chaeological assemblages of these communities are 
named after the »Funnel Beaker«, which was already 
in 1910 identified as typical artefact for many Neo- 
lithic sites in central and northern Europe (BaKKer 
2010; KoSSinna 1911; MiDgley 1992). As early as at 

Fig. 3. In some TRB regions monuments were documented 
before the appearance of industrial agriculture. Near Nien-
dorf in Northwest Germany (district Uelzen) G.O.C. von 
Estorff mapped many mounds, which are destroyed today 
(source: von Estorff 1846).
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Fig. 2. The distribution of megalithic tombs in northern central Europa and southern Scandinavia. About 12.000  mega- 
liths, of which the location is known, are mapped. Originally probably about 70.000 monuments existed (Fritsch et  
al. 2010). Important sites mentioned in the article are marked. 1 Liselund; 2 Mysinge; 3 Denghoog, Tinnum; 4 Sarup;  
5 Schwesing; 6 Büdelsdorf, Borgstedt; 7 Flintbek; 8 Rastorf; 9 Oldenburg-Dannau, Putlos, Wangels; 10 Albersdorf;  
11 Frestedt; 12 Flögeln; 13 Lavenstedt; 14 Tolsterglope; 15 Dalfren; 16 Emmeln; 17 Ostenwalde; 18 Visbek; 19 Witten- 
water; 20 Pennigbüttel; 21 Lüdelsen; 22 Lengerich-Wechte; 23 Haldensleben; 24 Belleben; 25 Salzmünde-Schiepzig.
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the beginning of the 20th century, it became evident 
that these groups who produced Funnel Beaker ce-
ramics, thin-butted flint axes and amber beads were 
those who also built the northern European megaliths. 
While early research was bound to chronological, ty-
pological and spatial aspects, during the last 50 years 
manifold information regarding other aspects of these 
societies has been collected, including different house 
types, the economic and environmental background, 
etc. At present, many investigations (including such of 
the SPP) have compiled information on archaeological 
and paleo-environmental archives that support the re-
construction of socio-environmental processes.

Regarding the TRB North Group – on which many 
activities of the SPP have focused – new research on 
environmental and economic issues during the last 
decade have clarified that in different regions differ-
ent economic systems as well as a huge variation in 
economic and demographic affairs existed (anDerS-
Son et al. 2004; Furholt et al. 2012; hinz et al. 2012; 
MiDgley 2008; SJögren 2006; SoerenSen 2014). 
As these are prerogative for many social, cultural 
and political domains (including the aspect of mon-
umentalisation), first we should identify these differ-
ent phases of the TRB manifestation. In a second step, 
the social significance of these phases is characterised, 
and in a third step examples from different domains 
as identified are disscused, including burial customs 
and monumentality, developments of domestic sites, 
long-distance contacts and effects of environmental 
dynamics and economic development.

2.2.1 Bad years and good years

The role of climatic changes for foraging and  
early agricultural societies has been addressed for 

decades (cp. halSteaD/o'Shea 1989). Consequently, 
the reconstruction of weather conditions for the dif-
ferent Funnel Beaker phases is an important step to 
identify possible triggers of economic, social and po-
litical developments. For example, we should verify or 
falsify the hypothesis that scenarios where the vulner-
ability of communities is high due to changing weath-
er and climatic conditions triggers general societal 
developments (including the openness of networks).

In both the south-western Baltic region as well as 
from the Skagerrak, paleo-ecological archives show a 
deep fall in temperature for the 41st century BCE (Bu- 
truille et al. 2016; DörFler et al. 2012; DreiBroDt 
et al. 2012). Sedimentological analyses identify 40 »bad 
years« spanning 4050−4010 BCE in laminated sediment 
sequences of west Baltic lakes, where calcareous sedi-
ment layers and reduced humus development indicate 
long winters and a shortened vegetation period during 
the summer months. The impact of these weather os-
cillations must have been immense for both foragers 
and fishers who lived in the area: a reduction of the an-
nual mean temperature triggered by a drop of summer 
temperature – probably with late frosts – significant-
ly affected the annual vegetation regime. In addition, 
the contemporary change of the sea surface tempera-
tures affected the availability of certain fishes and mol-
luscs. Consequently, the final Mesolithic Late Ertebølle 
communities must have been disturbed in their annual 
economic practice within their »Schweifgebiete« (circu-
lating areas) as well as on certain sites, which might have 
been used as year-round domestic locations (Fig. 5).

After ca. 4000  BCE until ca. 3350  BCE, summer 
temperatures continuously recovered again and led 
to moderate and partly warm summers. Until ca. 
3850 BCE, winters could still be strong, although lat-
er on these cold winters only rarely occurred. These 
approximately 650 years could be interpreted as 

 Region Size 
(km²)

known 
megalithS 
(n)

PReSeRved 
megalithS 
(n)

known 
megalithS/
km²

PReSeRved 
megalithS/
km²

RemaRk

Uelzen district 1454 250 13 0,17 0,01 Schirnig 1979, 223; 
v. estorff 1846

altmark (Salzwedel) 2293 207 0,09 0,02 Bock et al. 2006
Schleswig-holstein 15802 4016 188 0,25 0,01
Rügen 926 254 54 0,27 0,06 Schuldt 1972, 16
mecklenburg-
vorpommern 23214 5991 443 0,26 0,02

denmark 42925 7000 2500 0,16 0,06

South Fünen (2985) 
1000 122 (290) 3 (0,29) andersen 1997, 94 fig. 1; 

midgley 2008, 31
north Frisian islands 202 94 33 0,47 0,16 müller 2011b

Fig. 4. Indicators of the density of known megaliths (red: highest probability of the original density).
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»moderate« or even »good years«, before around 
3350 BCE again a break in the weather conditions is 
indicated by changing structures of laminated sedi-
ment sequences from different lakes. Rapidly decreas-
ing summer temperatures that are also documented in 
other European climate archives indicate a period of 
relative cold summers and mild winters until at least 

3050 BCE (DreiBroDt et al. 2012, 155). The occurrence 
of cool summers continued at least until ca. 2600 BCE. 
Such climate reconstruction is also supported by evi-
dence from Skagerrak archives (Butruille et al. 2016).

Consequently, four different weather condi-
tions for west Baltic communities are identified. On 
a relative scale, the described changes imply strong 

Type 1: usual summer calcite
precipitation (one time)

Type 2: repeated summer calcite 
precipitation (here tree times)

0.9
mm

2.3
mm

Type 1 Type 2

Type 1 Type 2 Type 1

4010 cal BC 4050

Fig. 5. Sedimentological differences of the annual sedimentations of lakes in East Holstein indicate about 40 ‘Bad 
Years’  (type 2 sedimentation) 4050 – 4010 BCE (Dreibrodt 2012, 153 fig. 6).
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climate deterioration at ca. 4050−4000 BCE, with 
the more favourable conditions lasting until ca. 
3850  BCE, a climatic Gunstphase (favourable phase) 
with warm summers and moderate winters around 
ca. 3850−3350 BCE, and again an abrupt – but not as 
harsh – climate change to cooler summers around 
3350 BCE, lasting until ca. 2600 BCE. Within such cli-
matic conditions, the TRB societies developed a mosaic- 
like pattern of local adaptions and social activities.

2.2.2 TRB North Group: a mosaic of different activities

In principle, »TRB« is a synonym for the first agrar-
ian societies on the northern European plain and in 
southern Scandinavia, divided chronologically into 
different phases and periods, and spatially into differ-
ent stylistic groups in an area that reached from Lit-
tle Poland to Middle Sweden and from Drenthe to 
Kujavia (BaKKer 1979b; MiDgley 1992; SoerenSen 
2014). If we concentrate our inquiry on the TRB North 
Group (geographically western Baltic and Scandinavi-
an TRB sites), in principle five different stages of a de-
velopment are detectable (Müller et al. 2012). Even if 
they vary and overlap on a regional or even local scale 
in chronological and spatial terms, they represent gen-
eral tendencies (Fig. 6).

Phase 1 (ca. 4100/4000−3800 BCE). Characteristic 
for this phase are first the integration of cereals and 
domestic animals into food production and gift ex-
change, second the introduction of pointed and rec-
tangular flint axes as a tool for wood cutting as well 
as a symbolic value for prestige, third the change of 
ceramic types and decoration towards Funnel Beak-
er types, and fourth new house and hut types in 
combination with changing solutions for waste depo-
sition (pits) (anDerSSon et al. 2016; arturSSon et al. 
2003; SoerenSen 2014). Evidence of huge human-in-
duced environmental changes is lacking (FeeSer/
DörFler 2015). The locally-organised communities 
did not produce archaeological remains that indicate 
social differences aside from biological factors.

Especially in Jutland and on the Danish isles, kitch-
en middens formed a visible sign of occupation at 

many shorelines, first as pure domestic sites, and lat-
er on used as burial places (anDerSen 2000; anDer- 
Sen 2008). The linkage between the waste deposition 
of domestic consumption and formal burials with-
in these sometimes 120 m-long and 1.5 m-high »long 
mounds« already implies a kind of monumentality for 
the deceased: the white shining long mounds of shells 
displayed a visible feature at the coasts, which easily 
could be seen from a distance (Müller 2013d).

Phase 2 (ca. 3800−3600 BCE). Around the latest 
3800  BCE, the construction of non-megalithic long 
mounds with manifold ritual activities and long-last-
ing changes at their architectural layout as well as first 
causewayed enclosures describe a new pattern in the 
construction of social landscapes (MiDgley 2005; 
Müller et al. 2014; rzePecKi 2011): Small TRB com-
munities displayed themselves not only in the domes-
tic sphere of houses, hamlets and horticultural areas 
but also in visible marked ritual places. These monu-
ments (defined as architecture for a social memori-
sation) were no longer domestic waste deposits with 
integrated ritual activities but pure ritual places. If so, 
the division between the ritual and the domestic so-
cietal sphere is represented for the first time in TRB 
societies, thus reflecting an ideological change de-
veloped that enabled the commemoration of individ-
uals and structures. The demarcation of ritual space 
was linked with an economic process in which an in-
creased importance of small scale cultivation was first 
visible in the environmental records on a larger scale 
(KirleiS/FiScher 2014; KirleiS et al. 2012).

Phase 3 (ca. 3600−3350 BCE). Around 3600 BCE, 
the innovation of new technologies (e.g. plough, 
wheel, waggon, deep-sea shipping) enhanced the de-
velopment of new TRB »worlds«: in core areas, the 
environment was changed into cultural landscapes, 
where settlements and arable fields as well as monu-
ments like megalithic dolmen and causewayed enclo-
sures had their certain locations (Müller et al. 2013). 
In contrast to former cleared plots inland and near 
the coast as spatial clusters of human activities, now 
the communities extended landscape openings on a 
larger scale. Sophisticated communication systems 
via trackways and communication knots causewayed 

BCe tRaditional 
PeRiodiSation

aRChaeologiCal 
PhaSeS

SoCial
ChaRaCteRiStiCS

3100 ‒ 2800 mn iii-v 5 Diversity Individualisation
3350 ‒ 3100 mni-ii 4 First villages Sharing
3600 ‒ 3350 Fn ii 3 Economic boom Boom and social competition
3800 ‒ 3600 Fn ib 2 Ritual versus profan Better years and self-construction
4100/4000 ‒ 3800 Fn ia 1 Experiments Bad years and open networks

Fig. 6. Archaeological phases, and social characteristics of the TRB North Group.
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enclosures (during this phase regularly constructed) 
were formed (BaKKer 1991; DiBBern 2016; hage 2016; 
naKoinz 2012).

During more than twelve generations of monu-
ment building, the deposition of ritual objects and the 
creation of social values – especially those that repre-
sent consumption – were practised (KlaSSen 2004b; 
Müller 2011b). An immense population increase fur-
thered the development of boundaries and the con-
struction of property rights between communities. 
Nevertheless, access to flint and other resources was 
not yet restricted (hinz et al. 2012; Müller 2011b).

Phase 4 (ca. 3350−3100 BCE). At least in the south-
west Baltic TRB region, at the latest around 3300 BCE 
a decline of human impact in the pollen records, a re-
forestation in some zones and an agglomeration of 
parts of the population in the first villages is visible 
(FeeSer/DörFler 2015; Müller 2017). The popula-
tion agglomerations might be due to severe econom-
ic and social problems that are indicated by a relative 
increase in the number of burial items that could be 
used in feuds and other forms of killing (Müller 
2011b). The creation of villages was paralleled in the 
construction of a new category of collective burial 
tomb: passage graves represent collective burial places, 
where the space for burials is larger and the division 
between the outer space of the living and the space of 
the ancestors is more pronounced than in dolmen. The 
diversity of burial rites that already included a quanti-
tative boom of flat burials (which could be correlated 
with the boom in megaliths) since 3600 BCE contin-
ued. Nevertheless, after ca. 3100 BCE nearly no new 
burial mounds and no new causewayed enclosure were 
erected until ca. 2800 BCE.

Phase 5 (ca. 3100−2800 BCE). While the construc-
tion of monuments seized, their re-use for deposi-
tions and burials continued. In contrast to the boom 
in monumental building activities of the preliminary 
phases, for some centuries from 3100 BCE onwards the 
production of axes and adzes boomed. The ritual in-
vestment previously concentrated in collective monu- 
mental building now seemed to be linked to individ-
ual depositional processes, with ritual depositions of 
unused objects. Coherently, the first burials of a novel 
developing tradition like Globular Amphorae or Sin-
gle Grave societies appeared. Around 2800 BCE, a new 
non-TRB »world« is established.

2.2.3 TRB North Group: Hierarchy and balance

The translation of these archaeological phases into 
socio-economic categories might enable the identi-
fication of social processes. TRB events, processes 
and structures hint at societal worlds that are mainly 

acephalous-oriented and seldom develop social strati- 
fication (Müller 2011b). Limited differences in access 
to resources, common property rights in contrast to 
individual properties and participation in common 
ritualised activities were vehicles to keep the house-
hold mode of production and a kind of reciprocity (in 
the sense of SahlinS 1972) valid for centuries. With 
respect to our archaeologically-defined TRB phases, 
societal characteristics are detected.

Phase 1  – Bad years and open networks. Late 
Ertebølle communities were already identified as soci-
eties in which social identity was expressed by commu-
nal activities like the maintenance of fish fences or the 
ritual waste deposition in kitchen middens (glyKou 
2016; KlooSS 2015). The collective organisation of 
daily and yearly life was expressed in local customs 
and regional ties that included the integration of rare 
objects from the »south« into depositions (vang  
PeterSen 1984). As a specific pattern, the ritual de-
struction of objects and the exclusion of such objects 
from the utilitarian consumption hindered the devel-
opment of institutionalised social stratification (KlaS-
Sen 2001).

The 40 bad years of the 41st century BCE brought 
this deliberate social behaviour under pressure. Con-
sequently, the long-lasting ties to other regions were 
opened and used for the integration of new tools and 
technologies into the existing system. This did not re-
sult in the creation of social hierarchies but rather the 
continuation of existing social practices by compat-
ible innovations (see below). Within such a »world«, 
the division between ritual and domestic ideologies 
did not exist.

Phase 2 – Better years and self-construction. In 
a similar manner, the construction of long mounds is 
not the expression of a diversification and a stratifi-
cation of the society, but rather a continued practice 
that was already materialised in the »kitchen midden« 
principle (the latter disappearing with the changing 
sea salinity) (Müller 2013d). If so, for the first time 
the division of domestic and ritual spheres as de-
scribed above created a social arena in which the dis-
play of social power not only for communities but also 
for individuals or families was possible. However, this 
never happened; instead, the better years furthered 
a demographic growth and a manifold of economic 
practices that led to the integration of further domes-
ticates and cultivars into subsistence economies.

Phase 3 – Boom and social competition. The be-
ginning main building phase of dolmens, enclosures 
and the main depositional period followed around 
3650−3300 BCE. While the division of ritual and do-
mestic activities furthered the construction of cultur-
al landscapes, it is difficult to estimate reasons for the 
increased building activities around 3650 BCE and the 
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boom afterwards. The first monuments and enclosures 
were built before the main shift towards an agrarian 
economy (already in the 38th century BCE) with partly 
open landscapes in the core areas of the development.

The demographic and economic boom was not re-
flected in the exclusion of parts of the population, e.g. 
from burial or depositional customs (hinz 2014). In-
stead, all practices were organised in a manner that 
left almost everybody with possibilities to participate. 
Nevertheless, beside the principle of reciprocity and 
sharing that is detectable e.g. in similarly-used raw 
material resources or constructed architecture, social 
competition and hierarchical structures also gained 
significance. Examples include different qualities of 
the equipment of individual flat graves or even differ-
ent size categories of neighbouring monuments (ge-
Bauer 2014).

Phase 4 – Sharing. In terms of the divergence of 
such developments, the answer seemed to differ in 
respect to governance. The accumulation of popula-
tions in first villages again allowed the collective or-
ganisation of economic, social and ritual matters. The 
construction boom of passage graves with a collective 
social connotation again represented the acephalous 
or polyphalous orientation of the society. Even if pow-
er were organised and marked by symbols of power, 
the individuals were first of all actors of a common 
organisation and not so much an institutionalised  
social class.

Phase 5  – Individualisation. Nevertheless, the 
described processes were associated with a concen-
tration of power. While the prior energy investment 
and conspicuous consumption of communities was 
originally visible at many dispersed places with the 
construction of smaller monuments, the new con-
cept of passage graves was restricted to a small num-
ber of places (Müller 2011b). This agglomeration of 
energy investment was enforced by a kind of compe-
tition between communities that furthered the im-
portance of individuals, e.g. »warriors«. The further 
development might be characterised as an individu-
alisation through which the collective system of the 
TRB societies was overcome by a new kind of society: 
not a necessarily more hierarchised one, but a socie-
ty with the pronunciation of the individual (later the 
Single Grave societies). Whether these changes were 
induced by mobile groups (cp. KriStianSen 1989), 
cohesion processes within the Funnel Beaker socie-
ties (DaMM 1993; Furholt 2014) or by both is a mat-
ter of discussion.

Consequently, TRB communities developed them-
selves in a mode of hierarchy and balance, triggering 
booms and busts in respect to monument building 
and economic input. Tendencies towards social strat-
ification were hindered by different processes, includ-
ing the integration of communities in the construction 
of monuments.

3 SPECIAL ASPEC tS

Besides the general diachronic development of TRB 
communities, certain aspects are important and were 
researched in the SPP. Within the general framework, 
triggers of transformation were identified on local and 
reginal scales.

3 .1 Houses, settlements and rituals

Based on the field surveys, archive studies and ex-
cavations of the SPP, the idea about TRB households 
and settlements changed immensely. Even though 
the number of known houses and huts from northern 
Germany remains limited, figures 7−8 describe im-
pressively the house plans of different sites. In princi-
ple, early huts with sunken floors (Frestedt), two-ailed 
houses of rectangular type (Rastorf), houses of Moss-
by type (Wittenwater and Oldenburg-Dannau), such 
of Büdelsdorf type with one apsidal and one straight 
wide site, and three-comparted houses of the Flögeln 
type are known. While the variety of contemporary 
individual house types and huts is obvious, certain 

developments are visible. Both the size differentia-
tion of up to 30 m-long Büdelsdorf houses in contrast 
to smaller Dannau houses (5x12 m), and the develop-
ment of the three-comparted Flögeln house with clear 
functional divisions of the different house modules is 
remarkable as they indicate opposite developments of 
spatial meanings. We observe such divergent patterns 
especially during the main social TRB phases 3 and 4. 
Besides the different meanings in respect to social or-
ganisation (see below), a general study on southern 
Scandinavian and northern central European houses 
has demonstrated that especially after ca. 3600 BCE 
the size differences between small huts and over- 
dimensioned houses significantly increased (Müller 
2013c, 255−259 fig. 5−9).

Evidently the main settlement type in northern 
Germany between ca. 4000−3350  BCE was the sin-
gle farmstead or a small hamlet. An example is the 
two-ailed rectangular house from Rastorf with waste 
pits, nearby flat burials and a ploughed field, situat-
ed on a raised area near the Schwentine (Fig. 8). Ex-
amples of villages are known from Büdelsdorf (ca. 
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7 8

Fig. 8. Examples of TRB-house plans from northern Germany. Modulated Flögeln houses with functional divisions of the dif-
ferent house modules are indicated as well as the single farmstead Rastorf with waste pits, nearby flat burials and a ploughed 
field (cp. fig.13). 1 Flögeln 7617 ; 2 Pennigbüttel B; 3 Flögeln 12100; 4 Visbek; 5 – 7 Oldenburg-Dannau; 8 Frestedt; 9 Büdelsdorf;  
10 Rastorf. (1−4: Mennenga 2016, 274 fig. 257; 5−7: Brozio 2016, 81 fig. 65; 8: Dibbern 2016, 141 fig. 9.4; 9: Hage 2016, 61  
fig. 72; 10: Steffens 2009, 260 tab. 19).
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3350−3250  BCE) and Oldenburg-Dannau (ca. 3300− 
2950  BCE), where several houses formed household 
clusters of originally probably 40−50 houses with up 
to 400 inhabitants (Fig. 9). Communal wells, palisades, 

waste areas and spatially-separated production zones 
identify cooperative activities that joined the house-
holds to a village in the classical sense. While the 
»farmstead era« (primarily until ca. 3350  BCE) is 

Fig. 9. TRB-villages are known from Büdelsdorf (ca. 3350 – 3250 BCE) and Oldenburg-Dannau (ca. 3300 – 2950 BCE). 
An extrapolation of the excavated house area to the whole settled areal allows estimating the original fi gure of 
contemporary houses (Oldenburg-Dannau: 20 – 30; Büdelsdorf: 40 – 50) (Brozio 2016, 75 fi g. 59; Hage 2016; 59 fi g. 70).
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mainly associated with long mounds and dolmens, 
the »villagers« (ca. 3350−2950 BCE) were more associ-
ated with the construction of passage graves3.

In all categories of settlements, the reconstruction 
of depositional processes and artefact distributions 
helped in identifying certain activity zones and pro-
cesses (Brozio 2016; hage 2016; Mennenga 2016; 
SteFFenS 2009). In Lavenstedt, a central grinding area 
between houses could be identifi ed (Fig. 10), in Olden-
burg-Dannau activities outside and inside houses, as 
well as workplaces in huts. In Büdelsdorf, the main pro-
duction places for fl int and stone tools were placed in 
the surrounding of the settled area (hage 2016, 127 
fi g. 177).

During the Neolithic, domestic activities were linked 
to ritual activities, which is also visible in the remains 
from the settlements. One example is the detection of 
three to four compartments of the Flögeln houses in 
Lower Saxony, of which three are associated with utili-
tarian purposes, while the small southern or south-east-
ern module is linked to single graves or Funnel Beaker 
depositions (Fig. 8; cp. mennenga 2016, 274 fi g. 257). Th e 
integration of rituals into the houses around 3400 BCE 

is also comparable with further ritual activities, which 
are placed within the settlements or at their boundaries. 
Examples include stone packing graves from Olden-
burg-Dannau or from Penningbüttel, which are placed 
separately from the main domestic area at the border of 
the settled area. Moreover, the deposition of human re-
mains in the wetland waste area holds interest.

»Memorisation« and »destruction« are narratives 
that are also visible in the domestic record of the sites. 
At Oldenburg-Dannau, the earliest feature of the set-
tlement is the fl at burial of a 40−50 year-old woman, 
which was respected until the 31. century BCE (Fig. 11). 
Around 3070 BCE, two wells of the village were fi lled 
in the same manner, with burned apples and cereal at 
the ground, destroyed TRB pots and querns follow-
ing and white shining shells at the top (Brozio et al. 
2013) (Fig. 12). Th is obviously ritual infi lling was add-
ed by the femur of the female fl at grave, for which a pit 
was specially dug. In principle, for about 250 years the 
burial of the female village founder was respected, al-
though certainly at a moment of other changes it was 
destroyed and used for ritual performances. While 
this happened in a settlement, the case of Rastorf 

3 Beside the villages still single farmsteads and hamlets 
were founded.

Wast distribution

Silex
Phosphat
Ceramic

Silex-artefacts
 

Scraper
GSM-Retouch
Piercer
Objects with 
polished surfaces

Groundstone-artefacts

Grinding stones
Saddle
Rubber
Whetstone

Feature 0 4m

N

Disturbance Depression

Fig. 10. At Lavenstedt diff erent activities were reconstructed by spatial artefact distributions: waste distribution in front of 
houses (left), activities associated with scrapers outdoor, activities with adzes in front of the house (centre), and communal 
cereal processing and grinding in between houses (right) (Mennenga 2017, 261–262 fi gs. 250–252).
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especially holds interest. Th e already-mentioned farm-
stead was replaced by a dolmen in the central space of 
the original house  (Fig. 13). After several elongation 
phases, a slightly trapezoidal long mound was added, 
which exactly followed the symmetrical lines of the 
original house (Müller 2017). Obviously again, still 
after generations the memorisation and ritualisation 

of the ancestor house was one of the purposes perhaps 
comparable with the memorisation and secondary rit-
ualisation of the individual in Oldenburg-Dannau.

In summary, the evidence of TRB domestic sites 
in northern Germany exemplifi es the domestic back-
ground of the non-monumental and monumental ritu-
al activities of these households and villages. While 

Fig. 11. Flat burial of an adult woman in Oldenburg-Dan-
nau. Th e individual and her fl at grave represent the eld-
est context at the domestic site (around 3350 BCE). A dark 
brownish pit marks the area, where around 3070 BCE the 
right femur was extracted.

Burial H

House

Phase I:
Dolmen 

Phase II: 
1. Elongation / Burial A

Phase III: 
2. Elongation / Burial B

Phase IV: 
3. Elongation / Burial C

Phase V: 
Long mound / Burial D

Phase VI: 
5. Elongation / Burials F and C

Phase VII: 
6. Elongation 

Burial 1

Burial B
Burial A

Burial C

Burial D

Burial H

Burial F

Burial E

Dolmen

5m0

N

Fig. 12. Th e re-fi lling of a well in Oldenburg-Dannau (Brozio
2016, 38 fi g. 25). Th e femur of the adult woman (Fig. 11) was 
deposited within the ritual deposition.

Fig. 13. Rastorf LA 6a. After ca. three to four generations the domestic house from the 37th century BCE was changed into a 
burial monument (dolmen). A memorisation is visible, as a later long elongation of the round mound followed the spatial 
axes of the devastated house (Müller 2017, 38).
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manifold domestic activities were reconstructed, 
non-utilitarian activities and features are also visible 
within the domestic world, from flat graves to episodes 
of memorisation. Nevertheless, the main input of ritu-
als shifted to the › outside ‹ world.

3 .2 Extramural f lat graves, long mounds and  
megalithic monuments

Flat graves

Since the earliest excavations in shell middens and 
megalithic burials, the manifold aspects of the rite de 
passage within the southern Scandinavian and north-
ern central European Mesolithic and Neolithic have 
been discussed. Within the scope of our studies, ques-
tions related to graves outside of domestic areas hold 
the main interest: on the one hand, flat and mostly 
non-collective burials and human depositions, while 
on the other hand above-ground burial monuments 
like non-megalithic long mounds and megaliths. Fur-
thermore, the role of causewayed enclosures within 
the burial right has been discussed.

Flat graves are known as single features or in small 
grave groups, as well as in larger cemeteries for both 
the middle and late Mesolithic as well as the Neolith-
ic in the area under discussion (KoSSian 2005). As 
dating of these flat graves is typo-chronologically not 
problematic in many cases, a systematic chronologi-
cal and spatial mapping was conducted (Figs. 14−16)4. 
In an original hypothesis, we stated that these burials 
were a phenomenon not linked to that of monumental 
burial constructions.

As such graves were constructed until around 
4300 BCE in the western Baltic area and southern 
Scandinavia, there are only a few examples for the 
time period until 3800 BCE (Fig. 17). Around the lat-
er date, the construction of flat graves  – especially 
in north-eastern Germany – started again. Remark-
ably, during the centuries until around 3100  BCE, a 
huge variety of grave constructions were partly ap-
plied by the burying communities. While the earth-
en pit grave is known during all relevant centuries, 
the huge diversity of flat grave constructions started 
around 3600 BCE with the introduction of stone heap, 
Konsens Høj, stone frame and stone cist, as well as 
wooden cist graves. The variety was even pronounced 
around 3400−3300 BCE by the introduction of rock, 

stone floor, stone frame and stone cist graves. Moreo-
ver, wooden tree coffin burials appeared. The contem-
poraneity of most burial types between around 3400 
and 3100 BCE is followed by a reduction in diversity 
after 3100  BCE (Fig. 17). The described development 
is also visible in a compilation of the flat burial types, 
this time separated for different key regions of north-
ern Germany and the Netherlands (Fig. 15).

Taking the quantities of the flat graves into account, 
the boom in flat grave construction around 3600 BCE 
until about 3300  BCE is more or less contemporary 
with the boom of megalithic monuments, while the 
same is observable for the bust after 3200 BCE. Giv-
en that the increase and decrease in the variability of 
the flat grave constructions is more or less contempo-
rary with the increase and decrease in the variability 
of megalithic monuments, the TRB flat grave phenom-
enon has to be linked with the megalithic phenome-
non (Fig. 17).

Thus, in contrast to our original hypothesis, it be-
came clear that the boom and bust of both catego-
ries of burials appear simultaneously within the ritual 
practices of the TRB communities. Even within most 
of the areas of northern Germany, the spatial distri-
bution of flat graves is present in areas with megaliths 
and vice versa. Nevertheless, we have to take into ac-
count that surely in the western part of the TRB West 
Group and the eastern part of the TRB North Group 
in some areas flat graves are known, but no megaliths. 
However, at the local level the scenario in East Hol-
stein might be typical: flat burials and bone deposition 
are known from the domestic site Oldenburg LA 77, 
collective burials were practised in the nearby mega-
liths to the south (e.g. Wangels LA 69), and a group 
of extramural flat graves existed 1 km to the north in 
Putlos (Brozio 2016; KoSSian 2005; Müller 2017). 
Despite the availability of each burial type and bur-
ial location at a time, the development indicates sig-
nificant differences in time. The individual burials in 
elongated megaliths (as known from Rastorf and Wan-
gels) already indicate an emphasis on individual buri-
als staring in the 31st century BCE, at a time when no 
further megaliths were constructed.

Non-megalithic and megalithic long mounds

While especially on the British Isles, in Denmark 
and in northern Poland non-megalithic long mounds 
had been excavated for decades, this was not the case 

4 The data of the analysis are available on the data ex-
change platform of the Johanna-Mestorf-Academy Kiel.
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Fig. 14. Borgstedt. Examples of fl at grave variation: Earthern pit graves, stone heap graves, wooden cists, Konsens Høj-type 
graves and stone packing graves (Hage 2016, 77 fi g. 99).
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ca. 4000―3800 BCE ca. 3800―3600 BCE

ca. 3600―3400 BCE ca. 3400―3200 BCE

Fig. 16. Th e temporal and spatial distribution of TRB fl at graves in northern Germany.

Fig. 17. Th e temporal quantity and variability of TRB fl at 
graves in comparison to the quantity and variability of 
megaliths in Schleswig-Holstein.
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in northern Germany, with the exception of Baalberg 
trapezoidal mounds in the Mittelelbe-Saale region (cp. 
MaDSen 1979; MiDgley 2005; e. Müller 2017; rze-
PecKi 2011). Within recent research of the SPP, three 
sites in northern Germany have been excavated or an-
alysed, which helped to clarify the role of non-mega-
lithic long mounds.

We are dealing with no less than three diff erent bio-
graphies of long mounds (Müller et al. 2014, 178 
fi g. 10): (1) rectangular or trapezoidal mounds with 
single burials or facades used for rituals (e.g. Lüdels-
en 6, Tosterglope 2); (2) long mounds with single bur-
ials and a megalithic stone kerb (Tinnum LA 37); and 
(3) a sequential alignment of non-megalithic graves, 
culminating in a long mound (Flintbek LA 3) (Fig. 18). 
Some long mounds started with wooden enclosures 
and never changed into a real mound, while others 
were transformed into monuments with later meg-
aliths. Borgstedt LA 22 with such a double-post en-
closure (61 m × 10.5 m) dated to the 40th century BCE 
and represents the earliest known type 1 long mound 
in northern Germany. During the 37th century  BCE, 
a rectangular dolmen was added and changed the 
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place into a megalithic monument (hage 2016, 180 
figs. 225−226) (Fig. 19). At Albersdorf LA 56, an early 
non-megalithic long mound (86 m × 14 m) was erect-
ed in the 38th century BCE, while a rectangular or po-
lygonal dolmen was located within the monument 
around 3650 BCE (DiBBern 2016, 116−118). At Lüdel-
sen 6, a similar phenomenon was observed with a long 
mound (75 m × 11 m) constructed in the 37th century 
and a megalithic stone kerb added in the 36th centu-
ry BCE, later also a passage grave (Müller et al. 2014, 
173−175 figs. 3−4; DierS 2018, 32−34 figs. 2.16−2.17).

In contrast to these sites with a long mound con-
cept already from the start, in Flintbek LA 3 four sin-
gle burials of mainly Konsens Høj type with individual 
small oval mounds were erected in a chain-like man-
ner and later linked to a long mound in the 35th cen-
tury  BCE (MiSchKa 2011) (Fig. 20). In Rastorf LA 3 
and Wangels LA 69 even round mounds with a dolmen 
or a Holsteiner passage grave were elongated to long 
mounds with extra individual burials (SteFFenS 2009; 
Brozio 2016).

Consequently, as already described for the memo-
risation at domestic sites, the site biographies of long 
mounds also indicate the creation of memories and 
long-lasting memorisation within their site biogra-
phies. Within such processes, the transformation of 
non-megalithic monuments into megalithic monu-
ments as well as the elongation of megalithic round 
monuments to megalithic long mounds was observed.

Taking the evidence from the new excavations into 
account, long mounds in the classical sense (type 1) 
were erected from the 39th to the 37th/36th centu-
ry BCE5, and long mounds as cumulations of different 
individual burial mounds (type 2) from the 35th cen-
tury onwards. These mounds are an integrative part 
of the European long mound phenomenon, which 
stretches from the Upper Vistula to the Isle of Man 
and where the gap between the central and south 
Scandinavian distribution and the British Isles might 
be narrowed by a few candidates like from Dalfsen or 
Schipluiden (PeeterS et al. 2018, 156−162). In north-
ern Germany, they are the predecessors of the mega-
liths, even if an overlap in time exists. Obviously the 
early long mounds cluster in small groups in contrast 
to the later megaliths, of which the location is obvi-
ously linked to tracks within the landscape, at least in 
the region of West Holstein (DiBBern 2016) (Fig. 21).

The megalithic boom

The major boom of the megaliths in northern Ger-
many started with an increasing number of monu-
ments around 3600  BCE and the boom around 
3450 BCE (Fig. 24) (Brozio et al. acc.). We are talk-
ing about 1,200 monuments that were erected around 
3200 BCE in about 50 years only on the southern Cim-
brian Peninsula, which means about 25 megaliths each 
year! If the distribution of megaliths was random, a 
megalith would have been constructed every 25 km (a 
walking distance of about 7 hours by foot).

From a typological perspective, the traditional cate-
gorisation of the monuments into different kinds of dol-
men and passage graves has been in use since decades 
and there is no obvious reason to change the classifi-
cation system used (Figs.  22−23). From a chronological 
perspective, in northern Germany the earlier »start« 
of dolmens and the later of passage graves is approved 
by both radiometric dating as well as typochronologi-
cal considerations (cp. hoiKa 1999; MiSchKa 2014, 
132−142 fig. 9 and fig. 13). As the majority of dolmen 
are dated to 3650−3350 BCE and passage graves main-
ly to 3300−3100/3000  BCE (SJögren 2011, 107−108), 
some earlier dates indicate the availability of the new 
architectural innovation already before the boom of 
each architectural concept started. This is exempli-
fied with early dolmen dates from Borgstedt and the 
early dates for Havlshöje, Mysinge 2 and Ansarve in 

Lüdelsen 6

Type 1

Type 2 Grave E Grave A Grave B

1a

1b

1c

Flintbek LA 3

Tinnum LA 37

Tosterglope 2

D+H

Fig. 18. Classification of long mounds in Central Europe (from 
Müller et al. 2014, 187 fig. 10).

5 This is comparable with the Danish and Swedish dates 
for the construction of non-megalithic long mounds (cp. 
Mischka 2014, 136 fig. 13).
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Fig. 19. Examples of long mounds from Borgstedt. In most cases non-megalithic long mounds were changed into 
megalithic monuments around 3600 BCE. Th e mounds were delimited mostly either by elongated extraction pits 
or double post settings (Hage 2016, 68 fi g. 85).
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Fig. 20. Flintbek LA 3. Four single burials of mainly Konsens Høj type with individual small oval mounds were erected in a 
chain-like manner and later linked to a long mound in the 35th century BCE (Mischka 2011). In following phases elongated 
dolmens were added. A card was used for ritual transport of burnt silex from a fi re place to dolmen IV. (Furholt et al. 2018, 
93 fi g. 4).

Fig. 21. West Holstein. In contrast to later megaliths early long mounds cluster in small groups, of which the location is obvi-
ously linked to tracks within the landscape. Th e causewayed enclosure Albersdorf-Dieksknöll is located at the communica-
tion knot of three settlement areas. Th e green areas were part of the North Sea during the Neolithic (Hinz 2015, 13).
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Fig. 22. Dolmens at Flinbek LA 3 and Büdelsdorf (Furholt et al. 2018, 95 fi g. 5; Hage 2016, 72 fi g. 91).
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southern Scandinavia (passage graves: mischka 2014; 
schulz paulsson 2010, 137. – Dolmens: hage 2016, 
196). Thus, already in the 39th century  BCE singu-
lar dolmen and in the 36th century BCE singular pas-
sage graves were erected (long before the dolmen boom  
after ca. 3650 BCE and the passage grave boom after  
ca. 3350 BCE).

The combination of radiometric dating, typochron-
ological dating of the earliest inventories within the 
megaliths and the aoristic approach made an absolute 
quantification of the megalithic development in north-
ern Germany possible (Brozio et al. acc.). Monuments 
were especially erected between ca. 3400−3100 BCE, 
an extraordinary boom and bust of monumental-
ity that is visible in both Schleswig-Holstein and  
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Fig. 24). Obviously after 

ca. 3050 BCE, almost no new megaliths were erect-
ed, whereby two more or less non-monumental cen-
turies followed (before the boom of early Single Grave 
mounds started in some areas).

The boom in megalithic architecture changed the 
landscape. Not only the impressive monuments were 
erected, but they were also used for centuries with 
the integration of different social and ritual practic-
es. Excavations of the rectangular dolmen Lüdelsen 3 
confirmed a long-lasting site history (DeMnicK et al. 
2008 (2011); DierS 2018) (Fig. 25). The ritual occupation 
of the place started with a ritual pit, in which both 
pottery and other objects were broken and fluviatile 
sediments from half a kilometre distance were depos-
ited. At the boundary of the pit around 3650 BCE, the 
chamber and its entrance were constructed with a dry 
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Fig. 23. The Holsteiner passage grave Wangels LA 69 (Brozio 2016, 131 fig. 116).
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stone walled earthen mound of 9.6 m diameter. Un-
til around 3100 BCE, the site underwent diff erent rit-
uals, including the re-deposition of pots from the pit 
and the chamber in the mound, whereby processes 
of re-cutting and infi llings of the burial mound took 
place. Obviously around 3000 BCE, a standing stone 
was erected in front of the entrance, linked perhaps 
to Globular Amphorae intrusions. While around this 
time the last activities at the pit and in the chamber 
terminated for centuries, around 2400 BCE the cham-
ber was re-dug, a Corded Ware/Schönfeld/Bell Beak-
er associated crouched person buried, for whom the 
mound was elevated and enlarged to a 35 m diameter 
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Fig. 24. Th e quantifi cation of frequencies of monumental con-
struction and artefact production (Brozio et al. acc.). Monu-
ments were especially erected between c. 3400 – 3100 BCE. 
After 3050 BCE, almost no new megaliths were erected. Two 
more or less non-monumental centuries followed (before the 
boom of early Single Grave mounds).

Fig. 25. Lüdelsen 3. Ear-
liest activities took place 
at the pit beside the en-
trance. Later activities in-
cluded also infi llings and 
recuttings at the burial 
mound, partly linked to 
this pit. Probably in com-
bination with Globular 
Amphorae activities the 
standing stone was erect-
ed at the forecourt (Dem-
nick et al. 2008, 252 
fi g. 13).
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mound. Th us, the original collective burial place 
changed into the representative burial of an individu-
al. In contrast to Lüdelsen 3, the excavations at Albers-
dorf-Brutkamp described a diff erent handling of the 
ritual practices at the site (DiBBern 2016, 88−105). In 
front of the entrance of the polygonal dolmen, Funnel 
Beakers and other pots were deposited on the ground 
or on the entrance blocks (Fig. 26), but not in a cer-
tain pit or associated with infi llings or re-cuttings of 
the mound. During the use phase of the burial cham-
ber (until 3100 BCE), at least one clearing phase took 
place that distributed destroyed pots and burned fl int 
randomly on the mound surface (DiBBern 2016, 105). 
Similar to Lüdelsen 3, the use of the dolmen ceased 
around 3100 BCE, whereby a re-use probably for indi-
vidual burials took place here 900 years after the TRB 
occupation during the Late Neolithic I.

Th e site biographies of passage graves also confi rm 
a huge variety of ritual practices. At Lüdelsen 6, both 
the destruction of pots in front of the passage and the 
random deposition of clearings from the inner cham-
ber are confi rmed (DeMnicK et al. in prep.). At the 
Denghoog passage grave on the island of Sylt, votive of-
ferings of ceramics and other objects took place in the 
forecourt of the passage and extra pits on both sites 
of the passage entrance from 3200−2950 BCE (Wun-
Derlich 2014) (Fig. 27). Obviously off ering practic-
es are present that are also known from e.g. the Borg-
stedt LA 28 polygonal dolmen (hage 2016, 142 fi g. 198) 

and several other Scandinavian passage graves (cp. 
StröMBerg 1971), as well as the Hundisburg-Küster-
berg passage grave (SchMütz 2017, 116−118).

At the Holsteiner passage grave of Wangels LA 69, 
neither a clearing of the inner chamber nor votive of-
ferings in front of the passage were detected (Bro-
zio 2016). Th is might already represent the tendency 
that is extremely pronounced in the TRB West Group 
westwards of the Weser. Here, rich and manifold ce-
ramic services were deposited within the huge elon-
gated chambers, e.g. in Emmeln 2, Ostenwalde 1, 
Glimmern 2 or Lengich-Wechte 2, not in the forefront 
(Menne 2018).

Within the projects of the SPP, most sites were ex-
cavated, where the bone preservation (like at other 
places in Northern Germany) was extremely poor due 

N
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Funnel beaker
Cylindric rim vessel

Clay disc
Ceramic spoon

Coarse pottery
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Fig. 26. Albersdorf-Brutkamp. Diff erent votive off erings, but 
also clearings of the chamber took  place during the TRB. 
Th e spatial distribution of the sherds from funnel beaker 
CU1 indicates that the vessel originally was placed in front 
of the entrance, probably as a votive off ering (Dibbern 2016, 
100 fi g. 7.10).

Fig. 27. Denghoog. Votiv off erings were placed at the passage 
entrance both at the forecourt and in two extra pits during 
the use of the monument (Wunderlich 2014, 72 fi g. 46).
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3

21

Fig. 28. Wangels LA 69. Within the open chamber of the megalith an assemblage of diff erent vessels was respected for centuries.
Th ree of the undestroyed vessels are displayed (Brozio 2016, 503 table 213).
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to the acid character of most of the soils. Th us, most 
advances were made in respect to the reconstruction 
of depositional processes, architectural histories and 
site biographies in general.

One example is the already-mentioned Holstei-
ner passage grave Wangels LA 69 (Brozio 2016). Th e 
Bayesian calibration of 85 radiometric dates con-
fi rmed the construction of the chamber after a foun-
dational depot around 3350  BCE, a deposition of 
many pots in the inner part around 3200 BCE and the 
last activities within the chamber around 2100 BCE. 
Highly relevant is the observation that the passage 
and chamber were hold open for hundreds of years, 
although the deposition of pots and jugs was never 
touched or destroyed (Fig. 28). In our interpretation, 

the site signifi es the institutionalised ancestor wor-
ship and the creation, as well as deliberate change 
of memories. Th e incorporation of individual bur-
ial practices – represented in a stone heap grave in 
an additional long mound elongation of the round 
mound – describes the beginning of a new ideolog-
ical practice at the site around 3100  BCE (Müller 
2018b) (Fig. 29).

Th e example of Wangels LA69 displays the long- 
lasting memorisation of the site without any clearing 
events (but surely with changes in the ideological ori-
entation). Even if such clearings of the chamber are 
probable (like at Albersdorf-Brutkamp), the disman-
tling of sites or the closing of chambers took place 
not before 3100/3000  BCE. Th us, clearings at sites 
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Fig. 30. Hundisburg-Küsterberg. Th e reconstruction displays 
the entrance situation with the placing of vessels on stone blocks  
(Schmütz 2017, 119 fi g. 81) (drawing: S. Beyer).
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Fig. 31. During the creation and development of megalithic 
cemeteries the builders respected older monuments. Both in 
Flintbek (Mischka 2014, 128 fi g. 3), and in Borgstedt (Hage 
2016, 65 fi g. 77) the taboo to destroy monuments highlights 
the agglomeration of further memories within the whole 
cemetery. Perhaps, the chain-like agglomeration of single burials and burial mounds to a long mound at the individual monu-
ment Flintbek 3 is mirrored by the integration of the many megalithic monuments into the spatial chain of megaliths of the 
whole cemetery. 

like Hundisburg-Küsterberg and Lüdelsen 6 are prob-
ably associated with Globular Amphorae activities, 
the dismantling of the passage at Albersdorf-Dieksknöll 

during the Late Neolithic dagger period (DeMnicK et 
al. 2008 (2011); DiBBern 2016; SchMütz 2017) (Fig. 30). 
Th us, the ritual practices at the sites and the ances-
tor worship enabled the creation of ritual places with 
changed memories even after described elements of de-
construction or disintegration.

While the places catalysed memory construction, 
sites of agglomerated megalithic places were also linked 
to certain taboos. Th e spatial respecting of neighbour-
ing megaliths highlights the agglomeration of further 
memories both within the agglomeration of megaliths 
at megalithic cemeteries like Flintbek, Borgstedt or 
the Haldensleber Forst, and within smaller megalith-
ic grave groups like Lüdelsen or Albersdorf,. Obvious-
ly, the chain-like agglomeration of single burials and 
burial mounds to a long mound at Flintbek 3 (Fig.20) 
is mirrored by the integration of the many megalithic 
monuments at Flintbek into the chain of megaliths of 
the whole cemetery. From the micro to the meso level, 
as a product megalithic landscapes are consequently a 
memorised carpet of the living world (Fig. 31).
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3 .3 Enclosed spaces, open landscape

Within the setting of Neolithic and especially Fun-
nel Beaker landscapes, different projects within the 
SPP dealt with causewayed enclosures as a further 
type of monument. The main concern was related to 
the function of the sites within the general framework 
and the individual site activities, the duration of the 
sites and a general contribution to the chronological 
development of the sites. Especially three enclosures 
were at the forefront of our research, namely Albers-
dorf-Dieksknöll, Büdelsdorf and Hundisburg-Olpetal 
(DiBBern 2016; hage 2016; SchMütz 2017). Fur-
ther investigations took place in Belleben and partly a 
re-analysis of the Rastorf site.

The chronology of the phenomenon enclosure sig-
nificantly changed with the new results. The appear-
ance of enclosures in the TRB North Group took 
place about 300 years earlier than originally postu-
lated, whereby in Büdelsdorf, Albersdorf-Dieksknöll 
and the North Jutish site of Liselund the first cuttings 
and infillings of the ditches took place in the 38th cen-
tury BCE. Furthermore, in the zone south of the cen-
tral TRB areas, enclosures also started earlier than 
originally thought. In Hundisburg-Olpetal, the huge 
enclosure was constructed at latest during the 42th cen-
tury BCE, associated with a mixture of Michelsberg 
and Late Lengyel pottery (named Schiepzig). Further 
enclosures of Schiepzig link the area to early Michels-
berg enclosures, as well as a Late Lengyel/Rössen tra-
dition of enclosures within the Middle Elbe Saale 
region and beyond. Thus, beside the western cause-
wayed enclosures, a local enclosure tradition might 
have contributed to these early ones.

While the Schiepzig enclosure of Hundisburg-Ol-
petal enclosed normal and trapezoidal pits, the north-
ern enclosures yielded more or less an empty inner 
space or some vague evidence of gathering events. The 
re-cuttings and infillings of ditches and pits took place 
for centuries, as expected from previous excavations, 
although the new possibility emerged to indicate the 
rhythm and pace of these events. In Albersdorf-Dieks- 
knöll, the gatherings that produced the detectable 
archaeological features within the ditches slowed 
down from about one every 40−60 years to one every 
200−250 years (DiBBern 2016). It is quite obvious 
that some of the TRB enclosures (like the just men-
tioned one) were still used during the Nordic Young-
er Neolithic, while others stopped being used (like 

Rastorf and Büdelsdorf). The relatively sparse quan-
tity of deposition (including the destruction of pots 
during festivities) is interpreted as indicating a rela-
tive restricted number of gatherings at the enclosure 
site. On the other hand, in both Büdelsdorf and Ras-
torf the production of silex and flint tools took place, 
and especially in Büdelsdorf the re-distribution of 
whitish silex adzes has to be mentioned (hage 2016;  
SteFFenS 2009).

Causewayed enclosures as a kind of highest »work« 
investment within the TRB zone are in many cases fo-
cal places within the social and cultural landscape. 
Albersdorf-Dieksknöll is located at the topographi-
cal linkage of three former peninsula-like settlement 
areas in Westholstein (DiBBern 2016). A probably 
4−5 m-high wooden post in one of the causeways made 
the monumental place even more visible to the out-
side world. In Büdelsdorf, the enclosure is located at 
the crossing of the traditional north-south trackway 
(Ochsenweg) and – during the Neolithic – the short-
est east-west land connection. Like at Albersdorf-Diek-
sknöll, the demarcation of one of the causeways was 
marked with a huge wooden post, with which also a 
fireplace with burned emmer and einkorn was associat-
ed (hage 2016) (Fig. 32). The assemblage both enhanced 
the visibility of the site and encountered the ritual situ-
ation together with special mostly rectangular fire pits 
that were in line with the palisade and ditch system.

The region at the middle Eider valley with the 
Büdelsdorf and Borgstedt sites (1.5 km distance) exem-
plifies the relational and partly fluid structure between 
enclosures, settlements, non-megalithic and megalith-
ic monuments (Fig. 33). Within the long-lasting histo-
ry (hage 2016), the demarcation of the forested area 
with the 5.6 ha large enclosure and the partly earlier 
burial activities at Borgstedt started around 3900 BCE. 
After different phases of renewals and erections of 
new monuments, including the re-arrangement of 
the non-megalithic long mounds to megalithic tombs, 
around 3300 BCE the ritual character of Büdelsdorf 1c 
was abolished. A new settlement with probably about 
40−50 longhouses was constructed with an inner liv-
ing and working area and an outer area for special ac-
tivities. Besides, the transformation from a poorly 
ritual centre to a mainly domestic area was accompa-
nied by a continuation and intensification of the bur-
ial activities in nearby Borgstedt6. After about four 
generations, the agglomeration of probably about 
400−500 people was abandoned again (probably due to 

6 Sarup (Fyn), where also the transformation of the ritu-
al enclosure into a domestic site took place (Andersen 
1997).
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Fig. 32. In Büdelsdorf, the demarcation of one of the causeways was marked with a huge wooden post, and a fi re-
place, at which cereals were burnt. Th e assemblage both enhanced the visibility of the site and encountered 
the ritual situation together with special mostly rectangular fi re pits that were in line with the palisade and 
ditch system  (Hage 2016, 230 fi g. 271; Hage 2016, 33 fi g. 17). 
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an over-exploitation of the nearby soils, cp. FeeSer/ 
et al. 2016) and Büdelsdorf continued as a renewed 
causewayed enclosure until around 2800 BCE.

Within the middle Eider valley, megalithic monu-
ments cluster within the areas of local population ag-
glomerations, although they are also located as chains 
probably at the linking tracks between settled are-
as (Fig. 34). Within such a local ordering of the spatial 
arrangements, the › loading ‹ of the landscape with the 

meaning of the social practices of monumentality is 
mirrored. The arrangement of architectural elements 
of the enclosures (e.g. the transverse pit and the dou-
ble-post setting in the entrance; KlaSSen 2014a, 183 
fig. 106 and 222 fig. 129) at Albersdorf-Dieksknöll, the 
distribution of certain economic traits (e.g. tetraploid 
naked wheat; KlaSSen 2014a, 236 fig. 138) at Albers-
dorf-Dieksknöll or of certain objects, (e.g. the clay discs 
(DiBBern 2016, 80 fig. 6.32), in Walmsdorf and Albers-
dorf-Dieksknöll indicate the role played by the ritual 
centres for the transition of supra-regional knowledge 
and items into the regional and local worlds.

3 .4 tRB North Group: Long distances

The development and role of long-distance contacts 
and barter exemplify significant differences for almost 
each of the socio-cultural phases.

Phase 1  – Open access. While already since cen-
turies intense exchange had been practised between 
Ertebølle foragers and central European LBK and post-
LBK farmers, in the 41st century BCE the amount and 
intensity of in-bartered objects from west, central and 
south-east Europe dramatically increased (KlaSSen 
2004b). In my view, this should be related to the de-
scribed external climatic conditions (»bad years«) that 
enhanced a much wider strategy of living in terms of 
both the integration of new subsistence strategies as 
well as the use of networking for the solution of daily 
aspects.

The activation of long-lasting ties to the »south« 
that we observe were obviously linked to efforts to 
gain new »economic« and »technological« knowledge 
that resulted in economic and technological chang-
es. New tools like point-butted adzes and first rectan-
gular double-ailed houses (anDerSSon et al. 2016;  
Artursson et al. 2003) are a sign of the need for new 
clearance techniques and a new stable domestic ac-
commodation. The integration and experimentation 
with domesticates and cultivars was influenced by the 
exchange and barter of information and animals/cul-
tivars with southern farmers (KrauSe-Kyora et al. 
2013; SoerenSen 2014).

Thus, phase 1 is characterised by a kind of »prac-
tical« integration of long-distance information and 
items with implications for the economic develop-
ment. The presence of foreign »artefacts« is not im-
portant, but rather the integration of new tools and 
practices – which were earlier established in other re-
gions – into the Ertebølle world. In the long run, the 
integration of these new practices changed access to 
resources and property rights. As an example, the new 
need for flint adzes was followed up by quarrying flint 
at the Limefjord and probably also at other places.

Fig. 33. Büdelsdorf-Borgstedt (Hage 2016, 275 fig. 316).  
A causewayed enclosure and a non-megalithic and mega-
lithic cemetery indicate a use of local landscape for memo-
ry construction. For about three generations the enclosure 
was changed into a domestic site, but after that restored as 
a ritual place again (drawing: S. Beyer).

Büdelsdorf 3–4/Borgstedt 3 (ca. 3100 BCE)

Büdelsdorf 2/Borgstedt 3 (ca. 3300 BCE)

Büdelsdorf 1/Borgstedt 1–2 (ca. 3750 BCE)
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Fig. 34. Within the middle Eider valley, megalithic monuments cluster within the areas of local population agglomera-
tions. Th ey are also located as chains probably at tracks between settled areas. Such a local ordering of the spatial 
arrangements is visible north of Büdelsdorf.
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The flow of northern items and knowledge to the 
south is still restricted (WolterMann 2016). Only a 
few amber objects are known from non-amber areas 
in central, western and eastern Europe.

Phase 2 – Ritual items. In contrast to the time be-
fore 3800  BCE with its more utilitarian character of 
input from long-distance contacts, in phase 2 long-dis-
tance influences and »foreign« artefacts were strong-
ly related to the ritual sphere. They were introduced by 
existing networks and then locally changed in terms of 
both their value and typological variation. An exam-
ple is the large greenstone axes with a perforated butt 
(KlaSSen 2014b), which are characterised by a bi-con-
ical perforation. They were unused, and thus not used 
as working implements. Typologically, these few early 
axes can be associated with elements of the Armorcian 
Tumiac perforated type of jadeite axes, which are main-
ly known from Brittany already some centuries before.

Imported copper flat adzes also appear as a kind 
of ritual objects without any utilitarian use. They de-
rived from northern Alpine centres of copper met-
allurgy, probably the Mondsee area near Salzburg 
(KlaSSen 2001; MatuSchiK 1998). The restricted 
number of objects that were imported to the west Bal-
tic regions do not signal a local Scandinavian copper 
metallurgy (like e.g. contemporary Central Germany), 
although the appearance of these objects indicates 
the value that TRB communities associated with the 
new raw material.

Similar to the distribution of Alpine Mondsee cop-
per objects (a cluster in southern central Europe, an 
empty corridor in the central European mountain 
range and a further cluster in southern Scandinavia), 
the distribution of most of the early polygonal ham-
mer axes follows such a spatial pattern. Chronologi-
cally, these polygonal hammer axes are mainly linked 
to our phase 2 (Zapotocky type fi-iv,ki-kiv; hall-
gren 2008; SoerenSen 2014; záPotocKý 1992, 177), 
even if early objects are already known in phase 1. »The 
quantities of locally produced preforms indicate that it 
was important … to create their own imitations, and 
perhaps their own meanings for the objects, in a pro-
cess of hybridisation. The necessity of creating a more 
regional material culture seems to have been a grow-
ing tendency during the latter part of the Early Neo-
lithic in certain regions of South Scandinavia, which 
took place at the same time as the adoption of select-
ed trends and ideas from the larger agrarian network« 
(SoerenSen 2014, 177). The contexts (single finds, de-
pots, long mounds) of these axes describe a primarily 
ritual or prestige function of these axes.

The three examples describe global interaction that 
becomes visible first in a distinct adze type of western 
European tradition, second in a south central Europe-
an hammer axe tradition, and third in the first copper 

object imports. They hint at the character of phase 2 
long-distance contacts: within the division of the ritu-
al and profane sphere of living and memorisation, the 
»foreign« influences »materialize« the ritual sphere of 
social memories. While ties to major centres of inno-
vation are kept going (e.g. of copper metallurgy), the 
internal possibility to use ritual practices for ideolog-
ical reasons was given: a conspicuous consumption of 
these objects not only for the identity of the commu-
nity, but also as a display of individual power. Never-
theless, there are no examples that this happened in an 
institutionalised way. Even while the flow of amber to 
the south increased during ca. 3800−3600 BCE com-
pared with earlier centuries, there are no signs of a sig-
nificant barter exchange (WolterMann 2016).

Phase 3 – The economic value of long-distance ex-
change. In contrast to phase 2, since about 3600 BCE a 
manifold of economic uses for exchange relations be-
comes visible:
1.  Different flint resources are distributed over longer 

distances, not only at the local but also the region-
al level. For example, the red Helgoland flint is used 
besides other flint raw materials along the North 
Sea coast and in the west Baltic area (Müller 
2013a). The distribution and contexts indicate a 
utilitarian use of this flint.

2.  The distribution of Baltic amber is significant in 
many central European regions and indicates the 
value to barter amber from the north to the south 
(WolterMann 2016) (Fig. 35). In fact, the produc-
tion of local Scandinavian types of copper artefacts 
indicates a TRB copper metallurgy that is depend-
ent on central European copper sources (KlaSSen 
2004a). Both copper and amber indicate long-dis-
tance relations that are bound into an economic 
mode of exchange.

3.  The interregional appearance of different Zapoto-
cky hammer axe types indicates the exchange rela-
tions that existed between e.g. central Germany, the 
southern Cimbrian Peninsula and North Mecklen-
burg/Pomerania (Zapotocky D4) (rinne 2012). As 
a different example, the contemporary short green-
stone axes with a perforated butt display signs of 
use (in contrast to the long examples in phase 2), 
and describe exchange relations of northerly re-
gions (North Cimbrian peninsula, Danish Isles, 
Scania) (KlaSSen 2014b).

In general, the context of the items could show a util-
itarian use, as well as non-utilitarian depositions in 
burials and deposits.

Phase 4  – Continuation. After a clear economic 
re-ordering of the societies in phase 3, no changes with-
in the pattern of barter and long-distance exchange are 
visible in phase 4. With respect to the mentioned ex-
amples, a quite similar pattern continues.
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Phase 5 – Diff erent foreign infl uences. During the 
latest TRB development, extreme changes in the in-
tegration of foreign infl uences into the regional and 
local constitutions are identifi ed. Both elements of 
Globular Amphorae ceramics as well as new axe types 
are integrated into the assemblages of the southern 
Cimbrian Peninsula (Brozio 2016; WoiDich 2014). As 
mentioned above, axes and adzes are now partly as-
sociated with individuals, whereby for the fi rst time a 
fragmentation of the society might be indicated and 
open the way for the new kind of socio-cultural signals 
of the later Younger Neolithic. Burial and depot con-
texts of the new items indicate that long-distance sig-
nals are used again in the ritual sphere of the society, 
where especially the ideological frame for new devel-
opments and group interests could be present. Inter-
estingly, the former exchange systems (e.g. amber to 
the south and copper to the north) also broke down 
(WolterMann 2016), and were rewarded by new ex-
change systems of Single Grave Societies.

Spatial organisation of barter and exchange. 
Th e described scenarios of long-distance contacts 

and exchange were organised in quite diff erent ways. 
At least until the 37th century  BCE, the exchange of 
information and items had to be organised between 
single homesteads or small hamlets. Besides the pos-
sibility of mobile agents – for which no evidence has 
been presented to date – an exchange from site to site 
or by travellers and expeditions took place. At latest 
from the 37th century BCE onwards, in some TRB re-
gions causewayed enclosures were located at commu-
nication knots of trackways and functioned as a focal 
point for the distribution of new knowledge or even 
items (anDerSen 2011; KlaSSen 2014a). As an ex-
ample, in Albersdorf-Dieksknöll a very early appear-
ance of the new tetraploid free-threshing wheat as well 
as »southern« Michelsberg construction elements of 
the enclosure architecture were documented (DiB-
Bern 2016; KirleiS/FiScher 2014). In some areas like 
the southern Cimbrian Peninsula, in the 34th century 
the importance of causewayed enclosures decreased 
again, as with the agglomeration of populations in 
small villages these villages overtook the distribution 
and possible re-distribution of items and knowledge.

1 cm1 cm1 cm

Fig. 35. Th e distribution of Baltic amber is signifi cant in many central European regions and indicates the value to 
barter amber from the north to the south. In the TRB North Group amber ornaments are used to imitate also other 
important prestige items like axes. Th e displayed examples are from diff erent grave contexts at the cemetery Borg-
stedt (Hage 2016, 90 fi g. 117).
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3 .5 Environment and economy

Within a landscape that mainly comprised closed 
mixed oak forests with patchy open areas along the 
waters and open areas along the coasts, the early 
transformation from foraging to farming is contempo-
rary to the North Atlantic Bond Event 4 with regional 
input in southern Scandinavia and northern Germa-
ny (see above). This was conducted from Skagerrak 
deepwater reconstructions around 4000−3800  BCE 
(Butruille et al. 2016) and high-resolution sedimen-
tological evidence from Lake Belau (DreiBroDt et 
al. 2012). Especially evidence for the 40 bad years in 
4050−4010 BCE in Ostholstein suggests that this cli-
matic event had a huge impact on the economic and 
social development (Weinelt 2018). From an envi-
ronmental perspective, the warmer and bettering con-
ditions until the 35th century  BCE and the climatic 
deterioration around 3200 BCE might have modulated 
the economic and social developments, including the 
boom and bust of monuments.

Phases of land opening and reforestation are in-
dicated by the palynological proxy record (FeeSer 
et al. acc.) (Fig. 36). Increasing land openings around 
4200−3600  BCE are followed by an impressive 
boom around 3600−3400 BCE with a high level un-
til around 3200 BCE, as well as a steep bust around 
3100−3000 BCE. Differences are visible between the 
southern Cimbrian Peninsula – where the high level of 
the land opening boom lasted from around 3500 un-
til around 3100 BCE – and in Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern were already around 3500 BCE a steep bust until 
around 3100 BCE is visible. Weighted numbers of col-
luvial layers support these observations by increasing 
and decreasing amounts of colluvial incidence. Besides 
environmental triggers for the land openings, main-
ly the intensity of human impact has to be seen as the 
course for the observations. Both demographic devel-
opments as well as changes in the economic strategy 
could be the cause for the landscape changes.

Subsistence economy increasingly depended on ce-
real cultivates and domesticated animals (Brozio et 
al. acc.; hinz 2018; KirleiS/FiScher 2014; KirleiS/
KlooSS 2015; KirleiS/KlooSS 2016; KirleiS et al. 
2012; SteFFenS 2007). The cereal spectrum mainly in-
cluded free-threshing barley and emmer as the main 
crops, followed to a minor extent by einkorn (Triticum 
monococcum) and free-threshing wheat (Triticum aes-
tivum sl). In respect to intensive versus extensive ag-
ricultural practices, the ratio of free-threshing barley/
emmer-spelt and perennial/annual weeds indicates 
changes within the agricultural practices. Around 
4000−3300 BCE, free-threshing barley had been grown 
extensively. As emmer and annual weeds were also 
present, probably the intensive crop growing was an 

add-on to the dominant extensive system (Brozio et 
al. acc.). In contrast to the phase of dominantly-exten-
sive agricultural practices around 3300−2800 BCE, a 
phase with more or less balanced extensive and inten-
sive agricultural practices followed. The development 
of animal husbandry (hinz 2018; SteFFenS 2007) 
displays a steady increase of domesticates around 
4000−3700 BCE from about 10 to 70 % of the bone as-
semblages, a smooth increase from 70 to 90 % around 
3400−3100  BCE, which obviously also continues in 
the 3rd millennium BCE. Otherwise, no clear tenden-
cies are observed except a reduction of the dominance 
of cattle in the domestic animal assemblages from 
around 75 to 50 % around 4000−3400 BCE.

Isotopic analysis of the animal bones from Old-
enburg-Dannau indicates a restricted local pasture 
strategy of the TRB settlers (MaKareWicz et al., forth-
coming). This remains in contrast to the results for Fall-
bygden, where a huge mobility of animals was observed 
(SJoegren 2017). Thus, huge differences in the local 
practices and adaptions to the environmental and social 
conditions in the economic practice are also to be ex-
pected in future analyses. Nevertheless, indications of 
manuring are detected in both regions by isotopic anal-
ysis (FiliPovic et al. acc.). Besides animals and plants, 
both gathered plants and fish also played an impor-
tant role within the subsistence economy. A modelling 
of the land use pattern for East Holstein indicates that 
especially during changing times the non-domesticat-
ed nutrition sources gained importance. Nevertheless, 
the carrying capacity of the environment was obviously 
never reached (Knitter et al. forthcoming).

From an economic perspective the introduction of 
the animal-pulled plough and the wheal furthered im-
portant changes within the agricultural system and 
the land use practices. While evidence of ploughing 
is already indicated in the 38th century BCE, the main 
breakthrough of the new technology took place be-
tween ca. 3650 and 3300 BCE (MiSchKa 2013). The in-
creasing role of intensive agricultural practices might 
be a result of this technological change, as well as the 
possible trigger for the appearance of the first villages 
in the 34th century BCE.

Within the northern TRB development, the al-
ready-pronounced variability of the economic sys-
tems in the different regions is also indicated by 
isotope analysis on human bones (terBerger et al. 
2018). There are assemblages that reflect a high agri-
cultural nutrition and others with a high aquatic nu-
trition (Fig.  37). The variability is due to the local 
conditions and thus expected from Neolithic societies, 
which live and create a landscape within a high degree 
of sustainability. This might also be the reason for the 
observation that the main factors for the location of 
domestic sites did not change within the period under 



67Boom and bust, hierarchy and balance

Fig. 36. Land opening and reforestation are indicated by palynological data (Feeser et al. acc.). Increasing land openings 
around 4200 – 3600 BCE are followed by a boom around 3600 – 3400 BCE with a high level until around 3200 BCE. Colluvial 
layers support these observations by increasing and decreasing amounts of colluvial incidence. Radiometric dating for settle-
ment sites indicate a possible population increase especially observable around 3300 BCE and a decrease around 3100 BCE. 
Taking all 14C-dates from archaeological contexts, an increase in population fi gures from around 3700 BCE until 3400 BCE 
and a high population level until about 3050 BCE are indicated. It follows a decrease in the values after 3050 BCE.
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discussion (Knitter et al. forthcoming): the econom-
ic practices did not change extremely but were con-
stantly adopted to the local conditions.

3 .6 Demography

As pronounced in the methodological introduction, 
besides the economy demography is one of the main 
arenas constituting the social relations of societies. 
Th e archaeological evidence points to single farm-
steads and small hamlets of usually 5−10 persons per 
house, thus less than 20−25 people who lived togeth-
er in disperse settlements probably from 4100  BCE 
onwards. Larger sites with communal activities (› vil-
lages ‹) are known from 3350  BCE onwards. Th e ar-
chaeological evidence points to population values of 
100−400 people living together in these villages, which 
are documented until 2900 BCE.

From a regional perspective, calculations ended up 
with quite low population fi gures for the areas under 
discussion  (cp. rassmann/schafferer 2012). One 
example is the calculations for the north-west Frisian 
Archipelago, where a population density between 1.00 
and 7.40 persons/km² was reconstructed (200−1,500 
persons on the whole archipelago) (Müller 2011b). 
Population estimations by Sarah Schiesberg that in-
clude age estimations, the reconstruction of minimal 
burial numbers in megaliths and estimations on the 
duration of the mounds end up with lower population 
estimations between 0.7 and 1.6 p/km² (SchieSBerg 
2012, 132 fi g. 10). In both regional studies, a popula-
tion increase is indicated until around 3000 BCE. Be-
sides direct archaeological evidence, radiometric sum 

calibrations are partly used to reconstruct relative 
population developments. While in a former study a 
decreasing amount of radiometric data was indicated 
(hinz et al. 2012), the new 14C-data of the SPP has sig-
nifi cantly changed the picture. Taking the radiometric 
datings for settlement sites, an increase is especially 
observable around 3300 BCE and a decrease around 
3100 BCE. Taking all 14C-dates, an increase is visible 
from around 3700 BCE until 3400 BCE and a high level 
until about 3050 BCE. It follows a decrease in the val-
ues after 3050 BCE, which is also in line with the two 
regional studies (Fig. 36).

In a global study about population densities in Eu-
rope for the Neolithic in southern Scandinavia and 
Germany, demographic values of about two inhab-
itants/km² have recently been published (Müller/
DiachenKo 2019). Our results are in line with this 
study. Th us, on the southern Cimbrean Peninsula we 
are dealing in absolute terms with about 30,000 inhab-
itants during the TRB period. Th is is probably the level 
that we have to expect around 3300 BCE, whereas the 
decrease around 3050 BCE would imply a reduction by 
10,000 people.

Diff erent calculations on the composition of the 
few human bone assemblages in megaliths showed 
that the buried collectives from megaliths in south-
ern Scandinavia and northern Germany »represent a 
viable population. So it is not implausible that we are 
dealing with a representative cross section through 
the Neolithic population« (hinz 2011, 141). In prin-
ciple, the few analyses that have attempted to recon-
struct parameters on actual population sizes and the 
number of buried individuals in megaliths prompted 
with results verifying the possibility that the whole 
population could have been buried within the mega-
liths. Even if we know that this was not the case in re-
spect to fl at burials and other burial practices, there is 
no need to exclude huge parts of the population from 
getting an ancestor within the megalith. One exam-
ple are the mentioned calculations for the north-west 
Frisian Archipelago (Müller 2011b, 278 tab. 2).

3 .7 Social differentiation

Th e boom and bust in early and middle Neolithic 
monuments is linked to certain changes within the 
economic sphere, which are more or less correlat-
ed (Fig. 36). Th e increase in land openings and its de-
crease could be associated with the megalithic boom, 
which followed some generations later then the fi rst 
impact of the new economy. Furthermore, the quanti-
ty of produced and deposited artefacts increased and 
decreased in a similar manner. If we associate certain 
objects with a prestigious value (e.g. the few axes), an 

C13

-10,00-12,00-14,00-16,00-18,00-20,00-22,00

N15

17,50

15,00

12,50

10,00

7,50

Mesolithic Denmark
Gallery graves
Ostorf
TRB - inland
TRB -  coast 

Fig. 37. Within the northern TRB development isotope analy-
sis on human bones indicate a high variability (cp. Terberger 
et al. 2018). Th ere are assemblages that refl ect a high agri-
cultural and others with a high aquatic nutrition.
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increase and decrease in a similar way is also detecta-
ble (Brozio et al. acc.).

As the cultural development is comparable with 
the economic one (cp. Fig.  24), gaining prestige within 
TRB societies seems to be associated with economic 
activities. Land openings are detectable some genera-
tions earlier as the boom of the other factors. Insofar, 
the changes and success within the broadening of the 
subsistence economy is obviously responsible for so-
cial success of the cooperative groups.

As already described, most of the people were bur-
ied within megaliths. Th e cooperative character of 
these monuments is expressed in the de-individualis-
ation of the individuals in the chamber. Becoming an 
ancestor is linked to the collectivism within the buri-
al right. Moreover, the causewayed enclosures do not 
display any sign of the demarcation of individual so-
cial power; instead the cooperation through festivi-
ties seems to be associated with the ritual character 
of these sites. Within the known settlements, no pro-
nounced diff erences are detectable between houses 

and their inventories. Even individuals who are buried 
inside or outside villages in individual graves do not 
display an accumulation of surplus. Th ey are »used« 
by the communities for social events and the expres-
sion of the social group as a whole.

Th e productivity of these societies could be ex-
plained by the acephalous character. If we take the few 
anthropological archives into account, the age distri-
butions of the males indicate a more peaceful consti-
tution, such as – for example – in the south: the peak 
of young dying male persons is not present in the bone 
assemblages (compare PetraSch 2014; SchieSBerg 
2012), which might indicate that they were not de-
stroyed in combat as much as this is the case in oth-
er societies.

Nevertheless, diff erences occur in the size of meg-
aliths and houses between diff erent communities. If 
diff erences in wealth accumulation exist, this is the 
case between rather than within communities. Insofar 
the idea of ritual economies, in which the competition 
between groups triggered the construction of bigger 
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and bigger monuments, might be valued for some of 
the TRB areas (e.g. parts of Jutland, cp. geBauer 2014).

While the described picture of the TRB social 
world as cooperative and mainly sharing subsistence 
resources and ritual activities is paintable for the phas-
es 3600−3100 BCE, the role of the individual or of cer-
tain clans might have been more pronounced before 
and after. Within the transformation from foraging to 
horticultural practices especially non earthern long 
mounds and earliest individual flat grave might indi-
cate different access to resources. But especially in the 
latest phases of the TRB North Group the fragmenta-
tion of the societies that is indicated by the reduction 
of investment into collective monuments, and the ap-
pearance of pronounced individual burials, is obvious. 
The kind of fragmentation and individualization was 
probably a prelude for the upcoming Younger Neolith-
ic with e.g. the Single Grave societies.

The reasons for these changes around 31th century 
might have been manifold. Internally a tendency for 
the concentration of energy and power in a more ag-
glomerated way and the increase in weaponary were 
seen as tendencies that internally weekend the cooper-
ative character of the societies (Müller 2011b). Exter-
nally the appaerances of Globular Amphorae elements 
(like cattle burials and activities especially at mega-
liths) might have triggered such a development. Nev-
ertheless, after centuries of monumental construction 
the tendencies to keep developing hierarchies in bal-
ance by the mean of monumental building that incor-
porated the collective character of the societies, failed. 
The cultural landscape, which was created by TRB 
communities and which memorized the long lasting 
cooperative traditions, was not longer respected and 
used in the old manner.

4 . DISCUSSIoN AND CoNSEqUENCES

Funnel Beaker societies are the first communi-
ties in southern Scandinavia and north central Eu-
rope that practised horti – and agriculture. Within the 
framework of this article, I have concentrated on the 
TRB North Group because both archaeological and 
paleo-environmental archives allow a qualitative recon-
struction of former socio-environmental developments.

Quite obviously, the environmental crisis of the 
41st century BCE with the 40 bad years triggered an ex-
perimental phase of local fishers and foragers. Build-
ing on their already well-developed supra-regional 
networks with southern farmers, new items and prac-
tices were introduced in the north. Even if new tech-
niques for arable activities (clearances) and domestic 
purposes (houses) as well as changing elements in the 
subsistence economy (cultivars, domesticates) were in-
troduced, no significant change in the social organisa-
tion of these acephalous communities is evident. While 
in the first three TRB centuries the links to other are-
as (described by many authors, e.g. KirleiS/FiScher 
2014; KlaSSen 2001; KlaSSen 2004a; KliMScha 2016; 
SoerenSen 2014) are integrated in an »utilitarian« 
way into the existing societies, in the 38th century BCE 
the character of the societies changed. »Non-utilitari-
an« objects and monument building were used to pro-
nounce the separation of a ritual sphere of the society 
from the domestic sphere. Even if this opened the av-
enue for ritual economies (KriStianSen 2006) with 
the pronunciation of powerful men or women, this 
did not happen. In no case limited access to resourc-
es by only a small portion of the population is identi-
fied; instead, causewayed enclosures were developed 
as a collective mean for the distribution of items and 

ideas. Nevertheless, the growing population demanded 
(even if the climate could be described as »good years«) 
changes in the economic system. Driven by the ritu-
al need for monument building and a more extensive 
agriculture, innovations took place or were integrated: 
the introduction of wheel and waggon, animal-driven 
ploughs and deep-sea shipping made the creation of 
both the first cultural landscapes as well as open arable 
field systems possible.

Besides slight variation, for centuries the TRB so-
cial structure remained stable. Thus, the main result 
of our brief inquiry shows the stability of the aceph-
alous social structures of the TRB societies over the 
centuries, despite the changing environmental condi-
tions as well as the introduction of new technologies 
and the use of new objects as a result of both internal 
and external triggers.

Within the TRB societies the creation, control 
and development of »memories« constitute the insti-
tutionalized practice for the transfer of cooperative 
norms of communities as well as their receptions by 
individuals (Müller 2018b). Due to ethnographic ob-
servations, social practice of memory construction 
within non-literate sedentary societies includes a re-
newal and/or refinement of social memories after ca. 
150 – 200 years (5 – 8 generations). Obviously this was 
the case at causewayed enclosures and megalithic 
monuments, but also within domestic sites (Fig. 38). In 
general, the site and landscape biographies were key 
issues for TRB societies to stabilize their societies in 
the cooperative manner.

Nevertheless, main changes happened around 
and after 3100  BCE, with the fragmentation and 
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individualisation of the communities as described 
above. New kinds of memorisation were developed 
about 10 generations later with the second monumen-
tal boom in the regions. But than the construction of 
early Single Grave mounds represented the ideological 
materialisation of social practices of different societies.

The TRB examples support the view on the in-
dependent existence and development of non-hier-
archical societies in history. The megaliths are an 
expression for the meaning of these societies, which 
could be best described as hierarchies in balance. The 
latest summary of such an approach is provided by 
Hermann Amborn, who summarises his ethnograph-
ic inquiries in north-east Africa with the consequence 
that domination-free societies existed contempo-
rary with stratified societies (aMBorn 2016). These 

societies are not a first stage in evolutionary pro-
cesses of societies but independent in their histori-
cal existence. The attempt to reduce the appearance 
of non-stratified social systems to small band-like 
groups is rejected, as societies with tens of thousands 
of people are living under domination-free conditions. 
Thus, the example of TRB societies explains that not 
only foraging but also horticultural and agricultural 
economies with huge efforts in monument building 
are historically known as being free from dominance. 
In our case, access to resources was used by the TRB 
communities to further their »egalitarian« attitude. 
Expressions and objects that did not support a dom-
inant-free behaviour by their connotation and recep-
tion were not integrated into the habitus. In spite of 
booms and busts, hierarchies were kept in balance.
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Kerbstones, causewayed enclosures and protective circles in Southern Scandinavia and beyond

Lutz Klassen, Benedikt Knoche

ABStR AC t

In this contribution, kerbstone rows surrounding meg-
alithic graves are identified as symbolic borders  – protec-
tive circles  – separating the world of the living from that 
of the souls and spirits of the ancestors. A structural com-
parison between kerbstone rows and ditch circuits of Neo-
lithic  (causewayed) enclosures reveals that the latter also 
functioned as protective circles. Just as in case of the mega-
lithic graves, the presence of the ancestors played a decisive 
role in the creation of the enclosing elements. A number of 

observations in Southern Scandinavia and Central/  Western 
Europe indicate that the enclosures of the TRB and Michels-
berg Cultures may have served as sites where the large vil-
lages of previous Danubian societies were commemorated by 
assemblies of the living people now dispersed. In exception-
al cases, the villages were even physically re-created. The lo-
cation of TRB enclosures along routes potentially associated 
with the (immigrating) ancestors is another element in the 
founding myths held by these societies.

INtRoDUC tIoN

Megalithic graves belong among the most prom-
inent prehistoric structures in Southern Scandinavia. 
They have played an important role as motifs in art 
and literature, and in the 19th century they were key 
symbols in national romanticism  (e. g. eriKSen/ an-
DerSen 2014, 11ff.). Unsurprisingly, these graves – 
several thousands of which still are present in more 
or less well-preserved form in Denmark, Sweden and 
the northernmost parts of Germany – have also been 
the topic of intense archaeological interest from the 
very beginnings of archaeology as a scientific disci-
pline in the 19th century. This interest continues today, 
even though now to a large degree it involves investi-
gations of completely-destroyed megaliths (eriKSen/ 
anDerSen 2014, 251ff.) and restorations of demolished 
graves (Dehn et al. 2013) rather than proper archaeo-
logical investigations of existing graves that contribute 
new data to our general understanding of the phenom-
enon. However, not all aspects of these graves have 
received the same degree of attention from archaeol-
ogists. Questions of chamber architecture and con-
struction, chronology, grave gifts and depositions at 
the kerbstones as well the landscape setting and social 
significance have been dealt with and are still being 
dealt with intensively (see, among others, several con-
tributions to the present conference proceedings). In 
contrast to this, the present contribution takes its point 
of departure from a closer look at one feature that has 

not been met with quite as much interest, namely the 
kerbstone rows surrounding these graves.

The estimated number of megalithic graves 
that were once present in the Funnel Beaker Cul-
ture (TRB) of Denmark alone ranges from ca. 25,000 
to 40,000 (eBBeSen 1985; MiDgley 2008, 29), although 
the real number may even have been much larger. The 
earliest chambers appear to have been erected from 
ca. 3700 BC onwards, but the large majority were es-
tablished after 3500 BC. Construction appears to have 
ended ca. 3200 BC. The entire building period spans 
the TRB phases late EN I to MN A Ib. Almost all graves 
were surrounded by rows of kerbstones. However, the 
earliest chambers  (»dolmen-cists« according to the 
terminology of eriKSen/ anDerSen  2014, 104ff.) ap-
pear to have been placed in earthen long barrows or 
Niedźwiedź-type tombs  (rzePecKi 2011, 91ff.) that 
were delimited by either ditches or wooden fences, etc.

Rows of kerbstones in the TRB of South Scandina-
via appear in two different designs: rectangular and 
round  (Fig. 1). The rectangular shape  (long dolmen) 
appears to be the earliest one, while the round version 
is somewhat later. Both have been in use contempora-
neously for a while, with the round shape being total-
ly dominant in the latest construction phase bound to 
passage graves. At that part of the development, rec-
tangular shapes are rare exceptions (e. g. Kong Svends 
Høj, Dehn et al. 1992).
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Rows of kerbstones around megalithic graves have 
only been dealt with marginally and any such interest 
has mostly been directed at the depositions that took 
place at the stones, rather than the stones and their 
setting themselves. This is clearly reflected in the sum-
marising accounts of Danish prehistory published by 
BrønDSteD (1938) and JenSen (2001). In 1938, Brønd-
sted viewed the rows as a construction »aimed at the 
eye« for delimiting the megalithic site  (BrønDSteD 
1938, 224). More than 60 years later, the phenomenon 
is devoted somewhat more attention by JenSen (2001, 
366). However, the focus is not so much on the kerb-
stones themselves, but rather on the deposition that 
took place at them.

The first comprehensive summarising accounts 
of megalithic graves in Denmark have only recently 
been published (MiDgley 2008; eBBeSen 2008 – 2011). 
However, only about one text page of the more than 
1,000 pages of the publication of eBBeSen (2008 – 2011, 
vol. 1.1, 258f.) is devoted to the kerbstones. The main 
focus is on technical details, although an interpreta-
tion of certain rows of kerbstones around longdolmens 
as symbolising longhouses of central European archi-
tectural tradition is also offered, albeit without any 
further explanation or references.

The present state of research regarding kerb de-
marcations of Bronze Age barrows is very much alike. 
Just as in case of the Early and Early Middle Neo-
lithic examples, a purely functional view of these 
constructions as demarcations of barrows is the 
dominating approach. However, in some cases rock 
carvings appear on Bronze Age kerbstones and the 

symbolic importance of these signs obviously has been 
recognised (golDhahn 1999). In a recent summary, 
holSt  (2013, 69ff.) proposes that the demarcations 
around Bronze Age barrows and among them rows of 
kerbstones may well have had a symbolic significance. 
This also seems to be indicated by observations of ob-
vious ritual activities associated with the construction 
and existence of these rows, like pre-erection fires and 
associated stone pavings of different character. These 
elements may represent a structural parallel to the 
depositions of elaborated ceramics and fire-destruct-
ed flintaxes and chisels at kerbstones of megaliths. 
In the case of the Sagaholm barrow in Sweden, it has 
been proposed that especially the inner circle of kerbs 
with rock carvings possibly symbolised a screen sepa-
rating the world of the dead from the world of the liv-
ing (WihlBorg 1979, 116f.).

In summary, it can be stated that rows of kerb-
stones around Early and Middle Neolithic megalithic 
graves as well as Bronze Age barrows have not attract-
ed much attention in scientific literature. In most cas-
es, they are simply viewed as functional elements, 
especially delimitations of barrows. In recent decades, 
the fact that the rows have had some kind of symbol-
ic function has been acknowledged, although the na-
ture of this function has rarely been explored. In most 
cases, emphasis has been placed on the ritual activi-
ty that took place at the kerbstones, rather than the 
stones or rows of stones themselves. Engraved kerbs 
with obvious ritual function represent an exception 
to this general picture. Thus, there is a need to ex-
plore kerbstone rows further, especially since the most 

3m0

Fig. 1. Examples of megalithic graves with round or rectangular rows of kerbstones. Left: round dolmen from Knebel,  
Denmark. Right: Long dolmen from Birkede Skov, Denmark (Aner 1963).
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favoured interpretation as a simple constructional el-
ement related to barrows must be questioned. This 
has become increasingly clear in recent years, where 
the fact that many dolmens were never covered by 
any barrow – but rather existed from the very begin-
ning as free-standing stone-built grave chambers  – 
has been demonstrated (see the comprehensive study 
of eriKSen/ anDerSen 2014 for a detailed and up-to-
date discussion of this question). At least in these cas-
es, the kerbstone rows cannot have fulfilled a function 
as demarcations of barrows but must have had anoth-
er, obviously symbolic function (eriKSen/  anDerSen 
2014,  145). The same must also be expected to have 
been the case where rows of kerbstones actually de-
limited a barrow. In these cases, the rows may have 
had multiple functions.

The attested lack of interest or reluctance in propos-
ing theories regarding the symbolic function of kerb-
stone rows appears to be valid regarding professional 
archaeologists only. If the survey is widened to include 
authors of popular texts about archaeology, those with 
a background in the study of religion and law as well 
as ethnologists, a somewhat different picture emerg-
es. As early as in 1928, Eckhardt viewed circles of up-
rights surrounding both megalithic graves and Bronze 
Age barrows as forming Bannkreise – protective cir-
cles (ecKharDt 1928, 97). Comparable thoughts have 
also been formulated by PhiliP (1937, 72). In his novel 
Orm og tyr, Danish author M. A. Hansen in 1952 de-
scribed his perception of religious change from prehis-
toric times to the Middle Ages in Denmark. Hansen 
did not receive any formal archaeological or other sci-
entific training, but – as apparent from his publica-
tion  – was well acquainted with scientific literature 
in the field of prehistoric archaeology and study of 
religion. In the book referred to, he dealt quite com-
prehensively with megalithic graves and the beliefs 
suspected by him to stand behind their construction. 
This includes a passage devoted to the rows of kerb-
stones. These are viewed as sort of fences around a 
sacred area inside. While not difficult to overcome 
physically, the rows of kerbstones were – according to 
Hansen – as dangerous as a high voltage power cable 

when approached at the wrong time. The kerb stone 
rows thus scared people away, and only by performing 
powerful rituals was it possible to enter the sacred area 
inside (hanSen 1956, 45).

Related ideas have also been expressed by Kehn-
scherper. In 1983 Kehnscherper, former professor of 
theology at the University of Greifswald, published a 
popular account of the Stone Age called Hünengrab 
und Bannkreis – Auf den Spuren der Steinzeit (Kehn-
ScherPer 1983). Kehnscherper worked scientifically 
especially in his documentation of the traditional be-
liefs bound to the circles of stones around megalithic 
graves. Until 200 years ago, strong beliefs and respect 
were associated with these graves. Courts were held 
inside the kerb-delimited area, contracts were signed 
and oaths were sworn there. Armed men were not 
allowed to enter and the stone circles served as asy-
lum for persecuted people and animals, which found 
a safe haven there (see also Bammann 2002 for a mod-
ern account regarding the connection between sa-
cred (Christian) sites, protective circles and asylum). 
The stone circles around megalithic graves were 
viewed as the residence of the souls of the dead buried 
in the central chambers (KehnScherPer 1983, 130). 
In Kehnscherper’s view, the kerbstone rows in the Ne-
olithic served as Bannkreise – protective circles – that 
prevented the souls of the dead from returning to the 
living, thus separating the two worlds from each other.

From the above it is apparent that professional ar-
chaeologists by far and large have restrained them-
selves from interpretations of kerbstone rows involving 
magic and supernatural powers that cannot be sup-
ported by hard, scientific evidence. However, those 
who were not bound by these restrictions – authors 
and scholars dealing with traditional, popular beliefs 
as well as the history of religion – have put forward 
ideas interpreting the constructions in question as 
Bannkreise: powerful boundaries between the world 
of the living and sacred areas inhabited by the souls 
of the dead and possibly evil spirits. In the following, 
it will be investigated whether it is possible to produce 
further arguments in favour of these latter interpreta-
tions with scientific methods.

KERBStoNE RoWS AS DIVISIoN BEt WEEN DIFFERENt WoRLDS

In his study of the rows of menhirs in the Carnac 
area in Morbihan, southern Brittany, dated to the 
 mid-5th millennium  BC, caSSen  (2009, 44f., 67) not 
only dealt with the question of borders between dif-
ferent worlds, but also specifically with the meaning 
of rows of stones placed at intervals, comparable to 
those that can be observed around megalithic graves 
in South Scandinavia. As will be argued below, even 

though this concept was developed with the aim of ex-
plaining the meaning of linear arrangements of such 
stones and not that of closed constructions like the 
circular or rectangular rows of kerbstones around 
megalithic graves in South Scandinavia, it is applica-
ble in the latter case as well.

Cassen takes his point of departure in observations 
of several societies where simple lines are drawn in 
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the ground. These lines are perceived as borders be-
tween the inner world and the outer world or the in-
habited world and a world occupied by evil spirits. 
The lines serve as borders between the two worlds 
and thus as symbolic means of protection. Any dis-
tortion or crossing of the lines is dangerous, because 
they represent the loci where communication between 
the two worlds occurs. Observations of this kind have 
been made in very diverse contexts and societies, all 
of which are »obsessed« with such borders, especial-
ly as delimitation of sacred areas (Boyer 2003). It ap-
pears that the erection of (symbolic) borders as means 
of separation of inner and outer worlds is a universal-
ly known principle with a wide range of applications 
in human life (haSenFratz 1982, 11; Müller 2004, 
129ff.; BachMann-MeDicK  2006, 133). It is known 
not only from recent societies that have been stud-
ied by ethnographers or scholars dealing with the 

history of religion, but also from early historic soci-
eties  (geBl  2002) like the Hittites  (haaS 1988, 252), 
Greeks and Romans  (hauSchilD 2002, 247). From 
the Greeks it is known that a protective circle was 
drawn around the pyre to protect the living from the 
return of the (un-)dead upon cremation (Kern 1983, 
107). The fact that an almost identical process has been 
described in a more than 2000 years younger exam-
ple from India (caSSen 2009, 44; hocart 1954, 116) 
underlines the observation of the universal validity of 
these ideas. At the same time, it stresses the power of 
analogies with prehistoric societies. It can be added 
that comparable ideas regarding the protecting pow-
ers of a magic circle play a prominent role in modern 
day wicca (guiley 2006, 184; PucKett 2009, 131).

Regarding the actual execution of the borders be-
tween different worlds, caSSen (2009, 63ff.) differenti-
ated between interrupted and uninterrupted lines/  rows 

200 m0

Fig. 2. Examples of Neolithic enclosures with almost circular or strictly rectangular shape. Early Neolithic enclosure from 
Burford (Exfordshire), England (Crown copyright Ordnance Survey. All rights reserved; Oswald et al. 2001).
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of stones. The interrupted line served as a division and 
as site of transition at the same time. It was possible to 
cross the division at the interruptions, but only under 
certain conditions. This means that the transition from 
the inner to the outer world would have to be negotiated 
with the possibly dangerous occupants of this sphere. 
On the other hand, a continuous line also represents a 
division, but at the same time an obstacle that cannot 
be crossed (or at least not as easily) in the imagination 
of its creators. Therefore, variation in execution of the 
lines or borders is a measure of symbolic permeability.

Obviously, the observations and theoretical ap-
proaches described above bear a striking resemblance 
to the ideas put forward by Hansen and Kehnscher-
per regarding kerbstone rows surrounding megalithic 
graves, both of which certainly were aware of the rel-
evant literature describing the phenomenon. The fact 
that the idea of border between the inner and the out-
er world is so widespread explains why it was present 
in central European perceptions of kerbstones around 
megalithic graves at least until 200 years ago. At the 

same time, it lends strong support to the suggestion 
that it was the same ideas that guided the construc-
tion of kerbstone rows 5,500 years ago. Therefore, 
these can be identified as Bannkreise, or symbolic 
protective circles.

The Bannkreise were constructed in the shape of 
boulders set at intervals, as boulders set at intervals 
with spaces in between filled up by dry walling made 
of sandstone slabs and as boulders that are set with-
out any empty space in between. Thus, it appears that 
a nuanced concept of interrupted and uninterrupted 
borders between different worlds existed in Neolithic 
South Scandinavia. The construction of such borders 
around graves certainly strengthens the idea that they 
were meant to separate the world of the living from 
that of the dead and their potentially dangerous spir-
its which should be prevented from returning to the 
world of the living.

Especially in the Middle Neolithic A, the kerbstone 
rows were the scene of abundant »offerings« of elabo-
rate ceramics (in the early parts – MN A Ia–III) and 
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Fig. 3. Examples of Neolithic enclosures with almost circular or strictly rectangular shape. Enclosure of the Altheim Culture 
from Bruck, Germany (Fassbinder/ Schmotz 2001).
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flint tools (in the later parts – MN A IV–V) (MiDgley 
2008, 198; eBBeSen 2008 – 2011, 347ff.). These »offer-
ings« – which are concentrated in front of the graves 
and especially (where present) in front of the entranc-
es – may thus be the result of the negotiation that took 

place between representatives of the living and the 
souls and spirits of the dead; for example, to secure 
safety for those who entered a grave in case of a new 
burial or removal of bones, etc.

KERBStoNE RoWS AND NEoLItHIC ENCLoSURES

Ever since Neolithic enclosures were first discov-
ered in the second half of the 19th century, these en-
igmatic sites and especially their function have been 
a matter of debate. This is true not least for the cause-
wayed type of enclosures with its numerous interrup-
tions of the course of the ditches. Main functional 
categories that have been proposed are: fortifications, 
cattle herding facilities, meeting places in the widest 
sense of the word, market places and ritual sites, espe-
cially regarding rituals concerned with death and bur-
ial (see e. g. anDerSen 1997, 301 ff.; Klatt 2009, 22 f.). 
Practically all of these propositions remain a matter of 
debate, even though social and/  or ritual explanations 
appear to be dominating at present (at least regarding 
the causewayed type of enclosures). If the ongoing de-
bate is looked at from a chronological perspective, it 
appears that the earliest proposals (fortifications, cat-
tle herding facilities) actively refer to the enclosure de-
fining element – the ditch circuits – while the younger 
propositions (social/  ritual explanations) rarely do so. 
In the distribution area of the TRB in Northern Ger-
many/  South Scandinavia, the first enclosure was not 
discovered until 1968, but the general interpreta-
tional models as well as their chronological order are 
the same as for the rest of Western and Central Eu-
rope (see Klatt 2009 for an overview).

Among the recent explanations of (causewayed) en-
closures favouring a social/  ritual function and at the 
same time specifically addressing ditches as a defin-
ing and obligatory element, that of Knoche  (2013, 
215ff.) and the related but less specific ideas of KlaS-
Sen (2014, 244) and nielSen et al. (2014, 85ff.) actively 
involve the concept of a protective circle or Bannkreis. 
Especially in the two cases first mentioned, this inter-
pretation was exclusively arrived at by analysing data 
from the enclosures themselves.

With the interpretation of kerbstone rows as pro-
tective circles or Bannkreise as established above, it 
is thus postulated that both enclosure ditch circuits 
and kerbstone rows had a comparable symbolic func-
tion. In case of the kerbstone rows the interpretation 
is based on broad ethnographic and ethnologic infor-
mation, cross-cultural studies of religion and histor-
ical studies of societies dating from the Middle Ages 
back to what corresponds to the Bronze Age in Cen-
tral Europe. It is solidly based in time and space and 

thus has a high degree of probability. By comparison, 
the Bannkreis-interpretation is much weaker in case 
of the causewayed enclosures as no comparative ma-
terial to these unique monuments is available. Near 
Eastern sites that regarding their phenomenological 
appearance and their relation to long-distance routes 
appear to resemble the Central and Western European 
Neolithic enclosures (KenneDy 2013) are disregarded 
here, as their function is unknown.

The comparatively weakly founded interpretation of 
Neolithic enclosures as Bannkreise can be tested by a 
comparison between enclosures and kerbstone rows. 
At first sight, this approach may appear odd, consid-
ering the apparently completely different nature of the 
two types of construction. However, from a structur-
alistic perspective, both are indeed much related. If 
size and building materials are disregarded, it is ap-
parent that both have a related phenotype and make 
use of the same symbolic semantics – the enclosing of 
a space with a border made up of an alternation of de-
fining elements (standing stones/  ditch segments) and 
presumably »empty« space or space filled up with dif-
ferent material in between.

In the following, several resemblances between en-
closures and kerbstone rows that go beyond the gen-
eral phenotypological and structuralistic comparison 
will be discussed. The first of these is the existence of 
round/  curvilinear and rectilinear shapes in both en-
closures and kerbstone rows. Regarding enclosures, a 
certain variation in outline shapes can be observed. 
Apart from the comparatively rare, almost circular 
and strictly rectilinear shapes  (Fig. 2 and 3), inter-
mediate outlines of general curvilinear and rounded 
rectangular form do exist among the enclosures built 
between the middle of the 5th and the later 4th mil-
lennium  BC  (regarding the selection and referenc-
es see KlaSSen 2014, appendix). Strictly rectangular 
shapes frequently appear in the distribution area of 
the Münchshöfen and Altheim Cultures in Bavaria 
and to a lesser degree in the distribution area of the 
Baalberg group in Bohemia and eastern central Ger-
many. They are furthermore well known from parts of 
southern France, for which influence from the east/  
southeast has been demonstrated. Outside these re-
gions, they seem to have been built only in excep-
tional cases. Circular or almost circular enclosures 
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on the other hand are absent from these eastern re-
gions and have their clear centre of distribution in 
England. Outside the British Isles, only the Michels-
berg enclosure of Inden 9 in the Rhineland, Germa-
ny  (Knoche/  Schyle  2015, Abb. 2.14) and possibly 
the inner enclosure at Liselund in northern Jutland, 
Denmark (torFing, this volume) can be referred to. 
A second Danish site at Store Brokhøj in Djursland, 
which is at present insufficiently investigated, may 
have to be added to the list (MaDSen/  FieDel 1988).

The evidence provided by the kerbstone rows (and 
the shape of megalithic grave constructions from the 
time in question in general) can be compared to that 
of the enclosures. Strictly round and rectangular to 
slightly trapeze-shaped forms represent the vast ma-
jority of the material, while other shapes (e. g. the oval 
rows of kerbstones observed around several TRB West 
Group megaliths in northern Germany and the Neth-
erlands) are less frequent. Round shapes predominate 
in the northern Mediterranean region and rectangular 
shapes in Central Europe. In a zone including South 
Scandinavia, the British Isles and western France, both 
shapes were regularly used (BraDley 2012, fig. 27).

Even though the variation of outline shapes and the 
geographic distribution of the different types are not 
identical, it is nevertheless clear that both kerbstone 
rows and enclosures were constructed following the 
same overall design principles. According to the inves-
tigation of BraDley (2012, 65ff.), the idea of rounded 
versus rectangular shapes structured prehistoric soci-
eties and still structures living societies in many as-
pects of their lives, including domestic architecture, 
art and graves. The observed relation between enclo-
sures and kerbstone rows thus does not allow draw-
ing any too far-reaching conclusions regarding related 
functions. However, the fact that both groups of mon-
uments are affected by the same overall symbolic pa-
rameters still hints at related symbolic meanings.

Another observation strengthens the idea of a rela-
tion between stones set at intervals and alignments of 
ditch segments. Both are known not only from closed 
units as described above, but also as linear arrange-
ments. The study of caSSen  (2009) regarding the 
best known example of linear arrangements of stones 
set at intervals – that of the rows of menhirs in the 
Carnac region of Brittany, France – has already been 
referred to. Cassen identified these arrangements 
as symbolic barriers in the landscape. These barri-
ers provided protection against danger coming from 
another space beyond this limit. One of Cassen’s hy-
potheses is a protection against »the other world« (the 
Atlantic Ocean) as symbolised by engravings of 
sperm whales on different stelae. With the possible 
exception of the Döserygg site in Scania, Sweden (an-
DerSSon/  WalleBoM 2013; 2013b; anDerSSon et al. 

2016), no comparable rows of standing stones are 
known from South Scandinavia. However, linear 
arrangements of ditch segments are known from 
a number of sites from both South Scandina-
via (Sarup Gamle Skole:  anDerSen 2009; Markilde-
gård: øStergårD SørenSen 1995; Triwalk: Müller/  
StauDe  2012; Stävie: larSSon  1982) and Central   
Europe (Nottuln: ecKert 1987; possibly Osterwick: 
WilhelMi 1977, 10ff.).

Another point of comparison between enclosures 
and kerbstone rows is the conscious use of the col-
our white. In eight Danish passage graves, layers of 
birch bark have been found between the sandstone 
slabs making up the dry walling in the space between 
the uprights of the grave chambers  (Fig. 4; Dehn/  
hanSen  2006). Without doubt the survival of this 
fragile organic material can be explained by the con-
ditions created by the complete encapsulation of the 
passage grave chambers in mounds. Therefore, it is un-
surprising that comparable finds have not been made 
between the stone slabs filling the space between 

Fig. 4. Layers of birch bark were preserved between the sand-
stone slabs making up the dry walling between chamber up-
rights of the passage grave Maglehøj (photo: T. Dehn).
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Fig. 5. Remains of a layer of white, burnt flint are discernible 
in this excavation of a megalithic grave at Burildgård, Ger-
rild parish, Denmark (photo: L. Wincentz).

Fig. 6. In the system ditches of Danish enclosures, deposi-
tions of marine shells are frequently observed. Top: Toftum, 
East Jutland (photo: T. Madsen). Bottom: Ballegård, Djurs-
land (photo: L. Wincentz).

Fig. 7. The ditches of the outer circuit of enclosure Mølbjerg 1 in northwestern Jutland are much wider than those of the inner 
circuit (photo: L. Helles Olesen).
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individual kerbstones in many (but not all) kerbstone 
rows. These not only have been directly exposed to 
the weather while in use, but also to the destructive 
forces of modern cultivation, etc. It is likely that layers 
of birch bark once were also present between the dry 
stone slabs positioned between kerb stones, but that 
these have not survived to date.

In two of the approximately 40 causewayed enclo-
sures known from the TRB North Group in South 
Scandinavia and northernmost Germany, preserva-
tion conditions well suited to the survival of plant ma-
terial have been found. Therefore, it is noteworthy that 
layers of birch bark on the bottom of ditch segments/  
recuttings into ditches have been demonstrated in 
both cases (Markildegård in south Zealand, Denmark: 
øStergårD SørenSen 1995, 18f. fig. 8 – 9; Gammel- 
toft Odde in western Jutland, Denmark:  Troldtoft  
anDreSen 2013, 205). This indicates that comparable 
depositions have likely been common.

The finds of birch bark thus establish a potential 
link between the function of enclosure ditches and 
that of megalithic graves, even though the use of the 
same material in the construction of grave cham-
bers indicates that the bark did not have a function 
exclusively bound to a potential Bannkreis construc-
tion. At the same time, the finds of birch bark inside 
ditch segments of causewayed enclosures indicate 
that either the material and/  or the white colour (Ber-
lin/  Kay 1969; tilley 1996, 321) had a ritual signif-
icance. The importance of the white colour and not 
the material birch bark itself may be hinted at by the 
fact that in some passage graves, a white mortar like 
chalk mass has been found between the stone slabs 
instead of bark  (Dehn/  hanSen  2006, 35ff.). Fur-
thermore, floor layers of burnt and thus whitened 
flint also characterise South Scandinavian mega-
lithic graves  (Fig.  5). At the same time, the impor-
tance of the colour white in South Scandinavian 
causewayed enclosures is indicated not only by lay-
ers of birch bark, but also by the frequent deposition 
of white oyster shells in the ditch segments  (Fig. 6; 
KlaSSen/  Klein  2014, 315). A comparable symbol-
ism is probably also involved in those cases  (out-
side South Scandinavia) where enclosure ditches 
were dug down into chalk, as frequently encountered  
in England  (oSWalD  et  al. 2001), but also other  
parts of  Europe  (e. g. the Salzkotten-Oberntudorf  
and Calden enclosures in Germany – Schyle  1997;  
raetzel-FaBian 2000).

The deliberate use of the colour white thus indi-
cates an active use of the same symbolism in the func-
tion of megalithic graves and (causewayed) enclosures. 
However, regarding the megaliths this symbolism is 
not restricted to the kerbs, but appears to be part of 
the entire construction.

Neither the outline nor the deliberate use of the col-
our white in  (causewayed) enclosures and kerbstone 
rows/  megalithic graves can indicate a Bannkreis func-
tion of enclosure ditch circuits directly. There are two 
other much more specific observations, nevertheless, 
that indeed point in this direction. The first is a com-
parable variation in the spacing of the defining ele-
ments: kerbstones and ditch segments. The spacing 
between the individual kerbstones around megalithic 
graves in South Scandinavia varies. Moreover, graves 
where the stones are placed immediately beside each 
other with no space in between as graves where the 
stones are set with gaps in between (the latter in most 
but not all cases filled with dry stone slabs of diverging 
colour) are known. A comparable variation between 
enclosures with very few  (one) and many causeways 
between ditch segments can be observed in South 
Scandinavia and elsewhere. As described by caS-
Sen (2009) and already referred to above, this variation 
can be explained as a measure of symbolic permeabil-
ity, where the interrupted feature was meant as place 
where crossings could and should be possible, while 
the uninterrupted features should ensure a higher de-
gree of separation.

A second, very specific parallel between  (cause-
wayed) enclosure ditch circuits and kerbstone rows 
around megalithic graves can be observed in a restrict-
ed subset of both types of monuments. A minor num-
ber of enclosures with multiple ditch circuits show 
diminishing ditch widths from the outer to the inner 
circuits (KlaSSen 2014, 174f., fig. 97). The sites in ques-
tion have their main distribution area in the southern 
parts of England, but single monuments showing the 
same construction principle are known from Thie-
usies in Belgium  (verMeerSch/  Walter  1980) and 
Mølbjerg I in northwestern Jutland, Denmark (Fig. 7; 
oleSen 1994, 20 ff.; eriKSen/  oleSen 2002). Unfortu-
nately, the Belgian site is not dated precisely, although 
it may well be the oldest of the entire group. The de-
sign of the Danish site is without doubt due to con-
tacts with England (KlaSSen 2014, 197ff.).

From South Scandinavia, a small group of megalith-
ic graves with multiple rings of kerbstones is known. 
These show exactly the same design principle as that 
noted for enclosure circuits above: the stones used for 
the outer row of kerbs are always larger than those 
used for the inner row (Fig. 8; MiDgley 2008, 51; eriK-
Sen/  anDerSen 2014, 156). No mapping of the graves in 
question is available, but besides from Denmark they 
are also known from Ireland, northwest Germany and 
possibly other parts of  (western) Europe  ( MiDgley 
2008, 51; eriKSen/  anDerSen 2014, 156).

The agreements between enclosure and kerbstone 
row construction in the last case is of a very specific 
nature, as it is limited to the two groups of monuments. 
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Fig. 8. Reconstruction of the original design of the dolmen Poskær Stenhus, Denmark. The inner kerb is constructed of much 
smaller stones than the outer kerb (illustration: Jørgen Kraglund; Eriksen/ Andersen 2014).

It indicates that both indeed had the same symbolic 
meaning. This is corroborated by the other examples of 
resemblances discussed above, even though these are 
less specific. Based on the extended evidence available 

for the kerbstone rows, this symbolic meaning can be 
identified as that of a Bannkreis, meant as a border be-
tween different worlds and as protection.

DISCUSSIoN

From the fact that the rows of kerbstones enclose 
graves, it is obvious that this type of Bannkreis was in-
tended to separate the world of the living from that 
of the ancestors buried in the stone chambers. On the 
other hand, the specific function of the Bannkreise 
defined by enclosure ditch circuits is not immediate-
ly apparent. In the following, an attempt will also be 
made to identify this function. This attempt is based 
on both, considerations regarding elements that relate 
the two different constructions to each other and on 
considerations regarding elements that constitute dif-
ferences between them. Regarding the first aspect, it 
can be noted that a close spatial relation between en-
closures and clusters of megalithic graves has been 
observed  (see summarising account in Klatt  2009, 
32ff.). Furthermore, finds of human remains in gener-
al are very common in enclosure ditches, even though 

the evidence for South Scandinavia is somewhat spot-
ty due to the acidic soils prevalent in the area  (only 
one-third of all enclosures have delivered finds of hu-
man bone – KlaSSen 2014, 160f.). These two obser-
vations could indicate a somewhat related function of 
kerbstone rows and enclosure ditch circuits. It is, on 
the other hand, obvious that megalithic graves were 
intended to be permanent realm of the spirits of the 
ancestors and the kerbstone rows were thus intended 
as equally permanent protection and separation from 
the world of the living. In contrast to this, numerous 
observations in both South Scandinavia  (MaDSen 
1988, 309ff.; anDerSen  1997, 273) and Central Eu-
rope  (e. g. Knoche  2008, 26, 119; JürgenS  2014, 21; 
Meyer/  raetzel-FaBian 2006, 27; raMMinger et al. 
2013, 15; anDerSen 1997, 190, 196, 206) indicate that 
in most cases  (exceptions do exist), the ditches of 
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enclosures were opened for only short periods of time 
and deliberately refilled thereafter. At the Sarup-en-
closures in Denmark the ditches may have been open 
for only a few hours (anDerSen 2015, 800) and obser-
vations in other excavated enclosures, specifically the 
lack of silting lines in ditch profiles, point in the same 
direction. Even though the course of the ditches must 
have been marked on the surface during the periods 
where the ditches themselves were not open, it must 
thus be stated that the two Bannkreise in question are 
characterised by very different lengths of the periods 
of active use. Another obvious difference between en-
closures and kerbstone rows is the size of the enclosed 
space. For enclosures this can reach an estimated 20 ha 
in Denmark (Klatt 2009, 42ff.) or even 95 ha in case 
of the Urmitz enclosure in Germany (BoelicKe 1977) 
and thus up to several hundred times that of even the 
largest long dolmens.

The observations regarding the nearby presence 
of megaliths and the finds of human bones indicate 
that at least one the functions of the enclosures, just 
as that of the kerbstone rows, was related to the an-
cestors. Such a function has long been proposed for 
South Scandinavia. According to anDerSen  (1997), 
the enclosures served as an area where the dead were 
defleshed (either actively by humans or possibly by an-
imals), whereupon some of the bones were taken away 
and deposited in megaliths, while others remained 
in the enclosure. At least at first sight, this model fits 
very well with the Bannkreis function proposed here. 
This is true not least because extensive ethnograph-
ic evidence suggests that the time between the death 
of a person and the time when the flesh was entirely 
removed from the bones is imagined to be equivalent 
to the transition from living to ancestor, and thus the 
time when soul and spirit leave the body (SchWarz 
2013; hertz 1907). This is perceived as a dangerous 
process for the deceased, but also as endangering 
to the living society  (SchWarz 2013; Meyer-or-
lac  1982, 124ff.). A protection of this process by a 
Bannkreis – in this case, the ditches of an enclosure – 
would thus make perfect sense. However, several ob-
servations contradict this assumption. One is the 
large number of megalithic graves in direct vicinity 
of the enclosures as contrasted to the very low num-
ber of active phases of use of the enclosure ditches. In 
the immediate surroundings of the Sarup enclosure, 
approximately 130 megalithic chambers have been 
found and partly been excavated (eriKSen/ anDerSen 
2014, 251ff.). However, the enclosure ditches only show 
traces of rather few use phases, which furthermore 
chronologically span over several hundred years (best 
investigated sites in the TRB North group in this re-
gard are the North German enclosures of Büdels-
dorf and Albersdorf-Dieksknöll, see contributions 

hage  2016 and DiBBern  2016). A direct correlation 
between enclosure use (opening of ditches) and burial 
in megalithic graves thus cannot be established. How-
ever, at present it cannot be excluded that a relation 
between a burial in a megalithic grave and activities in 
single ditch segments existed. This aspect needs fur-
ther investigation. Furthermore, the enormous size of 
the enclosures is difficult to explain if they were in-
tended as ritual protection of the defleshing process of 
one or several human bodies.

At Salzmünde-Schiepzig in eastern central Ger-
many, where conditions for bone preservation in the 
enclosure ditches were excellent, some thought-pro-
voking observations have been made. At this site it 
could be documented that selected bones – especial-
ly skulls, some of which were old and had previously 
been stored at an unknown location – were deposited 
on the bottom of a ditch at the time of the Salzmünde 
Culture  (Meller/  SchunKe  2013). Somewhat later, 
even the contents of an entire collective grave (Mauer-
kammergrab) of the Bernburg Culture were deposited 
in a ditch (SchunKe et al. 2013). Analyses of human 
bones found in other German and British enclosures 
also suggest that at least partly it was old bones that 
were deposited in the ditches (anDerSen 2015, 804f.) 
and not those of recently deceased. What has been ob-
served at these enclosures is thus the direct opposite of 
what has previously been proposed for the Scandina-
vian enclosures: bones were brought from graves (and 
possibly other forms of storage) to the enclosures and 
not the opposite way round. As the Sarup-model is not 
backed by any direct evidence from bones either, it ap-
pears to be unlikely at the present state of research.

In the following, an alternative model for the func-
tion of causewayed enclosures in the mid-5th to later 
4th millennium will be proposed. This model is de-
veloped mainly based on South Scandinavian evi-
dence, although reference will also be made to finds 
from other parts of West and Central Europe. As such, 
the model is postulated to be valid in South Scandi-
navia and not necessarily in the rest of the distribu-
tion area of these perplexing monuments. However, 
taking the evident similarities with many Central and 
Western European sites  (KlaSSen 2014, 159ff.) into 
account, it may well also be valid there. Nonetheless, 
this can only be assumed for enclosures of the same 
type (causewayed enclosures with numerous interrup-
tions of the ditches) and in comparable topographic 
situations. Other enclosures may well have had a dif-
ferent function, even though they probably all served 
as Bannkreise.

Several observations indicate that the Bannkrei-
se represented by enclosures functioned as elements 
in some kind of ancestor cult. The aforementioned 
regular presence of ancestors represented by bones 
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probably deliberately brought to the enclosures from 
previous storage elsewhere, as well as the presence of 
clusters of megalithic graves in the immediate vicini-
ty of the enclosures, are two observations pointing in 
this direction. Furthermore, it has been demonstrat-
ed that causewayed enclosures in South Scandinavia 
were constructed adjacent to certain Neolithic roads 
or paths (KlaSSen 2014), just as has been shown for  
Central Europe (geSchWinDe/  raetzel-FaBian 2009, 
225ff.; Knoche 2013). The roads/  paths in question in 
South Scandinavia are situated exclusively in regions 
with pre-enclosure settlement, which is equivalent to 
the very earliest Neolithic of the region. It can thus be 
argued that these roads/  paths may have also been as-
sociated with the ancestors (KlaSSen 2014, 150, 158).

The key question that arises from the enormous size 
of the enclosures is why so much space was needed for 
this ancestor-related cult? The immune districts sur-
rounding medieval cathedrals with their specific le-
gal function were much larger than the cathedrals as 
sites of religious rituals themselves, providing a possi-
ble structural example of a case where the space needed 
for the conduction of rites and that bound to the overall 
function of the religious institution responsible for the 
rites, differed largely in extension. Something compara-
ble could have been the case in the case of the Neolith-
ic enclosures, especially as traces of Neolithic activity 
often only cover a comparatively small part of the en-
closed area. However, the example cited above should 
only be used as a potential analogue with much restric-
tion, as the complicated legal conditions in medieval 
cities are hardly comparable to the Neolithic. Therefore, 
it is still relevant to reflect upon enclosure size. The dif-
ferences in size between individual enclosures may well 
be a direct measure of the difference in the number of 
people engaged in construction and/  or the number of 
people taking part in ancestor-related rituals. Howev-
er, their size hardly reflects the space that was actual-
ly needed to house the participants. The enclosures are 
simply too large for this to be likely. The (causewayed) 
enclosures may well have seen religious ceremonies in 
which large numbers of ancestors were present as more 
or less isolated bones. However, taken the fact that up 
to more than 100 individuals have been found in indi-
vidual Swedish and Danish passage graves  (summa-
ry of evidence in MiDgley 2008, 118 f.) and that thus 
presumably large numbers of ancestors could be pres-
ent inside a protective circle of comparatively miniscule 
dimensions, it is difficult to assume that the size of the 
enclosures is an expression of the (imagined) number of 
ancestors present there.

However, there is one assumption that may explain 
the need for as much space as occupied by the enclo-
sures: the assumed presence not only of the ances-
tors themselves, but also the presence of their houses 

inside the enclosures. Nonetheless, it is unlikely that 
the space was needed for the houses of those bur-
ied in the megalithic graves nearby, some bones of 
which may have been moved to the enclosures. Reg-
ular houses are sometimes found beneath the meg-
aliths themselves where preserved and excavated 
properly (eriKSen/  anDerSen 2014, 265ff.) and meg-
alithic graves can thus generally be perceived as hous-
es of the dead. Both the ancestors and their houses 
where present just outside the enclosures. Here, both 
already were protected (or the surroundings protect-
ed from them) by the Bannkreise made of kerbstone 
rows. However, it is possible to demonstrate that ear-
ly Scandinavian TRB societies were not only ob-
sessed by their own, relatively recent ancestors who 
were buried in the megalithic graves. The shape of the 
earthen long barrows and graves of the Niedźwiedź-
type (rzePecKi 2011; »Barkæranlæg« according to the 
terminology of eriKSen/  anDerSen 2014, 97ff.) clear-
ly indicates that these monuments are representa-
tions of longhouses of the Danubian Cultures of the 
Central European Early and Middle Neolithic, i. e. the 
time before ca. 4300 BC (see the detailed discussion 
of MiDgley 1985; 1997; 2000; 2005). This hints at the 
existence of myths in South Scandinavian Early Ne-
olithic TRB societies that related to Danubian socie-
ties which existed in Central Europe 500 to 1,000 years 
before long mound construction took place in South 
Scandinavia. According to MiDgley (2008, 193), these 
myths may have been based on rare contacts between 
the last hunter-gatherer populations in South Scan-
dinavia  (Ertebølle Culture) and Danubian farming 
neighbours to the south. However, a more likely expla-
nation is that they were brought there by immigrating 
farmers who founded the early TRB society (KlaSSen 
2004, 323f; SørenSen 2014). The early South Scandi-
navian farmers thus probably preserved memories of 
their distant ancestral past through founding myths 
that were passed on over dozens of generations.

As noted by MiDgley (2008, 12), the longhouse- rep-
resenting earthen long barrows in South Scandinavia 
only appear isolated or in pairs. This indicates that they 
were constructed as direct translations of contempo-
rary settlement, which is characterised by single or dou-
ble farmsteads, into ancestral models (see survey of the 
South Scandinavian and North German evidence for 
Early Neolithic and Early Middle Neolithic house sites 
in SteFFenS 2009, 41ff. and SørenSen 2014). The iso-
lated Bygholm Nørremark long barrow (rønne 1978; 
1979) with its typical small, two-aisled longhouse found 
below illustrates this process impressively  (Fig. 9). In 
this regard the early South Scandinavian TRB socie-
ties behaved differently from the related TRB societies 
that emerged further to the south, immediately adja-
cent to the former Danubian settlement area in parts 
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of northern Germany and different regions of Po-
land (MiDgley 2008, 12). At least according to the pres-
ent state of knowledge, the graves here did not reflect 
direct translations of contemporary settlement into an-
cestor-related, house shaped graves as further to the 
north. What can be observed is the emergence of whole 
cemeteries of such graves that mimic entire ancestral 
Danubian,  (most likely late Lengyel) villages  (MiDg-
ley 1985, 213ff.). A comparable development occurred 
several hundred years earlier in the Cerny Culture of 
Northern France with the construction of the Passy-
type graves and the grouping of these graves on huge 
cemeteries (Delor et al. 1997; MiDgley 1997).

The individual barrows in the TRB and Cerny cem-
eteries as well as the individual or pairs of such bar-
rows in South Scandinavia could reach impressive 
lengths that by far surpass those of the original Dan-
ubian longhouses. For example, in the northern TRB 
barrow LA 27 at Borgstedt near the Büdelsdorf en-
closure measures 200 m in length  (hage 2011, 42), 
while the longest Passy-type monuments even reached 
ca. 300 m (DuhaMel et al. 1997; DeSlogeS 1997). In 
consequence, the cemeteries consisting of these long 
barrows and Passy-type graves cover vast areas, reach-
ing 20 ha in the case of the Passy cemetery of the Paris 
Basin (DuhaMel et al. 1997) and the Rots cemetery in 
Normandy (DeSlogeS 1997).

As South Scandinavian TRB societies had found-
ing myths that underlined the importance of the 
shape of the houses of their distant Danubian ances-
tors, they must also have had mythological knowledge 
of the type of settlement used by these ancestors – 
entire villages with numerous longhouses that fre-
quently were renewed at the same site, which was 
inhabited for centuries. These images played an im-
portant role in TRB societies to the south as reflected 
in the huge long barrow cemeteries. They must have 
also held a special significance for the northern TRB 

societies. This is obvious not least due the fact that 
the settlements of these groups had a completely dif-
ferent nature: that of single or double farmsteads. In 
the western parts of South Scandinavia on the Jut-
land peninsula and in Funen these farmsteads fur-
thermore appear to have been widely moved around 
in the landscape each time they had to be renewed, 
while in the eastern parts (Sealand, Scania), renewal 
at least in some cases could happen in the immediate 
vicinity of the old houses, leading to accumulations 
of house sites on the same location. The best exam-
ple of this is the site of Ullerødgård in northern Seal-
and with nineteen houses possibly reflecting not more 
than two contemporary farmsteads through a num-
ber of house generations (roSenBerg 2006).

It is likely that the South Scandinavian TRB soci-
eties, just like the related TRB communities further 
south, incorporated the nature of Danubian villages 
into their ritual practice. However, with one remark-
able exception (see below), no direct evidence of this 
northern TRB ritual practice is known. Based on their 
size and on the presence of ancestral bones it is pro-
posed here that causewayed enclosures have played 
a role in this cult. The mythological villages of the 
founding ancestors may have been symbolically re-cre-
ated on rare occasions inside the enclosures, thus ex-
plaining their impressive size. This could have been 
done by archaeologically non-traceable surface mark-
ings representing long houses, or simply by acting in 
plays and telling the founding myths. Within such 
an interpretational model, the location of the enclo-
sures at important ancestor-related roads/    paths may 
be a commemoration of the immigration of the found-
ing ancestors to South Scandinavia (regarding the su-
pra-regional aspect of this proposition see below).

The ditches of causewayed enclosures might 
thus  (among others) have encircled the sites of reli-
gious ceremonies, in which some kind of symbolic 

10 m0

Fig. 9. Early Neolithic long barrow superimposed on Early Neolithic house with rounded gables from Bygholm Nørremark (il-
lustration Jørgen Kraglund and Niels H. Andersen; Eriksen/Andersen 2014).
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Fig. 10. At Büdelsdorf, the remains of an extraordinary village of longhouses have been excavated inside an Early Neolithic 
enclosure. At the time of use of the village, the enclosure ditches have been closed (illustration: F. Hage).
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reenactment of the villages of the founding ancestors 
played a crucial role. The inner space of causewayed en-
closures is often devoid of any substantial finds or trac-
es of settlement, or such traces are confined to a minor 
part of the enclosed area. At the same time, it appears 
that the proposed symbolic re-creation of the villag-
es of the ancestors only lasted for (very) short periods 
of time, in which the enclosure ditches where opened. 
These periods were much too short to actually con-
struct longhouses in the enclosures.

Due to the absence of archaeological evidence of 
villages of longhouses inside the causewayed enclo-
sures of South Scandinavia, the idea of the ritual cre-
ation of representations of the founding ancestors’ 
villages is weakly based. However, as already hint-
ed at above, at least one remarkable exception does 
indeed lend support to the theory proposed here. At 
Büdelsdorf in Schleswig-Holstein, a TRB causewayed 
enclosure was constructed in the later part of the Ear-
ly Neolithic I (ca. 3750 BC – hage 2016). During the 
earliest Middle Neolithic (ca. 3350 – 3250 BC) a village 
of longhouses was built on the site  (Fig. 10). Within 
the restricted part of the inside of the enclosure that 
has been excavated, ten such houses or parts of them 
have been found. The original number almost certain-
ly was much higher. Not all of the houses existed at the 
same time, but according to the parallel orientation of 
a number of them this was clearly a village completely 
different from the isolated farmsteads that otherwise 
are typical of the South Scandinavian TRB of the time. 
As far as can be judged, the site plan has a close resem-
blance with that of settlements of the Early and Mid-
dle Neolithic of Central Europe.

The size of the Büdelsdorf houses varies from 25 
to 36 m, which is 2 – 3 times longer than that of the 
typical regular houses of the period in question (see 
SteFFenS  2009, 41ff. and SørenSen  2014 for house 
plans). Furthermore, the construction of the individu-
al houses at Büdelsdorf differs from that of the regular 
TRB houses. The latter are two-aisled constructions 
typically characterised by two rounded gables. The 
Büdelsdorf houses differ by having one straight and 
one rounded gable. It is remarkable that this pecu-
liar house shape is very similar to that of many graves 
of the Niedźwiedź-type, which can be assumed to be 
representations of Danubian longhouses (compare e. g. 
the find from Bygholm Nørremark depicted in Fig. 9). 
This observation links the Büdelsdorf village to the 
long barrow cemeteries of TRB groups in Poland and 
northern Germany referred to above and confirms the 
idea that the Büdelsdorf village was the equivalent of 
these cemeteries and thus a representation of a Danu-
bian type longhouse village.

According to hage  (2016), the Büdelsdorf settle-
ment existed at a point in time where the ditches of 

the enclosure were not open. This means that it can-
not have been a village of the ancestors. The find ma-
terial, which indicates the presence of all common 
crafts in the settlement, supports this view. The set-
tlement inside the (inactive) enclosure at Büdelsdorf 
thus cannot prove the theory of a rebuilding of the 
mythical villages of the founders’ ancestors direct-
ly. However, it is certainly no coincidence that such 
an extraordinary settlement was built at the enclo-
sure site, which must have been marked on the sur-
face, as demonstrated by the subsequent re-opening 
of the ditches (3250 – 3050 BC). It appears that the cult 
surrounding the founding ancestors of the northern 
TRB society was driven to an even greater extreme 
at this location with the actual building of a found-
ing ancestor-inspired village. How common this type 
of settlement in the northern TRB might have been 
is impossible to judge at present, because large scale 
excavations in the enclosure interior that are neces-
sary to demonstrate the presence of such villages are 
rare exceptions. The Büdelsdorf village might thus 
not have been as exceptional as it appears at present. 
However, evidence from Central Europe (see below) 
indicates that the Büdelsdorf village really was excep-
tional. The fact that this village was located where it 
actually was might well be explained by the extraor-
dinary relation to the infrastructure of the time (and 
in fact, to that of the present day). At Büdelsdorf, an 
ancestor-related long-distance road/   path from south-
west Germany  (see below) crossed the river Eider, 
one of the most important east-west routes in Jut-
land. Therefore, Büdelsdorf is located on a junction of 
exceptional importance in the network of Neolithic 
communication infrastructure.

Another observation supports the idea that the 
causewayed enclosures of South Scandinavia were 
the location of a cult centred on the village life 
of the founding ancestors. In large parts of the re-
gion, a decisive change in the settlement pattern 
can be observed in the latest part of the TRB Cul-
ture  (MN A V – ca.  3000 – 2800/  2600  BC). As de-
scribed for Eastern Jutland by MaDSen (1982; 1988) 
and mentioned several times above, the Early Ne-
olithic in South Scandinavia  (ca. 4000 – 3350 BC) is 
characterised by a very dispersed and mobile settle-
ment pattern. Single farmsteads were moved reg-
ularly throughout the landscape. In the course of 
the following Middle Neolithic A  (ca. 3350 – 2800/  
2600 BC), an increasing tendency towards larger set-
tlements can be observed. This development cul-
minates in the latest TRB with the creation of the 
largest Neolithic settlement sites known from South 
Scandinavia  (with the exception of northern Jut-
land, where MN A V settlement is characterised by 
few pits on each site only, and northern Germany, 
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where MN AV finds are very rare, possibly indicat-
ing a regional crisis; in Scania, both larger and small 
sites are known). These huge MN A V settlements 
are typically located on top of the earlier enclo-
sures, the use of which ceased at the same point in 
time. Actual houses have been found only on Born-
holm  (nielSen/  nielSen  1990, 67 fig. 9; nielSen/ 
  nielSen  2014, 128ff., fig. 9), while the remainder 
of sites is characterised by extended and find-rich 
cultural layers which indicate the presence of large 
settlements with houses constructed in a way that 
is difficult to trace archaeologically. What can be 
observed is a completely new organisation of set-
tlement, which can also be traced in pollen anal-
yses  (MaDSen 1990). This new organisation must 
be characterised as village-like  – and rendered the 
symbolic re-creation of the villages of the founding 
ancestors superfluous. The choice of the previous en-
closures as location of these new real-life villages at 
the same time indicates that late TRB people viewed 
their large settlements as direct successors of previ-
ous centuries’ ritual villages.

The human bones found in the enclosures are prob-
ably those of local ancestors who had been moved there 
to take part in the symbolic reunion of dispersed settle-
ment units in the symbolic villages of the founding an-
cestors. The bones may well have been removed from 
megalithic graves during these events. This may also be 
indicated by the previously described use of white mate-
rials in the enclosure ditches. These represent an effort 
to create an environment inside the ditches compara-
ble to that of the megaliths. It was possibly the presence 
of these ancestors more than a necessary ritual protec-
tion of the founding ancestors’ villages that necessitat-
ed the digging of the enclosure ditches, as evidenced 
by the exceptional real village excavated at Büdelsdorf. 
Accordingly, the ditches served the same purpose as a 
combination of the kerbstone rows and chambers of the 
megalithic graves, giving a home to the ancestors and at 
the same time preventing potential evil spirits from in-
flicting any harm on the living society.

Thus far, the argumentation has been centred 
heavily on the TRB of South Scandinavia. Howev-
er, enclosures in large parts of Central and Western 
Europe show many characteristics that are virtually 
identical to those in the north. Therefore, it is reas-
suring that observations closely comparable to those 
described above can also be made for the Michelsberg 
Culture. Just like Büdelsdorf, the Michelsberg enclo-
sure of Hautes Chanvières at Mairy in the northeast-
ern parts of France (MarolleS 1998; JeuneSSe 2010) 
also provides indications that connect the internal 
space of causewayed enclosures to the construction 
of houses of extraordinary dimensions. At this site, 
23 longhouses arranged in several groups have been 

identified. There are no overlaps between the individ-
ual structures, but as the groups show different orien-
tations, they may belong to different phases. However, 
almost all of the houses appear to be oriented radially 
away from a central empty space. Therefore, all or al-
most all constructions might belong to a single phase. 
Whether or not this is contemporary with an activity 
phase in the encircling ditch is not known. The detec-
tion of regular house constructions in the Michels-
berg Culture is remarkable in itself, as no comparable 
finds are known from other Michelsberg settlements. 
Taken the vast amount of investigated Michelsberg 
sites into account, this indicates that the houses from 
the Hautes Chanvières site in Mairy cannot repre-
sent ordinary house constructions (JeuneSSe 2010). 
This is also underlined by the enormous dimensions, 
which reach 60  by 13 m in the most extraordinary 
case. Furthermore, the arrangement of houses in clus-
ters is noteworthy, as it closely resembles the pattern 
observed on a late Lengyel settlement (eponymous lo-
cation of the Brześć Kujawski group and that of TRB 
long barrow cemeteries – MiDgley 1997, 682ff.). Sev-
eral lines of evidence thus indicate that the construc-
tions inside the Hautes Chanvières enclosure at Mairy 
mimic an ancestral village, just as probably was the 
case at Büdelsdorf.

Another observation lends support to the idea 
that the construction of enclosures was due to ritu-
als involving a cult centred on the villages of the an-
cestors. As described above, this cult and with it the 
construction of enclosures as well as the re-opening 
of the ditches of existing enclosures ceased in South 
Scandinavia when settlement developed into a vil-
lage-like pattern. With this observation in mind it is 
of interest to turn to Central Europe. Here, enclosures 
are known from the large distribution area of the 
Michelsberg Culture, different regional TRB groups 
and, in a regional variant, from the Bavarian distribu-
tion area of the Münchshöfen and Altheim Cultures. 
They are absent, nevertheless, from the north alpine 
distribution area of pile dwellings between western 
Bavaria and eastern France. Within the framework 
of the theory proposed here, this absence can be ex-
plained as a logical consequence of the fact that the 
Neolithic groups in this region did not have a dis-
persed settlement pattern as those of the related soci-
eties further north, but lived in proper villages.

There is another aspect that possibly links the en-
closures to an ancestor cult and more specifically to 
the founding ancestors of TRB, Michelsberg, etc. so-
cieties. This aspect, which can only be touched upon 
here, is the relation between the location of the enclo-
sures and Neolithic infrastructure, more specifically 
roads/  paths and rivers. As demonstrated by a num-
ber of in-depth studies for both Central Europe and 
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South Scandinavia (geSchWinDe/  raetzel-FaBian 
2009, 225ff.; Knoche 2013; KlaSSen 2014), the sites 
on which enclosures were built were carefully cho-
sen according to their relation to the Neolithic com-
munication infrastructure. They appear to have been 
built along roads/  paths and rivers and especially in 
locations where the roads/  paths crossed rivers or at 
crossroads. Several aspects relate these elements of 
infrastructure to the ancestors. As already mentioned 
above, it is possible in South Scandinavia to demon-
strate that the roads/  paths chosen for enclosure 
construction are all situated in areas with pre-enclo-
sure time Neolithic settlement, while regions which 
were first settled at the time of enclosure construc-
tion are devoid of enclosures (KlaSSen 2014, 143ff.). 
It thus appears that the ancestors played a decisive 
role in the choice of enclosure location. This find-
ing is in good accordance with anthropological in-
vestigations demonstrating that the ancestors often 
are credited for the creation of roads/  paths in the 
first place (helMS 1988; 1993, 224f.; ruDeBecK 2002, 
172ff.). Furthermore, a combination of the mapping of 
European enclosures divided into different chrono-
logical horizons with the distribution pattern of spe-
cific elements of enclosure architecture reveals the 
existence of at least two long-distance roads/  paths 
which must have had specific, enclosure-related ritu-
al connotations  (KlaSSen 2014, 240 fig. 140). Both 
of these roads/  paths depart in southwest Germany. 
One leads towards the British Isles, while the other 
leads directly towards South Scandinavia. As already 

highlighted above, there are indications of immigra-
tion as a cause of neolithisation in South Scandinavia. 
Based on detailed typological studies of material cul-
ture, especially pottery, two areas can be highlight-
ed as the potential regions of origin of these farming 
immigrants: the southernmost parts of northern Ger-
many, especially in Lower Saxony and neighbouring 
parts of Westphalia  (KlaSSen  2004, 273ff.) and the 
distribution area of the Munzingen Culture in the 
Upper Rhine valley and neighbouring regions (KlaS-
Sen 2004, 169ff; Knoche 2008, 171 with note 933). It 
is remarkable that the enclosure-related long-distance 
road leading from Central Europe towards South 
Scandinavia passes through both of these regions. 
The commemoration of villages and the construction 
of enclosures along roads/  paths can thus very well be 
two sides of the same medal: a cult related to the vil-
lage life and migration of the founding ancestors. May 
be the location of the enclosures at crossings of im-
portant roads/  paths is the result of ideas like those 
known from the Pythagoreans in the 5th century BC. 
In this school of thinking, the letter Y was seen as 
representing a forked road and roads were perceived 
as symbolically leading back to the perceived ori-
gins (BecKer 1987, 328ff.). While this comparison can 
be criticised for being derived from a context entirely 
different than the European Neolithic, it is in accord-
ance with general observations regarding long-dis-
tance migrations. One aspect commonly tied to these 
migrations is a maintained contact of the migrated 
group back to their region of origin (anthony 1990).

SUMMARy AND CoNCLUSIoN

The concept of a border between the inner and the 
outer world as well as between the sacred and the pro-
fane is a universal phenomenon of societies all over 
the world and through all times. The borders among 
others ensure safety of the living in providing protec-
tion from potentially harmful spirits inhabiting the 
other world. Rows of kerbstones around megalithic 
graves of the northern TRB are a physical expression 
of this concept, separating the world of the ancestors 
from that of the living. By spacing the kerbstones at 
intervals, the constructors created a possibility of rit-
ually negotiated crossings of the otherwise powerful 
border to allow temporary transitions between the 
two worlds. Causewayed enclosures were construct-
ed according to the very same symbolic guidelines and 
served the same overall purpose as kerbstone rows – 
as separating and protecting Bannkreis between the 
society of the living and another world. The need of 
constructing a protective border may have arisen from 
the fact that bones of the ancestors were moved to the 

ditches. However, as indicated by the immense size of 
the enclosed space and the presence of human bones 
in the interior, the presence of the ancestors alone is 
hardly sufficient to explain the construction of enclo-
sure ditches. These are better understood as the loci of 
rare ceremonies of short duration that were protect-
ed by the participating ancestors represented by bones 
deliberately brought to the enclosures. Causewayed 
enclosures in the mid-5th to late 4th millennium BC in 
South Scandinavia, Central and Western Europe are 
bound the Neolithic groups with dispersed settlement 
pattern. At least one of the purposes of the enclosures 
in this region was the commemoration of the village 
life of the founding, (late) Danubian ancestors of the 
central European Early and Middle Neolithic as well 
as a commemoration of the migrations that occurred 
in the late-5th and early-4th millennium BC at the time 
of disintegration of the Danubian world. The latter 
aspect is expressed by the location of the enclosures 
along important ancestor-related roads and paths 
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across Europe. With the (re-)appearance of proper vil-
lages, both the construction and use of existing en-
closures ceased. The latter observation confirms the 
village-related ritual function of the enclosures, but at 

the same time doesnot exclude the possibility that the 
protective force of these Bannkreise was also used by 
Neolithic societies for other purposes.
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Monumentalisation and settlement development on the edge: the case of Haldensleben-Hundisburg

Annalena Bock, Christoph Rinne, Kay Schmütz

ABStR AC t

This article describes the process of monumentalisa-
tion and the development of settlements and graves on 
both sides of the river Beber, north of the Harz Mountains 
in Saxony-Anhalt, during the end of the 5th to the end of the 
3rd millennium BC. The detailed investigation of the Halden-
sleben-Hundisburg enclosure, the evaluation of the old docu-
mentation for the Tannenberg site and the results of surveys 
on 117 megaliths in the area under investigation point to two 

different origins of the local monumentalisation. In conclu-
sion, we can state a continuous alternation of innovation 
or progress between the two sides of the geomorphological 
and cultural border from the first LBK settlement at around 
5.500 cal BC onwards until Schönfeld in the Final Neolith-
ic. In addition, these changing intervals seem to accelerate 
along this period of transition.
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Fig. 1. Area under investigation south of Haldensleben (Saxony-Anhalt).
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INtRoDUC tIoN

The river Beber represents the border between the 
loess-dominated areas in the south and the southern- 
most moraine-dominated landscapes in the north (Fig. 1). 
Thus, the article describes the neolithisation as part of 
a large-scale process on a small regional level and thus 
the overcoming of a traditional border between different 
societies and subsistence strategies in these two differ-
ent landscapes. It will present parts of the results of the 
»Megalithic Landscape Haldensleben« research project, 
focusing on the behavior of those who might have felt 
like living on the edge of their known world.

The research area comprises about 140 km² between 
Haldensleben, Hundisburg and Bebertal in Saxo-
ny-Anhalt. This area is known for 117 megalithic tombs 
in the so-called Haldensleben Forest (SchMütz 2013; 
PreuSS 1973; rinne in prep.). In addition, we find sev-
eral settlement sites in the surrounding area, some of 
them with Tiefstich pottery of the FBC, the Neolithic 
enclosure Hundisburg-Olbetal, which is situated south 
of the river Beber at the Olbetal valley (Fig. 1) (rinne/ 
Müller 2012; SchMütz 2017) and finally on the oth-
er side the Tannenberg and Galgenberg sites, a set-
tlement and burial place both with a long history of 
use (BocK/ rinne in press). The research area roughly 

comprises younger moraine soils north of the river 
Ohre, old moraine soils between the Ohre and Beber 
and Loess soils south of the river Beber. The Mittel-
land Canal along the southern border of the Ohre val-
ley passes by the sites of Beberdüker and Südhafen and 
marks the border between the North German Plain 
and the Central German low mountain range in the 
broader geomorphologic context.

The neolithisation in Central Germany starts at 
around 5500 BC and reaches its northernmost expan-
sion in the research area with the river Beber forming 
the boundary. This first LBK colonization is followed 
by Stroke Ornamented Ware and Rössen groups un-
til the middle of the 5th millennium  BC  (Meller/ 
Muhl  2008, 17, 34; czieSla 2008, fig. 1). The follow-
ing time period cannot be described as a hiatus, but it 
shows a distinct lack of knowledge regarding the gen-
eral activities and the material culture until the emer-
gence of Baalberge in the south at 3900  BC and the 
Tiefstich pottery in the north at 3700  BC  (Meller/ 
Muhl 2008, 55, 63). This phase of transition in the so-
cial and economic development of the North German 
Plain has seldom been discussed and came back into 
focus with the large-scale excavations at the site of 
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Salzmünde-Schiepzig (Beran 2009; Beran 2012; Wet-
zel 2013; SchunKe/ viol 2014). With the results of the 
excavation, the Schiepzig group was specified and dated 
into the time period in question. The enclosure Hundis-
burg-Olbetal that has been excavated by the mentioned 
project also shows Schiepzig-style finds and thus adds 
some further insights into this phase. The Baalberge pe-
riod is followed by Salzmünde, Bernburg and Globular 
Amphora groups in the Late Neolithic. The presence of 

all these groups in the research area can be verified by 
finds of their corresponding material culture. The Fi-
nal Neolithic is represented mostly by Schönfeld and 
Corded Ware activities (SchMütz 2017, 22 – 24). Final-
ly, the intense activities during the Bronze and Iron Age 
should be mentioned here, with the site of Tannenberg 
being a prime example (BocK/ rinne in press). Nearly 
all sites in the research area show more or less intense 
traces of activities in this time period.

SUMMARIES oF tHE DIFFERENt SItES

The following part will give a brief summary of the 
chronological development of the different sites in-
vestigated by the research project. The combination 
of the individual results of the different sites allows a 

reconstruction of the process of monumentalisation 
and the settlement history, which will be outlined in 
the next chapter.

Fig. 3. Pottery finds from the survey at Haldensleben-Hundisburg.
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Hundisburg-olbetal

The Hundisburg-Olbetal site has been one of the 
main research focuses of the project. After a geo-
magnetic survey in 2009, two excavation campaigns 
took place in 2010 and 2011  (rinne/ Müller 2012; 
SchMütz  2017). Finally, a large-scale survey on the 
surface area of the plateau where the site is situated 
was conducted in 2012. The radiocarbon dates com-
bined with the typochronological analysis from the 
site result in a phase model for Hundisburg-Olbetal 
with nine differentiable phases (Fig. 2).

The Early Neolithic and early Middle Neolithic are 
well known by stray finds of the Linear Pottery Cul-
ture, Stroke Ornamented Ware and Rössen from the 
site at the Olbe valley. The survey performed in 2012 
on 540 m² and an additional field walking revealed 
more than 7,500 pottery finds, of which 566 fragments 
can be dated to the Early Neolithic (Fig. 3). The finds 

are scattered all over the mainly flat hilltop at 94 m to 
95 m a. s. l. in an area of 3 ha, with a slight concentra-
tion in the north-west. The results of the excavations 
resemble these observations. The Early (phase I) and 
Middle Neolithic (phase II) finds are scattered across 
the whole area and distinct features dated into this 
time period are scarce.

The initial and dominant phase of the enclosure of 
Hundisburg-Olbetal is associated with the Schiepzig 
group of the Younger Neolithic. The enclosure (Fig. 4) 
comprises five ditches, all of which were in use at the 
same time (phase III). Another noticeable feature of 
this time period is the bell-shaped storage pits nor-
mally in close vicinity of the ditches. The enclosure 
phase at the end of the 5th millennium BC is followed 
by a settlement phase that is still associated with the 
Schiepzig ceramics style (phase IV).

The following time period shows a lack of archae-
ological features on the site. Activities in the area can 
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be proven by some radiocarbon dates and very few pot 
sherds that are associated with the Tiefstich pottery. 
In general, the time between the end of the Younger 
Neolithic and shortly after the middle of the 4th mil-
lennium BC can be interpreted as a hiatus in the set-
tlement history of the site (phase V).

Intense settlement activities can be observed again 
from around 3350 BC. This phase is associated with a 
huge quantity of Bernburg finds. The Salzmünde ce-
ramic style can also be detected within the ceramic 
material, albeit to a much lesser extent. This Late Ne-
olithic settlement phase can also be divided into two 
phases with an early Bernburg with Salzmünde influ-
ence until around 3050 BC (phase VI) and a second 
phase with late Bernburg style pottery  (phase VII). 
This phase ends at around 2850 BC and is followed by 
another hiatus in the settlement history.

In the Final Neolithic, another period of human 
activity can be spotted, which is associated with the 
Schönfeld group  (phase VIII). Only few features are 
designated to this phase, but the ceramic finds are eas-
ily recognizable and reliably allocated (Wittig 2014).

During the Bronze Age, a smaller enclosure sub-
sists, delimiting the ram to the Olbe valey, and an 
intense settlement activity on the site of Hundis-
burg-Olbetal could be detected  (Phase IX). Further 
periods of use could be confirmed by features and 
finds from the Iron Age and the Middle Ages.

tannenberg and Galgenberg

The Tannenberg and Galgenberg sites are situated 
on a small hilltop north of the river Beber within the 
northern part of the research area (Fig. 1). The first hu-
man activities can be dated into the late Younger Neo-
lithic with a settlement on the site of Tannenberg and 
a potential contemporary burial place at the Galgen-
berg. Both sites are associated with Baalberge and ear-
ly Salzmünde style pottery (3700 – 3300 cal BC). This 
phase is followed by a hiatus in the settlement history 
of the Tannenberg for a couple of hundred years until 
the following activities in the Late Neolithic with late 
Bernburg and Globular Amphora style ceramics.

Fig. 5. Chronological development of the the area in comparison to regional and supraregional models.
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A short hiatus should be expected towards the Final 
Neolithic, which is represented by some pottery finds of 
the Schönfeld style. During this phase, the sites of Tan-
nenberg and Galgenberg seem to be used contempo-
rarily again as pottery of Schönfeld style has also been 
found in secondary position in the Bronze Age burial 
mounds of the Galgenberg. The subsequent phases of 
the Bronze and Iron Age show a high intensification in 
the settlement and burial activity pointing towards an 
increasing centralization on the regional scale.

the Haldensleben Forest

The megalithic tomb necropolis of the Halden-
sleben Forest was the second main research 
topic of the project. The megalithic tombs Küster-
berg (SchMütz 2017, 81 – 120), Dönstedt Fpl. 10 and 
Alt-Haldensleben Fpl. 34 (rinne 2012) have been ex-
cavated. The results of the research on the 117 meg-
alithic tombs will be published by C. Rinne  (in 
prep.), and have partly influenced the analysis of the 
chronological framework in the doctoral thesis of 
K. SchMütz (2017, 121 – 130).

The construction of monumental graves in the 
Haldensleben Forest starts in the phase Lüdelsen 
or Düsedau 1 of the Tiefstich pottery. The earliest 
finds in some of the megalithic tombs could be dat-
ed to these initial phases. Finds from pottery associ-
ated with the phase Düsedau 2 were found in most of 
the monuments, whereby an early phase of construc-
tion – related to Lüdelsen and Düsedau 1 – is followed 
by a phase of expansion or more intensive use from the 
phase Düsedau 2 onwards. The youngest finds of Tief-
stich pottery style inside the tombs date to the phase 
Haldensleben 4 and verify the continuous use of the 
megalithic graves in the Haldensleben Forest through 
the complete duration of the Tiefstich pottery. Trac-
es of Globular Amphora, Corded Ware or Schön-
feld style pottery were found in some of the graves, 
proving that the tombs were in use during the Final 
Neolithic  (e. g.  Küsterberg), possibly as burial plac-
es. Additionally, Bronze and Iron Age activities were 
documented on several of the megalithic tombs with 
sometimes quite severe interferences in the architec-
ture of the monuments and thus documenting a first 
destructive use not related to inhumation or ancestry.

MoNUMENtALISAtIoN AND SEt tLEMENt DEVELoPMENt IN tHE RESE ARCH ARE A

Taking all the results of the research project into 
consideration, the development of the settlement his-
tory and the process of monumentalisation can be 
reconstructed (Fig. 5). The first activities can be ob-
served in the Early Neolithic associated with the LBK. 
This first wave of the Neolithic expansion reaches its 
northernmost border at the river Beber, with distinct 
traces at the site of Hundisburg-Olbetal. Middle Neo-
lithic activities are proven by Stroke Ornamented and 
Rössen style pottery. In the beginning of the Young-
er Neolithic, the enclosure with five contemporary 
ditches was constructed. This is the first monumental 
construction in the research area. The ceramic finds 
are linked to the Schiepzig group of northern Central 
Germany. After the enclosure was used and the ditch-
es were refilled, a Schiepzig settlement was created 
in the same area, which lasted until around 3850 BC. 
Thus far, no traces of human interaction could be de-
tected in the northern part of the research area. This 
changes at around 3700 BC when first Baalberge activ-
ities can be observed in the sites of Tannenberg and 
Galgenberg. The first megalithic tombs are erected a 
short time after that, starting at around 3650 BC. They 
represent the first monumental constructions on the 
northern side of the Beber. During the initial phase of 
the erection of megalithic tombs in the Haldensleben 
Forest and the Baalberge and early Salzmünde use of 

the Tannenberg and Galgenberg, a hiatus in the set-
tlement history at the site of Hundisburg-Olbetal is 
visible. The settlement activities seem to have shift-
ed from the southern part of the research area to the 
northern part in this time period. This process is re-
versed again at about 3350  BC, when the Bernburg 
settlement in Hundisburg-Olbetal is established, the 
activities in Tannenberg end and a hiatus occurs on 
this site. Although the site Tannenberg had been in use 
while the megalithic tombs were built in the Haldensle-
ben Forest, there is no evidence of finds of Tiefstich pot-
tery style. Nearly the same can be said for the Bernburg 
settlement of Hundisburg-Olbetal, which is at least 
contemporary to the later phase of use of the necropolis 
in the Haldensleben Forest. Only very few Tiefstich pot-
tery style finds were recovered during the excavations. 
When this settlement phase ended, another hiatus oc-
curs at the site of Hundisburg-Olbetal and again set-
tlement activities can be seen at the site of Tannenberg 
associated with Globular Amphora style pottery. A col-
lective inventory in Hundisburg-Olbetal, Tannenberg 
and even the site of Galgenberg is not detected until the 
Final Neolithic. Schönfeld style pottery was found in 
sites on both sides of the river Beber. This trend contin-
ues in the late Bronze Age where intense activities can 
be observed in all mentioned sites within the research 
area, as well as several of the megalithic tombs.
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It can be concluded that the monumentalisation 
on both sides of the Beber has two different origins, 
which are not linked together. The Younger Neolith-
ic enclosure emanates from a tradition probably influ-
enced from the Michelsberg complex in the southwest. 
Only several hundred years later the first megalithic 
tombs are built in the necropolis of the Haldensleben 
Forest. The tradition of building these monuments 
originates in the Funnel Beaker complex in the north, 

thus giving no hint of an interdependence of these two 
forms of monumentality. In conclusion, we can state a 
continuous alternation of innovation or progress be-
tween the two sides of the geomorphological and cul-
tural border from the first LBK settlement at around 
5.500 cal BC onwards until Schönfeld in the Final Ne-
olithic. In addition, these changing intervals seem to 
accelerate along this period of transition.
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Abstr Ac t

The aim of this contribution is to suggest a further 
possibility for the use of Late Neolithic rondel-type en-
closures, one that has not hitherto been a main focus 
of scholarly discussion but warrants further consider-
ation. The often-idealised view of the Neolithic – gen-
erally shown in reconstruction drawings as an idyllic 
farming society exclusively concerned with working the 
fields, building houses and occasionally constructing 
a funerary monument – seems far too static. The huge 
possibilities for filling one’s daily life with other con-

cerns are amply documented ethnographically. They 
make clear that many social occasions such as wed-
dings, initiations, thanksgivings or ritual slaughter, 
competitions and funerary rites – all involving dance, 
singing, storytelling, games, eating and sacrifices – were 
highly valued and that much time was invested in 
preparing for them and carrying them out. Nomad-
ic societies – as the Baalberge group is likely to have 
been – could have built the Belleben I rondel as a meet-
ing place for exactly such occasions.

Introduc tIon

Around 3650 BC, the eastern Harz foreland  – 

a hilly landscape between the Saale and the Harz 
mountains – witnessed human and inhuman scenes 
that are in many ways reminiscent of ourselves and 
our own individual and collective social actions: 
cheerful, joyous, affectionate, but also sad, violent, 
cruel and disingenuous. In short, events fuelled by 
the same forces that still characterise human life to-
day.

 

Other unexpected and unknown scenes seem peculiar 
and incomprehensible to us. Such actions, which to our 
eyes appear devoid of meaning and which we cannot – or 
only very partially – reconstruct, are especially centred on 
»religious institutions and spiritual life« (Hawkes 1954, 
162)1. This area of past life remains largely obscure, quite 
in contrast to the technological and economic basis of ex-
istence, which at a fundamental level is similar to ours and 
thus easier to deduce and reconstruct (Hawkes 1954).

LIght Into the dArkness – the hypothesIs

The Late Neolithic2 rondel (or Kreisgrabenanlage) 
 of Belleben I in the Salzlandkreis district  (Rück 
2012a) is a site where the observed finds distribution 

patterns and features appear irrational and unexplain-
able and which upon first glance lacks a clear, logical 
and unambiguous function (Fig. 1)3.

ritual and competition: reflections on the function of a baalberge rondel in the light of the nomadic 
economy and way of life of the baalberge group
Oliver Rück

1 Religion is defined here as a body of propositions accept-
ed by society and passed on orally, and which taken in 
and of itself is irrational, but can be actively or passively 
projected onto real and imagined situations, objects or 
persons. »In the area of religious expression, myths and 
rituals are undoubtedly in the foreground […]« (jensen 
1951, 53).

2 The term Late Neolithic (Jungneolithikum) as used here 
refers to the terminology developed by Lüning  (1996, 
233 – 237).

3 A first interim report of the finds and features at the Bel-
leben I rondel was published in an edited volume on the 
DFG priority programme 1400 »Early Monumentality 
and Social Differentiation« (Rück 2012a).
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Following the logic of Hawkes’  (1954) »ladder of 
inference«, the initially unclear significance and func-
tion of this enclosure would mean that the phenomena 
and observations that are the most incomprehensible 
for us lie in the magico-religious sphere. This open the 
possibility of formulating the hypothesis that the Baal-
berge rondel of Belleben I was a place of mythological 
and ritual action.

In the 4th millennium  BC, mythology and ritu-
al were most likely closely interwoven with all areas 
of life and expressed in a great variety of ceremonies 
and actions; for instance, during initiation rites, funer-
ary ceremonies, feasts, dances and competitions. Rit-
uals, practices and customs (RappapoRt 1971; BeLL 
1992; BimmeR 2001) as well as ethnographic descrip-
tions and the earliest European literature attest to 
long-running traditions. Competition as a key com-

ponent of mythological and ritual actions  (Jensen 
1951; Huizinga 1991) can also be traced far back into 
the history of humankind. Examples include wres-
tling, stick fighting or rowing in 3rd millennium  BC 
Egypt (DeckeR 1987), central American ball games – 
which emerged in the 2nd millennium BC (LeyenaaR/ 
paRsons 1988; taLaDoiRe 2012)4 – or the 1st millen-
nium BC games in Olympia (DeckeR 1995; Bengt-
son 1971) and their Minoan predecessors, such as fist 
fighting and bull leaping (RenfRew 1988). The notion 
that competitions in their diverse forms did not be-
gin then but rather were part of the lives of our ances-
tors is biologically rooted in the aggression drive, or 
rather the human instinct to compete (fReuD 1920; 
LoRenz 1963)5. The assumption – influenced by ac-
tualism – that the character of humankind »[...] has 
remained constant [...] over the course of its long 

Fig. 1. Location of the site Belleben I in central Germany. OpenTopoMap 2017. Overview: Wikimedia Commons (Виктор_В). 
Additions: author.

4  The repetitive uniformity of the central European rondels 
of the first half of the 5th millennium BC has led p. květina 
et al. (2009) to interpret them as games grounds.

5 k. LoRenz (1963) speaks of the fighting instinct.
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history«  (Jensen 1951, 53) is certainly also correct. 
Therefore, it is unsurprising that competition in its 
countless facets has continued to this day.

Some contemporary kinds of competition and com-
petitive games have certainly attained a certain cult 
status; for instance, football, American football or base-
ball. It is evident that different kinds of competition 
are often connected to religion or themselves become 
a kind of substitute for religion. This is also made clear 
by the competitors themselves, whose physical gestures 
like making the sign of the cross, pointing to heaven or 
kissing the ground create a link to religion (Fig. 2). The 
last few years have also seen an increase in the con-
struction of stadium chapels where large (football) sta-
diums have been built or refurbished. The connection 
between football as a mass sport and religion has been 
convincingly argued by s. DuttweiLeR (2012) in her 
essay on »Sacred places of a body cult? Stadium chapels 
between church religion and substitute religion«.

»Belief and play«  (Huizinga 1991, 32) is also a 
sub-heading in J. Huzinga’s essay »Homo ludens«, 
where he describes the spiritual level inherent in com-
petitive play as follows: »In all its higher forms [human 
play] at any rate always belongs to the sphere of festi-
val and ritual – the sacred sphere« (Huizinga 1949, 
9). He further states: »The arena, the card-table, the 
magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the ten-
nis court, the court of justice, etc., are all in form and 
function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, 
hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules 
obtain« (Huizinga 1949, 10).

Alongside the ritual-spiritual aspect, competition 
also has a strong social component where it »con-
sists in the orderly activity of a group or two opposed 
groups. […] As we have indicated before, all the ba-
sic factors of play, both individual and communal, are 
already present in animal life – to wit, contests, per-
formances, exhibitions, challenges, preenings, strut-
tings and showings-off, pretences and binding rules«  
(Huizinga 1949, 47). It is this kind of exhibition and 
challenge that is particularly evident – for example – 
in the North American potlatch ceremonies. The oc-
casions at which to organise a potlatch were many, as 
it could accompany any one of the great events in life: 
birth, marriage, tattooing or the erection of a tomb af-
ter burial. However, the aim was the same in each case: 
to give away or destroy large amounts of material goods 
to demonstrate one’s own superiority or that of the 
tribe, thus securing and legitimising one’s own or the 
community’s social position. In this context, the main 

point is that »[t]he potlatch and everything connected 
with it hinges on winning, on being superior, on glo-
ry, prestige and, last but not least, revenge« (Huizinga 
1949, 59). This kind of competitive gift-giving feast is 
ethnographically attested all over the world  (mauss 
1984).

From Huizinga’s perspective, even the current trend 
of competing for the most imposing stadiums, opening 
ceremonies or closing ceremonies during large-scale 
sporting events becomes comprehensible. Comparing 
modern-day stadiums or arenas with the size of Ne-
olithic enclosures in general and rondels in particu-
lar, it becomes clear that imposing architecture and 
monumental constructions must have already played 
an important role in the 4th millennium BC. Thus,  
m. gescHwinDe and D. RaetzeL-faBian (2009) sug-
gest the deliberate construction of an enclosure façade 
that could be seen from nearby routeways. The Egyp-
tian pyramids and temples of the 3rd millennium BC 
create a similar impression and were built with visi-
bility in mind. Then as now, the erection of such mon-
uments was only possible with a mass workforce, not 
always voluntarily recruited6.

Where the emphasis of the competition lies not so 
much on material aspects but rather measuring physi-
cal and psychological strength – as is the case in sport-
ing competitions – the winner or the group that he/ 
she represents also have the possibility to improve and 
consolidate their own social position.

t. J. J. LeyenaaR and L. a. paRsons (1988) also draw 
out the ritual component associated with central 
American ball games: »More of a mytho-religious 

Fig. 2. After winning a race – pointing and looking to heaven. 
dpa Picture-Alliance GmbH, Bild-Nr. 26656063.

6  On slavery in prehistory and early history, see  
D. gRonenBoRn (2001).
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ritual than a sport, the › game ‹ usually culminated 
in human sacrifice, normally decapitation, and can 
thus be treated as a formalized means of selecting 
the best qualified › victim ‹ i.e. the loser« (LeyenaaR/ 
paRsons 1988, 24). The possibility of ritual competi-
tions and human sacrifice can easily be extended to 
the European Neolithic. On this basis, finds like the 
unusually-buried individuals and skulls from the Late 
Neolithic enclosure of Salzmünde and other sites of 
this period can be discussed and interpreted from a 
new angle.

A further possible interpretation of competition has 
been neglected thus far in prehistoric research: the or-
ganisation of a contest with the intention of diffusing 
or channelling tensions between groups7. Applying 
such an idea – for example – to the Linearbandkera-
mik site of Herxheim in the Südliche Weinstraße dis-
trict (zeeB-Lanz et al. 2009), the following scenario 
can be proposed: this enclosure, comprising sever-
al pits that were probably never all open at the same 
time, could have been a place where members of dif-
ferent regional and inter-regional tribal groups came 
together  (tuRck  et  al. 2012) to compete with each 
other or settle feuds and conflicts in a regulated way, 

whereby fatal casualties were knowingly tolerated or 
even deliberately aimed at. After their »self-sacri-
fice«, these special dead needed to be treated in a pre-
scribed, ceremonial way. This ritual treatment of the 
dead – which we cannot reconstruct today – then left 
the finds and features that we can observe at Herx-
heim. From an economic point of view, it makes more 
sense – especially in economically unfavourable times, 
such as can be suggested for the end of the Linear-
bandkeramik (scHmiDt/ gRuHLe 2005) – to commit 
to an appointed, open battle rather than engaging in 
a physically and psychologically costly and demoral-
ising conflict.

Many ethnographic examples show that deaths and 
injuries during conflicts aimed at alleviating feuds or 
tensions are tolerated; for instance, in the case of In-
donesian head hunting (Jensen 1951), while the wars 
of the last 400 years in central Europe also eloquent-
ly testify to this. However, competitions do not always 
have to end in bloodshed or be manifested archaeo-
logically. Can the hypothesis on the function of Belle-
ben I – formulated above – be substantiated based on 
material and immaterial remains?

dItches, segments And termInALs

The oval enclosure8 has a diameter of around 
99.8 m  (north-east to south-west), or 86.8 m  (north-
west to south-east). At 90° east, it has a gap of 5.8 m. 
The ditch is still about 1.0 m deep on average and was 
excavated as a U-shaped ditch with a width varying 
between 0.1 and 1.1 m. The depth varied between 0.5 
and 1.7 m. Over its entire course, longitudinal ditch 
profiles show a characteristic succession of layers that 
could be followed over long sections. The only excep-
tions were the two ditch terminals, which had a uni-
form brownish grey to dark brown fill.

The rondel ditch is characterised by the poly-
gon-like sequential arrangement of slightly curved 

ditch sections of variable length. In places where such 
ditch sections meet, differences in depth could gener-
ally be observed. This indicates that individual ditch 
segments were most likely excavated independently 
from each other. The original shape of the ditch was 
probably a trough shape with steep sides, on average 
0.3−0.5 m wide at the base.

In the western part of the enclosure, two ledges – 
i.e. sections in which the base of the ditch sharply 
rises – could be documented. The northern one is ex-
ceptional in that the ditch was only 0.5 m deep at this 
point. Remarkably, a completely preserved bull’s skull 
was deposited at the highest point of the ledge (Fig. 3).

ILLumInAtIng dAtA – the bAnk

The question of whether a bank originally existed 
is one that recurrently exercises archaeologists try-
ing to interpret rondel enclosures. Hints concerning 

whether there was a bank at all  – and if so wheth-
er it ran along the inside or the outside of the rondel 
ditch – are provided by the analysis and interpreta-

7 Whether this would have taken place in an instrumen-
talised way or on an egalitarian basis depends on the 
social organisation and economy of the society in ques-
tion.

8 In contrast to henge monuments such as Pömmelte-Zack-
münde, Barby, Salzlandkreis district (spatzieR 2012), no ar-
chitectural elements such as palisades – which could have 
functioned as visual barriers – were identified at Belleben I.
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tion of cross-sections, taking the basic physical and 
geological principles into account. The most frequent 
argument for the former existence of a bank is asym-
metrical fills in cross-section. In addition, the lack of 
features immediately adjacent to the ditch on one side 
and their presence on the other side can suggest that 
there was once a bank. At Belleben I, a series of obser-
vations indicate that an external bank was originally 
present:
1.  In plan, the edge of the ditch was much more sharp-

ly defined on the internal than on the external side.
2.  Along the external side there are many more animal 

burrows and corridors than on the internal side.
3.  In plan, the sediment immediately adjacent to the 

ditch fill was much more strongly brunified on the 
external rather than the internal side.
In analogy with modern-day road embankments, 

which tend to be heavily damaged by the tunnelling 
and burrowing activities of small rodents such as var-
ious species of mice, it is quite likely that the tunnels 
and burrows observed archaeologically were also cre-
ated in the protective environment of some kind of 
soil heap9. The probability that there was some kind 
of bank alongside the ditch is thus high. For the Belle-
ben I rondel, a bank without wooden construction el-
ements or revetments is the most likely. The distance 
between the wall and the slope of the ditch would 
have been 0.5−1.0 m. This is suggested by the many 
cross-sections showing that the ditch profile bent 
markedly outwards in the upper sections, implying 
erosion processes on the former ground surface. Since 
the cross-sections do not show clear asymmetries, and 
given that little material from the putative bank actu-
ally ended up in the ditch, it can also be proposed that 
the slope of the bank was quite soft, at least on the side 
facing the ditch; of course, it could have been much 
steeper on the external face of the bank. If this were 

the case, the bank would take the shape of a stand or 
terrace in a stadium. Independent of how the bank was 
designed, it would allow a view on proceedings inside 
the enclosure. It is thus perfectly plausible to interpret 
the probable bank as a stand for spectators10.

the LArge pIts

… the bones of the slaughtered animals were bru-
tally smashed, as were the skulls of cattle and pigs… 
Many mandible fragments were created. The dogs took 
some of them, the others were sacrificed… The base of 
the freshly dug ceremonial pit could be accessed via 
the steps cut into the side of the pit. After the shaman11 

had climbed into the largest of the three pits, she 
scratched a small scoop into its base, placed the mandi-
ble fragment into it and covered it with earth… (Ficti-
tious reconstruction of events around 3650 BC).

The three largest pits within the rondel were ar-
ranged in a triangle near the entrance (Fig. 4). The path 

9 It is also possible that a small strip on the external side of the 
ditch between the ditch itself and the base of the bank was not 
used by people and draught animals and was therefore a safe 
habitat for animals of the Muroida superfamily of rodents.

10 Earthen banks were also used as stands for spectators in 
ancient Olympia and other stadiums (kunze 1961).

11 On defining and differentiating the terms shaman and 
priest, see Jensen (1951, 284; 209−302).

Fig. 3. Belleben I, Salzlandkreis district. The complete cattle 
skull was found in an exposed position in the western part 
of the rondel, where the base of the ditch abruptly rises ver-
tically and creates a ledge a few metres long. Measured from 
the stripped surface, the rondel ditch was only 0.5 m deep at 
this point.
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from the entrance in the east to the centre of the mon-
ument led right through the middle of the triangle 
formed by these three pits. Their spatial arrangement 
and the immense quantity of finds in them suggest a 
special significance going beyond the profane. A sim-
ilar density of finds was otherwise only recorded in 
the nearby ditch terminals. Another parallel between 
ditch and pits is the occurrence of step-like sides, in 
both the southern ditch terminal and pit 14. The steps 
created in this way were about 0.2 m high.

The stratigraphy of the largest of the three pits 
showed an irregular succession of discontinuous, thin 
and light layers and thicker dark layers. The latter are 
free of finds and correspond to the natural C-loess. 
They can be interpreted as »backfill layers« that sig-
nalled the end of an episode of activity inside the pit. 
This is supported by the fact that they slope slight-
ly downwards from the centre to the sides of the pit, 
comparable to a sediment cone. The symbolism of 
the three pits – arranged sequentially by size and vol-
ume – is evident, but their deeper significance beyond 
a general interpretation as sacrificial or ceremonial 
pits has not yet been decoded.

of sLopes And posts

One curious element of the rondel are 27 features 
with a characteristic asymmetrical, triangular lon-
gitudinal profile and similar, equally characteristic 
stratigraphy (Rück 2012a, 395−400 fig. 5; 12−13). The 
cross-sections – narrow and U-shaped – are also uni-
form. However, the individual features differ in their 
dimensions (Fig. 5). Notably, one of the two deepest 
features  (Feature 42) lies at the centre of the enclo-
sure, namely at the point where the lines connecting 
the four vertices of the oval enclosure cross. Another 
feature (Feature 157) formed a kind of annex in the ex-
treme western end of the ditch and was oriented east–
west. In section, most of these exceptional features 
exhibit a stratigraphy with diagonal layers sloping in 
from the sides. The dark, diagonal layers of such sec-
tions can be interpreted as the traces of a timber set at 
an angle. Given the differing sizes and orientations of 
the features and the different angles at which the dark 
layers were observed, we can exclude a weight-bearing 
construction, such as a tent of some kind; rather, these 
could have been posts to which different items were 
attached by various means.
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Abb. 4  Scatterplot der Längen- und Breitenmaße der 27 Befunde mit charakteristischem, dreieckförmigen Profil 
aus Belleben I. Die Korrelation zwischen beiden Maßen beträgt 0,786698.

Fig. 4. Belleben I, Salzlandkreis district. Magnetometer survey 
of the rondel. The highlighted rectangle surrounds the three 
large pits and the ditch terminals. Within the marked area, 
75% of the total pottery finds and 72% of all animal bones on 
site were recovered. The spatial correlation between the finds 
concentrations in the ditch terminals and the two larger pits 
(features 12 and 14) is notable; north of pit 12 and south of 
pit 14, the finds density in the ditch drops significantly. In the 
ditch segments adjacent to the terminals, but outside the high-
lighted rectangle, there are 75% and 90% fewer finds.

Fig. 5. Belleben I, Salzlandkreis district. Scatterplot of the 
lengths and widths of the 27 features with characteristically 
triangular profile. The correlation between the two  
measurements is 0.786698.
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broken pots

… the sherds of the broken vessels were scattered 
in the ditch in ways that were meaningful and pre-
scribed. Great care was taken to include the › large 
pits ‹ into the ceremony. However, some things re-
mained on the ground surface and only fell into the 
ditch some time later… (Fictitious reconstruction of 
events around 3650 BC).

The distribution of the heavily-fragmented pottery 
within the rondel ditches shows some very peculiar 

patterning. Many sections of vessels can be directly 
re-fitted from small sherds scattered over very large 
distances (up to 72 m; Rück 2012a). In addition, com-
paring the western and eastern half of the enclosure 
ditch shows that almost twice as many sherds were re-
covered from the east side. What system lay behind 
this enclosure-wide scattering of pottery remains a 
mystery, but the symbolism behind it could well be 
grounded in mythological and ritual action.

chIpped stone

… after the shaman had detached the young dog’s 
head from its body, she began to break open its chest 
from top to bottom; her hunting knife was left behind in 
the dog’s belly at the end of the cut. Then she extracted 
the guts and placed them into the prepared bowl… (Fic-
titious reconstruction of events arounD 3650 BC).

A flint artefact described as a hunting knife – the 
longest tool recovered at the site – was left behind in-
side the animal’s body (BeRtemes/ Rück 2013, 136 fig. 
3−4), although the remaining flint inventory indicates 
an extreme scarcity of raw material. This is not the 
only find throwing up interesting questions. The other 
stone items also show a range not paralleled on other 
Late Neolithic sites. During the excavations at Belle-
ben I, all macroscopically recognised rock artefacts 
were documented and recorded. The detailed analysis 
of the 256 pieces with a total weight of 128 kg showed 
two main peculiarities for this assemblage:
1.  A part of the artefacts deposited at the site were in-

tentionally broken and are not production debris. 
This is indicated by the size and characteristics of the 
breaks, as well as the type and course of their edges.

2.  34 % of the pieces recorded are shaped like pyra-
mids, prisms or tetrahedra. Some of them share 
a further characteristic: they appear like a › bro-
ken-off corner ‹. Such tetrahedral or prismatic cor-
ners have three or four more or less flat (prepared) 
planes, some of which are at right angles to each 
other. By contrast, a fourth or fifth plane  – the 
base – has an irregular surface, as can result when 
breaking rocks. This group comprises – for exam-
ple – the corners of smashed whetstones or grind-
ing stones.
At this point, let me also introduce six pieces de-

scribed as »stelae«. These are the largest stone items 
from the site, which most likely were partly intention-
ally shaped. Four of them belong to the category of 
pyramid-shaped or tetrahedral objects. One of the ste-
lae had a point with a greasy sheen, comparable to the 
shiny areas on much-touched bronze sculptures. This 
piece came from the southern ditch terminal. The av-
erage weight of artefacts in this group is 6.9 kg. The 
other two items described as stelae are trapezoidal and 
have an average weight of 21.0 kg.

smAshed And chopped up – the bones

The treatment of the animal bones was no less pe-
culiar12. The animal remains were recovered in the 
shape of whole skeletons, partial skeletons or iso-
lated bones. Nevertheless, it can be stated: »For the 
small domesticated ruminants more clearly than 
for cattle, the limb bones of the meat-bearing skele-
tal elements (scapula to ulna and pelvis to tibia) pre-
dominate« (pRiLLoff 2012). Cattle  (c. 29 %) and the 

small domesticated ruminants (c. 33 %) dominate the 
assemblage. Wild animals are represented with a little 
over one percent. Concerning bone preservation, the 
degree of fragmentation and degree of recovery of in-
dividuals, as well as the age structure, there are signif-
icant differences between the ditch and the three large 
pits. As observed for the pottery, some of the animal 
bones were deliberately deposited. In the case of the 

12 The archaeozoological analysis of the entire animal 
bone assemblage from Belleben I has been carried out by  
Dr. Hans-Jürgen Prilloff. The results discussed here have 

been taken from the unpublished 2012 report and inter-
preted. The complete manuscript will be published in 
the site monograph.



118 O. Rück

pits, this is especially the case for the mandible frag-
ments placed into small scoops at the bases of the pits. 
As examples from the ditch, one could mention a par-
tial cattle skeleton from the ditch base, two complete 
cattle skulls from different exposed areas and the al-
ready-mentioned dog skeleton. Around 0.2 m above 
the dog skeleton and separated from it by a greyish 
brown layer of soil were further cattle bones, a verte-
bra, a hip fragment and additional unidentifiable bone 

fragments. As a whole, this is a deliberate arrange-
ment, preceded by the killing of the dog. The fact that 
this find is preserved in its entirety is probably due to 
the bones being covered with earth very soon after the 
event. Without being protected in this way, the dog 
skeleton could well have been moved by other scaven-
gers. The dog skeleton was missing its skull, which was 
found in the ditch 57.0 m away, probably anthropogen-
ically displaced.

the rondeL – A pLAce for rItuAL ActIon And competItIons

The shape of rondels alone – as well as their over-
all conception – clearly make them special, symbolical-
ly-charged constructions. Just as symbolically charged 
are the peculiarities of some of the Belleben I features 
discussed above: the spatial arrangement of the three 
large pits with a significantly larger finds assemblage, 
the ditch terminals with an overrepresentation of finds, 
the 27 features with their characteristic triangular pro-
file, the finds distribution within the ditch, as well as 
the many direct re-fits of pottery over large distances 
within the ditch, between the ditch and the three large 
pits and within the three pits. The deposition of mandi-
ble fragments, partial skeletons and cattle skulls or the 
arrangement of the dog with cattle bones placed above 
also extend far beyond purely profane actions.

The shape of the rondel also recalls historical and 
modern arenas for various competitions, such as the 
Colosseum in Rome  (interior c. 3300 m2) or mod-
ern-day bullfighting arenas  (interiors of c. 2000 m2). 
For instance, oval shapes are found as dog racing 

tracks  (c. 430 m long and interiors of c. 15,000 m2), 
trotting courses  (up to 1300 m long and interiors of  
c. 140,000 m2) or motor racing tracks (esp. in the USA). 
By contrast, international football stadiums (c. 7800 m2) 
or American Football pitches (c. 5200 m2) are rectangu-
lar and their pitches have a similar size to the interior of 
Belleben i (6050 m2)13.

Frequently, there is a connection between the kind of 
area chosen for a competition and the participating ac-
tors. Where there is a circular competition area, animals 
are very frequently involved (cockfights, bullfights). In 
oval arenas or linear tracks, either animals or humans 
can be the main actors. By contrast, angular spaces most 
often pitch people against each other (Tab. 1).

The size of the competition or action area is also 
important and provides an indication of which kinds 
of actors and which sorts of additional aids (station-
ary markers, runners, wheels) are deployed. Medi-
um-sized areas (5000−8000 m2) are particularly well 
suited for »team sports« involving humans. Where 

13 From the mid−5th millennium  BC, there is a marked, 
sudden increase in the size of rondels and other enclo-
sures. In the 4th millennium, some sites reach sizes that 
defy belief. Once interiors have reached a certain size, 
we may exclude the notion that these were only used for 

settlement. Instead, they may also have encircled larger 
fields, which – surrounded by a bank or fence – were for 
instance protected from deer and boar. Larger herds of 
domesticates would have been safe from predators.

Tab. 1. Combination of actors, shape of the competition arena and spectator stands.

Protagonists shaPe of the 
comPetition area

shaPe of the grandstand 
Predominantly

recent, historical and 
ethnograPhic examPles

human ↔ human rectangular oval/rounded, rarer  
angular ―longitudinal-parallel

ball sports, stadium of Olympia,  
Native American ball game

animal ↔ animal rounded rounded/oval cockfighting, dog racing
animal ↔ human rounded rounded/oval bullfighting, amphitheatre
animal & human ↔ 
animal & human oval oval/rounded horce race, chariot race

human ↔ human oval oval/rounded, rarer  
angular ―longitudinal-parallel 400 m running, speed skating
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humans/ animals were pitched against humans/ ani-
mals, the length and nature of the track most likely de-
pends on the agility and speed of the animal involved: 
rather shorter tracks for cattle, rather longer ones for 
dogs and horses.

A further participant who should not be forgotten 
is the spectator. Ancient and modern stadiums are 
surrounded or flanked by spectator stands. As dis-
cussed above, the indirectly-attested bank around 
Belleben I is interpreted here as a stand. In the study 
of European prehistory, a bank around this kind of 
enclosure is normally interpreted as an exclusionary 
mechanism, aimed at concealing what was going on 
inside. If this was a stand for spectators, the opposite 
would be the case14.

Alongside the different actors, competitions 
and their associated ritual activities also frequent-
ly deploy »cult devices« and »cult images«  (BieHL/  
BeRtemes 2001, 18, 20). Church altars, baptismal 
fonts or wayside crosses are good examples. In mod-
ern competitions, these can be permanently installed 
aids or function-specific objects such as goals, baskets, 
poles, targets or finishing lines. The list could be ex-
panded at will. At this point, the pits with the char-
acteristic triangular profile at Belleben I deserve to be 
mentioned again: at least some of these features could 
have functioned to support timbers set at an angle. 
These timbers were very likely parts of certain func-
tion-specific objects.

Based on formal criteria such as shape and size, 
Late Neolithic rondels can be compared with compe-
tition arenas in which animals and humans were the 
main actors. p. kvĕtina et al. (2009) have compared 
the uniformity of central American Maya »ballcourts« 
with the uniformity of central European rondel enclo-
sures and have accordingly interpreted the latter as 
sites for competitive games. Similarly, the Late Neo-
lithic rondel of Belleben I could have also been a site 
for competitive and ritual activities.

Cattle played an important role in the ritual and 
economy of the Baalberge group. This is not only  

indicated by the deliberately placed horn cores and 
horn core fragments at Belleben I (Rück 2012a), but 
also by the high proportion of cattle within the ani-
mal bone assemblage. The communities following the 
bearers of the Baalberge group also accorded a special 
role to cattle, as shown by cattle burials and sacrific-
es at Profen, Niederwünsch and Dösterwitz  (fRieD-
eRicH/ Hoffmann 2013; müLLeR/ scHunke 2013; 
BaLfanz 2013). From the point of view of cultur-
al history, the species Bos has held particular signifi-
cance since the 8th millennium BC. For example, in a 
ritual and mythological context, there are indications 
from Çatalhöyük, Konya province, Turkey (meLLaaRt 
1967), the Minoan »bull leaping« (DeckeR 1995, 16 –  
21) or the ethnographically-attested initiation rite of 
»cattle leaping« (stReckeR 2000). In South-East Asia, 
cattle still hold a special position today, as sacred an-
imals as well as in the course of cattle riding com-
petitions and cattle races with and without wheeled 
vehicles or runners (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Indonesian coin (100 Rupiah), Bank of Indonesia 1991. 
The obverse depicted here shows the still popular cattle rac-
ing. The jockey stands on two poles fixed to the yoke between 
the two animals and dragging along on the ground at the 
other end. Photo: Oliver Rück.

14 Building rondels of this size for use by a very few indi-
viduals is possible, but does not seem psychologically or 
economically sensible. From a cultural historical per-
spective, it seems more likely that these were prestige 
objects, meeting places or sites for major events. »Over 
the millennia, central plazas were built from Tikal to 

Prague, from Rome to Beijing as ideal spatial configu-
rations for large-scale aggregations«  (giLiBeRt 2012, 
107). The settlement form of the Baalberge group is un-
known. It could have been based on mobile structures, 
with rondels functioning as fixed, designated places for 
social interaction.
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QuestIonIng »bAALberge«

The Baalberge group is mainly known through its 
burials15. Alongside the better-known kinds of bur-
ial such as flat earthen graves and barrows with and 
without stone cists, increasing numbers of trapezoi-
dal enclosures have recently been identified and ex-
cavated  (funke 2000; scHwaRz 2003; Rzepecki 
2011). The many known burials stand in opposition 
to the very few sites interpreted as settlements  (e.g. 
pReuss 1966; maRscHaLL 1987). The relationship 
between graves and (residential) house plans is even 
worse, quite in contrast to the situation for other peri-
ods such as the Linearbandkeramik. Few of the Baal-
berge sites termed »settlements« are convincing and 
they do not exhibit the character of a settlement in the 
Linearbandkeramik sense (Rück 2012b). The contents 
of most of the features characterised as »settlement 
pits« do not correspond to what one would expect 
of settlement rubbish, in terms of neither the quan-
tity of finds nor assemblage composition; rather, the 
inventories of these so-called »settlement pits« often 
create the impression of a recurrent association of spe-
cific animal and human bones, placing these features 
into a ritual context. As one example among many, 
one could mention the »settlement« of Polleben, dis-
trict of Mansfeld-Südharz  (maRscHaLL 1987)16. It 
is not only the regular, linear spatial arrangement of 
parallel rows of pits that makes this interpretation 
unlikely  (maRscHaLL 1987, 166 fig. 1; Fig.  7). Otto 
maRscHaLL  (1987, 170) explicitly mentions the ab-
sence of »postholes«: there are no post-built structures 
that could be interpreted as houses. The sizes of the 
pits observed in plan can be assigned to two or three 
size classes and could – to an extent – be standard-
ised in view of a specific function. However, the most 
conspicuous element of the Polleben site is the deposi-
tion of a total of »4 small round clay discs […]« (maR-
scHaLL 1987, 171). Overall, this site seems to have 
more of a ritual character rather than being a perma-
nent settlement. The features and structures uncov-
ered on the Hutberg near Wallendorf, Saale district, 
have been interpreted as house plans (BenescH 1941, 
9 – 13 figs 6 – 10). Following more recent studies, they 
are more likely to fall within the attested variation 
of trapezoidal enclosures (Rzepecki 2011) and given 
the overall context of the site they can mostly be in-
terpreted as burial constructions. In connection with  

another funerary monument – barrow 6 in the Dölauer 
Heide near Halle (Saale) – we must also cast doubt on 
the interpretation of the structure found beneath the 
barrow as a house plan  (BeHRens/ scHRöteR 1980, 

15 See HöfeR 1902; möLLeR 1912; nikLasson 1924; fi-
scHeR 1956; pReuss 1966; LicHaRDus 1976; möBes 1983.

16 A further example is the site of Weißenfels-Eselsweg, 
Burgenland district  (BeHRens 1953; müLLeR 2001, 

Fig. 7. Polleben, Mansfeld-Südharz district, site 45. The image 
shows the location of features. Their regular and dense lay-
out, as well as the composition of the finds material, make 
an interpretation as settlement pits implausible. This site 
should certainly not be seen as a »permanent settlement« 
(Marschall 1987, 166 fig. 1).
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90 – 92). The occurrence of »settlement pits« with »Hut-
berg«-type material in the middle of an area used for 
burials in the Baalberge period seems unlikely.
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21 – 23). Its location under a barrow and parallel to 
a double palisade, as well as the fact that the struc-
ture follows the curve of the palisade and is located 
at the edge of the complex, directly adjacent to a de-
fensive ditch, make other interpretations much more 
plausible; for instance, a function as a shrine, relat-

ed funerary monument or viewing platform  (Fig. 8). 
The position of barrow 6  – which is clearly delib-
erately integrated into the surrounding bank and  
ditch system – is not unusual. At the site of Salzmünde, 
a Baalberge barrow lies at the edge of the ditched  
enclosure and is surrounded by the ditch in a  

Fig. 8. Dölauer Heide, city of Halle (Saale). The interpretation of the structure under barrow 6 as a house plan is extremely 
doubtful. An argument against this is its location parallel to a double palisade, the curve of which the alleged house plan 
seems to follow. The location at the edge of the complex, directly next to the surrounding ditch, makes alternative interpre- 
tations (such as shrine, related funerary monument or viewing platform) far more likely (Behrens/Schröter 1980, 22 fig. 6).
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conspicuous way  (fRieDeRicH 2013, 278). Similarly, 
»Barrow 3« on the Hutberg near Wallendorf was inte-
grated into a bank and ditch system (BenescH 1941, 
5 and plate I). Other Baalberge sites also feature post 
structures adjacent to burial areas. The interpretation 
as house plans is also doubtful in these cases. In sum, 
in the core area of the Baalberge culture there is hith-
erto no known structure that can definitely be inter-
preted as a permanent dwelling.

Many questions concerning the character of the 
Baalberge group currently remain unanswered. Howev-
er, several observations suggest that seeing this group-
ing as a farming society with agriculture and animal 
husbandry, comparable to the Linearbandkeramik, 
does not do justice to the existing data. Flint tools with 
sickle gloss – common in the Early Neolithic – are very 
rare on Baalberge sites. Compared to previous centu-
ries, grinding stones are also much less frequent and 
no longer known from burial contexts. This is also 
true for adzes and axes, as already pointed out by J. 
pReuss (1966, 29). Almost 50 years after he analysed 
the Baalberge finds, our knowledge of this culture’s 
stone tools is still sketchy at best. Concerning the pres-
ence – or rather absence – of axes and adzes, the nature 
of the Baalberge group was probably the determining 
factor. If we assume that the bearers of this archaeolog-
ical culture were mobile and no longer built large dwell-
ings, as in the millennium before, the massive drop in 
stone axe numbers becomes understandable.

Wells are also very rare in a Baalberge context. In 
this respect, one observation is particularly crucial: 
the core distribution area of the Baalberge group as 
mapped by pReuss  (1966, map 7) shows a striking 
correlation with an extremely arid area of less than 

500 mm precipitation per year and a temperature of 
≥10°C, as shown in the Diercke world atlas  (zaHn 
2002, 46); essentially, the Baalberge group directly 
overlaps with the driest and warmest area of the cen-
tral German arid zone  (Fig. 9). By contrast, the hilly 
area of the Harz foreland further east, crossed by nu-
merous rivers and streams, and its foothills as far as 
the Halle-Magdeburg axis, as well as the lower Saale 
valley with its slopes and meadows, are ideal for a pas-
toral way of life  (porphyry and heather landscape). 
maRscHaLL  (1987, 164) has also characterised the 
landscape in the Polleben area as steppe-like17. An in-
depth study of the Baalberge group in relation to its 
environment, settlement system and economy is in 
preparation and will be presented elsewhere. None-
theless, in view of what has been briefly discussed 
here, a further hypothesis can be developed: the eco-
nomic system, settlement form and social structure of 
the Baalberge group is based on a nomadic way of life, 
whereby the predominant way of making a living was 
semi-nomadic pastoralism or agropastoralism.

Starting from this hypothesis, we can explain the 
missing »houses« by postulating the former existence 
of huts, similar to the known roundhuts of African 
cattle-rearing nomads (eiBL-eiBesfeLDt 1993, 282) or 
the movable huts of south-east European animal-rear-
ing families (BeueRmann 1967, 30, 175 – 181) (Fig. 10). 
Huts of this size – which comprise a pole frame com-
bined with daub, stRaw/ ReeDs and cattle hides  – 
do not require a lot of daub. If Baalberge houses were 
of similar size to the ethnographic examples cited 
above, we should not expect large loam pits (kLamm/  
küRBis 2007).

the »nomAdoLIthIc« In prehIstory

Since the end of the last Ice Age, humankind has 
settled the most diverse ecological niches. Differenc-
es in subsistence not only existed between large-scale 
regions, but diverging strategies also co-existed simul-
taneously at close quarters. It would be rash to assume 
that ever since the 5th millennium BC, the agropasto-

ralist way of life established with the LBK culture was 
the only one to exist in Europe18. New data obtained 
on the human skeletal remains from the Blätterhöhle 
cave near Hagen, North Rhine-Westphalia, allow the 
conclusion that different subsistence strategies existed 
in the Late Neolithic. In the case of the Blätterhöhle, 

17 A careful study of the environmental preconditions of 
pastoralism, orography, climate and vegetation zones 
was carried out by a. BeueRmann (1967).

18 Wider discussion on different Neolithic subsistence 
strategies has hardly begun in German prehistory. In 
connection with the LBK, the term › shifting settlement ‹ 
was en vogue well into the 1950s  (ButtLeR/ HaBeRey 
1936; sangmeisteR 1983). In the following decades, re-

flections on mobile societies were limited to the Corded 
Ware and Bell Beaker cultures (e.g. neustupný 1969). 
In his 1975 »Handbook of Prehistory«, k. naRR postu-
lated the existence of herders or nomadic pastoralists. 
The discussion was only reinvigorated in the 1990s and 
is currently being continued to a limited extent based on 
isotopic analyses (e.g. HeyD et al. 2005). 
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Fig. 9. The main area of distribution of 
the Baalberge culture as mapped by 
Preuß in 1966 (black dots are find spots) 
shows a striking correlation with the  
driest and warmest area of the central 
German arid zone as shown in the  
Diercke world atlas. Area with pink dots:  
region of extreme aridity with less than 
500 mm of rainfall a year and a temper-
ature ≥10°C for five months of the year 
(after Zahn 2002, 46; Preuss 1966,  
app. map 7; composition author).
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a combination of isotopic data and 14C show that a 
terrestrially-oriented and a more aquatic subsist-
ence regime existed side by side in the first half of the 
4th millennium BC (BoLLongino et al. 2013). It is also 
possible that hunting played a major role in several 
more mountainous areas at this time. Notably, the be-
ginning of the 4th millennium BC is the same chron-

ological horizon in which larger numbers of wetland 
settlements are established (stRaHm 1997, 125 – 126). 
In lake-edge and riverine pile dwelling settlements, 
aquatic resources most likely played a greater role. In-
stead, the terrain, vegetation and climate could have 
made other regions particularly suitable for a more 
strongly pastoralist economy. A connection between 

Fig. 10a-c. Examples of movable dwellings of the Sarakatsani and Aromuns in south-east Europe. Similar Late Neolithic 
houses would probably not leave a recognisable archaeological trace (a: beuermann 1967, 176–177, fig. 8; b–c: Beuermann 
1967, 176–177 fig. 10–11).

Legend
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Late Neolithic enclosures, herding and transhu-
mance is suggested by gescHwinDe and RaetzeL- 
faBian (2009), who connect the monumental enclo-
sures of the Braunschweig area to herd management 
practices and draw attention to their relationship to 
trackways. However, they do not explicitly exclude 
a ritual component for these sites. In addition, the 
overall architecture of these earthworks is described 
as having a »dual character« in the sense of exhibit-
ing both an agricultural and a pastoralist compo-
nent (gescHwinDe/ RaetzeL-faBian 2009). A dual 
character is also evident in the distribution of pottery 
and animal bones in the Belleben I enclosure. Pottery 
and animal bones could be seen as synonymous with 
a sedentary (pottery) and mobile (animal bone) way of 
life and are distributed with markedly different fre-
quencies in the eastern and western half of the rondel, 
respectively (Rück 2012a).

Ever since the appearance of the Linearbandkera- 
mik, parallel societies of hunters, gatherers, fishers 
and farmers likely existed in central Europe (see BoL-
Longino et al. 2013). Given the possibility of an an-
thropogenic anD/ oR climatically-induced decrease 
of the forest cover in certain landscapes, or as a re-
sult of the climatic deterioration and fluctuations of 
the 5th and 4th millennia BC discussed by D. gRonen-
BoRn  (2011), it is very probable that central Europe 
was also home to nomadic groups. This kind of life-
style and economy can react more flexibly to changing 
environmental conditions and compensate for them; 
for example, by moving to new areas or adapting eco-
nomic choices. A study subtitled »Subsistence security 
and adaptation in times of climate change« (pfitzneR 
2011) provides a detailed discussion of the effects of 
climate change and possible coping strategies for no-
madic societies. We must assume that Later Neolithic 
people were also capable of adapting. However, along-
side climatic and geographical influences on a society’s 
subsistence, we must also bear in mind the role of po-
litical developments in cultural transformation.

Indications of nomadism are present across pre-
history. For the 2nd millennium BC, a nomadic way 

of life is discussed for the catchment area of the oa-
sis city of Tadmor  (Palmyra) in Syria  (scHaRReR 
2002). Ethnographic descriptions of the Himba and 
their surroundings  (eiBL-eiBesfeLDt 1993) pro-
vide an interesting angle for exploring the patch-
work of Late Neolithic cultures in central Germany. 
Historical observations – for example, in south-east 
Europe  (BeueRmann 1967)  – make it seem plau-
sible that such a way of life and economic orienta-
tion could have existed in certain areas of central 
Europe in the Late Neolithic. »Nomads in trans-
formation«  (finke 2004) not only provides a de-
scription of the economic and social systems of 
modern-day pastoralists in what is now Mongolia, 
but also traces the processes of the structural chang-
es currently being played out. If applied to the cen-
tral German Late Neolithic, the results of structural 
changes at the regional level could be visible in chang-
es in archaeological remains and geographical shifts 
in the distribution of archaeological cultures. Ter-
ritorial shifts and emigration are  – for example – 
also mentioned for the Thessalian Aromuns by 
a. BeueRmann (1967), the south-west African Him-
ba by i. eiBL-eiBesfeLDt  (1993) and the Ethiopi-
an Nyangatom by J. pfitzneR (2011). Comparisons 
of the territory and population sizes of known no-
madic ethnic groups with the archaeological entities 
of the Gatersleben, Baalberge or Globular Amphora 
cultures – for example – could highlight further par-
allels. A comparison of the extent of recent pastoral-
ist settlements with archaeological sites also seems 
promising. The huge drop in site extent between the 
Early and Late Neolithic is particularly striking from 
the point of view of archaeological remains. Thus, 
k. J. naRR  (1975, 638) noted that the settlements of 
the Single Grave culture are »so small and finds-poor 
that the population was probably much less settled 
and their economy was rather geared towards animal 
husbandry than agriculture«. With the arguments 
presented above, this can also be concluded for the 
Baalberge group.

the counter-hypotheses

The first counter-hypothesis could postulate that the 
Belleben I rondel was used for purely profane reasons; for 
instance, as a settlement area or animal kraal (Fig. 11). 
The roughly 6 m wide causeway would have been per-
fectly suited for driving a cattle or sheep and goat herd 
into the enclosure. Constructions regulating access such 
as those found at Calden, Kassel district (RaetzeL-faBi-
an 2000, 32 fig. 6; plates 1 – 7) were not found at Belleben. 

The second counter-hypothesis argues that the rondel 
was a place that only a few selected individuals were al-
lowed to access; for example, to carry out astronomical 
observations.

Neither counter-hypothesis in itself seems satis-
factory; rather, it is only by combining different hy-
potheses, observations and comparison that synthesis 
becomes possible.
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beLLeben I – synthesIs

The rondel of Belleben I is a site where material re-
mains are very clearly interrelated with architectural 
structure. Finds and features – both by themselves and 
in combination with each other – convey a meaning 
that transcends the purely rational and they cannot 
be explained solely as products of economic activity. 
The symbolic dimension of – for example – the spa-
tial patterning of the cattle horn fragments and skulls 
is plainly visible. The same is true for the deposition 
of single bones, skeletal elements, partial skeletons 
and the singular find of a complete dog skeleton. The  
many direct re-fits of pottery fragments over large dis-
tances within the rondel as well as the peculiar fea-
tures with the characteristic triangular profile also 
support the emergent picture: one that can probably 
be largely derived from ritual actions. The percentage 
of ritual versus everyday, economically-oriented ac-
tivities is not easy to estimate, as religious and ritual, 
meaningful action was most likely an inherent compo-
nent of everyday life (for a further discussion on ritual 
and rationality, see BRück 1999).

Too large for a single individual, the rondel was 
most likely a gathering place, hosting gatherings of 
mobile groups for specific occasions. The arguments 
for a nomadic way of life in the Baalberge period are 
further supported by the very low percentage of pig 
remains in the animal bone assemblage and the al-
most complete absence of signs of cereal process-

ing. The few Baalberge sites outside the group’s main  
area of distribution – thinly scattered for example in 
Mecklenburg Western Pomerania (pReuss 1966) and 
Brandenburg (kiRscH 1994) – also give the impres-
sion of increased mobility. In addition, nomadism is 
the kind of social organisation most likely to trans-
mit innovations between regions. The wheel could be 
one such innovation spread by nomadic pastoralists, 
as could copper, which in central Germany appears for 
the first time in connection with the Baalberge group.

One characteristic of predominantly pastoralist so-
cieties is that they meet at more or less regular inter-
vals. These gatherings are then used for exchanging 
information, celebrations, finding marriage partners, 
organising funerary rites, carrying out rituals and 
competing with other clans. For instance, competi-
tions for finding the most beautiful animal have en-
dured to this day. Just like horse races in nomadic 
societies, modern-day derbies are still extremely pop-
ular. Historically and ethnographically, races involv-
ing cattle, camels, yaks and horses are attested. A 
rondel like Belleben I would be ideally suited for this 
kind of activities. Whether further tests of skill and 
strength such as archery, tossing stones, etc. would 
have been connected with this is unclear; the suggest-
ed timbers protruding from the ground at an angle 
could easily be interpreted as playing an active part in 
a mass spectacle.

storage hut
residential 

hut

KID-KRAALCALF-KRAAL
CATTLE-KRAAL

SACRED 
FLAME

GOAT-KRAAL

0 10 20 30 m

Fig. 11. The kraal community at Otjitanga in 1975. This 
Himba group live as cattle herders in Namibia, western  
Africa (Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1993, 287).

Translation: D. Hofmann
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The earthworks at Altheim: Built by many for many

Thomas Saile

ABsTr Ac T

In 2012, fieldwork recommenced at the Altheim earth-
work, discovered more than a century ago. The investigation 
in its immediate environs revealed a second ditched enclosure 
from the Altheim period, south-east of the previously-known 
structure. The two enclosures are spatially related to one an-
other. It was found that several decimetres of soil have been 
eroded during the last hundred years in the area of the north 
earthwork; the very substance of both monuments is acute-
ly threatened. The first radiocarbon datings – carried out on 
samples of domestic animal bone – allow both enclosures to 
be dated to the 37 th / 36th century BC and suggest a tempo-
ral sequence of the ditches. Certain earlier observations were 
confirmed by the new excavation, namely the high proportion 
of arrowheads among the flaked stone tools and the very low 
proportion of bones from wild animals. The northwest-south-
east orientation of the structures’ long axes permits an ar-
chaeoastronomical interpretation: knowledge obtained from 
the observation of natural phenomena was transferred to ar-
chitecture. The new investigation sheds further doubt on the 
interpretation of the enclosures as fortifications.

InTroduc TIon

Earthworks are among the most impressive monu-
ments of the 4th millennium BC. The Altheim earth-
work discovered in 1911  (referred to as Altheim I) is 
a  classic site of the Neolithic in central Europe. The 
carefully-considered layout of the structure continues 
to impress, due to its aesthetic proportions rather than 
monumental size  (Fig. 1). The enclosure  –  oriented 
northwest-southeast – has outer dimensions of approx-
imately 120 × 90 m. The enclosed internal area – about 
35 m wide and 60 m long – is surrounded by three ring 
ditches, spaced 7 – 10 m apart. Whereas the course of 
the inner ditch on the south side seems to respect some 
unknown structure, the two outer ditches are linked by 
short connecting ditches, creating two double semicir-
cles that enclose an oval area with a width of 60 m and 
a length of 90 m. The ratio of the enclosed space to the 
area covered by the ditches is about 1 : 4.

Fig. 1. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower 
Bavaria. View of the upper Eichelbach valley from the south-
east, showing the position of the two earthworks, Altheim I 
and II; in the background is Holzen. Aerial photo taken 
26.05.1977 by Otto Braasch (Bavarian State Department for 
Historical Monuments, aerial photography documentation, 
Archive No. 7338 /  039).
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Earthworks have been identified at about 20  out 
of the approximately 600  known sites belonging 
to the Altheim Culture, distributed in an area of 
c.  15,000 km2  (matuschik 1991; pflederer et  al. 
2009, 134 fig. 11; eibl / rasshofer 2015, 19). The crea-
tion of small ditched enclosures distinguishes Altheim 
from the neighbouring groups to the west, as well as 
from the late Michelsberg and Funnel Beaker cultures, 

with their imposing, monumental earthworks  (fur-
holt / müller 2011, 25 fig. 5). The extent of these 
communal structures – which is considerable in many 
cases – suggests joint activity by large groups, the mo-
tivation to engage in collective labour perhaps partly 
stemming from a wish for greater security (zimmer-
mann 2012, 140). Alongside these structures, we have 
landscape spaces with a significantly lower degree of 

Fig. 2. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Magnetogram of the environs of earthworks I and II 
at Altheim. Recorded in 2012 – 2014. Fluxgate-Gradiometre Förster Ferex 4.032 DLG 4-fold CON 650, resolution: 0.5 × 0.2 m; 
range of measured values: −4 /  +4 nT /  m, scale: 256 linear greyscale (graphic: M. Posselt).
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social integration, judging from the scale of the earth-
works and the distances between them.1

Due to the intensity of land use in the agrari-
an landscape of Lower Bavaria, after a century of re-
search on Altheim the questions relating to the state 

of preservation of the enclosure are becoming in-
creasingly focused on the issue of protecting the mon-
ument. From the perspective of cultural history, the 
motives behind the construction of the earthwork re-
main of central interest.

MAgneToMeTry

In August 2012, a  magnetic survey of the long-
known enclosure of Altheim I – along with the wider 
surrounding area – commenced under the direction of 
Martin Posselt.2 So far, an area of about 8 ha has been 
covered  (Fig. 2 and  3). Two observations were made 
that have a bearing on the earthwork itself. Contra-
ry to previous assumption, its outer ditch shows no 
causeways on the north-western side. Furthermore, 
in this area the short connecting ditches that joined 
the outer and middle ditch segments to form two dou-
ble semicircles were weakly expressed. This contrasts 
with the situation on the south-eastern side.

Also significant is the discovery of a  second en-
closure  –  Altheim II  –  about 60 m away, opposite 

the south-eastern approach to the previously-known 
earthwork. This rectangular enclosure measuring 
about 40 × 40 m has two opposed entrances in the form 
of causeways. The absence of magnetic anomalies in 
the area where we would expect the south-western 
ditch indicates major soil erosion. The two enclosures 
are spatially related to one another.

Intensive prehistoric and early historical settle-
ment activity at the Eichelbach is indicated by nu-
merous archaeological features spread across the 
investigated area, including pits, pit-houses and sec-
tions of other ditches (cf. thar 2015). In the south of 
the prospected area, a third earthwork may be iden-
tified, and in the eastern part there are some circular 

(1) Modern disturbances, overlapping of archaeologi-
cal features cannot be excluded.
(2) Wetland of the Eichelbach. Area with groundwater 
influence or accumulation of eroded material. 
Overlapping of archaeological features cannot be 
excluded. With sedimented streambeds.
(3) Based on shape, dimension and measured values 
(nT/m) possible archaeological features (pits, ditches, 
etc.); natural or modern cause cannot be excluded. 
(4) Based on shape, dimension and measured values 
(nT/m) most likely archaeological features (pits, 
ditches, etc.).

Legend:

50 m0
Fig. 3. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower 
Bavaria. Interpretative sketch of the magnetogram. Archaeo-
logical features are shown in dark grey. The lighter the shade 
of grey, the less likely is an archaeological interpretation of 
the magnetic anomaly detected (graphic: M. Posselt).

1 On the Landshut loess terrace, a key area of the Altheim 
Culture, see engelhardt 1994.

2 Cf.  magnetograms by h. becker (1988; 1996) and 

j. fassbinder (2010; fassbinder / deller 2010), which 
are, however, spatially restricted to the monument itself, 
without investigation of the wider surrounding area.
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shapes of burial mounds, with a diameter of 11 – 16 m. 
Apart from this, clearly visible in the south-west are 
the meandering former channels of the Eichelbach, 

as is the margin of the floodplain, densely settled in 
certain areas.

AlIgnMenT

The two Altheim earthworks display a spatial re-
lationship to one another  (Fig. 4). Thus, the long 
axis of Altheim I is aligned almost exactly north-
west-southeast, as is a line passing through the two 
causeways of Altheim II.3 In both cases, this might be 
fortuitous. However, the alignment of the structures 
probably followed a carefully-considered scheme in-
volving the application in architecture of knowledge 
obtained through the observation of natural phe-
nomena. It appears likely that in the later Neolithic 
the determination of cardinal directions not indicat-
ed by any basic astronomical phenomena was com-
mon practice, probably achieved by tracking the sun’s 
shadow in a method known as the »Indian Circle« or 
the »shadow-tip method«.

However, it is possible that the layout of the enclosures 
was determined by topocentric observations of the path 
of the moon. Thus, the axis of symmetry of the Altheim I 
earthwork corresponds to the furthest northerly azimuth 
of moonset. This occurs only in certain successive months 
at the major lunar standstill. Fig. 5 shows a simulation of 
this observed situation. North-west of the earthwork, 
the visible horizon lies 2 ° above the geometrical horizon, 
which influences the azimuth of moonset.4 The orienta-
tion of the axis of symmetry is represented by a blue rec-
tangle corresponding to the azimuth interval 314 ° – 315 °. 
The northernmost path of the moon intercepts the ho-
rizon at an azimuth of about 315.5 °, corresponding with 
a precision of a degree to the point on the horizon to 
which the axis of symmetry of the earthwork is orient-
ed. The figure also shows the northernmost path of the 
sun, which at the summer solstice sets at an azimuth of 
about 306 °. Due to its wider range of declination, in cer-
tain periods the moon reaches parts of the horizon that 
the sun never does – indicated in Fig. 5 by the strip be-
tween the azimuths 306 ° and 314 °. This stretch of the ho-
rizon may be surveyed from Altheim I if one moves into 
the area within the projecting part of the inner ditch on 
the south-eastern side and observes through the opening 
on the north-western side of the palisade (Fig. 4).

The observation of lunar standstills occurring in a cy-
cle of 18 – 19 years offers a phenomenonologically-based 
opportunity to predict the full moons on which lunar 
eclipses may occur. During the times of the major and mi-
nor lunar standstills, lunar eclipses can only occur during 
those full moon nights closest in time to the two annu-
al equinoxes. On the other hand, during the times in be-
tween they can only occur on those full moon nights that 
are closest to the solstices (steinrücken 2011). In vari-
ous regions of the British Isles, stone circles and rows 
are aligned in accordance with the major lunar stand-
still (ruggles 1999, 91 ff.); moreover, on the continent, 
some enclosures and megalithic tombs may be inter-
preted as being oriented according to the lunar stand-
stills ( schlosser /  cierny 1996, 78 ff.; pavúk / karlovský 
2010). At the same time, it seems obvious that the obser-
vation of the high moon had no direct practical or calen-
drical use for the peasant societies of the Neolithic.

Fig. 4. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower 
Bavaria. The blue lines aligned with the northernmost lu-
nar standstill (azimuth 313.5°) pass through the causeways 
of the inner ditch of Altheim I and through the entrances to 
Altheim II. On the day of the summer solstice the setting sun 
shines along the red line through the northwest opening in 
the inner ditch of Altheim I (graphic: B. Steinrücken).

3 On account of irregularities in the course of the various 
ditches, the orientation of the axis on the magnetogram 
can only be determined with a precision of about 1°.

4 The line of the horizon was determined using data from 
the digital terrain model of the Shuttle Radar Topogra-
phy Mission.
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The dITches

In the spring and summer of 1914, two excavation 
campaigns were undertaken in the south-eastern part 
of the Altheim I earthwork under the direction of Paul 
reinecke (1915). The ditches were excavated, reveal-
ing their original form, in addition to which the small 
palisade trench was traced. Apart from a limited area 
close to the southern entrance, the internal space was 
left untouched (Fig. 6).

In 1938, under the direction of K. H. Wagner two 
6 m-wide and maximally 120 m-long trenches were 
opened up on the north-western side of a  path that 
traverses the earthwork (wagner 1940; maier 1962). 
The approximate extent of the enclosure was ascer-
tained from the course of the outer ditch.

In the late summer of 2013, under the direction of 
Bernhard  Zirngibl, an area of 31 × 3 m was opened up 
not far from the north corner of the earthwork, extend-
ed in the course of excavation to a total of 99 m2 (Fig. 7). 
After removal of the topsoil, the three ditches showed up 
clearly as soil discolorations. Each of these was cut by two 
cross-sections and one longitudinal section. The halves of 
the ditches were excavated in 10 cm strata. Up to 14 levels 
were documented, permitting reconstruction of the ap-
proximate form of the structures (Fig. 8). The inner and 
middle ditch were separated by a distance of 7 m, with 6 m 
between the middle and outer ditch. The three ditches of 
the earthwork had been dug as flat-bottomed features ex-
tending into the undisturbed loess (Fig. 9). As recorded in 
the course of excavation, the inner, middle and outer ditch 
reached depths of 1.5 m, 1.8 m and 1.9 m, respectively, 

from the ground surface. The widths of the inner, mid-
dle and outer ditch under the plough layer are 2.1 m, 3.3 m 
and 3.2  m, respectively. Taking into consideration the 
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Fig. 5. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Simulation of the most northerly sunset (left) and  
the most northerly moonset (right) at 3600 BC, as seen on the visible horizon, without forest cover, from the Altheim I earth-
work (graphic: B. Steinrücken).

Fig. 6. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Low-
er Bavaria. General plan of earthwork I, showing the ditch 
segments southeast of the path, excavated in 1912 – 1914, 
the area excavated in 1938 northwest of the path, and the 
test trenches of 2013 and 2014 (graphic: H. Marx).
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observations indicative of soil erosion – namely the pres-
ence of calcareous loess directly under the plough layer on 
the western part of the site – the ditches would probably 
have been up to 4 m wide and about 3 m deep when they 
were dug. The inner ditch is distinguished from the mid-
dle and outer ones by its smaller dimensions as well as its 
steeper sides. The width of the base of the middle ditch 
varies markedly (Fig. 9 b, 9 e); stretches of the outer ditch 
seem to have been V-shaped (Fig. 9 d). These minor irreg-
ularities might indicate that the earthwork was created by 
several different groups of builders.

In all three ditches, the lower part of the fill is distin-
guished first and foremost by an alternation of more or 
less pronounced bands or lenses of loess, as well as bands 
or patches of dark, humus-rich soil material. In the inner 
ditch, this heterogeneously-structured set of layers has 
a thickness of about 1 m, making it almost twice as thick 
as it is in the middle and outer ditches. Particularly con-
spicuous in the inner ditch are the dark, banded fill lay-
ers with numerous finds, which seem to extend out from 
the inner side of the earthwork (Fig. 9 f). Overlying this is 
a zone enriched with humus, following the course of the 
older fill layers, and markedly darker in the inner ditch 
than in the middle and outer ditches. Finally, a very ho-
mogenous dark fill comprising humus-rich, silty soil ma-
terial can be distinguished, extending up to the plough 
layer. Due to the strongly calcareous loess, the archaeo-
logical sediments of the ditches have hardly been altered 

by soil formation. Only the superficial, carbonate-free 
parts of the fill show limited leaching of clay. By analo-
gy with other ditch sediments, it can be assumed from 
this that the lowermost, banded deposits immediately 
above the bases of the ditches date from the time of con-
struction of the earthwork. Further input of material oc-
curred during the phase of use of the ditch system, up to 
the height of the humus-enriched zone, which belongs to 
the time when it had been abandoned (cf. seidel 2008, 
377 f.). After a prolonged phase of abandonment, during 
which the ditches were still visible on the surface, the re-
maining hollows were filled by humus-rich earth in the 
course of intensive agriculture. It is significant that along 
certain stretches the lower part of the inner ditch was de-
liberately infilled.

Excavation continued in 2014 with a test trench south 
of the path, in the area of the 1914 excavation. This was 
intended to provide an insight into the way in which the 
ditches had been excavated and immediately re-filled 
at that time. It also offered the possibility of establish-
ing the quantity of archaeological material remaining 
in the backfilled earth. Finally, it was an opportunity to 
compare former and present soil conditions.

Once again, an initial area of 31 × 3 m was opened 
up, extended in the course of excavation to a  total of 
105 m2  (Fig. 10). The two ditches that had already been 
investigated in 1914 were revealed, along with the outer 
ditch, which had remained untouched at that time, as well 
as the long, narrow, re-filled structure considered to be 
a palisade trench. After laying out cross-sections and lon-
gitudinal sections as before, the north-eastern half of the 
fill of the outer ditch could be scraped out, following its 
negative form. This time-consuming procedure certain-
ly did not provide additional significant insights, com-
pared with those that could have been obtained through 
three-dimensional documentation in plan. The exca-
vation of the inner and middle ditches in 1914 evident-
ly took place very schematically (Fig. 11). The depth and 
width of the ditches was not traced in detail; rather, the 
work proceeded in accordance with an idealised scheme 
of the ditch. This is understandable if we take into account 
the considerable variation in the width of the bottom of 
the middle ditch (Fig. 11 b, 11 e; 15). It is possible that the 
applied method of rapid »negative« scraping out of the 
ditches did not permit certain differences in colour and 
texture to be identified sufficiently clearly. The depth of 
the inner, middle and outer ditch reached 1.4 m, 2.1 m and 
2.2 m, respectively, from the ground surface. The width of 
the ditches under the plough layer was 2.2 m, 3.3 m and 
3.3 m, respectively. In the course of excavation of the test 
trench in 2013, the distances between the ditches were 
found to be approximately uniform, whereas in the 2014 
excavation a conspicuous difference was found: a distance 
of 10 m was recorded between the inner and middle ditch, 
and 6 m between the middle and outer ones (Fig. 10).

Fig. 7. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower 
Bavaria. The archaeological features visible after removal 
of the topsoil in the test excavation of 2013 in relation to the 
anomalies in the magnetogram (graphic: H. Marx).
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Fig. 8. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Isometric view of the forms of the three ditches of the 
Altheim I earthwork, as uncovered in 2013 (graphic: B. Zirngibl).

Fig. 9. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Ditch sections, 2013. Left: cross-sections of the outer (a), 
middle (b) and inner (c) ditch from the southeast. Right: cross-sections of the outer (d), middle (e) and inner (f) ditch from 
northwest (photos: H. Marx).
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The re-filled hollow of the little palisade trench 
showed a width of 0.4 m at level 1, and could be traced 
to a depth of 0.1 m. The course of the palisade trench 
is significant: in the three-metre stretch in which it 
was uncovered, its distance from the inner ditch var-
ied between 0.7 and 1.3 m. These observations depart 
significantly from what is seen in the published sketch 
plan, where the little trench is shown running parallel 
to the inner ditch at a distance of about 3 m (wagner 
1940, 141 fig. 1). The excavation photographs from 1914 
certainly show that in the area discussed here the in-
ner ditch and the palisade trench were not opened at 
the same time, and accordingly their spatial relation-
ship could only be gauged approximately. Considering 
the amount of soil erosion that has taken place since 
the time when the site was abandoned, the distance be-
tween the two structures at the level of the former land 
surface must have been significantly smaller.

In 2014, the ditch of the Altheim II earthwork was cut 
in the north-eastern part of its course (Fig. 12). Here, the 
magnetogram indicated a pit at the edge of the ditch, 
which seemed to offer an opportunity for stratigraphic 
observation. However, in the ditch profile the two fea-
tures do not overlap. The trough-shaped remnant of the 
ditch has a width of 2.6 m under the plough layer, reach-
ing a depth of 0.8 cm below the ground surface.

esTIMATIon of The l ABour requIred

The creation of such an earthwork required consid-
erable energy input. In order to obtain a rough estimate, 
we can consider the approximately 200 m-long, flat-bot-
tomed inner ditch of the Altheim I earthwork. With 
a depth of up to 2 m and a width of 3 m at the ground 
surface and 1 m at the bottom, it would have had 
a cross-sectional area of 4 m2. Assuming that a worker 
can dig one cubic metre of earth per day (eckert 1992, 
114 ff.; kerig 2008, 130 ff. tab. 41), excavation of the in-
ner ditch would have required 800  person-days. Fif-
ty people could have performed the earth removal in 
about three weeks, assuming that the excavated earth 
was not moved very far. To this, we have to add the tim-
ber required for constructing the palisade along the 
inner ditch. If we calculate that this required 1,000 tim-
bers with a diameter of 0.2 m and we assume that each 

tree took 20 minutes to fell (behrens / schröter 1980, 
15), then about 42 person-days would have been neces-
sary for cutting the timber, i. e. about one week’s work 
for ten labourers. The effort required for transporta-
tion is difficult to calculate. Apart from this, hewing the 
posts and digging the palisade trench as well as erect-
ing the posts and finally shaping the bank all need to be 
taken into account. The earthwork could have been cre-
ated in the course of a few months by a group of about 
50 people working together, in the absence of any par-
ticular encumbrance. However, these figures also serve 
to illustrate that the effort of the inhabitants of a small 
settlement could hardly have been adequate for build-
ing such an enclosure. Thus, the Altheim earthwork 
must have represented a communal construction effort 
undertaken by a larger population group.

r AdIoc ArBon dATIng

The first 14C datings of samples of domestic an-
imal bones from the lower fill layers provide indica-
tions of the probable temporal relationship of the ring 
ditches  (Fig. 13). However, one has to bear in mind 
that the dates were derived from material related to 

the refilling processes of the ditches. The earliest date 
was obtained for a sample from the small test trench 
on the north-eastern side of Altheim II, indicating 
that the small rectangular enclosure had been cre-
ated at around the beginning of the 37th century BC. 

Fig. 10. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Low-
er Bavaria. The archaeological features (brown) and distur-
bances (orange) identifiable after removal of the topsoil in 
the test excavation of 2014 in relation to the anomalies seen 
in the magnetogram (graphic: H. Marx).
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Four dates from the inner ditch of Altheim I indicate 
that it was dug at around the turn of the 36th centu-
ry BC. The connected horseshoe-shaped semicircles 
may have been added shortly thereafter. This kind of 
chronological sequence is also in accord with the ob-
servation of a spatial relationship between the inner 
ditch of Altheim I and the Altheim II enclosure.

The Thre AT To The sITe

The Altheim earthworks lie immediately south of 
a hilly area of Tertiary deposits, on the loess-covered 
upper terrace of the River Isar. They are positioned at 
the mouth of the little Holzen valley, on the lower part 
of a slope stretching south-west to the Eichelbach. The 
loess in this area  –  from the Würm Glaciation  –  is 
strongly calcareous and reaches a  mean thickness of 
two to three metres, or significantly more in places, as 
at the site of the earthworks. In the course of the Hol-
ocene, Luvisols (para-brown earths) developed on this 

Fig. 11. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Ditch sections, 2014. Left: cross-sections of the out-
er (a), middle (b) and inner (c) ditch from the southeast. Right: cross-sections of the outer (d), middle (e) and inner (f) ditch 
from the northwest (photos: H. Marx).

Fig. 12. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, 
Lower Bavaria. The archaeological features identifiable 
after removal of the topsoil in the test excavation of the 
Altheim II earthwork, in relation to the anomalies seen in 
the magnetogram (graphic: H. Marx).
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material. Decalcification of the uppermost part of the 
loess led to the formation and vertical displacement 
of clay. This process resulted in the development of 
a markedly lighter-coloured A l horizon under the hu-
mus-rich topsoil. The underlying, darker B t  horizon 
displays a very clear prismatic structure.

Already at the time when the excavation trench-
es were laid out, the serious impact of soil erosion was 
evident from the truncated profiles of the humus-rich 
Luvisol. Northwest of the test trench opened in 2013 
a  slope catena comprising twelve Pürkhauer cores 
reaching a depth of up to 1.8 m was laid out under the 
direction of Christian Tinapp, extending from a low rise 
of the loess into the valley of the Eichelbach. Whereas at 

the top of the rise and on the upper slope Luvisols with 
a thickness of over a metre could be observed, on the 
middle of the slope – corresponding to the south-west-
ern part of the earthwork  –  the calcareous loess ap-
peared directly under the plough layer. Here, the whole 
of the Luvisol has been eroded, and para-rendzinas have 
developed (Fig. 14). Even if we consider a changing mi-
cro-topography since the Neolithic – and thus the var-
ying depth of the lower boundary of the B t horizon at 
the present day – we can estimate that there has been 
erosion of up to a metre or more in the course of the 
past 5,000 years. In particular, the part of the enclosure 
located closer to the Eichelbach has been very strongly 
affected by erosion.

Fig. 13. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. AMS dates obtained for domestic animal bone samples 
from both earthworks (graphic: B. Zirngibl).
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On several excavation photos from 1914, fully-devel-
oped Luvisols can be identified in the sides of the mid-
dle ditch  (Fig. 15). Even in the absence of a  scale, the 
approximate thickness of the horizons and the depth of 
the ditch excavated at that time can be calculated from 
the stature of the excavation worker  (roughly 1.7 m) 
and the shovel that he is holding  (1.5 m). The A p ho-
rizon could have had a  thickness of about 0.3 m, the 
A l horizon could have been about 0.2 m thick and the 
B t horizon below it could have been about 0.5 m thick. 
Accordingly, the total thickness of the soil could have 
been about a metre. The depth of the excavated ditch 
can be reckoned as being about 2.3 m, whereby we can 
add to this a further 0.2 m that was not excavated at the 
time (Fig. 16). A century later, the thickness of soil cov-
er has been reduced to 0.6 m. The A p horizon – 0.3 m 
thick, as before – is directly underlain by a B t horizon 
that now has a maximum thickness of only 0.3 m. No 
A l horizon is present any longer. The depth of the ditch 
no longer reaches about 2.5 m, but rather only about 
2.1 m. Thus, in the course of a century about 0.4 m of 
the ditch feature has been lost through soil erosion. In 
comparison with the total amount of erosion since the 
creation of the earthwork, the loss of soil material has 
dramatically accelerated during the past century.

A loss of 0.4 m of soil in the course of the last 
100 years corresponds to a rate of erosion of 4 mm per 
annum. This value significantly exceeds the rate con-
sidered desirable at the present day, namely a maximum 

Fig. 14. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Low-
er Bavaria. Aerial photo of the southern part of Altheim I. 
Because of erosion, the A l and B ht horizons of the former Lu-
visol (para-brown earth) are absent. Currently there are pa-
ra-rendzinas, and the humus-rich ditch fills are clearly visible 
in the light-coloured, calcareous loess immediately underlying 
the plough layer. As a result of cultivation, humus-rich mate-
rial from the fill has been dragged in the direction of plough-
ing. Aerial photo taken 27.10.1987 by Otto Braasch (Bavarian 
State Department of Historical Monuments, aerial photogra-
phy documentation, Archive No. 7338 /  039, Dia 5081-6).

Fig. 16. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Ba-
varia. The ditch profile in 2014 in the area of the middle ditch I 
North that had been excavated in 1914 (graphic: H. Marx).

Fig. 15. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Low-
er Bavaria. View to the northwest from the middle ditch I 
North, excavated in June 1914 in the eastern part of earth-
work I. Clearly identifiable in the outer side of the ditch, 
from top to bottom, are: the dark A p horizon, the lighter 
Al horizon and the dark B t horizon, which have developed 
from the loess. Distinction of the soil horizons, showing the 
Munsell colour notation (photo: R. Schmidt).
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of 1 mm per annum. Only under these conditions can 
the potential of biotic productivity and the soil type be 
sustained despite agricultural land use, if the soil par-
ent material is sufficiently thick. However, contradict-
ing these concepts, Arno Semmel already noted two 
decades ago that in areas under the plough essentially 
no soil formation takes place, and it is thus inappropri-
ate to assume a rate of soil formation of one millimetre 
per annum (semmel 1995; see also mosimann 1998). 

If current land use continues at Altheim, less than an-
other century will pass before the Bt horizon – which 
makes good crops possible due to its nutrient-rich clay 
minerals – completely disappears. It is hardly conceiva-
ble that the lower boundary of the Bt horizon will shift 
deeper during this time period, especially considering 
that this is a calcareous environment. Thus, not only is 
the monument in danger5, but also soil fertility is also 
under acute threat.

fInds

The assemblage of finds from the 2013 excavation 
mainly comprise potsherds and animal bones; other 
materials include flint, fragments of burnt clay and a 
piece of copper sheet. The great majority of finds de-
rive from the inner ditch. Here, they were to some 
degree concentrated in small areas, evidently repre-
senting individual fill events. This applies not only to 
the pottery, but especially to the animal bones, which 
are conspicuously concentrated in a band extending 
from the inner side of the inner ditch towards its flat 
bottom (Fig. 9 f).

The comparatively small quantity of finds that came 
to light in 2014 indicates that a high proportion of ma-
terial had been recovered in the course of the excava-
tion a century earlier. Despite the markedly variable 
distribution of the finds in the ditches, this observa-
tion provides significant confirmation of the informa-
tion value of the plan sketches made in 1914.

In the course of the excavation in 2013, more than 
1,900 sherds with a total weight of just less than 25 kg 
were recovered. They derive mainly from the inner 
ditch and represent more than 90 vessels. In 2014, about 
600 sherds were recovered from the stretches of the in-
ner and middle ditches excavated and re-filled already 
a century before. The undecorated pottery is very frag-
mented, but only slightly rolled. A number of larger ves-
sel fragments and rim sections with arcading were also 
represented; full vessel profiles were not identifiable on 
first inspection. However, this does not contradict the 
observations made in 1914, since at that time almost 
half of the vessels inventoried in the State Archaeolog-
ical Collection required significant or very extensive 
additions to complete them. The material recovered in 
2013 / 14 resembles the previously-known pottery finds, 
which are generally considered as representing the old-
er – or classical – tradition of Altheim pottery (limmer 
2014, 104 fig. 7; eibl / rasshofer 2015, 47).

While copper objects are rare in the Altheim cul-
tural milieu, nevertheless »the notion of Altheim is 
surrounded by an aura of copper«  (driehaus 1960, 
75). Recovered in 2013 from the middle ditch – which 
had already produced the well-known Altheim copper 
axe (pászthory / mayer 1998, 25 ff. no. 17) – was a flat 
piece of copper sheet 6.3 cm long and 3.7 cm wide, rolled 
up at both of the shorter sides (zirngibl et al. 2014, 32 
fig. 34). This object – probably a pendent – has paral-
lels in the Lake Constance area and among the jewel-
lery from Brześć Kujawski, Jordansmühl and Baalberge. 
Apart from the copper finds, two canine teeth of brown 
bear may also be included in the group of prestige items: 
one of the teeth was perforated, and probably served as 
jewellery or an amulet. The well-known discoidal mace-
heads probably also belong among the group of arte-
facts with high social value.

The ditches of the Altheim I earthwork contain hu-
man and animal bones, forming piles or in many cas-
es chaotically scattered, along with cultural debris, in a 
pattern that is rather puzzling. The human bones that 
ended up in the ditches of the earthwork were no longer 
in anatomical order in many cases (Fig. 17). Thus, the 
skeletal elements of particular individuals might be dis-
persed in different stretches of the ditches. Noteworthy 
is the irregular, clustered distribution of the 23 skulls 
that were found. Fourteen of these come from the in-
ner ditch, five of them from the area of the north end of 
the ditch, while another five skulls were discovered be-
tween metres 24 and 28 of the southern segment of the 
ditch. There were eight skulls in the middle ditch, and 
a single skull in the outer ditch, only partially excavat-
ed. Evidently, the skulls were regarded as having par-
ticular significance (orschiedt 2011).

Very few human bones were found in the stretches 
of the ditches opened up in 2013 /  14, whereas numer-
ous animal bones were recovered. Out of 2,547 bone 

5 The threat to the cultural monument could be signifi-
cantly reduced by long-term use of the area as pasture.
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fragments unearthed in Altheim I, 692 (27 %) were tax-
onomically determinable  (driesch 1976; heinrich 
et al. 1991). If calculated as a proportion of the total 
weight of almost 16 kg, this comes to 79 %  (Tab. 1). 
The part of the inner ditch investigated in 2013 yield-
ed a surprisingly large assemblage of finds. The bro-
ken ends are mostly sharp-angled, whereby traces 
of animal gnawing are generally absent. The skeletal 

remains were evidently not exposed to extensive me-
chanical damage before deposition in the ditch, which 
evidently occurred rapidly. Nonetheless, they are all 
fragmented to some degree,6 which indicates that they 
represent food remains.

Only about 5 % (by weight) of the taxonomical-
ly-identifiable animal bone remains come from wild 
species  (aurochs, red deer, roe deer etc.)7. Evidently, 
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Fig. 17. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Human bones and pottery at the base of a seven- 
metre-long stretch of the middle ditch I South, excavated in October 1938 (graphic: H. Marx).

6 Only about 10 % of long bones, ribs and pelvises of cattle 
are complete, 22 % in the case of ovicaprids, and 23 % in 
the case of pigs.

7 For discussion of divergent proportions of wild animals 
on Late Neolithic sites cf. vagedes 1998, 66 ff.
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hunting activities had only a  minor role in the area 
around Altheim. Among domestic stock, cattle are 
most commonly represented (68 %), followed by sheep /  
goat  (18 %) and pig  (14 %). When the total weight of 
bone is taken into account the dominance of cattle is 
even more pronounced (87 %)8. The high proportion of 
cattle bone indicates that cattle breeding was very im-
portant in the area surrounding the earthwork. Ac-
cordingly, we may speak of a generally open landscape 
with extensive grassland. The assemblage recovered in 
2013 displays a similar composition to that of the ani-
mal bone material from the excavation of 1938, inves-
tigated by Joachim boessneck (1956, 8 ff.).

There were several tools made of animal bone. 
An animal rib shaped into a double point is probably 

a fragment of a clamp-like handle for a tool (Fig. 18,4) 
(cf. driehaus 1960, 32 pl. 42,18 [awl]; davies 1995, 118 
fig. 83,13  [burin]). There is a  scraper, smaller in size, 
made from the canine tooth of a wild boar (Fig. 18,2). 
In addition to two needles and a  small chisel-like 
tool (Fig. 18,1), there is an awl, probably made from a roe 
deer metapodial (Fig. 18,3).

Archaeobotanical investigation of soil samples re-
sulted in finds of charred seeds and charcoal frag-
ments, particularly in the fill of the find-rich inner 
ditch. The clear predominance of oak might be ex-
plained in terms of purposeful selection of timber for 
construction. The presence of numerous remains of 
spelt and emmer wheat suggests that food was being 
prepared in the vicinity.

T a x o n K n Z K n G

[ n ] % [ G ] %

Cattle Bos primigenius f. taurus 425 61.4 10,378 79.8

Sheep / Goat Ovis ammon f. aries / Capra aegegrus f. hircus 111 16.0 593 4.6

- from it (Sheep) (4) (47)

Pig Sus scrofa f. domestica 88 12.7 931 7.2

Dog Canis lupus f. familiaris 1 0.1 2 0.0

Domestic animals 625 90.3 11.904 91.6

aurochs Bos primigenius 3 0.4 213 1.6

Red deer Cervus elaphus 21 3.0 158 1.2

Roe deer Capreolus capreolus 15 2.2 112 0.9

Wild boar Sus scrofa 5 0.7 47 0.4

Bear Ursus fiber? 2 0.3 59 0.5

Beaver Castor arctos 1 0.1 2 0.0

European hare Lepus europaeus 1 0.1 2 0.0

Wild animals 48 6.9 593 4.6

aurochs or cattle 5 0.7 419 3.2

Red Deer or cattle 6 0.9 42 0.3

Deer oder Sheep / Goat 2 0.3 5 0.0

Wild boar or Pig 6 0.9 36 0.3

Wild- / domestic animals 19 2.7 502 3.9

Total 692 100.0 12,999 100.0

Tab. 1. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Species composition of the animal bones recovered in the 
course of the 2013 excavation. Number of bones (KNZ) and weight of bones (KNG). Taxonomic determination (table: R. Schoon).

8 On the relative proportion of meat of the mammals, see 
reichstein 1989.
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The flint tool assemblage from Altheim I  (Fig. 19) 
is characterised by the presence of numerous arrow-
heads, which have enjoyed particular attention ever 
since they were found  (richter 2014). Many of the 
arrowheads were made from tabular chert. They fre-
quently show indications of damage: some have been 
repaired by retouch, while others show traces of burn-
ing or remains of hafting material. Tab. 2 and 3 pro-
vide a breakdown of the 557 flint finds from the ditches 
of the earthwork, recovered in the course of the vari-
ous excavation campaigns.

Taking into account the length of ditch opened up, 
during the excavations of 2013 and 2014 significantly 
more flint was recovered than in the earlier excavations. 
Evidently, the finds from the ditches of the earthwork 
were not regularly distributed, or else discard of certain 
kinds of finds in the assemblage took place, no longer 
ascertainable at the present day: for example, in the 
course of evaluation during the inventory work carried 
out in 1919 and 1952. This is suggested by the high pro-
portion of modified artefacts in the assemblages from 
the old excavations; thus, it is probable that not all pro-
duction waste was retained. Certainly, some flints were 
overlooked in 1914, only to be recovered in the course 
of the re-excavation one century later from six re-filled 
metres of the ditch. However, such finds are significant-
ly fewer in number than one might expect, if we gen-
eralize from the observations made in 2013 /  14 in the 
previously-unexcavated parts of the ditch.

The high percentage of arrowheads among the flaked 
stone artefacts can still be regarded as significant. These 
constitute 58 % of the material from 1914 and as much 

Fig. 18. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower 
Bavaria. Bone artefacts from the inner ditch of the Altheim I 
earthwork (2013 excavation) (drawings: A. Adaileh. Scale 1:2).

E x C a v a T i o n 1 9 1 4 1 9 3 8

Excavated area (m) of the ditch c. 300 m (1.1 flints per m) c. 42 m (1.5 flints per m)

a) Flint artefacts 337 64

b) Tools 252 75 % from a) 55 86 % from a)

c) Arrowheads 146 58 % from b) 14 25 % from b)

Tab. 2. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Flint artefacts from the earthwork excavations in 1914 
and 1938 inventoried in the State Archaeological state Collection in Munich.

Tab. 3. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Flint artefacts recovered in the course of the 2013 and 
2014 excavations, and in the re-excavation of 2014.

E x C a v a T i o n 2 0 1 3  a n d  2 0 1 4 R E - E x C a v a T i o n  2 0 1 4

Excavated area (m) of the ditch 12 m (12.5 flints per m) 6 m (1.0 flints per m)

a) Flint artefacts 150 6

b) Tools 31 21 % from a) 1 17 % from a)

c) Arrowheads 16 52 % from b) 1 100 % from b)
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as 52 % of the material recovered in 2013  /  14. Evidently, 
in 1914 there was no selection in favour of this class of 
tool. On the other hand, a lower density of arrowheads 
was observed in the areas opened in 1938 on the longi-
tudinal sides of the earthwork. The spatial distribution 
recorded in 1914 also indicates variation in the frequen-
cy of arrowheads. They have been found in almost equal 

numbers in the inner and middle ditch, concentrated 
at the southern ends of the ditches (Fig. 20). Just few-
er than 50 arrowheads have been drawn in a stretch of 
about 6 m on both sides of the causeway: about half of 
the arrowheads whose location could be determined 
come from one-sixth of the correspondingly-docu-
mented stretches of ditch. The remaining flint artefacts 

Fig. 19. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Flint artefacts from the inner ditch (1 – 4, 6 – 7, 9 – 10) 
and the middle ditch (5, 8) of the Altheim I earthwork (2013 excavation) (drawings: A. Adaileh. Scale 1:1).
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N

0 5 m

Fig. 20. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Distribution of arrowheads in the stretches of the 
ditches excavated in 1914 (after sketch plans by J. Maurer; graphic: H. Marx).
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were found predominantly in the inner ditch; here they 
were discovered especially in sections of the ditch with 
a lower concentration of arrowheads, i. e. the longitudi-
nal sides. While the inner ditch was filled with settle-
ment debris, this was not the case in the middle ditch. 
A  further ten arrowheads were recovered from the 
three metres of the inner ditch excavated in 2013, and 
four more from the middle ditch. In 2014, one more was 
found in the outer ditch. The vast majority of arrow-
heads were observed in the upper third of the ditch fill.

At Altheim, more than half of the tools may be clas-
sified as arrowheads. The proportion of this class of 
artefact at the site is approximately four times great-
er than at comparable sites  (hoffstadt  2005, 111 
fig. 95; cf. for Ergolding uerpmann 1995, 134 tab. 34; 
Pestenacker and Unfriedshausen underwood 2015, 
169 tab. 14; Arbon leuzinger  2002, 27 fig. 21; Pfyn 
leuzinger 2007, 45 fig. 44). This also indicates that 
the Altheim site has a special character in the frame of 
the Late Neolithic sites in the zone north of the Alps.

InTerpreTATIon

The interpretation of prehistoric earthworks pre-
sents archaeologists with a major challenge. The mo-
tives of the builders will ultimately remain unknown. 
At the time when it was built, the structure would have 
been intended for the members of the community, and 
would potentially serve a variety of purposes. Nowa-
days, mental barriers exist that prevent us from a direct 
understanding of the nature and function of the enclo-
sures: »The past is a foreign country« ( Leslie P. Hartley). 
Thus – for example – the strict contemporary separa-
tion of the sacred from the profane is essentially the 
result of a  long process of rationalisation that led to 
»disenchantment of the world« (Max Weber).

This site is at present unique within the area of dis-
tribution of the Altheim Culture. At the same time, 
there are a growing number of indications that it was 
significant in different spheres of life at that time:

 ù Indicating that there may have previously been a 
settlement on the site are the numerous fragments 
of pottery vessels, the cattle-dominated assemblage 
of domestic animal remains, the evidence of cereal 
cultivation and flint knapping as well as the numer-
ous scrapers, sickles and fragments of saddle querns.

 ù At the same time, construction of the earthwork 
served to distinguish the site as a  locus of special 
significance within the Altheim settlement system, 
used over a relatively long period, a place of more in-
tensive communication. The work certainly repre-
sents a great community effort, especially when one 
considers the limited catchment areas of the earth-
works on the Landshut loess terrace, separated only 
by some kilometres (Fig. 21). The collective efforts 
found their inspiration in the mental world of Late 
Neolithic society. We may envisage a close relation-
ship between joint labour and subsequent celebra-
tion9. The staging of ritual acts strengthened group 
identity and maintained continuity in the transfer of 

group-specific knowledge held in the cultural mem-
ory of non-literate societies. It is possible that regu-
larly-repeated rites of passage also played a role. We 
may also surmise that the site was closely connected 
with burial and mourning, as well as with contests 
and celebrations. Striking  –  from this perspec-
tive – are the groups of human bones discovered, no 
longer in anatomical order, the special treatment of 
skulls (trophies, ancestor cult?) and the apparently 
intentional deposition of whole vessels in the ditches.

 ù The traces of perimortal trauma resulting from vi-
olence on one of the skulls; the horizons of burn-
ing in the inner ditch and the numerous arrowheads 
could be interpreted as indications of an outbreak 
of organised group violence. Altheim was certain-
ly not intended primarily as a fortification. Speak-
ing against this is the location of the site, which was 
disadvantageous from a tactical perspective. On the 
other hand, the distribution of arrowheads is rem-
iniscent of a discovery in Gloucestershire from the 
35th century BC, referred to as the »Battle of Crickley 
Hill«, where projectile points showed a conspicuous 
concentration in the area of the entrances (whittle 
et al. 2011, 909). In Cornwall, archers evidently took 
part in a  conflict between neighbouring centres 
that involved the capture and destruction of a for-
tified hilltop settlement, as indicated by the approx-
imately 800 arrowheads and the recorded traces of 
burning found in the course of excavation at Carn 
Brea (mercer 1999, 153 f.). Under the chaotic condi-
tions of acephalous societies the enemy was general-
ly not a population living on the other side of a wider 
border zone but rather the neighbouring village, the 
neighbouring clan.

Given the potential persistence of ditch features, 
from a  long-term perspective there could have been 
a change in the role of the Altheim enclosure. Ditches 

9 On large groups acting together, see zimmermann 2012.
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can remain in use for a long time, whereby they cer-
tain outlive wooden structures. However, even from 
a  shorter-term perspective, for the small, dispersed 
groups of a  segmentary lineage society of the Final 
Late Neolithic, the earthwork could have only tempo-
rarily fulfilled a social or ritual function as a place of 
assembly.

As a  working hypothesis, we might suggest that 
we are dealing with a settlement site on which mul-
ti-phase earthworks were created, which certainly 

represented a major community effort. The enclosed 
area served as a place for celebrations and games, rit-
uals and processions: over the course of several gener-
ations it represented a central, identity-forming place 
for the surrounding settlements. At this site a violent 
conflict developed, in which the bow and arrow played 
a major role. In the absence of central regulating au-
thorities, there would have always been a  variety of 
motives for uncontrolled aggression within and be-
tween tribal social groups of the developed Neolithic.

Fig. 21. Altheim, Markt Essenbach, Landshut District, Lower Bavaria. Sites of the Altheim culture on the loess terrace to the 
North of Landshut (after Engelhardt 1994, with alterations) (graphic: H. Marx).
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Settlement
Earthwork
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First indications of Neolithic monumentality in the Dutch wetlands

Gary R. Nobles

ABStR AC t

This paper presents a case for the occurrence of Neolith-
ic monumentality in the Dutch wetlands. Previous archaeo-
logical investigations have failed to provide any evidence for 
the presence of long barrows, leading to the logical conclusion 
that they never existed in this area. However, an interdisci-
plinary project revisited and reanalysed three formerly un-
published settlement excavations. One aspect that emerged 

from this research was the presence of two Late Neolithic 
wood-built structures that show distinct parallels with ear-
lier wood-built long barrows from across Europe. Therefore, 
this paper investigates whether the aforementioned struc-
tures are evidence for the first indications of monumentality 
in the Dutch wetlands.

INtRoDUC tIoN

Megalithic and non-megalithic monuments are of-
ten discussed separately, despite their shared con-
cept of monumentality (MiDgley 2005, 78; Furholt/ 
Müller 2011, 16). The long barrow first appeared from 
c. 5500 BC (MiDgley 2005, 78). According to our cur-
rent model, the construction of earthen long barrows 
ceased in c. 3400 BC (cf. raSSMann 2011, 3) while the 
building of megalithic long barrows continued until 
c. 3000 (cf. Furholt/ Müller 2011, 20 fig. 2; Müller 
2014, 207−208). End dates for the construction of these 
monuments can be difficult to define, as they were still 
used as burial locations long after their initial con-
struction (cf. Müller 2014, 188; Müller et al. 2011; 
BaKKer 2011, 268). For the Dutch TRB megalithic 
monuments, this use or re-use continued into the Sin-
gle Grave, or Corded Ware Culture, a period ranging 
between 2800−2400 cal BC (lanting/ Plicht 1999/ 
2000, 35).

The geological setting of the › lowland countries ‹ – 
of which the Netherlands is a major part  – is split 
between the older Pleistocene sandy soils and the 
younger coastal Holocene soils (cf. voS/ BazelManS 
2011). The Pleistocene sands are only present at the 
surface in certain areas, mainly in the east but with 
some outcrops in the west. The large boulders from 
which the megalithic monuments are constructed 
were deposited by glaciers before the formation of the 
Pleistocene cover sands  (BaKKer 2005, 309). Upon 
this, in the coastal areas, lies the newly-formed Holo-
cene clays. These are the product of build-up that has 

developed since the end of the last ice age. The for-
mation is due to a combination of cross-channel tid-
al transportation and riverine sedimentation (BeetS/ 
SPeK 2000; voS/ BazelManS 2011, 14−15).

The geological situation is significant in rela-
tion to Dutch archaeology: the more eastern (inland) 
soils are sandy and acidic, they have had little protec-
tion from erosional processes, and as such the ma-
jority of upstanding Neolithic Archaeology has been 
either eroded or – in terms of organic remains – dis-
solved. Only negative features and stones from con-
structions are expected to survive. This is the case for 
the Dutch megaliths, the majority of which are locat-
ed on the geological Pleistocene ridge, known as the 
Hondsrug (BaKKer 2005, 307; 1982, 102). Known com-
monly as hunebedden, they were constructed from lo-
cally-available stones in the period c. 3400−3000 BC 
and are attributed to the TRB culture, the middle Ne-
olithic period (giJn/ BaKKer 2005, 288; BaKKer 2005, 
307, 309). This monument type also extends to North-
ern Germany, Denmark and Scandinavia and marks a 
major development in the ritual practice of these peo-
ple (cf. BaKKer 2009, 22; KoSSian 2005); (see Fig. 1). 
However, mortuary practices were not restricted to 
the megalithic graves but also extended to flat graves 
and stone cists. Skeletal remains do not survive in the 
Dutch cover sands but on occasions the bodily outline 
can be observed as stains.

The western – or coastal – area stands in stark 
contrast. As previously stated, this area has been 
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subjected to geological formation processes on top 
of the Pleistocene sands. This has been continuous 
through the Neolithic. While large stones and boul-
ders may have been in this area, they would no longer 
have been on the surface. This inaccessibility would 
not have allowed for the creation of stone monuments 
from local materials as seen in the east. As a result of 
this build-up, Neolithic land surfaces – and potential-
ly landscapes – have become submerged within these 

consolidation phases. This has left sites sealed within a 
wet, largely anaerobic environment. However, chang-
ing river courses and coastal erosion have caused 
the destruction of some areas of the former Neolith-
ic landscape. Despite this, a relatively large number of 
Neolithic settlement sites have been detected. These 
circumstances have produced a unique area and one 
of the most important archaeological settings within 
Europe (Furholt 2003).

0 50 100 200 km
Non-megalithic monument

Megalithic monument

Fig. 1. Amended distribution of megalithic monuments with a focus on the Netherlands, Northern Germany and Denmark, 
the locations of Mienaker and Zeewijk are included. Megalithic distribution (after Fritsch et al. 2010, 2). Non-megalithic  
distribution courtesy of Constanze Rassmann.
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RESE ARCH HIStoRy IN tHE DUtCH PRoVINCE oF NooRD -HoLL AND

The research history of this region is relatively 
young, beginning in the first part of the 20th centu-
ry with the first settlement excavation undertaken by 
van Giffen at Zandwerven in 1929. Later, in the 1970s, 
a small number of trial test pits were used to inves-
tigate Aartswoud and again Zandwerven. Only as re-
cently as the 1980s was a more complete survey was 

conducted (cf. heeringen/ theuniSSen 2001). It was 
not until the end of the 20th century that several ma-
jor excavations took place. Some of these sites have 
been excavated as development-led investigations re-
placing the more research-led approach of the 1970s 
and 1980s. This current approach has freed up the ar-
chaeological resource for the academic community. At 
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sites like Schipluiden (louWe KooiJManS/ JongSte 
2006) in the Lower Rhine Area  (LRA), research has 
been successfully conducted alongside commercial in-
terests. While – as demonstrated – this approach pro-
duces research standard results, it is only carried out 
in areas with a vested commercial interest. Therefore, 
areas like that of the northern region of Noord-Hol-
land have limited commercial archaeological investi-
gation. As a result of the limits of both research and 
commercial excavations, the Neolithic settlement ar-
chaeology of this area has been underexplored and 
thus is poorly understood.

The surveys and excavations of the 1980s and 
1990s demonstrated the presence of so-called cultur-
al layers. These are a build-up of dark humic materi-
al that has come to typify settlement contexts in this 

environment and has been used to define settlement 
boundaries  (hogeStiJn 2001; Drenth  et al. 2008). 
While their composition and process of formation 
are not sufficiently understood, they have been seen 
to reflect repeated habitation (noBleS 2016). The ma-
jority of finds are located within these cultural layers 
rather than in the negative archaeological features. 
While this has proved to be a challenge in terms of 
excavation and location recording, it has enabled 
greater insights into everyday life (cf. SMit et al. 2012; 
KleiJne et al. 2013; theuniSSen et al. 2014). Domes-
tic activity is common in this area, but evidence for 
ritual practice is rather scant. Only two flat graves – 
in association with settlement contexts – have been 
discovered.

WEtL AND MoNUMENtALIt y

During the examination of two sites – Mienakker 
and Zeewijk – evidence of domestic life was apparent. 
However, two structures were not related to the do-
mestic material and had more in common with earlier 
monumental structures.

Mienakker

The settlement of Mienakker  (Fig.  2) was located 
between two gullies, whereby activities were focused 
in two areas: one inside the house (MKII) and the oth-
er directly outside  (noBleS 2014, 185−240). The set-
tlement phase is overwritten by the construction of 
another structure (MKI). The construction used small 
posts, the majority of which were no more than 10 cm 
in diameter. The structure is trapezoidal in form, 22 m 
in length and with a width ranging from 3 to 6 m. The 
location of the entrance was at the wider end, and it 
included the use of two relatively larger posts as its 
frame. One of these posts formed the start of the cen-
tral post line, while the opposing entrance post was 
set back slightly within the footprint of the structure.

The wider end of this structure overlaps with the 
former settlement outside activity area. There are 
clear signs of increased erosion within structure 
MKI, specifically in relation to the density of mam-
mal remains (noBleS 2013). Furthermore, in the wid-
er end a central burial pit is located. It cut into and 
through various former habitation layers, disturbing 
the spatial distributions at this location. The pit con-
tained an adult male aged between 26−30 years old, 
on his left side in a crouched position. His right arm, 
shoulder blade and lower legs were absent  (PloMP 
2013, 175−184). A post from the trapezoidal structure 

cuts through feature S120. This – a concentration of 
charred cereals – is the remains of cereal processing 
within the outside activity area, which is associated 
with the former dwelling activity. While a hearth pit 
and hearth have been recorded within the structure, 
they appear to be from lower in the stratum and are 
not thought to be contemporaneous. The thinner end 
of the structure contains a U-shaped arrangement of 
post holes, of which one is possibly part of the central 
post line. This area partly traverses the western gul-
ly, suggesting that the gully and contents were from 
the earlier habitation phase. The spatial relationships 
between the two phases indicate that the trapezoidal 
structure (MKI) was built following the settlement’s 
abandonment.

Zeewijk

The settlement at Zeewijk is located on either side 
of a large gully. A ceremonial structure was identi-
fied on the eastern side of the gully during excava-
tion (hogeStiJn 1998). While it has obtained a degree 
of international recognition (cf. Whittle 1996, 238), 
it has not been sufficiently contextualised. The struc-
ture is 22 m long and appears to be slightly trapezoidal, 
bowing in the middle, while its widths at either end 
range from 5.5−7 m (noBleS 2014, 206). The entrance 
is located at the wider end, framed by two posts. The 
formation of this front façade uses small posts: the 
framing posts are relatively large, but comparable to 
those located in the external walls and central post line. 
One of the entrance posts forms the start of the cen-
tral postline, while the opposing post is set back into 
the footprint of the structure. The construction of 
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Fig. 3. Overview of the Zeewijk-Oost structure (after Nobles 2014, 205).
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Fig. 4. A visual comparison of the two structures (see Nobles 2013, 236–237).
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the rear façade uses small posts, except at the corners 
and the central post. The external walls are formed of 
both large and small posts positioned in a repetitive se-
quence. Typically, each pair of large posts has two or 
three smaller posts between them. The wall posts have 
a high degree of symmetry when comparing each side 
of the structure.

The posts of the central line remained preserved in 
situ, whereby axe marks are visible on the base of the 
rounded oak posts. It is inferred that the external posts 
were removed as they would also be expected to sur-
vive in situ. Internally, there is a four-post arrangement 
near one of the central posts. This arrangement is locat-
ed towards the rear of the structure and can be viewed 
as either a square arrangement or a more U-shaped ar-
rangement by taking the central post into account. 
Within the structure, there is an absence of any hu-
man burial, while spatial patterning is limited to a few 
finds that are more likely to have been associated with 
the former settlement activity. While positioned upon 
a former settlement, it only partially overlaps with the 
cultural layer. However, the posts cut through two 
phases of extensive ard-based cultivation as illustrated 
in figure 3. The oak posts are not from the local wetland 
basin. Therefore, they come from an area further away, 
possibly the surrounding peatland or beyond (BrinK-
KeMPer/ van Den hoF 2013, 173). The uniformity of 
the postholes suggests that trees of similar-sized trunks 
were selected for this construction.

Comparison of the sites

When compared, these structures demonstrate 
some obvious differences, including the size of materi-
als used, the effort in construction and the inclusion of 
a burial. However, they also share some comparable as-
pects; for instance, both are 22 m long, they share the 
same alignment, and their entrances follow the same 
pattern. The initial method of construction appears to 
be based upon the central post line around which the 
rest of the structure is formed. When comparing these 
two structures, it is possible to overlay one upon the 
other. By keeping the plans at the same scale, but with 
a minor 5-degree realignment, it is possible to position 
the central rear post, the central front post and the en-
trance framing post from Mienakker and fit them per-
fectly into the postholes of the Zeewijk structure (Fig. 4).

The Zeewijk structure is by far the more imposing of 
the two: with its symmetrical arrangement and a rath-
er imposing front façade, it takes on a monumental na-
ture. At Mienakker, the structure cannot be viewed as 
imposingly monumental, but the inclusion of a human 
burial does indicate a social aspect that relates to ideas 
associated with monumentality. Therefore, both struc-
tures have a degree of monumentality, but when placed 
together they strengthen this argument. Their compa-
rable layout seems to be more than a mere coincidence; 
rather, it could be taken to suggest that these structures 
were built for a similar purpose, whereby their con-
struction could have even been undertaken by members 
of the same family or social group.

Dating

Various 14C derived dates have come from the sites’ 
organic materials (see references for BP dates). At Mien-
akker, the wooden structures could not be dated due 
to the absence of preserved wood remains. However, 
samples from the creek  (GrA−108, 109, 110), charred 
grain remains  (GrA−56044) and the human buri-
al (GrA−15698, 1670) give six dates.1 The remaining five 
are plotted in relation to the calibration curve in Fig. 5.

At Zeewijk, ten samples were processed for dates. 
The majority were from the west  (GrA 112, 113, 
114), two were from charred residues on ceram-
ics  (GrA−56013, 56014), a test pit  (GrN−15565) and 
corings  (GrN−15067, 15068, 15069), one came from 
a bone sample  (GrN−15565) and only one from the 
east (GrN−18488).

These dates should not be taken at face value; rath-
er, the inclusion of the calibration curve illustrates the 
plateau effect as discussed by Furholt  (2003) and 
BecKerMan (2012). The dates lie upon a series of pla-
teaus that are characteristic of this period and are thus 
not an accurate reflection of the sequence and perio-
disation of events.

However, a date was derived from one of the pre-
served oak posts of the Zeewijk-Oost structure. 
This sample (GrN−18488) yielded a date of 3910BP+/ 
−50  (SMit 2014, 35). Once calibrated, it gives a date 
range of 2565 – 2209 calBC (95.4 %), rather late in the 
traditional Corded Ware range of 2800−2400 cal-
BC. This date fits into the biographical sequencing of 
events at the site.

1 GrA−1670 should be rejected due to measuring irregu-
larities (see KleiJne/ WeertS 2013, 23).
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DISCUSSIoN

Th e presented evidence indicates the existence of 
two structures, whereby the biographies of both sites 
include former settlement and the two structures 
post-date the settlement activity. Th e interpretation 
off ered for these structures is that they functioned as 
monuments, and can therefore be expected to have 
been a focal point for ritualised behaviour. Th e ab-
sence of spatially associated domestic material sup-
ports this interpretation. While there is little need to 
discuss the validity of these structures, there is a need 

to interpret their wider signifi cance within a broad-
er European setting, namely (1) what these structures 
represent, and (2) why they are here at this time.

Th ese structures may be unique within the Dutch 
context, but they share some resemblance to the TRB 
long barrows. Sites such as Niedźwiedź 1, the struc-
tures at Powłów 3 and Zagaje Stradowskie  (cf. rze-
PecKi 2011) contain several trapezoidal structures 
constructed of various materials: wood, stone and 
earth. Th ese structures are typically long, at greater 
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than 50 m in length (although there are shorter excep-
tions, i.e. Zagaje Stradowskie, tomb I, about 20 m and 
7−4 m wide (rzePecKi 2011, 54). Th eir entrances are at 
the wider end, and some of these monuments include 
a grave pit in this wider end. However, they also com-
monly have a bedding or foundation trench.

Moving closer to the Netherlands, the site of 
Strogård IV in Denmark  (cf. KriStenSen 1989) is 
noteworthy. Although built of stone and earth, typi-
cal of the Kuyavian long barrow (cf. KoSSian 2005), 
its form also resembles the Niedźwiedź type (cf. rze-
PecKi 2011) and examples from central Germany of the 

Baalberger Culture  (3950−3400  BC; SchWarz 2013, 
156). Beyond the area of the TRB, there is the site of 
Fussell’s Lodge in the south of England: this structure is 
trapezoidal and formed of wooden posts in a foundation 
trench, multiple interments were located in the wider 
end, as was the entrance (aShBee 1970). Although fi t-
ting into the British long barrow tradition, it demon-
strates the potential for the use of similar construction 
methods over a wide geographical area (Fig. 6).

Th e above has been deliberately selective when re-
presenting this type of long barrow, highlighting only a 
few of the many comparable structures that exist. Th ese 
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structures are far from the Dutch wetlands, in both 
time and space. However, these examples broaden the 
potential geographic distribution of these types of mon-
uments, although the temporal challenges that these 
Dutch monuments represent has not been addressed.

The roots of the Dutch Neolithic in the wetlands 
stem from the Mesolithic traditions. While the adop-
tion of subsistence strategies commonly attributed to 
the Neolithic takes place (cereal and animal domes-
tication), the subsistence strategies more commonly 
associated with a hunter-gatherer lifestyle are also re-
tained (namely hunting, gathering and fishing), creat-
ing an › extended broad spectrum ‹ economy (louWe 
KooiJManS 1993, 133; 2010, 27).

Throughout the Neolithic period, the people living 
in the wetlands take on – and discard – local cultur-
al identities as portrayed through the adoption of var-
ious ceramic styles  (Swifterbant, Hazendonk, Stein, 
Vlaardingen). In the middle Neolithic, the TRB West 

Group is present on the fringes of this wetland envi-
ronment, but it is not until the Late Neolithic that the 
people in the wetlands adopted a broader cultural iden-
tity, the Corded Ware Culture (cf. BecKerMan 2015;  
noBleS 2016). The consequences of becoming part of 
this pan-European culture appear to be minimal: be-
yond changes in ceramics, subsistence activities con-
tinue as before. While these people had a tendency to 
readily adopt new perspectives, there has been no ev-
idence of monumentality, a key concept of the Neo-
lithic. It has been argued that monumentality cannot 
be viewed in the wetlands in the same way as it is else-
where. Ritual life and monumental ideology is reflected 
through more nuanced behaviour (aMKreutz 2013). 
Perhaps then, the concept of the more traditional mon-
umentality takes longer to integrate into the habitual 
practice of this region? Perhaps this is the final chapter 
in the ideological neolithicisation process, an addition 
to Louwe Kooijmans’ three-phase process (2011, 4−6)?

CoNCLUSIoNS

This paper has argued for the presence of monu-
mental structures in the Dutch wetlands that appear 
comparable to the earlier European long barrows. Of 
course, it is not yet possible to label these monuments 
as long barrows within the accepted model due to their 
temporal distance, ca. 500 years. This raises sever-
al questions: If they are not comparable to the earlier 
long barrows, what are they and what do they repre-
sent? If these monuments represent a continuation of 
a tradition, a re-imagining of past values, then how did 
these values and ideology associated with them survive 
through the generations to be readopted in this wet-
land context? Admittedly much of the discussion is of 
a speculative nature and much uncertainty remains. 
With such a small dataset, it is difficult to draw clear 
conclusions. However, we can state that structures that 
resemble long barrows were constructed in the Dutch 
wetlands, bringing for the first time – in the archaeo-
logical record – the possibility of traditional Neolithic 
monumentality to this area. The challenge remains to 
incorporate these people and their traditions into the 
wider European narrative and explain the social pro-
cesses that would enable such an occurrence.

The limitations of this dataset could be alleviat-
ed through further excavations. This area attests to 

approximately 20 Late Neolithic settlements. Only two 
of these year-round settlement sites have been exca-
vated to a large degree, analysed sufficiently and pub-
lished (KleiJne et al. 2013; theuniSSen et al. 2014). 
Both these sites – as shown here – contain a monu-
mental structure. Therefore, it is possible that oth-
er sites also have similar biographies ending with 
the construction of such a monument. One site that 
should be under consideration for further work is that 
of De Veken: during a test pit exercise, the excavators 
discovered part of a skeleton there. Following the ex-
pansion of the test pit, the location of a human bur-
ial was revealed (cf. heeringen/ theuniSSen 2001). 
This chance discovery indicates that these sites have 
more to reveal. The extended excavation at De Veken 
was not sufficiently large to determine whether this 
female burial was buried within a mortuary struc-
ture or if she was buried in a flat grave typical of earli-
er periods. The preservation of these settlements – as 
attested by the recovery of posts at Zeewijk, the pres-
ence of multiple cultural layers and the state of organ-
ic remains – presents an archaeological resource that 
could potentially reveal many hidden secrets and offer 
us a greater understanding of the social complexities 
that undoubtedly existed at this time.
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Phenomenology of spatial organisation of Kujavian long barrows

Renata Zych

ABStR AC t

Time and space are basic categories that ca be used by an 
archeaeologist. Considering phenomenology, space is treated 
as a sphere of human activity, creation and influence. Phe-
nomenological reflection is a denial of the abstract treatment 
of a man, the world and it is a constructive proposal to re-
build the relationship between a subject and object. A phe-
nomenological method allows us to understand the »living 
world«. An archaeologist tries to get to the meanings of the 
social world that used to be present for human beings in the 

prehistory and notice what cultural patterns used to guide 
their actions. Speaking of archaeology, studies of space were 
most commonly associated with the so-called settlement ar-
chaeology. The aim of this study is to examine the symbol-
ism of space regarding the Neolithic cemeteries of the Funnel 
Beaker culture. Accordingly, it is a matter concerning the 
sphere of »sacrum« aspect of the symbolism derived from se-
pulchral rituals. The range of sources includes cemeteries of 
megalithic graves, so-called Kujavian long barrows.

INtRoDUC tIoN

Time and space are basic categories that can be 
used by an archaeologist. Regarding archaeology, 
these two categories are used to group individual ob-
jects and phenomena, thus being used as a tool of re-
search techniques. Thus, such a significant analysis of 
settlement needs to restore static images of socio-cul-
tural systems that exist in a given place and time. 
However, considering phenomenology, space is treated 
as a sphere of human activity, creation and influence. 
In archaeology, it is important to reach the prehistoric 
perception and symbolism of landscape (tilley 1993).

The phenomenological perspective is not uni-
form. As for archaeology, it uses the philosophiesy of 
both Martin Heidegger  (KarlSSon  2000) and Han-
nah Arendt  (StaaF  2000). Additionally, there are 
also common references to Mircea Eliade in both 
older and more recent literature  (e. g. MaKieWicz/ 
PrinKe 1980; PoSern-zielińSKi 1983; KoWaleWS-
Ka-MarSzałeK  2000; Woźny  2000). However, the 
common denominator is the assumption, that »plac-
es are not neutral and objective segments of physical 
space, but the area of the specific human involve-
ment«  (reWerS  1996, 50). Phenomenological reflec-
tion is a denial of the abstract treatment of a man, the 
world and it is a constructive proposal to rebuild the 
relationship between a subject and object. Consider-
ing the innumerable spatial facts, it is possible to find 
the world of relations and places saturated with dif-

ferent meanings. A phenomenological method allows 
us to understand the »living world«. An archaeologist 
tries to get to the meanings of the social world that 
used to be evident for human being in the prehistory 
and notice what cultural patterns used to guide their 
actions. The actions are intentional and serve a spe-
cific purpose, they have certain meaning, but the dis-
covery of their significance requires knowledge of the 
motives and methods of the participant’s conceptual-
isation of the space in that cultural reality. The meth-
od of studying the point begins with facts and things, 
and leads to knowing the over-individual experiences, 
namely »patterns of culture« or, in other words, men-
tal premises, the general orientations which by the act 
of conceptualising, contributed their content to the se-
pulchral spaces, shaping them in a certain way. The es-
chatological value of cemeteries especially justifies this 
non-semantic level of meaning (eliaDe 1993, 53 – 55).

Speaking of archaeology, studies of space were most 
commonly associated with the so-called settlement 
archaeology and considerations took into account 
those aspects of human life that were associated with 
the sphere of »profanum«; thus, dwellings,  settlements 
and the relationship between settlements or social 
structures. The aim of this study is to examine the 
symbolism of space regarding the Neolithic cemeteries 
of the Funnel Beaker culture. Accordingly, it is a mat-
ter concerning the sphere of »sacrum«  aspect of the 
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symbolism derived from sepulchral rituals. The range 
of sources includes cemeteries of megalithic graves, 
so-called Kujavian long barrows. As the initial stage to 
recognise the places of graves, cemeteries is associated 
with the ordering of objects that fill them. The result 
of this research will be a systemic ordering of consid-
ered sets of items from graves in a synchronous aspect. 
The typology of these synchronous structures intro-
duces the order among experiences and various forms 

of prehistoric cemeteries. However, the main subject 
of research has not changed. Both the structures ana-
lysed phenomenologically, as well as isolated systems 
of conceptualisation of cemeteries are conformed to 
rules of construction and the use of a specific catego-
ry of the sepulchral space. They have been brought up 
to date through the history of human culture, contrib-
uting at the same time to historical systems of images.

In Poland, as mentioned above, one of the types of 
megalithic graves are so-called »Kujavian barrows«. 
Classic Kujavian barrows are »long earthen barrows, 
in layout  (plan) similar to a very elongated isosceles 
triangle, with sides often slightly concave, with a wider 
and higher frontal part (the base of the triangle), and 
a »tail« part gradually narrowing and lowering, hav-
ing at the end parallel and blunt (not perfectly point-
ed) walls. These mounds were surrounded by a stone 
kerb of large boulders ... « (JażDżeWSKi 1970, 15 – 16). 
Their origin is connected with the Funnel Beaker cul-
ture  (TRB) people  (WiślańSKi  1979, 256). Kujavian 
barrows are located in three clusters: 1. in the territory 
of Western Pomerania;, 2. Central Pomerania; and, 3. 
in the area of Kujavia and Chelmno Land (Fig. 1).

In the West Pomeranian group, there are 40 sites 
with 184 barrows, of which 12 have been fully stud-
ied, i. e. 6.52 %. As for the Central Pomeranian group, 
there are 18 sites with located 103 barrows, of which 
12 have been fully studied, i. e. 11.6 %. The Kujavian 
and Chelmno group has 51 sites where 111 barrows 
were located, of which 62 have been fully studied, i. e. 
55.5 %. Considering all of the 398 barrows, recorded at 
118 sites, 86 barrows have been fully researched, i. e. 
21.06 %. Despite the limited materials, an attempt has 
been made to interpret the barrows in the wider con-
text (zych 2002, 11).

FoRMS oF oRGANISAtIoN oF BURIAL SPACE

Thus, the issue of the Kujavian barrows has been 
examined in the context of their own culture, as a 
manifestation of the conceptualisation of general con-
tent. For this purpose, an analysis of the spatial organ-
isation of cemeteries and individual barrows has been 
conducted, trying to capture the possibly occurring 
patterns in the funeral rites that would be reflected in 
archaeological sources. The analysis was conducted on 
each group of the Kujavian barrows – i. e.: the Central 
Pomeranian, West Pomeranian and Kujavian-Chelm-
no group, according to the points listed below: (1) an 
orientation of single Kujavian barrows and grouped 
in cemeteries;  (2) the location of a burial within the 
barrows; (3) the location of hearths; (4) the location of 
other structures within the barrow; (5) and the loca-
tion of Kujavian barrows in the area (Tab. 1).

Regarding the orientation of single Kujavian bar-
rows and grouped in cemeteries, in Central Pomer-
anian group, we have data from four sites. At the 
Łupawa 15 site, dist. Słupsk, four megalithic barrows 
were discovered with different orientations. Barrows 2 
and 7 have approximately N-S orientation, while the 
barrows 3 and 4 W-E (WierzBicKi 1994, 9). A similar 
situation was found at the Łupawa 18 site, where there 
were several barrows, although only in six cases was it 
possible to determine the orientation and three were 
examined. Barrows 1, 2, 5, 6 are oriented N-S, barrow 4 
NW-SE, and barrow 3 SW-NE (JanKoWSKa 1980, 84, 
fig. 3). At site 2, eleven trapezoid barrows were regis-
tered, whose orientation is varied. Barrows 2 and 8 
are located approximately at the N-S axis, but with 
frontal parts turned in the opposite  direction (Fig. 2). 
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Fig. 1. Localisation of Kujavian barrows. 1 – Western Po-
merania, 2 – Central Pomerania, 3 – Kujavia-Chelmno 
Land.
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 Burials  3, 4, 5, 9, 10, 11 were constructed along the 
NW-SE axis, including with differently directed fron-
tal parts, while barrows 1 and 7 were built on the line 
SW-NE (WierzBicKi 1991, 50). In fact, only at the dam-
aged site in Łupawa 17 and the site Łupawa 2a, where 
four barrows were uncovered were, they parallel to the 
axis NW-SE (WierzBicKi 1991, 51). One of the barrows 
in Barnowo, dist. Bytów, is located along the E-W axis. 
The orientation of the second one is not known (MiDg-
ley  1985, 247). In Grąbków site 1, dist. Bytów, both 
megaliths are located on the W-E line (WeBer 1983, 4). 
The orientation of other tombs is not known.

Regarging 40 known sites, only four have been re-
searched, albeit not in their entirety in the West Po-
meranian group. The archaeological literature has 
presented several catalogues of sites of Kujavi-
an barrows;, for instance, the West Pomeranian 
group  (chMieleWSKi  1952; SiuchnińSKi  1969; 
MiDgley 1985; zych 2002). Based on the data pub-
lished there, considering the orientation of features, it 
can be noted that the vast majority of megaliths were 
situated along the E-W axis. Only in the case of a few 
barrowswere, their axes directed differently. There-
fore, it is likely that there was a rather strictly-obeyed 
rule in funeral ritual, which recommended or even or-
dered such an (E-W) orientation.

In the Kujavian-Chelmno group, among 51 sites, 
26 of them have been partially examined. It is not a 
large number, but much larger than in the case of the 
West Pomeranian group. In the case of the Kujavian- 
Chelmno group, it can be stated, also based on the cat-
alogues listed in the works of chMieleWSKi  (1952), 
MiDgley (1985) and, zych (2002), that most of the fea-
tures are oriented on the W-E axis. Accordingly, it can 
be assumed that there was a rather obeyed rule here 
indicating the location of the barrows.

Taking into account the location of a burial within 
the barrows, in the Central Pomeranian group some 
variation can be noted. At the Łupawa 15 site, in al-
most all of the barrows (except 7) there were  recorded 
burials below the stone mound. They were  roughly 
 rectangular, covered with a layer of stones, also in 
the shape of a rectangle. The only burial pit oriented 
along the longitudinal axis of the feature was in bar-
row 3, in the central part. In barrow 2, it was located 
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Fig. 2. Kujavian barrows arrangement in Łupawa (after 
Wierzbicki 1991, 50 fig. 1 – changed).
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Fig. 3. Plan of Kujavian barrows cemetery in Łupawa site 15 (after Weber 1983, 97,  fig. 21 – changed).



170 R. Zych

 perpendicular to the axis of the megalith and moved 
to the west side kerb. In barrow 4, there were two bur-
ials oriented perpendicularly to the axis of the meg-
alith. The first one was located in the central part of 
the megalith and the second one was located closer to 
the base of the barrow (Fig. 3). In case of both graves, 
there were recorded stone stelae in the form of large 
erratics (WierzBicKi 1994, 10 – 11). At the Łupawa 18 
site in the barrow 1, only 6 m from the kerb, oval pav-
ing was observed with a longitudinal axis parallel to 
the axis of the barrow. There was a shallow pit un-
der the paving, where several pottery sherds and two 
disc-shaped amber beads were found. This feature was 
considered as a grave, even though the remains of the 
deceased were not noticed (WeBer 1983, 12). The re-
searchers did not locate any traces of the burial in bar-
row 2. Owing to the absence of data, the location of 
the graves was identified based on the concentration 
of archaeological materials, grouped in two zones. The 
first cluster was located in the frontal part of the bar-
row, the second one in the top part of the feature. In 
barrow 3, there was no burial;, thus, the concentra-
tion of the material allowed the researchers to sup-
pose that the dead could be buried in the frontal part 
of the barrow (WeBer 1983, 12). At site 2, in barrow 
1, three cremation graves were distinguished based on 
the scattered material and burned bones. Two graves 
were located in the frontal part, and one in the top 
section  (WierzBicKi  1992, 14). In terms of barrows 
2 and 3, burials were not differentiated. In barrow 4, 
it is possible to distinguish a cremation burial near 
the front, where there was a cluster of bones (Wierz- 
BicKi 1992, 34). In barrow 5, in its central part, there 
were two cist graves. Grave 5A was in the north, and 
grave 5B in the south of the axis of the barrow (Wierz- 
BicKi  1992, 35)  (Fig.  4). At site 2a, places of burials 
were not isolated (WierzBicKi 1991).

In the West Pomeranian group at the Dąbrowa 
Nowogardzka site, one burial has been found, per-
haps a cist burial  (MiDgley  1985, 249). In Krępce-
wo at site 4, no graves have been found, while there 
were also no organic remains there and the, research-
ers have not noticed such a collection of artefacts that 
would be considered for the grave goods of the de-
ceased (WiślańSKi 1977, 99). This limited data indi-
cates some type of burial differentiation.

Generally, the Kujavian-Chelmno group imple-
mented inhumation burial. Cremation graves were 
only in Świerczynek, dist. Radziejów  (one buried in 
the frontal part) and Sarnowo (two burials). Consid-
ering 91 inhumation burials, 31 were placed in the 
frontal part of the barrow, four in the central part 
and two in the annexe (Sarnowo). The localisation of 
the others is not precisely defined. Most of the bur-
ials are simple grave pits. About twelve graves were 
implemented by the paving  (Leśniczówka, dist. 
Włocławek, Sarnowo, Wietrzychowice, Zberzynek, 
dist. Konin), including one supplemented by the stone 
kerb (Wietrzychowice). 31 burials were with the stone 
kerb (chMieleWSKi 1952; gaBałóWna 1969; KaPi-
ca 1970; gorczyca 1981; tetzlaFF 1961).

Another point mentioned above is the location of 
hearths. In the Central Pomeranian group, the trac-
es of hearths were recorded on four sites: Łupawa 15, 
18 as well as 2 and 2a. At site 15, to the south of the 
clusters of barrows there were, among others, trac-
es of two hearths, so-called »cult«. The first one was 
at a distance of approximately 0.5 m to the south 
of the barrow base 3, while the second one was re-
corded about 40 cm to the west of grave 10. Howev-
er, it is probably not possible to combine them with 
barrows  (WierzBicKi  1994, 7, 16). At site 18, inside 
barrow 3, just directly below the mound, there were 
eleven features, oval or circular pits of a basin-shaped 

Fig. 4. Plan of Kujavia barrow 5. Łupawa site 2 (after Wierzbicki 1992, 34, fig. 24 – changed).
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section. Their fills were sandy, saturated with burning 
with a low content of charcoal. However, there was no 
archaeological material, and thus it is difficult to de-
termine with certainty its relationship with the bar-
row. On the other hand, it cannot be excluded. This 
is why, these features have been interpreted as cult 
hearths (WeBer 1983, 36). At site 2 in barrow 1, there 
were fuzzy traces of burning, which have been re-
corded as eleven clusters (both inside and outside of 
the barrow), often coinciding with movable materi-
al concentrations (WierzBicKi 1992, 16). As for bar-
row 2, below the paving, just among the stone kerb 
there were traces of burning. Moreover, the concen-
tration of charcoal was observed outside the barrow, 
near its top (WierzBicKi 1992, 17). Within barrow 3, 
one cluster of charcoal was distinguished, while out-
side of the barrow there were four clusters together 
with three small pits filled with strongly fuzzy burn-
ing ( WierzBicKi 1992, 32). Barrow 4 did not contained 
hearths. Considering barrow 5, charcoal occurred in 
high concentration within the »U-shaped« struc-
ture and outside of the barrow, in small pits filled 
with fuzzy burning (WierzBicKi, 1992, 38). At site 2a, 
the largest concentrations of charcoal fragments are 
linked with small layers of burning (features 1 – 19), of 
which only some can be described as hearths (features 
1, 2, 3?, 16 and 19)  (WierzBicKi  1991, 52). Hearths 
were uncovered at four sites, although their relation-
ship with tombs is only certain in two cases (2 and 2a).

There is no mention of the hearths, that would have 
occurred in these sites in the West Pomeranian group.

In the case of the Kujavian-Chelmno group, when 
considering the occurrence of hearths, the so-called 
fire-middens have also been taken into account. In Iłów, 
dist. Radziejów, traces of fire have been discovered inside 
the barrow. In Leśniczówka, dist. Włocławek, barrow 1 
included fire-middens, probably the remains of the fu-
neral feast, 15 m from the base of the barrow. In the bar-
row, many fragments of pottery, flint and bone awls as 
well as chipped bones of animals have been found. Bar-
row 3 contained the place of hearth. Moreover, research-
ers have discovered hearths in the barrow in Rogalki, 
dist. Radziejów, as well as in a barrow in Rzeszynek, 
dist. Mogilno. In addition, at the site in Słaboszewo, 
dist. Mogilno, barrow 2, a hearth has also been found. 
In Obałki, dist. Włocławek, barrow 1 contained a hearth 
and a so-called fire-midden. Moreover,in barrow 2, a 
fire-midden has been registered  (chMieleWSKi 1952, 
83). At the site in Wietrzychowice, in barrow 1a hearth 
was situated at a distance of 10 m from the right kerb, 
while barrow 2 contained a fire-midden. Regarding bar-
row 5, the hearth also occurred at a distance of 10 m from 
the front  (chMieleWSKi  1952, 93;  MaKieWicz  1969, 
25 – 27; JaDczyKoWa 1971, 93 – 103). On the other hand, 
at the site in Sarnowo, dist. Włocławek, in tomb 7 a post-

hole with traces of burning was discovered (gaBałóW-
na 1969, 53). There have been hearths or fire-middens 
registered by researchers in relatively many sites and 
barrows. Thus, the use of fire might have been a part of 
important procedures in the burial rites of the group.

The location of the other structures within the 
barrow is another important point of analysis. In 
the Central Pomeranian group at the Łupawa 2 site, 
in barrow 1 there were stones as large as those of the 
kerb, which divided that megalith into four parts. In 
barrow 5, there were structures labelled »U« and »O«, 
due to their shape resembling the letters (Fig. 4). The 
first one with large stones, was in the centre of the 
barrow, while at the ends of the arms there were cist 
graves. The second one – with a ellipse shape, also cre-
ated with large stones, was recorded in the frontal 
part (WierzBicKi 1992, 35). Regarding the researched 
sites, only the afore-mentioned had different stone 
structures, within two barrows.

Other structures within the megaliths have not 
been registered in the Western-Pomeranian group.

In the Kujavian-Chelmno group, in the case of 
twelve sites, in eighteen barrows there were wooden 
or stone structures of a cult character. Wooden struc-
tures occurred at six sites in eight barrows (Faliszewo, 
dist. Nieszawa, Gaj, dist. Kolsko, Leśniczówka, Sar-
nowo, Wietrzychowice, Zberzyn). At six sites (Iłowo, 
Rzeszynek, Sarnowo, Słaboszewo, Świerczynek, Wie-
trzychowice), stone structures have been discovered, 
including stone alleys in the two barrows (Słabosze-
wo) and two circles in Świerczynek and Sarnowo. In 
Obałki, the researchers registered a layer of clay with 
a square outline including a pit in the middle, while 
in Jeleniec, dist. Chełmno, unspecified structure has 
been noticed (chMieleWSKi 1952; gaBałóWna 1969; 
KaPica 1970; WiKlaK 1980; gorczyca 1981; tetz- 
laFF 1961).

Regarding the location of Kuyavia barrows in the 
area, we have few mentions. In the Central Pomera-
nian group, megaliths were located on the right bank 
of the Łupawa River, usually on the first terrace. They 
were located way at a distance of 200 to 800 m. The 
barrows outside the first terrace were much further 
away from the river, at more than 20 km (JanKoWSKa 
1980, 79 – 82). Individual megaliths were mostly locat-
ed on the flat territory. Considering small hills, they 
were rare (WierzBicKi 1992, 76).

In the West Pomeranian group site 4 in Krępcewo, 
it is located at the elevated point extending  between 
the valley of Ina river and the valley of so-called Lit-
tle Ina. Its surface is quite varied, crossed by water-
ways and numerous tiny lakes and bogs. The barrow 
was erected in the culmination of the elevation, at 
the naturally extended, poorly visible land promi-
nence (WiślańSKi 1977, 83).
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In the Kujavian-Chelmno group, cemeteries are usu-
ally located in the flat territories, slightly wavy or on 
small hills, near water or wetlands, which is partly re-
lated to the nature of the geographical features of the 

area (WiKlaK 1980, 33). It is not possible to notice any 
particular effort to seek the uniqueness of the location 
of cemeteries.

INtERPREtAtIoN

In his introduction to »Les Rites de Passage«, Ar-
old van Gennep stated that the transition from one 
group to another, from one social situation to the 
next one, is seen as inherently contained in the es-
sence of existence. Each of these events are accom-
panied by ceremonies whose essential purpose is 
to enable the individual to pass through from a de-
fined position to the next one, also well defined (van  
genneP 1977, 2 – 3). Considering the category of »rites 
of passage«, he mentioned the rites accompanying 
a change in location, status, social position and age, 
thus reflecting pregnancy, birth, childhood, initia-
tion, betrothal period, marriage and burial. Like any 
other rites, a funeral ritual regardless of where it was 
held, was performed within the zone separated by 
the borders and only in designated areas. All com-
ponents must have been standardised to ensure that 
their meaning was understood by every member of the 
community. Every grave located in the cemetery con-
stitutes its fragment on the one hand, although on the 
other hand it symbolises entirety and it has the equiv-
alent of its power. One of the motives connected with 
the organisation structure of the sepulchral space at 
the level of barrows and cemeteries is a passage be-
tween the world of the living and the world of the 
dead, corresponding regarding the three-stage scheme 
of rites of passage to the rite of separation of initial, 
normal conditions from boundary condition. Early 
man was trying to overcome death and eventually it 
ceased to be understood as the end; rather, it became 
just another step in the movement repeating cosmogo-
ny (eliaDe 1994, 238 – 239).

Considering the structures of Kujavian barrows, it 
is also possible to notice the passage of borders. Apart 
from the superior archetype of the cosmic mountain 
symbolised by a mound, the location of barrows was 
also distinguished. Most of them were located along 
the E-W axis, with the base (the frontal part of the bar-
row), and thus with the entrance to the barrows locat-
ed to the geographical east. This equals mythological 
records, indicating that the cosmic mountain mega-
lith is a place of sunrise, the moon and other celestial 
bodies (KrzaK 1994, 115, 176). This direction was par-
ticularly strictly observed in the West Pomeranian and 
Kujavian-Chelmno groups. Greater differences can be 
seen in the Central Pomeranian group, such as Łupa-
wa site 2. However, it might have been limited due to 

the restrictions of the geographical area that could be 
used for burials (WierzBicKi 1992, 76). In this case, 
the use of every inch of sepulchral space could out-
weigh the principle of the unique orientation. The lo-
cation of the entrance is the most important issue in 
the context of analysing the sepulchral space, which 
enabled the transition from the world of the living to 
the dead. Each rite of passage comprises three main 
phases: exclusion  (separation), marginalisation and, 
inclusion (aggregation). In the course of the rite of sep-
aration, a participant is excluded from the existing so-
cial role and becomes marginalised. It is a symbolic 
break with the world of »profanum« and the transition 
to the world of »sacrum«. The third stage, inclusion, 
is like a second birth, in many ways being symbolical-
ly marked. At this stage, there are often rites of puri-
fication to esure that the person is able to return to 
the world of »profanum«  (BurSzta  1998, 106 – 107). 
These rites should also be reflected in the organisation 
of space and material remains of the cemetery, as ritu-
al actions run not only in this order in the timeline, 
but they also occupy certain zones of sepulchral space.

Therefore, the entrance to the tomb was a border 
beyond which the transition was associated with a 
passage from a »normal« state to the state outside the 
society and time. Numerous Kujavian barrows con-
tained various structures of stone and wood. As not-
ed above, most of these structures were recorded in 
the megaliths of the Kujavian-Chelmno group. They 
were in the frontal part of the barrows, at the entrance. 
In the context of the three phases of a rite of passage, 
they could be places where ceremonies were held re-
lated to the stage of separation. In the Central Pomer-
anian group, such structures were only recorded in 
two barrows. In barrow 1, coming from site 2 in Łu-
pawa, the stones found inside divided the space into 
four parts. The symbolism of this system is unclear, 
especially as the place of burial was determined based 
on unreliable evidence, thus making it difficult to in-
terpret as a whole. In another barrow, two stone struc-
tures were recorded, located in the frontal and central 
part of the megalith. As in the case of the Kujavi-
an-Chelmno group, here it is also possible to under-
stand it as a place where the rituals connected with 
separation were held. The second construction was 
 indeed in the central part, although the burial place 
was determined at the end. Considering the West  
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Pomeranian group, any constructions within the bar-
rows have not been registered. However, this is a group 
that has been poorly researched.

The central place in the barrow is occupied by the 
burial. Through its centre goes the mythical axis of the 
world, passing through all of the centres valorised in a 
sacral way in the form of the axis mundi. The opening, 
leading at that point to the formation of the transition 
between different cosmological levels allows the trans-
migration of the soul to the underworld ( eliaDe 1993, 
65 – 70). As for the Kujavian barrows, the burials 
were usually localised in the frontal and central part 
of the megalith. There are some examples of depar-
tures from the standards (e. g. in the Central Pomer-
anian group), although their location was determined 
based on unreliable evidence (e. g. clusters of ceram-
ics). The symbolism of the sacred centre is common 
in religious thoughts and is universal. The aim is not 
a measure in the geometrical sense, but rather a sa-
cred one. Therefore, the burials were located in the 
frontal, rather than central part of the barrow, and it 
does not contradict the symbolism. The place of bur-
ial is not restricted in accordance with the geometric 
centre, although the burial determines the place where 
the sacred centre is. The next stage plays the role of 
aggregation and, thus the re-inclusion of the partici-
pants of the ceremony to the community of the living. 
Contact with the dead required purification, which 
was connected with certain rituals. It was usually a 
common feast (BurSzta 1998, 107). As for the Kujavi-
an barrows, there were many cases of recorded trac-
es of fire in the form of both burning and the remains 
of hearths. In the Central Pomeranian group, there 
were mainly traces of burning appearing inside the 
barrows. Perhaps they were associated with cleans-
ing rituals that were held after placing the deceased 
in the grave. With reference to the Kujavian-Chelmno 
group, there were recorded traces of hearths both in-
side and outside the barrows, at a short distance from 
the frontal part of the megaliths. They often contain 
the remains of burned animal bones. These traces par-
ticularly clearly indicate the feasts that were celebrat-

ed by the funeral participants. A common feast as well 
as a purifying role of fire allowed them to free them-
selves from traces of contact with the dead and return 
to the community of the living. Referring to the Ku-
javian barrows, by both their shape and the outlined 
division of zones, it is possible to notice a linear grada-
tion of space in the funeral rites. As stated above, each 
of the graves in the cemetery constitutes its fragment, 
and it also symbolises its entirety and has the equiva-
lent of its power. Cemeteries and barrows are included 
in the scope of structures subject to the same crite-
ria of symbolism. A similar division of space should 
also be noticed throughout the whole cemetery. Un-
fortunately, the current state of research does not al-
low conducting a similar analysis. In the case of the 
cemeteries of the Kujavian-Chelmno and West Pomer-
anian groups, one rule was the unique orientation of 
all the barrows in the same cemetery. Barrows were 
organised in a line system (WierzBicKi 1992, 75). Ac-
cordingly, a linear gradation of space can be observed, 
as in the barrows inside. In the case of the cemeter-
ies of the Central Pomeranian group, a linear system 
of barrows within a cemetery is often disturbed, al-
though a similar trend might be observed. Like any 
other kind of sacred space, the cemeteries are charac-
terised by a certain continuity and stability, as well as 
the sanctification of the area. This entails a certain iso-
lation and limitation of the necropolis from the cul-
tural landscape. In the case of the Kujavian barrows’ 
location, it is not possible to notice special efforts for 
uniqueness of space assigned for cemeteries. How ever, 
this does not mean that there was no division of se-
pulchral and settlement spheres. A lack of evidence of 
constructions limiting burial space does not indicate 
a neutral or optional setting, but it often points to the 
use of natural elements for this purpose, hiding deep-
ly symbolic content. Then, the sacral area was subject 
to its symbolic valorisation, despite the lack of physical 
space limitations of sepulchral space. Thus, the tradi-
tional values   of the space of cemeteries are contained 
within it as a result of the decision to grant them a 
specific part of the territory of certain community.

CoNCLUSIoNS

The earliest mention of Kujavian barrows dates 
back to the 19th century. Excavations at some of them 
were carried out in the late-19th and early-20th cen-
turies. Thus, they did not meet the requirements of 
contemporary archaeology. Additionally, some docu-
mentation and archaeological materials coming from 
these studies were lost during World War II. Even 
though the post-war excavations provided a lot of 
new data, they were not carried out on a sufficiently 

large scale (zych 2002, 10 – 11). This situation means 
that it is not always possible to fully answer the ques-
tions enquired by modern archaeologists, although 
this does not mean that we should not make such at-
tempts. Phenomenology of the sepulchral spaces indi-
cates that the dead received power, placed according 
to the strict rules within the society, while at the same 
time they kept their morals and customs  (van Der 
leeuW 1997, 199). The family land of every  community 
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has its own characteristic points, which serve to tame 
the immediate surroundings. These could be the high-
ly visible and well understood elements, such as mon-
uments and temples or cemeteries. These visible signs 
increase a sense of identity, raise awareness and loy-
alty to the place among people. Such supplemented 
landscape is a record of personal and tribal history. 
The identification of a man who was born here his 
place in the traditional scheme of things is not subject 
to doubt, because the myths that support it are as real 
as objects that can be seen and touched.

The symbolism of Kujavian barrows represents a 
tripartite structure of a rite of passage, whose phas-
es are combined with specific parts of the megaliths. 
Entering the tomb precinct, burying the body and re-
turning to the living world pointed to the sequence 
of successively passed spheres of sepulchral ritual. A 

separation step corresponded to the entrance sphere 
located in the frontal part of the barrow and the struc-
tures associated with performed ceremonies. Beyond 
this space, there was the area of the burial, thus being 
particularly saturated with the power of the sacrum 
and symbolising the centre of the world, through 
which the »axis mundi« passes. The next step (aggre-
gation) was a return to the community of the living, 
associated with purification. Purification rites were 
commonly linked with fire and feasting. They took 
place after the deposition of the dead to the grave, still 
inside the tomb, or after leaving it through its frontal 
part. Therefore, Kujavian barrows were sacral areas. 
Regarded as centres, they were valorised as an arche-
type of cosmic mountain that could be entered from a 
precisely-determined side, and could only be left in ac-
cordance with the ritual direction of movement.
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Monumental cemeteries of the 5th millennium BC: the Fleury-sur-orne contribution

Emmanuel Ghesquière, Philippe Chambon, David Giazzon, Lamys Hachem, Corinne Thevenet, Aline Thomas

ABStR AC t

The monumental Neolithic cemetery of Fleury-sur-
Orne (Normandy, France), covering more than 35 hectares, 
was the focus of excavations in 2014. While other similar 
cemeteries have been inventoried in the same region, the ex-
cavation of Fleury makes it the only Norman reference site of 
a major phenomenon in the northern half of France during 
the 5th millennium BC.

The cemetery has thus far yielded 32 monuments of Passy 
type (STP), comparable to long barrows, of which one mound 
is preserved. Seventeen individual burials are preserved in-
side these monuments. These new data allow significant ad-
vances in knowledge of the architecture, graves, selection 
criteria of the dead for burial, status of the dead and more 
generally the funerary operation of the cemetery. In addition, 
the challenge of this new information is to investigate the link 
between Normandy and the Paris Basin, two discontinuous 

regions for the distribution of cemeteries of Passy type. This 
comparison supports the unity of the phenomenon. Dates 
belong to the same chronological period and the two groups 
share the same cultural attributes. The structure of the  
Fleury cemetery is also similar to that observed at Passy and 
Balloy. Finally, the graves, the dead and some burial goods 
confirm the existence of shared symbolic references. However, 
at Fleury, several aspects of the burial system and deposition 
pattern for the dead differ from that of burials in the Paris 
Basin. While the phenomenon is the same between the two 
geographic groups, their expressions differ. Diachronically, 
although funerary monumentalism gradually disappears in 
the Paris Basin with the disappearances of Passy type buri-
als, to the west the phenomenon persists and the Fleury cem-
etery confirms the succession of such monuments and the 
first passage graves.

RéSUMé

La nécropole monumentale néolithique de Fleury-sur-
Orne (Normandie, France), qui s’étend sur plus de 35 hec-
tares, a fait l’objet d’une fouille courant 2014. Si d’autres 
nécropoles monumentales sont repérées dans le même sec-
teur, la fouille de Fleury fait de cette vaste nécropole l’unique 
référent normand d’un phénomène majeur de la moitié nord 
de la France au cours du Ve millénaire BC.

La nécropole a livré jusqu’à présent trente-deux monu-
ments de type Passy (STP), assimilables à des long barrows, 
dont un cas de tertre conservé. A l’intérieur des monuments, 
dix-sept sépultures individuelles sont préservées. Ces don-
nées inédites permettent des avancées considérables sur la 
connaissance des architectures des monuments, des tombes, 
sur le recrutement, le statut des défunts et plus généralement 
le fonctionnement funéraire de la nécropole. Au-delà, l’enjeu 
de ces nouvelles informations est d’interroger le lien entre la 
Normandie et le Bassin parisien, deux aires discontinues de 

répartition des nécropoles de type Passy. Cette confrontation 
nous permet d’affirmer l’unicité du phénomène. Les datations 
se rapportent à la même période chronologique et les deux en-
sembles relèvent de la même ambiance culturelle. La structur-
ation de la nécropole de Fleury renvoie également aux mêmes 
codes que ceux détectés à Passy ou à Balloy. Enfin, les tombes, 
les défunts et certains mobiliers funéraires confirment des 
références symboliques communes. Toutefois, à Fleury, plu-
sieurs aspects du dispositif sépulcral et du dépôt qui accom-
pagne les défunts contrastent avec les sépultures du Bassin 
parisien. Si le phénomène est le même entre les deux ensem-
bles géographiques, leurs expressions diffèrent. Enfin, sur le 
plan diachronique, alors que le monumentalisme funéraire 
disparait progressivement dans le Bassin parisien avec la fin 
des sépultures de type Passy, à l’ouest le phénomène se pour-
suit et la nécropole de Fleury confirme la succession des mon-
uments de type Passy et des premières tombes à couloir.
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INtRoDUC tIoN

Monumental cemeteries dating to the 5th millenni-
um BC in the Paris Basin are a major phenomenon in 
the West European Neolithic. Identified in the 1980s, 
first in the Yonne Valley and the upper Seine Val-
ley  (DuhaMel/ MiDgley 2004; MorDant 1997b), a 
second concentration was rapidly recognized in Nor-
mandy, near Caen (DeSlogeS 1997).

Structures of Passy type  (STP) are central to the 
phenomenon. These earthworks are identified by a 
ditch or a linear sequence of pits outlining the form of 
a corridor, around ten metres wide at maximum with 
length varying from 10 – 20 m to more than 300 m. 
Aerial photos identify their geographic location, while 
excavations confirm their funerary function, with the 
discovery of a very small number of individual burials 
along their central axis.

However, while comprehensive investigation of 
the Passy cemetery  (DuhaMel 1997) and that of  
Balloy  (MorDant 1997a), supplemented by the ex- 
cavation of more restricted groups or partial excava-
tion (DuhaMel 2004; lanchon et al. 2006; Müller 
et al. 1997), provided an increasingly detailed view of 
the cemeteries in the heart of the Paris Basin, the sec-
ond centre remained known only through aerial pho-
tos and a few test excavations.

The chance to excavate the Fleury-sur-Orne cem-
etery dramatically changed this state of affairs. The 
information obtained from the nearly complete explo-
ration of a site the same magnitude as Passy and Balloy 
makes it possible to compare the two regions.

Investigated monumental cemeteries are fairly 
rare; this is clearly the case in Normandy with only 
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the Fleury-sur-Orne site (Calvados), but also, to a less-
er degree, in the Yonne and Seine Valleys. The invest-
ment required for the excavation of these sites, which 
cover over ten hectares, is likely one of the reasons. Yet 
the low number of intact sites also warrants a sparing 
management of this set of sites.

The cemeteries were established during the sec-
ond quarter of the 5th millennium BC. Dates now cov-
er the entire interval attributed to the Cerny culture, 
4700 – 4300 BC (thoMaS 2011, 606, fig. 230). The on-
set of funerary monumentalism immediately after 
the Early Neolithic is confirmed by recent dating pro-
grammes. The pooling of information obtained from 
sites in the centre of the Paris Basin allows us to pro-
pose hypotheses regarding their structure and »social« 
meaning (chaMBon 2003; chaMBon/ thoMaS 2010; 
2014). Among the key points, it should be recalled that 
the cemeteries are not the product of an unplanned 
clustering of monuments with different morpholo-
gies, but the gradual accretion from a basic unit that in-
cluded two (and sometimes three) monuments. These 
associated monuments are adjacent to one another 
or nearby, have the same morphological type and are 
strictly parallel. However, their association does not 
mean that they are identical: they differ in their layout 
and often in size. It is the reproduction of this unit that 
results in creating the cemeteries we see today.

In the group of monumental cemeteries in the Par-
is Basin, graves, individual or sometimes double, are in 
majority of »Balloy« type, that is, a vault inside a wide 
deep pit, with the body in a container or portable rig-
id support (chaMBon et al. 2007). Based on the age 

and sex of the dead, these graves include all population 
classes: young and old adults, men and women, chil-
dren of all ages (thoMaS 2011, 471 – 483). The associ-
ated grave goods are rare and generally refer to nature, 
whether by indicating hunting activity by the depos-
it of hunting tools (arrows, quivers, bows) or the use 
of materials from wild fauna for ornamentation and 
tools (chaMBon/ Pétillon 2009; SiDéra 1997). Few 
if any of the graves contain artefacts found in domes-
tic context or those typical of the Cerny culture (Bail-
louD 1979).

The basic unit of these cemeteries includes at min-
imum two subjects, one per monument, and up to ten 
in the main group at Balloy (chaMBon/ thoMaS 2014, 
fig. 5a). The two »required« subjects are two men, the 
younger designated as a hunter by the presence of ar-
rowheads as grave goods, the elder accompanied by an 
enigmatic pointed bone artefact similar in form to the 
»Eiffel Tower«. Children may be found along the cen-
tral axis, while women are absent or occupy peripheral 
areas (chaMBon/ thoMaS 2010, fig. 6).

If this model is now well-supported, the lack of ge-
ographic continuity between sites in the middle of the 
Paris Basin and Normandy logically raises the ques-
tion of relationships between the two groups: are the 
chronology, cemetery structure, monuments, graves, 
the dead, grave goods and the meaning to be given to 
these cemeteries similar in both? Finally, can this be 
seen as a single phenomenon or is monumentalism the 
only shared trait of funerary systems that are other-
wise different?

MAtERIAL AND MEtHoDS

the site of Fleury-sur-orne

The site of Fleury-sur-Orne is located in a large 
shallow  (< 1 %) valley, with minor sedimentary cov-
er (0.25 m) above the limestone bedrock weathered by 
freeze/ thaw action during the last glacial. The identifi-
cation of a paleosol below the preserved mound (mon-
ument 29) indicates a sediment thickness of 5 – 10 cm 
during the Neolithic, with vegetation probably limited 
to short grass and little or no low shrubs. We note the 
proximity of the Orne Valley  (500 m) and the coast-
line (15 km).

Prior to excavation, the landscape did not appear to 
be marked by any real relief, except for a slightly raised 
path crossing cultivated fields. Apart from a single 
partially preserved monument found above the eleva-
tion of this path, only sunken structures were visible. 
No evidence of a preceding occupation was identified 
at the site, which seems to have been abandoned after 

the Middle Neolithic. The occupation appears to be 
uniquely funerary in function, with a complete lack of 
the remains of houses in the immediate area.

Excavation of the cemetery

The Fleury-sur-Orne cemetery was discovered in 
the early 1990s by J. Desloges during aerial survey 
that also identified the site of Rots a few km away (De-
SlogeS 1997). Several test investigations followed at 
the two sites, confirming the existence of elongated 
monuments, including one very large one at Fleury-
sur-Orne (more than 300 m long), and excavating sev-
eral burials, including three at Fleury (of which only 
has been published to date, in DeSlogeS 1997). In the 
2000s, the cemetery was affected by urban develop-
ment projects, and adjacent land parcels yielded erod-
ed monuments. The zone of the excavation discussed 
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Fig. 2. Fleury-sur-Orne »Les Hauts de l’Orne« – Calibration 
curves of the dates for monuments and burials; the six 
most recent ones do not correspond to Passy type monu-
ments (OxCal 2.0).

here was the focus of diagnostic evaluation in 2012 by 
D. Flotté  (Inrap1), covering an area of 50 ha and site 
of the future project for the Caen metropolitan com-
munity. The excavation itself, ordered by the State au-
thorities and conducted by one of the authors (EG) for 
Inrap, covered an area of 21 ha in 2014.

Three different excavation techniques were adopt-
ed: partially mechanised for the deepest ditches, 
manual excavation for the most part and very care-
ful excavation in the graves. A 3D map was made of 
all the monuments, using different data acquisition 
techniques: a 3D laser scanner, a drone or a kite. An-
thropological field techniques for excavating human 
remains were applied for the meticulous excavation 
of the graves (DuDay et al. 1990). All taphonomic ob-
servations were made in situ (drawings, photos, pho-
togrammetry). The bones were unfortunately in a very 
poor state of preservation. The skeletons were only 
partially preserved and the bones present show high 
erosion of compact bone, limiting the application of 
recommended anthropological identification meth-
ods (BruzeK et al. 2005). Each skeleton was dated by 
radiocarbon by the Beta Analytic Laboratory: 19 dates 
were obtained on buried individuals and 17 on fauna 
from the base of the ditch fill of the monuments. Thus 
18 monuments out of 36 were dated.

In total, the excavation revealed the presence of 26 
ditch-work funerary monuments including 17 indi-
vidual graves, two isolated graves, three alignments 
of posts/ steles and the razed remains of two passage 
graves  (Fig. 1). Including the monuments from the 
start of the Middle Neolithic that were not excavat-
ed, or excavated before the 2014 fieldwork, the number 
at Fleury-sur-Orne has increased to 33, with 20 pre-
served graves. The anthropological study used a data-
set of 15 individuals excavated during the 2014 season.

RESULtS

A 5th millennium BC monumental cemetery

Proposing a cultural attribution for the Fleury-sur-
Orne cemetery is a priori impossible. There is no ma-
terial directly associated with the monuments and the 
graves have yielded only lithics, of which the only di-
agnostic elements are arrow points. These are, howev-
er, compatible with the start of the Middle Neolithic 
and the Cerny horizon.

Dates are easier to interpret in the form of a calibra-
tion histogram (Fig. 2). Individual graves along the axis 

1 Institut national de recherches archéologiques préventives.
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of the ditch-work monuments are attributed to the start 
of the Middle Neolithic, beginning with 4700 cal BC 
from monument 29. The frequency peak is, however, 
clearly situated between 4500 and 4350 cal BC. After 
this latter date, some monuments appear to have still 
been built until 4200 cal BC for certain and probably 
until 4000 cal BC (monuments 8 and 24). The essence 
of the cemetery seems to belong to the beginning of the 
Cerny culture, considered as the end of the Early Neo- 
lithic  (gheSquière/ Marcigny 2008), and continues 
during the second half of the 5th millennium BC.

the ditch-work funerary monuments

Three main monument forms co-exist at Fleury-
sur-Orne (Fig. 1):

 ù small monuments in the form of isolated or con-
centric circles represent the shortest monu-
ments (3 – 12 m long/ diameter) (n=4).

 ù trapezoidal monuments have a very slight flare of 
their inner surface and significant widening of the 
ditch at the eastern end, giving them a clearly flared 
aspect  (n=5). Generally small  (< 20 m), one  (mon-
ument 29) is very large, 150 m long by 60 m wide. 
They do not have closing ditches at the ends.

 ù monuments delimited by two parallel ditches are 
the most common (n=18). Their size varies great-
ly, the shortest 13 m, most between 50 and 100 m, 
two between 150 and 200 m and the two larg-
est > 300 m. They may or may not be closed at the 
western, eastern or both ends. Two of these (mon-
uments 3 and 24) even have a double closing ditch 
at one end. Two others (monuments 2 and 5) show 
an alignment of six pits at their eastern end. The 
shallow depth of these pits suggests the erection 
of stones rather than wooden posts. Finally, mon-
ument 8 is double (8 and 8b). It includes a complete 
monument with a grave and closing ditches and a 
large deeper ditch that encircles it, with an associ-
ated grave.

Four monuments do not fit well within this typo- 
logy, having an intermediate form (monument 28) or 
»deviating« S as seen in monument 38 with a »crab 
pincers« form, also double. The other two  (monu-
ments 32 and 41) are incomplete, located partially be-
neath a path cutting across the site.

The ditches of the monuments are formed by the 
accretion of segments 24 m long, generally with an 
east-west orientation following a fairly curving line, 
revealing the probable multiplicity of diggers. Their 
section is sometimes narrow in the form of a trench 
or open and wide. The only material recovered from 

the ditches is bovine bones (particularly scapulas) and 
massive picks made of local red sandstone.

The ends of the monuments are of several vari-
ants (Fig. 3): some have an enclosure system visible as 
a shallow ditch that is at any rate less deep than the 
surrounding ditches. This enclosure system is based 
on one of the surrounding ditches and generally goes 
slightly beyond to form a bulb-shaped end. The ran-
dom nature of this terminal ditch, present at the west-
ern or eastern end or both, seems to demonstrate a 
form of completion of the monumental structure. An-
other type of layout involves only the eastern end of 
the monuments and further can be associated with a 
closing ditch: these are separate centred structures the 
shallow depth of which suggests that they are the bas-
es for the erection of steles. They can be single, double 
or form an alignment of six pits.

Enclosed by the ditches of the largest of the mon-
uments (monument 29) and preserved from destruc-
tion by an ancient path, a mound survives (fig. 1). With 
a length of 70 m, it shows a new construction mode. 
The top of the mound and the interior reinforcement 
walls are built using turf, consisting in the removal of 
grass sheets, stacked to form stable walls. The eastern 
façade of the mound, originally of grass sod, was re-
built with a double facing of limestone slabs. Between 
the walls, the different chambers of the mound are 
filled either with grass turf (western part) or limestone 
plaquettes coming from the digging of the ditch sur-
rounding the mound. Preserved to a height of 80 cm, 
the tumulus may have originally been 3 m high. The 
colouring of the substrate beneath the mound  (grey 
under the part made of grass turf, light-coloured un-
der the plaquettes) is coherent with similar obser-
vations at the other monuments  (grey under five 
monuments, light-coloured under all others) where 
the mounds have disappeared. This suggests the pres-
ence of a mound on the interior surfaces of all of the 
monuments at the site and an absence of pedogenesis 
inside the monuments due to the presence of a mound. 
Dates for the mound cover the interval from 4700 to 
4500 cal BC. It was entirely excavated but contained 
no grave below it.

the graves

Individual graves were found along the central 
axis in half of the monuments. One of the character-
istics of the graves at Fleury-sur-Orne is their shal-
low depth (0.05 – 0.55 m) which cannot be due to soil 
erosion (limestone paving). This feature implies that 
the graves were built and in part raised, which is in 
line with the reconstruction of mounds on the monu-
ments. It is thus possible that the disappearance of 
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most of the mounds has deprived us of exposed graves 
and that monuments now empty once contained at 
least one grave.

The preserved burial pits are oval to rectangular 
with rounded angles and varying size: the longest are 
4 m, the shortest 1.57 m. The widths of the pits range 
from 0.65 to 1.90 m. Few graves allowed reconstruc-
tion of their architecture. Taphonomic analysis of the 
bones was often impossible, given their mediocre pres-
ervation. It is more the study of the varying fill in the 
graves that allows their reconstruction. At minimum 
two types of burial layout were identified: quadrangu-
lar chambers built inside the pit, and two longitudinal 
walls abutting against the transversal edges of the pit.

Grave 19-5 is an example of the first layout 
type  (Fig. 4). The decomposition of the body in an 
empty space is demonstrated here, whereas the dy-
namics of collapse of the upper part of the skeleton 

implies the presence of a now absent architectural el-
ement against which the body rested. The location of 
this element coincides with a vertical limit observed 
in the pit fill and the distribution in plan of fallen 
limestone rocks, which suggests the presence of a wall 
along the northern edge of the pit. The distribution of 
fallen rocks to the south and west, and to a lesser de-
gree to the east, suggests that walls were present on 
all four sides of the burial pit.

Grave 31 - 5 is an example of the second type (Fig. 5). 
The poor preservation of the bones here prevented de-
termination of the context of decomposition but the 
pit fill implies the presence of architectural features. 
The longitudinal walls of the pit are doubled over a 
thickness of around 20 cm by a fill with many lime-
stone rocks that has a more or less rectilinear lim-
it. Most of the rocks it contains are vertical or sloped 
toward the interior of the pit, suggesting the former 
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Fig. 4. Fleury-sur-Orne »Les Hauts de l’Orne« – Plan of the grave 19 -5 (digital drawing: C. Thevenet, Inrap).
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Fig. 5. Fleury-sur-Orne »Les Hauts de l’Orne« – Plan of the superimposed burials 31- 5A and 31- 5B (digital drawing:  
C. Thevenet, Inrap).
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Fig. 6. Fleury-sur-Orne »Les Hauts de l’Orne« – Plan of the 
grave 26 - 5 (digital drawing: C. Thevenet, Inrap).

presence of walls now disappeared. In contrast, there 
are no fallen rocks at the ends of the pit.

The nature of these constructions is open to sever-
al interpretations. While the most parsimonious is the 
use of wood, this is not entirely satisfactory, particu-
larly for the second type. Given that neither the base of 
the pit nor the sides showing evidence of digging or a 
trench, it is difficult to explain how such wooden walls 
would have been supported. Grave 26 - 5 offers an alter-
native to the use of wood. Indeed, the different nature 
of the fill on the northern side of the pit can be inter-
preted as evidence of the thickness of a wall, and thus 
a wall made of earth (fig. 6). Systematically collected 
micromorphological samples from the Fleury graves 
will enable clarification of the nature of the construc-
tion materials.

Grave goods are rare and almost exclusively flint 
artefacts. Arrow points are the most common, with 
42 total found in six graves (Tab. 1). Tools and cores 
are rare  (respectively 4 and 3 pieces), while reduc-
tion by-products  (n=19) and splinters  (n=14) were 
found in eight graves. The arrow points are typically 
found near the body and when taphonomic distur-
bance does not impede interpretation, they appear 
to have been stored in quivers. The few tools were 
also placed in the burial volume, while the cores and 
reduction by-products were frequently found in the 
grave fill or on the surface, suggesting chance depo-
sition in the grave.

Some graves contain the remains of domestic fau-
na, sometimes quite abundant. Animal remains were 
found in five graves. Although grave 8 - 6 has only a few 
remains  (teeth and fragments), graves 1-5, 2 - 5, 19-5 
and 26- 5 contained several complete caprines as well 
as specific bovine bones, such as ankle bones and met-
acarpals, as well as a scapula deliberately placed at the 
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head of the bodies. The processing of caprines (remov-
al of the skulls and hooves) suggests removal of the 
hide prior to deposit in the grave. However, the sur-
face alterations of the bones and with it the disappear-
ance of possible flint tool marks, prevents verification 
of this hypothesis. The animals were deposited along 
the sides of the burial pits, outside of the structure in 
which the body was placed.

The poor state of preservation of the skele-
tons makes it extremely difficult to estimate age 
at death other than to a broad age class (Tab. 1). No 
child (< 15 yrs) was identified. Only the ephemeral and 
indeterminate remains of individual 28 – 5 may fill this 
age class. Sex was identifiable for only three individu-
als, all three men (Tab. 1).

DISCUSSIoN

A single phenomenon from the heart of the Paris Basin to 
the Caen Plain

The excavations at Fleury-sur-Orne confirm that 
monumental cemeteries of the Caen Plain are part 
of the same phenomenon as those in the heart of 
the Paris Basin. With regard to chronology, the 
dates obtained fall within the same interval, even 
if the dates from Fleury are essentially from the 
second half. Based only on these dates, it would be 
risky to conclude that the cemeteries first appeared 

in the Yonne and Seine Valleys before spreading to 
Normandy.

Cultural attributions are not clearer in either zone. 
The archaeological material recovered in the graves 
is rare and non-diagnostic. That associated direct-
ly with the monuments is poor. In these conditions, 
only the dates and the general cultural context serve 
as the main arguments to attribute the cemeteries to 
the Cerny culture.

The elongated form of the monuments was initial-
ly the main criterion to relate the Norman cemeteries 

I n d I v I d u a l a G E S E X E a S S o c I a t E d  G r a v E  G o o d S a S S o c I a t E d  f a u n a
1_5* > 20 M 9 arrowheads 5 sheeps
2_5* > 15 I 6 sandstone picks ≥ 1 sheeps
3_5 > 15 I 1 arrowhead
8_5 > 20 I 1 splinters

8_6 > 20 I 1 core, 1 flake, 1 splinter 4 bovine tooth fragments, 2 unidentified 
(bovine or caprine skull)

19_5 > 20 M 4 arrowheads, 1 tool, 2 flakes, 1 splinter
8 sheep ( 3 males, 4 females, 1 juvenile); 
bovine remains: 1 scapula, 1 distal 
metacarpal, 1 horn-core base, 1 tooth 
fragment

24_5 > 20 I 5 arrowheads, 1 core, 2 flakes

26_5 > 20 M 24 arrowheads, 1 tool, 1 core, 2 flakes,  
1 splinter

> 10 sheep (males, females, juveniles); 
bovines remains: 1 scapula, 1 cervical 
vertebra

28_5 n/a I
28_6 > 15 I
30* ? I 30 dentalium shells, 6 Littorina shells
31_5a > 15 I
31_5b > 20 I 4 arrowheads, 2 flakes, 1 splinter
35_5 > 20 I 1 flake
37_5 > 20 M 4 aarrowheads, 2 tools, 9 flakes, 8 splinters
37_6 > 15 I
953_1 > 20 I
953_2 > 20 I

* after Desloges 1997 n/a non applicable

Tab. 1. Biological identity (age/ sex) of the dead and associated material (n/a: non applicable).
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with those in the centre of the Paris Basin, with width 
varying from 4 to nearly 12 m and extremely variable 
lengths, from around 10 m to 372 m, a new record for 
these constructions. Such diversity is observed in most 
of the cemeteries in the Yonne Valley (thoMaS 2011, 
616 fig. 234), especially at Passy itself (DuhaMel 1997). 
However, the real argument now lies in the identifica-
tion of the arrangement of features. Thus, the open-
ing on the eastern façade, with the presence of a cavity 
along the axis, perhaps extended by an alignment of 
other pits toward the exterior, may be only simple con-
vergence. Seven monuments at Fleury show such a lay-
out. While it is convenient to consider the circular 
pits along the façade as post holes, they may also have 
been the location of monoliths or megaxyles2 (stone or 
wood). Their variable number seems to indicate their 
autonomy. Similar to Passy Richebourg  (DuhaMel 
1997) and Balloy sector B  (MorDant 1997a), several 
monuments underwent change through time. This is in 
particular the case for monument 1 (Fig. 1), first »limit-
ed« to 60 m and associated with grave 1 (Desloges exca-
vation) and then extended to its maximal size.

The structure of the cemetery is also a shared char-
acteristic between the two geographic areas. At Fleury 
we find the association of monuments by twos and 
threes, based on orientation and proximity (Fig. 7). It 
also appears that this basic unit was constructed on 
the concept of complementarity between monuments: 
one has an opening on the façade with axial cavity or 
cavities, the other does not. Eight to ten associations 
are thus clear: identical orientations and in close prox-
imity to one another. For the others, it is still possible 
to propose a pairing, but the supporting argumenta-
tion is more difficult to support.

The presence of monuments clearly identified as 
Passy-type structures in turn enables us to transpose 
some of the results of the recent excavation at Fleury 
to the cemeteries in the Yonne and Seine Valleys. If 
the monuments have the same plan, we can infer that 
their elevations were identical as well. Yet the data 
here clearly establishes that a mound initially occu-
pied the entire interior area of the monuments. While 
pairs and trios associate monuments laid out differ-
ently, this does not seem to have had an effect on the 
superstructure: the indices are the same at Fleury-sur-
Orne regardless of the type of surrounding monu-
ments or the design of the façade.

These are funerary monuments. The presence of 
graves is recurrent and their absence always suspect. 
The geological context of Fleury-sur-Orne, on a very 

compact limestone substrate, may explain the choice 
of graves on the surface. It should, however, be noted 
that in the Passy cemetery, there are also true »raised« 
graves  (chaMBon/ lanchon 2003; thoMaS 2011), 
covered only by the mound. As in the centre of the 
Paris Basin, each monument seems to have been asso-
ciated with a single grave. The presence of two or more 
graves is exceptional; in one case (monument 28) this 
appears to be linked to changes in the monument, a 
new grave linked to the second stage when it was ex-
tended. We thus find a pattern already observed at 
Passy Richebourg (thoMaS 2011, 123 fig. 24).

The graves are related to the vaults. Once again, this 
is a trait shared by all monumental cemeteries. How-
ever, apart from perhaps one grave of Balloy type ex-
cavated by J. Desloges in monument 1, the others were 
laid out differently. The Passy cemetery has yielded 
flexed burials, but it has not been possible to truly re-
construct the corresponding graves.

In Normandy as in the Yonne and Seine Valleys, the 
social importance of the dead is not emphasized by the 
accompanying artefacts: grave goods are rare and in-
clude no »sophisticated« object or any resulting from 
long-distance trade  (chaMBon/ thoMaS 2010). At  
Fleury-sur-Orne, the most common artefacts are arrow 
points, found in six graves. This is also a characteris-
tic observed in all monumental cemeteries. The pres-
ence of a large number of arrow points in the grave of a 
man (26 - 5), still grouped together despite post-deposi-
tional disturbance, suggests the presence of quivers, as 
in the Paris Basin (chaMBon/ Pétillon 2009). In con-
trast, no ornamentation or tools of hard animal mate-
rials were found with the dead. Rarer than flint tools, 
such artefacts are fairly well-represented in the Cerny 
graves in the Yonne and Seine Valleys (thoMaS et al. 
2011). One can consider that the poor preservation of 
bone in the graves at Fleury-sur-Orne led to the de-
struction of some artefacts, but this absence is also ob-
served in the two most important graves at the site, in 
which the state of bone preservation is »good«.

The specific role given to the archer, constant in the 
cemeteries of the Paris Basin, is echoed in Norman-
dy through the regular inclusion of arrow points. The 
strict link between this attribute and the masculine 
identity of the individual buried with them, demon-
strated for the entire Cerny sample in the Paris Ba-
sin  (thoMaS 2014a), seems to be of the same order 
at Fleury-sur-Orne, despite the limited number of 
sexed individuals. Given the high number of individ-
uals of undetermined sex, the lack of women’s graves 

2 »Megaxyle« refers to a trunk or a large piece of wood set 
up vertically.
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at Fleury-sur-Orne cannot be confirmed. Similarly, 
the absence of children (< 15 yrs) remains subject to 
caution. This age class is represented in several axi-
al graves of the STP in the Paris Basin, and in sever-
al double adult/ child graves (superimposed) at Balloy 
and Passy (thoMaS et al. 2011).

A single phenomenon but two different expressions

While the Fleury monuments (and those of similar 
cemeteries on the Caen Pain) can be included without 
reserve in the same phenomenon as the cemeteries of 
the Seine-Yonne Basin, their expression demonstrates 
real differences. These can be explained at the level of 
burial layout and the deposits accompanying each body.

Few graves at Fleury-sur-Orne permit optimal re-
construction of the architecture, but in those that were 
able to be reconstructed show that they are different 
from the typical Cerny graves in the Paris Basin. In-
deed, Balloy-type graves (a portable container insert-
ed into a built vault) are not found at Fleury-sur-Orne. 

The poor preservation of the bones is not the only rea-
son; it is likely that the position of the dead (flexed and 
not on their backs in extended position) also played a 
role in the absence of a portable container (chaMBon/ 
thevenet 2014; thevenet 2013).

One of the particularities of the graves on the Caen 
Plain, at Fleury-sur-Orne but also at Rots  (arBo-
gaSt et al. 2002), is the presence of significant ani-
mal deposits with the dead. At both sites, these are 
whole skinned caprines placed along the edge of the 
burial pit (likely outside the burial vault containing 
the body, but in the pit itself) and isolated bovine re-
mains. The bovine scapula (bull) seems to have played 
a major role in funerary practices and was very like-
ly symbolic. This hypothesis is supported by the fact 
that they are systematically found in the ditches of 
the funerary monuments at Fleury, often as a single 
bone element.

The Fleury graves contain only domestic ani-
mal offerings and not bone artefacts from wild fauna 
like the graves at Passy. Two species are represented: 
sheep, deposited whole and bovids, represented only 
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by certain elements. Detailed analysis of the bones in 
graves 19 – 5 and 26 – 5 shows the complete absence of 
goat and it is quite probable that those previously ex-
cavated did not contain goat either (funerary activities 
are similar between the graves). Pig, the third do-
mestic animal associated with daily diet, is absent, as 
are any wild species. Yet the presence of many arrow 
points in graves supports their use for hunting (or war) 
and finds an echo in the graves in the valleys of the 
Paris Basin. The Hinkelstein and Grossgartach of Tre-
bur cemetery on the plain of the Upper Rhine (SPatz/  
DrieSch 2001) is the key reference for animal offer-
ings. As at Fleury-sur-Orne, two domestic species 
were principally targeted (bovine ribs and whole sheep), 
pig and wild species (boar) being rarer.

At Fleury-sur-Orne, isotope studies in progress will 
determine if meat was a significant part of the diet. 
We are at present wary of interpreting the presence of 
sheep as evidence of an essentially pastoral way of life: 
if the nomadic pastoralists/ sedentary farmers oppo-
sition is already seen as artificial, imposing funerary 
construction implies strong control over a territory 
and probably a sedentary way of life.

The graves at Fleury-sur-Orne as well as those ex-
cavated by J. Desloges at Rots have not yielded the 
emblematic artefact found in the central Paris Basin 
cemeteries: the »Eiffel tower« form. This artefact is 
found with key individuals in these cemeteries (chaM-
Bon/ thoMaS 2010; thoMaS 2014b). It would be diffi-
cult to ascribe such an absence to the poor preservation 
of bone materials. We anticipate three possibilities: (i) 
the artefact was simply not deposited in a grave; (ii) this 
emblem or another equivalent object was made here in 
a perishable material and/ or  (iii) the social organisa-
tion, and with it the jurisdiction of the cemeteries, fol-
lows a different logic. At this time, the dead associated 
with massive deposits of domestic animals appear to 
be the principal individuals but the only artefacts they 
have in common are arrow points.

From gigantism to megalithism, a continuous development 
in Nomandy?

The Fleury-sur-Orne cemetery is not isolated in 
the territory of the Caen outskirts. It is not far from 
at least two other large cemeteries, Rots 10 km north- 

west with very similar monuments and Blainville-
sur-Orne at an equal distance north-east with small 
constructions. The Cuverville monument, discovered 
two years ago and excavated in 2014, is very close in 
form to monument 29 at Fleury. Identification of these 
cemeteries is, as in the Seine-Yonne Basin, the pur-
view of aerial survey. If the magnitude of the mon-
uments facilitates their identification, urbanisation 
occurring before the development of archaeology 
would have caused the destruction of an unknown 
number of sites. At present the coverage is, however, 
comparable to that in the Yonne Valley (Delor et al. 
1997). There as in Normandy did the cemeteries form 
a focal point for communities that may have been far 
from the Orne Valley or do they reflect control of a 
group over a small territory? In Normandy the pre-
dominance of grasslands outside the Caen Plain pre-
vents the identification of cemeteries east and west.

Unlike the rest of the Paris Basin, funerary mon-
umentalism does not disappear after these cemeter-
ies. Normandy thus offers a sequence in which the 
first passage graves succeed the Passy-type monu- 
ments: this change, proposed by BouJot/caS- 
Sen (1992), is confirmed here. At Fleury-sur-Orne it-
self, a semi-megalithic chambered cairn 18 m in di-
ameter (excavated by J. Desloges) and a dolmen-like 
chambered cairn 15 m in diameter, of which only the 
bedding trench for the orthostates  (large squared 
stone blocks), associated with human bones, lithic 
and ceramics, was found, would be later built among 
the monuments of the mid-5th millennium BC. Apart 
from these two cairns, which date to the end of the 5th 
millennium BC, a group of five dry stone cairns, prob-
ably from the same period, were identified 120 m from 
the easternmost monuments. There is no evidence to 
support true continuity between the monuments of 
these successive periods but the funerary jurisdiction 
of the locality was not interrupted by any kind of do-
mestic occupation. Our perception of time remains 
insufficient to understand the developmental process 
that could lead to change from the large elongated 
monuments with individual graves beneath mounds 
to cairns with passage graves for several individuals. 
Monumentalism is clearly a common factor, that is, 
the assertion, by the intervention of a few dead, of the 
importance of a community within its territory.

CoNCLUSIoNS

The excavation of the Fleury cemetery has enabled 
considerable advances in understanding of the first 
monumental architecture (selection process for the 
dead, systematic mounds, dates, etc.). It encountered 

some limitations due to the differential preservation 
of bones and of the graves themselves, some of which 
would have been above ground. Nonetheless, the com-
plete absence of a grave for monument 29 while the 
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mound was preserved suggests the hypothesis of a 
non-funerary function for some of these structures. 
The ostentation reflected in the hugeness of the largest 
monuments (5 and 29) and the association with three 
alignments of megaliths and megaxyles could be inter-
preted as indicating a zone dedicated to a more com-
plex spectrum of activities than that resulting from 
the cemetery alone.

More than thirty years after their first identification, 
the monumental cemeteries of the 5th millennium BC 
have barely found their place in the evolution of Neo-
lithic societies. These formidable earthworks built for 
the benefit of a few individuals seem to indicate high-
ly structured societies immediately after the expan-
sion of the Neolithic. The geographic discontinuity of 
the phenomenon persists: no group has been identified 

between the centre of the Paris Basin and the Caen 
Plain. The different modalities identified at Fleury-sur-
Orne support the hypothesis of separate groups.

The precise chronology and territorial approach are 
issues to be addressed in future work. Are the basic 
units the product of successive generations or distinct 
human groups? Are the different cemeteries the work 
of neighbouring populations, a single population at 
different points in time or small territories constitut-
ing focal points for much more vast geographic areas?

The contribution of the Fleury-sur-Orne cemetery 
to knowledge of the monumental phenomenon dur-
ing the 5th millennium BC is now major. The monu-
ments have finally found their elevation. A community 
of practice is being outlined, but also differences in ex-
pression that must be investigated.
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Monumental entrances at Iberian Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditched enclosures:  
Entrance 1 at Perdigões (Portugal) as a case study
José L. Caro, Víctor Jiménez-Jáimez, José Enrique Márquez-Romero, José Suárez-Padilla

ABStR AC t

Ditched enclosures have been found in many Europe-
an regions during the Neolithic and Copper Age. This wide-
spread, almost pan-European monumental tradition has 
also been documented in the Iberian peninsula in the last 
25 years, although the impact of their discovery in the conti-
nental debates has mostly been rather small.

In these enclosed sites, ditches delimit spaces by establish-
ing an inside and an outside. However, crucially in most en-
closures known in sufficient detail to date, ditches show one 
or more interruptions interpreted as entrances or points of 
access that connect the outside with the inside. These en-
trances appear to be architectural elements that hold strong 
importance and possibly special significance.

During the Neolithic, entrances to European ditched 
enclosures showed great formal variability, from the sim-
plest  (a gap or discontinuity in the course of the ditch) to 
more complex forms such as the pince de crabe  (crab’s 
claw). Many of them show astrological awareness and/ or 
orientation towards certain prominent features of the sur-
rounding landscape. Changes in form and transformations 
through time – concerning both the entrance itself and the 
nearby elements – are also very common. Overall, they are 
an important component of almost every ditched enclosure 
and often some of the most visibly monumentalised areas 
of these sites.

INtRoDUC tIoN

From the second half of the 4th millennium BC to the 
end of the 3rd millennium BC (Late Neolithic and Chal-
colithic), many ditched enclosures were constructed in 
southern Iberia (Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 
2010, 198 – 204; 2013, 455; valera 2013a, 338). They were 
often located in river basins like those of Guadiana and 
Guadalquivir. Some examples of the Guadiana area are 
La Pijotilla (Badajoz, Spain; hurtaDo 1986, 2003, 2008), 
Santa Vitória (DiaS 1996; valera/FiliPe 2010), Morei-
ros 2 (Arronches, Portugal; valera et al. 2013), Cabeço 
do Torrão (Elvas, Portugal; lago/ alBergaria 2001), 
Porto Torrão (Ferreira do Alentejo, Portugal; valera/ 
FiliPe 2004; valera 2013b), Monte do Olival 1 (BecKer 
et al. 2012), Xancra (valera/BecKer 2011), Bella Vis-
ta 5 (valera 2014) and Outeiro Alto 2 (valera et al. 
2013). At present, Perdigões  (Reguengos de Mon-
saraz, Portugal; lago et al. 1998; Márquez et al. 2008; 
valera et al. 2014) is the Iberian ditched site that has 
provided the most relevant information, largely due 
to an international research project coordinated by A. 
Valera of the Archaeological Research Group  (NIA) 
from the Portuguese entity ERA Arqueologia. The pro-
ject has involved a team from the University of Mála-
ga (Spain) called PERUMA since 2007.

As recently as six years ago, only 30 or so proba-
ble ditched enclosures had been detected in southern 
Iberia, while a rather small number of them had ac-
tually been confirmed (Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez- 
JáiMez  2010, 190 – 191). Data about their floor plan 
was rather fragmentary and incomplete in many cas-
es. However, in the last few years, new discoveries have 
occurred at an astonishing pace and the number of 
known sites has more than doubled (valera 2013c, 
97 – 98; JiMénez-JáiMez 2015, fig. 6). Aerial recon-
naissance and geophysical survey have not only re-
vealed dozens of new sites, but have also enhanced our 
knowledge about their features and the layouts of their 
ditches (e. g. Márquez-roMero et al. 2011; Wheat-
ley et al. 2012; SchuhMacher et al. 2015; valera/ 
Pereiro 2013). Indeed, we are now beginning to ac-
cumulate sufficient data about floor plans to support 
morphological studies.

Available information suggests that southern Ibe-
rian ditched enclosures are predominantly oval or 
roughly circular in plan, with no straight angles. Some 
ditches are wavy or sinuous, often in ways that chal-
lenge common-sense approaches to Prehistoric archi-
tecture  (valera 2012, 170 – 171). Multiple ditches at 
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chalcolithic

neolithic

tombs

cromlech

the same site – usually concentric – are common. No 
surviving earthworks in the form of banks have been 
documented thus far. The size of the enclosed areas 
varies from less than 1 ha to around 10 ha, although in 
the Chalcolithic a few sites reached over 70 ha. The di-
mensions of the ditches usually range from 1 m to 6 m 
in width and 1 m to 3 m in depth, with exceptions of 
over 20 m wide and 7 m deep. The profile of the ditch-
es is normally either U- or V-shaped. Pit and ditch fill-
ings usually contain complex assemblages comprising 
stone blocks of varied types and sizes, artefacts such 
as ceramic sherds, flint tools and knapping waste or 
quern stones, often broken or incomplete, as well as 
faunal and human remains.

Known ditches are usually almost completely con-
tinuous and uninterrupted, very much unlike Neolithic 
ditched enclosures in other parts of Europe  (› cause-
wayed enclosures ‹). It is unclear whether the scarcity 
of discontinuities in the course of the ditches means 
that they were dug at once as closed circuits or alter-
natively whether they were constructed as a juxta- 

position of successive segments that partially over-
lapped each other, or at least did not leave gaps between 
them (valera 2013c, 107). Regardless, due to the gen-
erally non-causewayed nature of the earthworks, the 
few interruptions identified tend to appear to us as 
clearly structured, formal entrances. Indeed, it is on 
those entrances that this paper will devote its focus.

This work has two objectives. First, in section 2 we 
will summarise the results of the various fieldwork ac-
tivities performed at Entrance 1 in Perdigões and its 
immediate proximity, describing its form, features and 
temporality. Second, we shall contextualise it within 
the architectural practices of the peoples of the Mid-
dle Guadiana basin and Sado basin in the 4th and 
3rd millennia cal BC. For this purpose, in section 3 we 
will provide a brief overview of the diverse entrances 
identified at Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditched enclo-
sures in the area, including the preliminary proposal 
of a basic classificatory scheme based on morphologi-
cal regularities. We shall finish with some concluding 
remarks and ideas for future work.

ENtR ANCE 1 At PERDIGõES (REGUENGoS DE MoNSAR A Z – PoRtUGAL)

Perdigões ditched enclosures

Perdigões (Reguengos de Monsaraz, Portugal) (Fig. 1) 
comprises no fewer than twelve roughly concentric 
ditched rings, some of them constituted by wavy ditch-
es, with the possibility of at least one palisade (inner 
circle) and thousands of pits. Both ditches and pits are 
of diverse chronologies, from the Late Neolithic to the 
Late Copper Age (second half of the 4th millennium 

to the last third of the 3rd millennium cal BC). To the 
east of the enclosures, there is also an area with sever-
al tombs and a cluster of standing stones (cromlech). 
The site as a whole occupies an area of about 16 ha. It 
is located 2 km north-west of the town of Reguengos 
de Monsaraz  (Évora, Alentejo Central, Portugal), in 
the middle of the Ribeira do Álamo valley, a tributary 

Fig. 1. Aerial view (Lago et al. 1998) and magnetogram of Perdigões (Márquez-Romero et al. 2011a).
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of the Guadiana river. The valley – which is quite flat 
and with predominantly granitic bedrocks – is cov-
ered by Mediterranean soils, sometimes clay-based, 
fertile and with low erosion. This is in sharp contrast 
to its surroundings, especially north and south of the 
valley, which are hillier, more exposed to erosion and 
with a geology mostly based on schist. The site sits on 
the right margin of the Álamo valley. The local topog-
raphy is characterised by a gentle slope going down 
from west to east, as well as from the north and the 
south of the place to the centre of the ditched enclo-
sures, resulting in a basin-like shape, or – even bet-
ter – a Greek theatre: the centre of the site is lower 
than its surroundings and from there visibility is al-
most non-existent to the north, south and west. How-
ever, visibility is good to the east, which is where the 
necropolis and the menhirs are located and where the 
valley begins. Therefore, it is a location with easy ac-
cess from most directions.

The process of research entailed the cooperation of 
the NIA and PERUMA. It followed a sequence from 

broader, more general surveys to narrower and more 
detailed views of the archaeological evidence. A gen-
eral picture of the site was obtained in the late-1990s 
via an aerial photograph taken by Manuel Ribei-
ro (lago et al. 1998). It revealed the existence – among 
others – of two parallel, roughly circular ditches cir-
cumscribing most of the site. Later, in 2009, mag-
netometry proved to be a very effective method at 
Perdigões, allowing the identification of many new fea-
tures in the area. All of the newly-discovered elements 
were geo-referenced and mapped based on magnetic 
contrasts (Márquez-roMero et al. 2011). Hundreds 
of pits were detected. An › empty ‹ strip  (i. e.  space 
without pits) that extends parallel to the so-called 
Ditch 2 – the inner of the two – hinting at the pres-
ence of an inside bank at some point in the past could 
also be seen. Magnetometry also showed a number 
of astronomically-aligned entrances to the enclo-
sures (valera/BecKer 2011), which vary in both type 
of access and complexity.

WoRK S C ARRIED oUt IN SEC toR L

An area around the so-called Entrance 1, formed by 
an interruption of the two outer ditches at the north-
east side of the site – sector L – has been the research 
zone for PERUMA in the last few years. In addition to 
the geophysical surveys carried out in 2008 and 2009 
that covered most of the site, excavations of different 
kinds have also been undertaken (Márquez-roMero 
et al. 2011a, b, c; Suárez-PaDilla et al. 2013). In 2009, 
a medium-sized trench cutting Ditch 1 – the outer of 
the two ditches in the area – was excavated. In 2011 
and 2012, a large open area excavation was performed 
with the intention of obtaining even more detailed 

data about the features in the area (ditches, pits), their 
distribution in space and the stratigraphic relation-
ships between them. The surveyed are (L1) was rectan-
gular, 34 × 30 m, 1020 m2 in area and with a perimeter 
of 128 m. Its southwest-northeast orientation allowed 
us to record all of the features surrounding Entrance 1 
on both Ditch 1 and Ditch 2 (Fig. 2).

The constructional elements of the entrance were 
visible on the surveyed area (Fig. 3). Chief among them 
are two parallel ditches where Entrance 1 is locat-
ed. Ditch 2 is the inner of the two and the entrance 
through it is just an interruption of the ditch course, 

Fig. 2. Sector L highlighted over the magnetogram of Perdigões obtained in 2009 (Márquez-Romero et al. 2011). Note the two 
mostly parallel outer ditches (Ditches 1 and 2) where Entrance 1 is set.
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whereas Ditch 1 is located outside of the former and 
shows more structural complexity. Interestingly, there 
is actually no gap in the course of Ditch 1, where-
by strictly speaking there is no proper › entrance ‹: a 
narrow trench (s12) links both sides of the entrance, 
blocking access to the interior; we will return to this 
apparent contradiction later. The image shows a cou-
ple of outworks outside the circuit defined by Ditch 
1. A semi-circular arc-shaped outwork – formally la-
belled s09/ s13 and informally known as › imbrex ‹, close 
to the entrance at Ditch 1 – and a wider, outer, longi-
tudinal outwork named s10, informally known as the 
› eyebrow ‹. Other components of the plan that we see 
today are a pit where three megaliths – possible ste-
lae – were deposited (f137) and a rather elongated pit 
located between Ditches 1 and 2 and perpendicular to 
both s11). Further fieldwork was carried out in 2013 
and 2014 to address the question of whether these fea-
tures are contemporary. In what follows, we will de-
scribe most of these structures in further detail, as 
well as their relationships.

Ditch 1 is V-shaped with a maximum depth of be-
tween 3.5 and 4 m. The chronology of its filling is 
known thanks to a series of ten dated radiocarbon 
samples with short life spans. This points to the sec-
ond half of the 3rd millennium BC (Márquez-roMe-
ro et al. 2014). Deposits are mainly human in origin, 
although they often alternate with natural episodes 

of deposition. A number of pits of variable size were 
dug on the partially-filled ditch at several points of 
the sequence, adding complexity to the stratigraphy. 
A larger pit – 0.30 to 0.75 m deep – cut through the up-
per levels before being filled with middle-sized stone 
blocks  (Fig. 4). In terms of material culture, ceram-
ic sherds abound, particularly from open shapes like 
bowls and thickened-rim plates. There are also many 
faunal remains, occasionally articulated, especially 
cattle. Additionally, there are some anthropomorphic 
figurines and some indirect evidence of metallurgical 
activities such as copper ore – delafossite – slag, frag-
ments of crucibles and two copper objects: a needle 
and a chisel. (Unfortunately, work on Ditch 2 has just 
started and thus its shape and chronology largely re-
mains unclear at this point.

The › imbrex ‹ is not actually a feature, but rather two: 
s9 and s13. Both are narrow ditches that run in paral-
lel, forming a curving, arc-shaped structure outside of 
Ditch 1 (Fig. 5). s9 is V-shaped, 17 m long, 1.09 m wide 
on average and 1.30 m deep, while s13 is U-shaped, 7 m 
long, 0.45 m wide and 0.80 deep. The deposits that they 
contain include animal remains and small sherds, in-
cluding thickened-rim plates and wide open bowls.

The imbrex was cut by a pit (f137) in late medieval 
times. f137 contained three very large stones, possibly 
prehistoric stelae from the immediate surroundings. 
The largest one is 2.90 m long and all three of them 
possess carvings that are currently under study. Out-
side beyond the imbrex, there is a wider ditch called 
s10  (informally the › eyebrow ‹). Its average width is 
2.40 m and it has been altered by a late medieval build-
ing. Given that it has not yet been excavated, its char-
acter and chronology very much remain unknown.

The feature called s12 is one of the most interest-
ing in this area of the site, being key to understanding 
the biography of the entrance. It is an elongated pit, 
5 m long and only 0.45 m wide. At the same time, its 
sides are rather vertical, it is U-shaped and relatively 
deep, at 1.60 m in depth. Importantly, it was dug once 
Ditch 1 – at both sides of the entrance – was already 
filled, slightly cutting through the upper levels. Its di-
mensions and shape suggest that it could have been 
the foundation trench of a timber structure, a sort of 
straight palisade only 5 m long, or perhaps a series of 
small menhirs. It can be interpreted as a screen that 
symbolically › closed ‹ the entrance some time after the 
ditch was abandoned (Fig. 6).

Some evidence of stone building has also been doc-
umented. Pit f150 is rectangular, 2.56 m by 1.53 m and 
dug on the natural bedrock. To reinforce its sides, two 
dry-stone walls were erected with stone blocks of be-
tween 0.15 m and 0.35 in width. The interior floor is 
rather flat, horizontal, giving it the appearance of a box 
or cist. After the formation of some deposits, the inner 

Fig. 3. General view of the open area excavation in  
sector L (2012), including Entrance 1 and both Ditch 1 and  
Ditch 2 (photogrammetry) (Caro et al. 2016).
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Fig. 4. Re-cutting of the upper levels of Ditch 1 filling, next to Entrance 1 at Perdigões.

Fig. 5. s09-s13, known as › Imbrex ‹, and f137 at Perdigões. Fig. 6. Closer view of Ditch 1 at both sides of Entrance 1 at 
Perdigões. s12, the elongated trench that connected the ditch 
segments › blocking ‹ the entrance is particularly visible.
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space of the so-called cist was split in two by two slabs, 
0.70 m and 0.50 m wide, respectively. The two result-
ing spaces are 1.30 m by 0.50 m and 1.30 m by 1.40 m. 
They contain archaeological deposits characterised by 
the presence of thickened-rim plates and ceramic cres-
cents. A fragment of crucible with evidence of intense 
burning and remains of copper ore was recorded. Ad-
jacent to pit f150, there is an arc-shaped double row of 
stone blocks around pit f134. Tentatively, these could 
be considered the remains of a circular, stone-based 
building. The chronology of both f150 and f134 is un-
known at the moment and their stratigraphic relation-
ship to Ditch 1 is still to be determined.

Small pits cutting the upper levels of Ditch 1 – and 
hence added after the abandonment of the ditch – are 
scattered over the surveyed area. We will highlight 
two of them. Pit f153 has a diameter of 0.40 – 0.60 m 
and contained a set of vertically-placed middle-sized 
stones and ceramic sherds. The presence of a horizon-
tal layer of stones at the base of the pit suggest that 
it could be a socket pit for a small menhir (1.07 m by 
0.36 m) recovered in the 2013 season (Suárez-PaDil-
la et al. 2013). Pit f161 is a circular feature that con-
tained a small schist stela.

Finally, further pits were made in late medieval 
times  (c. 15th – 16th centuries AD) in the context of a 

107,8 cm

30 cm0

Fig. 7. Detail of pit f153 and the small menhir.
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settlement nearby. These late features in some cases 
caused disturbances in the Prehistoric contexts de-
scribed above, adding further complexity to an al-

ready-intricate sequence. Some examples include pit 
f121 (dug on the natural subsoil) and f132 (which cut 
the top layers of the filling of Ditch 1).

CoNtE x tUALISING ENtR ANCE 1 At PERDIGõES IN tHE MIDDLE GUADIANA BASIN

As noted earlier, Perdigões is one of many Neolith-
ic and Copper Age ditched enclosures in the Guadiana 
area. In this section, we will look at other sites in the sur-
rounding lands to understand Perdigões within a larger 
regional context. Only a subset of the recorded Neolith-
ic and Chalcolithic ditched enclosures in the Guadiana 
basin provide sufficiently detailed data to conduct for-
mal studies about their entrances. Nonetheless, a con-
siderable diversity can be observed. The morphology of 
complex entrances in particular has to be studied with 
a great dose of caution. Whenever more than one con-
structional element is involved, there is always the pos-
sibility that some of them might be later additions to an 
extant or even abandoned structure. It should be obvious 
after presenting the data from Entrance 1 at Perdigões 
that discerning the temporality of the different episodes 
of construction is key to understanding the real pur-
pose of the earthworks (Márquez-roMero et al. 2013). 
Unfortunately, there is still very little chronological 
data regarding the sites that we will discuss next (Bal-
Sera et al. 2015). Thereby, the results of this study have to 
be interpreted with caution, given that this is just a pre-
liminary assessment and it remains in a study phase.

A classification of entrances may seem a futile ex-
ercise in typology, based only on empty formal analo-
gies. While this may be true at some level, it should be 
noted that if form is connected to function or mean-
ing in any way, then it is worth studying. The identi-
fication of regularities in particular could potentially 
be helpful to understand the purpose(s) of their con-
struction. We will classify entrances at southern 
Iberian ditched enclosures in four main groups ac-
cording to two different criteria: complexity and form 
of access (Fig. 8).

1.  Complexity. Two types of entrances:
a. Simple. A gap, a simple interruption of the ditch, 

with minor alterations in its general layout.
b. Complex. Entrances with major alterations in 

the plan of the enclosing ditch or with  additional 
constructional elements that mark a clear dis-
tinction between the entrance and other parts of 
the perimeter.

2.  Form of access. All entrances restrict movement 
in some way, although they do it differently. Two 
forms of access:

Direct
Path

Non direct

Simple

Structure

Complex
Outeiro Alto 2 Xancra (ext.)

Monte do Olival 1 [P4] 

Moreiros [E5] 

Xancra (Int) Montoito 2

Bella Vista 5

Moreiros [E3] 

Fig. 8. Main types of entrances at southern Iberian ditched enclosures in relation to their complexity and form of access.
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Fig. 9. Ditched enclosures at Santa Vitória (Dias 1996; Valera/ Filipe 2010), Xancra (Valera/ Becker 2011) and Outeiro 
Alto 2 (Valera/ Filipe/ Cabaço 2013).

Fig. 10. Monte do Olival 1 (entrance P4 in detail) (Becker et al. 2012).
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Fig. 12. Floor plan of Bella Vista 5 (Valera 2014).

Fig. 11. Moreiros 2 (detail of entrances E1 through E5) (Valera/ Becker/ Boaventura 2013).

a.  Direct. Entrances that allow access to the  interior 
following a hypothetical straight line and restrict 
lateral movement.

b.  Indirect. Entrances which block access to the interi-
or following a hypothetical straight line and create 
diversions, thus forcing movement in a more or less 
winding path.

We will begin this brief overview by looking at 
a few simple entrances. Santa Vitória  – which was 
discovered much earlier than other sites in the 
area  (DiaS  1996), Xancra  (valera/ BecKer  2011)  – 
and Outeiro Alto  2  (valera/FiliPe/caBaço  2013) 
show sinuous or wavy ditched enclosures with simple 
and direct entrances (Fig. 9). Santa Vitória comprises 
two enclosures, both of which have slightly in-turned 
entrances, which could indicate corresponding in-
ward deflections in the natural course of the sinuous 
ditch. Xancra comprises three ditched enclosures. The 
outer circuit has an entrance similar to those at San-
ta Vitória, except for the fact that the › waves ‹ or de-
flections in the layout of the ditch are more prominent 
at Xancra compared with Santa Vitória. The waves  
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flanking the access in Xancra’s case also seem to be 
 slightly emphasised relative to other outward deflec-
tions in the same circuit. By contrast, the earthwork 
terminals at both sides of the entrance to Outeiro 
Alto 2 appear out-turned. The gap sits at one of the 
outward deflections: unlike Xancra and Santa Vitória, 
access to the interior is not located in the space be-
tween two waves, but right through one of the waves.

As for complex entrances, Monte do Olival 1 (BecKer  
et al. 2012), Moreiros 2 (valera et al. 2013) and the in-
ner circuits at Xancra (see above) are good examples. 
Monte do Olival 1 comprises a number of circuits with 
entrances of different types. Here we will highlight 
one of the entrances into the outer enclosure: a direct 
but complex access to the interior. On an otherwise 
smoothly curving circuit, ditch terminals flanking the 
entrance are abruptly out-turned to the point of becom-
ing perpendicular to the main earthwork (P4, Fig. 10).

The inner two circuits at Xancra (see above) seem 
to have complex and indirect entrances. They are 
both screened by outworks apparently analogous to 
those at Perdigões (see above) and that we tentative-
ly named › imbrex-like ‹ features (Márquez-roMero 
et  al.  2011,  183). This must have hidden the interi-
or of the enclosure from view and funnelled the ap-
proach. All three entrances at Xancra are roughly 
aligned (Fig. 9). Another complex and indirect en-
trance can be seen on the outer enclosure at Monte 
do Olival 1. In a roughly rectilinear part of the circuit, 
near the entrance the ditch turns towards the outside 
and subsequently turns again to the interior, adopting 
a hook-like appearance. A similar but slightly different 
form is documented at Moreiros 2, in the entrances E1, 
E2, E3, E4 and E5 (Fig. 11). Out-turned earthworks cre-
ate chicane-like offsets with the segments at the oth-
er side of the access point, again screening the interior 
and forcing human movement to follow a certain path.

An additional variant is entrances reminiscent 
of the so-called › crabs claws ‹, documented in Ne-
olithic ditched enclosures of other parts of Eu-
rope (e. g. arD et al. 2015; Scarre 1998; anDerSen 
1997, fig. 271; oSWalD et al. 2011, 52). This is the case 

with one of the access points into the outer circuit at 
Bela Vista 5 (valera 2014) (Fig. 12). In this case, as in 
other occasions, chronological data is essential to de-
termine the structural integrity of the architectural 
form as we see it today. As a cautionary tale, similar 
structures in France have been proved to be construct-
ed in two subsequent but different moments and thus 
never functioned as a whole (Scarre 1998, 121 – 123).

Regarding Entrance 1 at Perdigões, although much 
effort has been devoted to trying to understand the 
temporality of the various constructive episodes, there 
remains some work to be done on that front. Until then, 
any interpretation of the evidence from Perdigões must 
hence be undertaken with all of the necessary precau-
tions. Having said that, at present the form of Entrance 
1 is unique and unknown outside of Perdigões. Relative 
to the classificatory framework above and chronology 
aside, it should be considered a complex and non-direct 
entrance. Generally speaking, it looks like a more so-
phisticated version of the screened entrances at Xancra. 
However, compared to Xancra, Perdigões’ outworks are 
double rather than single: s09/ s13 (the so-called imbrex) 
and s10 (the so-called eyebrow).

Thanks to the excavations performed, we know 
more about the specific configuration of this entrance 
than that of most other points of access to ditched 
enclosures in Iberia. The detailed surveys described 
here have revealed constructional elements not yet 
identified in other sites; for example, the presence in 
the proximities of Ditch 1 of another, nearly parallel 
ditch  (Ditch 2). As a particularity, the architectural 
development of the area included megaliths  (stelae), 
although their exact location in the Copper Age is un-
clear due to the alterations suffered in the late Middle 
Age. A further peculiarity is the addition of stone-
based structures (f150 and f134). The changes that oc-
curred in the post-abandonment phase of Ditch 1 are 
particularly interesting. Chief among these is the ex-
cavation of s12, which initially seems to impede access 
to the enclosure. Strangely, however, it cuts through 
the upper deposits of Ditch 1, which means that the 
ditch was already filled and perhaps abandoned.

CoNCLUDING CoMMENtS AND FUtURE WoRK

In this paper, we have summarised the main re-
sults of the fieldwork activities executed by the PERU-
MA team from the University of Málaga at Entrance 
1 of Perdigões. We have shown that the entrance was 
quite complex, possibly emphasised through the con-
struction of outworks and the erection of large standing 
stones. We have also stressed the need to keep research-
ing the temporality of discrete episodes of construction, 
based on the idea that the plan that we see today is the 

outcome of a long process of accumulation and juxtapo-
sition of structures in the same place. The chronology of 
Ditch 2 and other features such as s10, s12, s09/ s13, etc. 
should give us a much clearer understanding of the ar-
chitectural dynamics of Entrance 1. In particular, once 
the current fieldwork focused on Ditch 2 is complete, 
we will be in a much better  position to determine the 
relationship in time between Ditches 1 and 2 and thus 
the morphology of the earthworks in the whole area.
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Subsequently, we have tried to set forth a prelimi-
nary framework to identify patterns or regularities in 
the morphology of entrances. In theory, this could lead 
to a better understanding of their function or meaning 
in the future. Based on two variables – complexity and 
types of access – we have examined known entrances 

at ditched enclosures in the Middle Guadiana basin. 
However, this is only a first step in a new line of re-
search. Finally, we have integrated Entrance 1 at Per-
digões in the wider body of evidence from the region, 
defining it as a complex and indirect point of access.
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Neolithic ditched enclosures: A comparative history of their interpretation in Britain and Iberia

Víctor Jiménez-Jáimez

ABStR AC t 

Neolithic ditched enclosures appear to be widely distribut-
ed across parts of Eastern, Central and Western Europe, as 
well as from the Mediterranean area to Scandinavia. They 
have been known in areas of Europe for a long time, but par-
ticularly in the last 25 years studies on them have flourished. 
In southern Iberia, ditched enclosures – which were built for a 
long period between the 4th and 3rd millennium cal BCE (Late 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic) – began to be known in the 1970s. 
Traditional models have viewed Prehistoric Iberian ditched 
enclosures as › fortified settlements ‹: permanently inhabited 
centres with robust defensive systems composed of ditches. Be-
cause some of them are of exceptional size, a number of studies 
have argued that the southern Iberian Chalcolithic (roughly 

the 3rd millennia BCE) saw the emergence of unprecedented 
levels of social inequality and the decline of kinship as the ba-
sis for most human social relationships. If true, this represents 
the development of some of the earliest › complex communi-
ties ‹ in Western European Prehistory. Nonetheless, in Britain, 
Neolithic enclosure sites are often interpreted very differently, 
as seasonal gathering places for the agglomeration of small-
er-scale, more mobile communities that remain based largely 
on principles of kinship – causewayed enclosures – or as cer-
emonial centres – namely henges. In this paper, I will explore 
the causes of this contradiction between the Iberian and wider 
European models by comparing the history of interpretation in 
Iberia with that in Britain.

INtRoDUC tIoN

Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditched enclosures are 
archaeological sites usually comprising a roughly cir-
cular or oval-shaped area circumscribed by a series 
of ditches. They are present in several regions of Eu-
rope, in diverse forms, from Portugal and Spain in the 
South to Denmark in the North. Their interpretation 
has been – and continues to be – widely debated. Are 
they settlements? Sacred places? Spaces for gathering? 
Should we be looking for a unifying interpretation ap-
plicable to all enclosures, or should we instead con-
ceive specific interpretations for every individual site? 
The variability of views is notable across European ac-
ademic circles. However, particular countries or re-
gions tend to have their own research tradition, where 
one or several of these ideas have become dominant.

In Portugal and especially Spain, traditional mod-
els have viewed Prehistoric Iberian ditched enclosures 
as › fortified settlements ‹: permanently inhabited cen-
tres with robust defensive systems composed of ditch-
es. Because some of them are of exceptional size, a 
number of studies have argued that the southern Ibe-
rian Chalcolithic (roughly the 3rd millennia BCE) saw 
the emergence of unprecedented levels of social ine-
quality and the decline of kinship as the basis for most 

human social relationships. If true, this would repre-
sent the development of some of the earliest › complex 
communities ‹ in Western European Prehistory  (e.g.   
arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999b, 613; cruz-auñón/  
arteaga 1999; nocete 2001; lóPez alDana/ PaJue-
lo PanDo 2001; Morán/ Parreira 2003). Nonetheless, 
in Britain, Neolithic enclosure sites are often interpret-
ed very differently, as seasonal gathering places for the 
agglomeration of smaller-scale, more mobile commu-
nities that remain based largely on principles of kin-
ship – causewayed enclosures – or as ceremonial centres 
–namely henges (e.g. SMith 1965; eDMonDS 1993; 1999, 
80 – 105; thoMaS 1999, 38 – 45; Whittle  et  al. 1999; 
oSWalD et al. 2001; Whittle et al. 2011).

In this paper, I will describe and explore the caus-
es of this contrast between the Iberian and British 
academic traditions. I will approach the issue from 
a comparative perspective that involves both the ar-
chaeological evidence in each region and the history of 
their interpretation. The long chronology of Southern 
Iberian ditched enclosures makes them contemporary 
with both earlier and later Neolithic sites in Britain: 
› causewayed enclosures ‹ and › henges ‹, respectively. 
However, due to the absence of preserved earthworks 
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at most causewayed enclosures – similarly to Iberian 
ditched enclosures – and owing to their more contro-
versial interpretation, Early Neolithic causewayed en-
closures are a better subject for comparison. They have 
also been intensively studied.

However, it is important to note that compari-
son (the question) does not necessarily imply analo-
gy (one of the possible answers). I will not defend the 
notion that the Iberian and British sites described 
here are the same thing, or that they were directly re-
lated. They have both similarities and differences. In 
fact, every site is unique. This is very likely a sign that 
they fulfilled specific social roles at the local level, and 
that they changed over time in particular ways. Giv-
en that the degree of internal variability in each one of 
those groups is high, some could argue that the mere 
attempt to categorise them as › British causewayed 

enclosures ‹ and › Iberian ditched enclosures ‹ is a futile 
effort. For us as people of the 21st century, they appear 
to be alike due to analogous taphonomic processes, al-
though in reality they may have been built and used 
for completely different purposes in the past. There is 
a reason why studying them in parallel is viable, even 
desirable, nonetheless: they pose similar challenges to 
us archaeologists. It is not just a matter of how they 
look to our eyes. Regardless of the particular features 
of each and every site, many of the research questions 
raised are common. Analogous approaches, methods 
and analytical tools are applicable to most European 
ditched enclosures. Archaeologists working on enclo-
sures from different areas can learn from each other 
by comparing their respective corpora of evidence and 
exchanging ideas on how to deal with them. 

oVERVIEW oF AVAIL ABLE EVIDENCE AND MEtHoD

the available evidence (1): Neolithic causewayed enclosures 
in Britain . An overview

The majority of British Early Neolithic enclosures 
have been discovered in England, with far fewer ex-
amples in Scotland and Wales. Within England, it is 
in the central and southern regions – Wessex, Sussex, 
Kent, East Anglia and the Midlands – where more in-
stances have been recorded, in a variety of landscape 
settings. Given that British Neolithic causewayed en-
closures have received attention in several well-known 
works (e.g. BurgeSS et al. 1988; eDMonDS 1993; 1999, 
80 – 105; thoMaS 1999, 38 – 45; Darvill/ thoMaS 
2001; oSWalD et al. 2001; varnDell/ toPPing 2002; 
 Whittle et al. 2011), I will only describe them brief-
ly here.

They were composed of ditches dug in the ground, 
earthen banks, timber structures or – more likely – a 
combination thereof, forming approximately circular 
or oval enclosures, although diversity in plan forms is 
considerable (Fig. 1). Enclosed areas normally vary be-
tween 10 ha and less than 1 ha. Some enclosures have 
more than one ditched circuit: the term “circuit ; is 
used here as in oSWalD et al. (2001, 67). Where this 
occurs, the ditches tend to be more or less concentric. 
In many cases, the circuits are partial but completed by 
natural features such as steep slopes or watercourses.

Although a few cases of mostly continuous ditches 
have been recorded, ditches are generally › causewayed ‹, 
which means that they were interrupted at multiple 
points. These › causeways ‹ or discontinuities are so com-
mon that for a long time – and to some extent still to-
day – they were used as the main criterion to distinguish 
Early Neolithic enclosures from enclosures built in other 

Fig. 1. Upper: Buckland Neolithic causewayed enclosure (Ox-
fordshire, United Kingdom). Photo-interpretation from aerial 
photograph by the author, taking as reference fig. 5.15 and 
fig 4.17 in Oswald et al. 2001. Lower: Orsett Neolithic cause-
wayed enclosure (Essex, United Kingdom). Photo-interpre-
tation from aerial photograph by the author from fig. 2.26 in 
Oswald et al. 2001, with the aid of fig 3.11 in the same book.
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periods of British Prehistory  (oSWalD et al. 2001, 26). 
Segments of the same enclosing ditch were not necessar-
ily dug at exactly the same time and suffered modifica-
tions over time (re-cuttings) (oSWalD et al. 2001, 36 – 39; 
Whittle et al. 2011, 706 – 711). Segments can vary great-
ly in length, even within the same ditch, usually being be-
tween 2 m and 5 m in width, and between 1 m and 2 m 
in (preserved) depth. For the most part, ditches appear 
to have U-shaped profiles, with a flat base and near-
ly vertical sides, but sometimes the sides have eroded to 
much gentler slopes. A relatively small number of enclo-
sures – particularly those located in upland areas – show 
preserved banks. It is supposed that most enclosures 
had banks, but they did not survive in most cases be-
cause low-lying sites have been exposed to more intense 
ploughing (e.g. oSWalD et al. 2001, 31 fig. 2.24). Banks 
also seem to have been interrupted, albeit to a lesser de-
gree than ditches, and some were largely continuous.

the available evidence (2): ditched enclosures in Iberia

Ditched enclosures have now been found in almost 
all Iberian regions  (Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez- 
JáiMez 2013, 449 – 450), although there seems to be a 
higher concentration in the central plateau  (Meseta 
Central), the east (Levante) and particularly the south, 
where most excavations have been carried out. The 
present paper will focus on southern Iberia, with spo-
radic references to other areas.

Although there are earlier examples in other Iberi-
an regions (e.g. garcía/ SeSMa 2001; BernaBeu et al. 
2003; 2012; ; roJo et al. 2008; valera 2013a, 100 – 101), 
the construction of ditched enclosures in south-
ern Iberia apparently began later, during the second 
half of the 4th millennium cal BCE (Márquez-roMe- 
ro/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, 198 – 204; 2013, 455; 
valera 2013b, 338). Moreiros 2  (Arronches, Portu-
gal) (valera et al. 2013), Cabeço do Torrão (Elvas, Por-
tugal) (lago/ alBergaria 2001) and the earlier acts of 
ditch-digging at Perdigões  (Reguengos de Monsaraz, 
Portugal) (lago et al. 1998; Márquez-roMero et al. 
2011; valera et al. 2014a), Porto Torrão (Ferreira do 
Alentejo, Portugal)  (valera/ FiliPe 2004; valera 
2013c; valera  et  al. 2014b); Papa Uvas  (Aljaraque, 
Huelva, Spain)  (Martín De la cruz 1985; 1986) and 
Martos (Jaén, Spain) (lizcano et al. 1991 – 1992; liz-
cano 1999) are those from this period that have pro-
vided more information thus far. Southern Iberian Late 
Neolithic ditched enclosures were often located in river 
basins like those of Guadiana and Guadalquivir (Fig. 2).

Generally speaking, they do not present traces of 
houses or walls: usually only structures dug in the 
ground (enclosing ditches, pits) are documented, with 
sporadic instances of possible foundation trenches for 
timber palisades. No earthworks in the form of banks 
have survived, if they ever existed. The size of the en-
closed areas varies from less than 1 ha to around 10 ha, 
while the dimensions of the ditches range from 1 m 
to 6 m in width and 1 m to 3 m in depth, although the 

Fig. 2. Map showing the geographical distribution of Neolithic and Copper Age ditched enclosures in Southern Iberia, with in-
dication of the sites mentioned in the text (background satellite image of Europe by Reto Stöckli, NASA Earth Observatory).
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average Late Neolithic ditch would be around 2 m wide 
and 2 m deep. The profile of the ditches is normally ei-
ther U- or V-shaped (Fig. 3). Most pits are approximate-
ly circular, being 1 to 2 m in both depth and diameter.

The transition to the Early Chalcolithic  (first half 
of the 3rd millennium cal BCE) marks a shift in ditched 
enclosure construction. For the most part, the main 
characteristics of ditched enclosures outlined above 
remained more or less constant. However, larger- 
than-usual sites emerged, so-called › mega-enclosures ‹ 
or › mega-sites ‹ As a novel concept, the notion is still 
under construction and it is not yet easy to define 
what a mega-enclosure is in this context, although 
there are certain regularities. These are large enclosed 
sites with truly monumental features. Some of these 
places had been in use in the previous period, such as 
Perdigões or Porto Torrão. However, others were ap-
parently newly-occupied places, like La Pijotilla (Ba- 
dajoz, Spain)  (hurtaDo 1986; 1991; 2003; 2008),  
Alcalar (Portimão, Portugal) (Morán/ Parreira 2003), 
Valencina de la Concepción (Seville, Spain) (vargaS 
2004; garcía SanJuán 2013) or Marroquíes Ba-
jos  (Jaén, Spain)  (hornoS  et  al. 1998; zaFra  et  al. 
1999; 2003), among others. Those mega-sites show a 
substantial increase in their interior areas, so much so 
that some ditched circuits of the period enclosed spac-
es that surpass 70 ha. Their ditches may also be of ex-
ceptional dimensions, reaching up to 8 m in width and 
7 m in depth on occasions. Even pits seem to be gener-
ally larger.

Evidence dating from the Late Chalcolithic  (sec-
ond half of the 3rd millennium cal BCE) is ambiguous. 
On the one hand, fewer newly-founded ditched sites 
appeared after c. 2500 cal  BCE  (e.g. valera 2013b, 
339; lechuga et al. 2014). On the other hand, some 
of the most outstanding places from the previous 

phases  (especially the mega-sites) continued to be 
loci of human activity, as multiple pits and episodes 
of re-cutting seem to prove. More importantly, fur-
ther rings – usually concentric in relation to the old 
ones – were often added to those few places of endur-
ing relevance. Crucially, circular, stone-based hous-
es and stone masonry walls similar to those typical of 
the aforementioned walled enclosures – including tow-
ers and bastion-like features – began to appear at some 
of these ditched enclosures, although their chronology 
and thus their relationship with ditches and pits often 
remain unclear.

Method for this study: a dual comparative approach

The strength of large-scale and comparative ap-
proaches derives from the possibility of applying com-
mon criteria of analysis to individual datasets. In other 
words, it is about applying the same questions to inde-
pendent groups of data. Nonetheless, sharing key ques-
tions does not necessarily entail obtaining the same 
answers in every case. In fact, one could argue that 
comparison is an effective tool to learn more about cer-
tain realities because it allows us to detect both simi-
larities and differences between the datasets. Finding 
dissimilarities prompts us to ask ourselves about the 
nature and significance of those differences, opening 
up new research avenues. In this section, I will proceed 
to make two comparisons between British Early Ne-
olithic causewayed enclosures and Iberian Neolithic/ 
Chalcolithic ditched enclosures. The first one will fo-
cus on the sites themselves and their features. The sec-
ond comparison will look at the way in which Neolithic 
and Coper Age ditched enclosures have been interpret-
ed in southern Britain and southern Iberia. 

CoMPARISoN 1: BRItISH C AUSEWAyED ENCLoSURES AND IBERIAN DItCHED ENCLoSURES

Similarities between British causewayed enclosures and 
Iberian ditched enclosures

The comparison between Iberian and British sites 
highlights a number of common features.

 ù Floor plans. The most basic element that allows 
the archaeological recognition of a Neolithic or 
Copper age ditched enclosure is the presence of 
at least one ditch surrounding an otherwise open-
air area. Some patterns in the layout of ditch-
es are common to enclosures in both regions. A 
majority of British causewayed enclosures and 
Iberian ditched enclosures were roughly circu-
lar or oval in plan: perfectly circular enclosures 

are rare, while right and acute angles – typical of 
square, rectangular or trapezoidal forms – are al-
most non-existent. Sometimes their layout fol-
lowed the local topography, and with others the 
enclosed areas were circumscribed – in addition 
to the ditches – by natural features such as rivers 
or steep slopes. Sites with more than one enclos-
ing ditch are usual among both British and Ibe-
rian enclosures. When this occurs, they tend to 
be approximately concentric. The contempora-
neity  (or not) of the various circuits remains an 
open question for most sites, although recent dat-
ing programmes have begun to shed some light 
on this issue (Whittle et al. 2011; for an Iberian 
example, see e.g. valera et al. 2014a).
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 ù Evidence of occupation in the enclosed are-
as. Despite numerous attempts to find recog-
nisable buildings in the interior areas of the 
Neolithic causewayed enclosures of southern Brit-
ain, this kind of evidence has largely remained 
elusive. Commonly, no houses are document-
ed within the enclosed spaces; instead, pits and 
non-clearly-arranged post-holes are the norm. 
This is also true for most (although by no means 
all, see below) southern Iberian ditched enclo-
sures  (e.g.  Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 
2010, 194 – 197; valera 2012, 173 – 175). The degree 
to which this is a feature of European ditched en-
closures in general, or a by-product of taphonomic 
processes, is irrelevant here. What matters for now 
is that the relationship between settlement and en-
closure is equally ambiguous in both cases. 

 ù Fillings. The composition of ditch (and pit) fills is 
very diverse. They were seemingly filled in their 
own unique ways. However, if we undertake the ex-
ercise of trying to identify regularities in the forma-
tion processes of those deposits, we may see some 
similarities between British and Iberian enclosures. 
Ditches in both groups were filled with different 
combinations of soil, artefacts and ecofacts, either 
in one step or as a sequence of actions. Finds may 
include stones (often pebbles), potsherds, flint tools, 
flint knapping waste, quern stones, charcoal, ash-
es, seashells and small clay, stone or bone anthropo-
morphic figures. Most objects are broken: complete 
artefacts do exist but are rare. In addition to these, 
huge amounts of faunal remains and a significant 
number of human bones are frequent. The majori-
ty of animal remains are incomplete carcasses and 
body parts, although complete and fully articulat-
ed animal skeletons are not uncommon. As with 
animals, both complete human bodies  (crouched 
or in foetal position) and isolated or piled-up body 
parts (skulls, joints, individual bones) have been re-
corded. As a whole, some of these mixed deposits 
filling Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditches seem to 
be the outcome of natural processes of deposition, 
whereas in other instances items seem intentional-
ly placed and arranged for unknown reasons (e.g. 
Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, 208 –  
234; valera 2012, 173 – 175).

 ù General chronology and landscapes in which 
enclosures developed. Strictly speaking, Brit-
ish causewayed enclosures and southern Iberian 
ditched enclosures were not contemporary. How-
ever, in broad terms, the emergence and devel-
opment of ditched enclosures in both Iberia and 
Britain occurred within the same general time 
frame in the 4th and 3rd millennia BCE (Fig. 4). This 
period is characterised by the spread of certain 

Fig. 3. V and U-shaped profiles of Iberian Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic ditches, drawn by the author from information 
in: a) Porto Torrão (Ferreira do Alentejo, Portugal) (Valera/
Filipe 2004, fig. 3); b) Los Pozos (Lahiguera, Jaén, Spain) 
(Hornos et al. 1987, fig. 2); c) Martos (Jaén, Spain) (Lizcano 
1999, 99); d) La Minilla (La Rambla, Córdoba, Spain) (Ruiz 
Lara 1991, fig. 2); e) Papa Uvas (Aljaraque, Huelva, Spain) 
(Martín de la Cruz 1986, fig. 9); f) La Pijotilla (Badajoz, 
Spain) (Hurtado 1991).

Fig. 4. Diagram summarising the chronology of Southern 
British Neolithic causewayed enclosures and Southern Ibe-
rian Neolithic-Chalcolithic ditched enclosures, in relation 
with the conventional periods based on material culture 
typologies. Iberian walled enclosures (Los Millares-type 
sites) have been included as well, for reference. Given the 
non-Bayesian character of the Iberian data, and for the sake 
of comparison between the areas, the chronology of Brit-
ish enclosures appears twice: before and after the Bayesian 
studies carried out by Whittle et al. 2011.
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social practices across vast areas of Europe. Be-
sides enclosures of various types, megaliths, pit 
sites, lithic scatters and other features were typi-
cal of many European landscapes at the time, espe-
cially in the Atlantic Façade. Without minimising 
regional variability, the regularities observed de-
note the transmission of ideas from group to group 
with relative ease in Neolithic Europe, sometimes 
travelling across long distances. This provides a 
very interesting context for the construction of 
Neolithic ditched enclosures. The relationship be-
tween megalithic structures and ditched enclo-
sures in parts of Neolithic Europe is particularly 
worthy of attention. There is some mutual over-
lapping in space and time between megaliths and 
enclosures  (e.g.  Whittle 1996, 239 – 276). More-
over, megalithic builders and enclosure builders 
shared many characteristics. Both had the tech-
nical knowledge, the appropriate tools, the labour 
force, the organisational capacity and the moti-
vation necessary to undertake large-scale works. 
Their economies must have been sufficiently pro-
ductive to allow parts of the population to em-
bark upon non-productive activities like these. 
Therefore, it is not unreasonable to think that 
ditched enclosures were very often constructed by 
the same peoples that built all kinds of megalith-
ic and non-megalithic monuments. Alternatively, 
at least builders of both of these entities were  – 
in broad terms – culturally related somehow. Im-
portantly for us, this conclusion is applicable to 
both Iberia and Britain, where the relationship 
between megaliths and enclosures appears to be 
strong. The geographical distribution of mega-
lithic and non-megalithic monumental structures 
across these regions – albeit different from that of 
ditched enclosures  – partially coincides with it. 
Furthermore, in both Britain and Iberia the con-
struction of ditched enclosures roughly coincid-
ed with the peak of the megalithic phenomenon in 
the 4th and 3rd millennia BCE. This further high-
lights the similarities between British causewayed 
enclosures and southern Iberian ditched enclo-
sures. Generally speaking, assuming that a more 
detailed account of the period would undoubted-
ly identify considerable variability and transfor-
mations over time, in many ways the landscapes in 
which they developed are nearly identical. For ex-
ample, the Iberian and British megalithic phenom-
ena show notable resemblances. Certain › classes ‹ 
of monuments were common to both southern 
Iberia and southern Britain. This includes › stone 
settings ‹ – megalithic circles, oval spaces or ave-
nues composed of large standing stones – › men-
hirs ‹ – single standing stones – and › chambered 

tombs ‹ of various types. It is also worth men-
tioning the analogous presence of the so-called 
› megalithic art ‹. Besides monuments, other ele-
ments of the Neolithic landscapes reinforce this 
impression. A good example is › pit sites ‹, name-
ly clusters of pits spread across vast areas in un-
enclosed places, which are a frequent occurrence 
in Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic southern Ibe-
ria (for an overview, see e.g. Márquez-roMero/ 
JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, 110 – 112, 185 – 188; JiMén-
ez- JáiMez/ Márquez-roMero in press). They 
are also ubiquitous at more or less the same time 
in certain landscapes of southern Britain (see e.g.  
papers in anDerSon-WhyMarK/ thoMaS 2011). 
There are also some important divergences be-
tween sites in the two areas under study, which I 
will now list. For the sake of clarity, I will distin-
guish between › regular ‹ ditched enclosures (4th–3rd 
millennia BCE) and › mega-enclosures ‹ (3rd millen-
nium BCE). 

30 m0

40 m0

Fig. 5. Top: Floor plan of the ditched enclosure at Xancra. 
Drawn by the author from Valera/Becker 2011, fig. 3. 
Bottom: Floor plan of the Copper Age ditched enclosure at 
Venta del Rapa (Mancha Real, Jaén, Spain). Drawn by the 
author from Lechuga et al. 2014, fig. 3.
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Differences between British causewayed enclosures and 
› regular ‹ Iberian ditched enclosures

 ù Chronology. Both radiocarbon dates and changes 
in material culture assemblages strongly indicate 
that Iberian ditched enclosures were a long-last-
ing phenomenon in the Prehistory of the penin-
sula. This is more evident if we compare them to 
causewayed enclosures in Britain. The short-lived 
character of causewayed enclosures has been re-
cently highlighted. A large-scale study focused 
on the application of Bayesian statistical methods 
to radiocarbon dating has refined their chronolo-
gy, showing that the observance of these practices 
was rather limited in time within the Early Neo-
lithic, from the late 38th century to the end of the 
36th century cal BC, with few exceptions that ex-
tend beyond c. 3500 cal BC (Whittle et al. 2011, 
683 – 712). In southern Iberia, the enclosure con-
structive tradition extended in time, at least from 
the last third of the 4th millennium to the end of 
the 3rd millennium cal BCE, coinciding with the Fi-
nal Neolithic and the Chalcolithic or Copper Age. 
If the model proposed by Whittle et al. (2011) for 
Early Neolithic Britain is any indication, it is un-
likely that Iberian ditched enclosures were con-
structed without a break for almost 1,500 years; 
instead, short bursts of building activity might 
have alternated with periods of relative inactivi-
ty on that front. In the absence of extensive dating 
programmes and Bayesian modelling, this is a pos-
sibility that can neither be confirmed nor discount-
ed at present. In any case, data currently available 
suggests that causewayed enclosures developed 
in Britain before ditched enclosures appeared for 
the first time in southern Iberia, although not be-
fore they emerged in other parts of Iberia, as men-
tioned above. In terms of internal temporality, 
many southern Iberian sites are composed of just 
one or two ditched circuits, and in this sense they 
may have been as short-lived as British causewayed 
enclosures. Others, particularly the › mega-enclo-
sures ‹ of the 3rd millennium BCE (see below), show 
numerous circuits.

 ù Layout of ditches. Most Early Neolithic ditched 
enclosures in Britain were defined by interrupted 
or causewayed ditches, namely ditches with fre-
quent gaps in their layout, hence prompting the 
term › causewayed enclosures ‹. The purpose of 
these gaps has been the subject of much discus-
sion throughout the decades (see e.g. evanS 1988; 
oSWalD et al. 2001). Sites with this curious pecu-
liarity are known in multiple regions of Western 
Europe, from Britain to Central Europe, as well as 
from Scandinavia to Central Iberia, with diverse 

chronologies; however, not in southern Iberia. In 
contrast to the discontinuous character of cause-
wayed enclosures, ditches in southern Iberia are 
normally non-causewayed, except for a few en-
trances, i.e. spots where the ditches are interrupt-
ed, allowing access in or out of the enclosed space. 
It is unclear whether their almost continuous lay-
out means that the ditches were dug at once as 
closed circuits or if – on the contrary – they were 
constructed as a juxtaposition of successive seg-
ments that partially overlapped each other, or at 
least did not leave gaps between them  (valera 
2013a, 107). In addition to this, some ditches at 
southern Iberian enclosures are wavy or sinuous, 
often in ways that challenge common-sense ap-
proaches to Prehistoric architecture (valera 2012, 
170 – 171) (figs. 6 and 7). These wavy forms have no 
known counterpart in Britain. 

 ù Evidence of occupation in the enclosed areas. 
While pits are not rare at British causewayed en-
closures, they are much more prevalent at southern 
Iberian ditched enclosures. Despite being known 
since very early in the Neolithic, and with exam-
ples from later periods such as the 2nd and 1st mil-
lennia BC, the practice of pit-digging seems to have 
blossomed in southern Iberia from the Late Neo-
lithic to the end of the Copper Age  (roughly the 
second half of the 4th millennium and most of the 
3rd cal BCE). In addition to the pit sites mentioned 
above, groups of pits are often found in and around 
Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditched enclosures, 
sometimes in high densities. As noted earlier, gen-
erally speaking most southern Iberian ditched en-
closures do not present traces of houses or walls. 

 ù The Copper Age: changes in the landscapes in 
which ditched enclosures developed (3rd millen-
nium BCE). The transition from the 4th to the 3rd 
millennium  BCE  – or from the Neolithic to the 
Chalcolithic  – coincided with important chang-
es in the cultural landscapes of southern Iberia. 
A completely new type of site emerged: stone-
walled enclosures, with › towers ‹ and › bastion-like ‹ 
features, akin to the well-known site of Los Mil-
lares (e.g. alMagro/ arriBaS 1959; Molina et al. 
2004; Jorge 1994; 2003). Restricted geographical-
ly largely to the Iberian Atlantic Façade and the 
Southeast, stone-walled enclosures include what 
appear to be circular houses and other domestic 
features. The geographical distributions of ditched 
and walled enclosures partially overlap each oth-
er. Despite the absence of detailed chronologies, it 
is commonly assumed that they somehow shared 
the same spaces in certain areas of the Iberian Pen-
insula during these centuries. Roughly coinciding 
with the appearance of walled enclosures, a › second 
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megalithic tradition ‹ featuring corbelled dome 
chambered tombs – tholoi – materialised (garcía 
SanJuán 2009, 18). Pit sites and other characteristic 
elements of the Late Neolithic landscapes persisted. 
Metal artefacts and other novel items appear on the 
archaeological record corresponding to this period. 

Additional differences between British causewayed enclo-
sures and Copper Age › mega-enclosures ‹

In addition to the differences between British cause-
wayed enclosures and › regular ‹ Iberian ditched enclo-
sures, Iberian › mega-enclosures ‹ add another layer of 
divergence.

 ù Size. The large extent of the occupied area seems to 
be a distinctive feature of Iberian mega-sites; most 
of them possess over 15 ha. For instance, the out-
er ditch at Marroquíes Bajos enclosed an estimated 
area of over 100 ha, La Pijotilla 70 ha, Alcalar 20 ha 
and Perdigões 16 ha, while Chalcolithic features are 
spread across vast areas of more than 400 ha at Va-
lencina de la Concepción and Porto Torrão, includ-
ing their extensive necropolises. On occasions, the 
dimensions of their ditches can be extraordinary, 
reaching up to 9 m or even 20 m in width and 7 m 
in depth.

 ù Evidence of occupation. Overall, despite being dif-
ficult to quantify due to the variable quality of the 
available data, the number of known pits at me-
ga-enclosures is impressive, whereby they can be 
counted in the thousands at some sites. For exam-
ple, at Perdigões a geophysical survey has revealed 
hundreds of these features  (Márquez-roMero 
et  al. 2011), a number confirmed and even in-
creased by open area excavations at certain are-
as (e.g. Suárez PaDilla et al. 2013). Unlike most 
southern Iberian ditched enclosures  (including 
both Neolithic and Chalcolithic), Copper Age me-
ga-enclosures may include circular, stone-based 
houses and dry-stone walls, with towers and bas-
tion-like features. This is the case with Marroquíes 
Bajos (zaFra et al. 1999, 85) and Alcalar (Morán/ 

Parreira 2003, 316). Some of them – like Valenci-
na de la Concepción  (garcía SanJuán 2013), 
Perdigões (lago et al. 1998, 63 – 67) and Porto Tor-
rão  (valera  et  al. 2014b)  – saw the addition of 
chambered tombs, normally of the › passage grave ‹ 
type. These new features might indicate a change 
in the use of the enclosures or in their social role.

 ù Sequential complexity. Iberian ditched enclosures 
as a whole were built over a long period of time, at 
the very least from the late 4th to the late 3rd mil-
lennia BCE (Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 
2010, 198 – 204; 2013, 455; valera 2013b, 338). 
However, even more than that, certain individu-
al sites (the mega-sites cited above) exhibit highly 
complex internal sequences, with a high number of 
ditched circuits, perhaps due to their longevity as 
significant places. When dated, in most instances 
these have proven to be the product of diachron-
ic processes of ditch-digging. The impression that 
these places were under use for a long time is rein-
forced by multiple re-cuttings of old ditches and a 
considerable number of intersecting pits with het-
erogeneous chronologies. Occasionally, elements 
such as collective burials in chambered tombs, cir-
cular houses or walls were added at some point 
of the sequence  (see above). For example, Per-
digões (Reguengos de Monsaraz, Portugal) (Fig.6) 
is a Neolithic and Chalcolithic site in the Guadi-
ana basin, comprising at least twelve roughly con-
centric ditched enclosures, several hundred pits, a 
few megalithic tombs clustered between the two 
outer ditches, a set of standing stones outside the 
outer circuit and a very complicated assemblage 
of deposits centred around a large circular struc-
ture in the inner area. Research has shown that the 
biography of Neolithic and Copper Age Perdigões 
stretched for over 1,200 years and that the sequence 
of events and practices at Perdigões was over-
ly intricate (lago et al. 1998; Márquez-roMero 
et al. 2011; valera et al. 2014a). Thus far, no me-
ga-sites of this kind have clearly been identified 
among British causewayed enclosures, although 
the 3rd millennium BCE saw the emergence of large 
henge enclosures such as Avebury in Britain.

CoMPARISoN 2: MoDES oF INtERPREtAtIoN IN BRItAIN AND IBERIA

British causewayed enclosures . traditional and current in-
terpretations

Because they have been known for a long time, British 
causewayed enclosures have been interpreted in diverse 
ways (evanS 1988; eDMonDS 1993; oSWalD et al. 2001, 
9 – 34). Many non-Neolithic sites – in today’s view – were 

described in the earliest references alongside the Neo-
lithic ones. Due to their perceived similarities to Roman 
temporary camps, all of them were initially subsumed 
under the unifying category of ›camp‹. The Neolith-
ic age of many of those camps was established by c. 
1930, when the causewayed or interrupted form of 
their ditches was identified as the primary defining 
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feature of these Neolithic enclosures, as opposed to – 
for example – the continuous ditches of Iron Age hill-
forts  (curWen 1930). Back then, most causewayed 
enclosures were interpreted as forts, and the ditched 
circuits as defensive systems. Breuil (craWForD 1937, 
210) and leeDS (1928) suggested that the various ditch 
segments might have been pit-dwellings, and thus that 
causewayed enclosures might have been formal settle-
ments. Dwelling ditches seemed like a reasonable pos-
sibility at the time, since very few Neolithic houses were 
known: people must have lived somewhere  (evanS 
1988, 52 – 53). The notion of pit-dwelling became quite 
popular in the subsequent years, as shown by the 
claims made by other authors (e.g. curWen 1931, 109; 
KenDricK/ haWKeS 1932, 59; craWForD 1937, 210; 

chilDe 1940,  36). This remained the case until the 
publication of the excavations of Bersu at Little Wood-
bury (BerSu 1938; 1940, 60).

Once the pit-dwelling hypothesis had been dis-
counted, interpretations progressively questioned the 
residential and/ or defensive character of causewayed 
enclosures. In the late-1930s, the lack of substantial 
evidence of permanent occupation at most sites be-
gan to be noticed (clarK 1937, 469), and in the ear-
ly-1950s it seemed obvious (e.g. Piggott 1954, 25 – 27). 
The interpretation of at least some causewayed enclo-
sures as permanently-occupied domestic sites did not 
cease after this (e.g. Whittle 1977; caSe/ Whittle 
1982; BraDley/ holgate 1984), but would end up be-
ing displaced by an alternative.

Fig. 6. Magnetogram of Perdigões (Reguengos de Monsaraz, Portugal), obtained during the 2009 survey (adapted from 
Márquez-Romero et al. 2011, fig. 5).
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The turn to a new mode of interpretation began 
with Piggott, who pushed the notion of seasonality 
into the debate: causewayed enclosures were primar-
ily cattle kraals, and they »constituted centres and ral-
lying points for large areas populated with relatively 
small social units« (Piggott 1954, 29). This was tak-
en further by Smith in her review of the evidence from 
Windmill Hill (SMith 1965). Smith rejected the con-
sideration of these sites as kraals and their defensive 
capabilities, suggesting instead that they were rallying 
places where a wide range of communal activities were 
performed. Smith’s hypothesis did not have a great im-
pact at first, but it became more influential with time, 
and by the mid-1980s it was already becoming the 
prevalent interpretation of causewayed enclosures in 
Britain. Some key themes of this paradigm are:

 ù Mobility. From the late-1980s to the 2000s, a nov-
el view of the British Neolithic emerged, based on 
ideas of mobility, the continued use of wild re-
sources and stock-raising (e.g. thoMaS 1991; 1999; 
Barrett 1994; Whittle 1996; eDMonDS 1999). 
Agriculture is supposed to have occurred, albeit at 
a smaller scale than previously envisaged (thoMaS 
1999, 24). Different people would have moved 
in different ways, in a wide › spectrum of move-
ments ‹ (Whittle 1997, 21), even within the same 
group. In their movements around the landscape, 
while accompanying their domestic animals Neo-
lithic peoples of Britain followed certain paths that 
led to certain places on a seasonal and cyclical ba-
sis (Barrett 1994; tilley 1994).

 ù Gathering. Smith’s ideas about repeated season-
al or periodic gatherings remain the foundation of 
most current theories concerning the purpose of 
causewayed enclosures. Enclosures, like megalith-
ic monuments and other significant places might 
have been important stops in the cycles of move-
ment. The diversity of artefactual remains at cause-
wayed enclosures suggests that people carried out 
a wide variety of activities during those meetings: 
they often seem to encapsulate every area of Neo-
lithic life (Whittle et al. 1999). This includes rit-
uals. For Smith, the quantity and variety of meat 
represented by the ditch deposits at Windmill 
Hill seemed to imply that they were the remains 
of communal feasts (SMith 1965, 20). Often, these 
acts of feasting have been more or less directly re-
lated to rites of passage, fertility rituals and oth-
er ceremonies. However, besides rituals, these 
encounters may have entailed the realisation of 
all kinds of activities, including productive tasks: 
»[...] some industrial activities may be undertak-
en, either because they are less tedious when per-
formed to the accompaniment of a lively exchange 
of news and gossip, or because there is insufficient 
time at other seasons« (SMith 1965, 19). In fact, the 
monumental architecture of enclosures could set 
the stage for ritualisation: it could help to distin-
guish the activities that took place there from more 
day-to-day activities occurring elsewhere (BraD-
ley 2005, 108 – 119).

 ù Deposition. One of Smith’s key contributions was 
her assertion that at Windmill Hill some banks 
had intentionally been backfilled into the ditch-
es  (SMith 1965, 15 – 17; 1966, 471 – 474). In fact, 
she argued that not only the banks but much of 
the material content of the ditches might have en-
tered the archaeological record through the careful 
disposal of the residue of those communal feasts. 
This could be part of mundane hygienic conven-
tions, but it could also mean that such residue held 
special significance (SMith 1965, 20). In the 1980s 
and 1990s the term ›structured deposition‹ (rich-
arDS/ thoMaS 1984) – which refers to the way in 
which particular items were deposited in particu-
lar contexts, in association or disassociation with 
others  – became increasingly popular relative to 
causewayed enclosures (e.g. thoMaS 1999, 74 – 78). 
The implication is that the act of deposition was 
symbolically significant, and it might have taken 
an even more special character at certain locations 
in the landscape, like the ditches and interior pits 
of causewayed enclosures.

 ù Death. The association between causewayed en-
closures and human bones has traditionally been 
the subject to much discussion (e.g. curWen 1937, 

Fig. 7. The vicious circle of Iberian ditched enclosures re-
search (1970s–2000s). The lack of detailed knowledge about 
the enclosures and their general floor plan severely limited 
the capacity of Iberian researchers to perceive similarities 
with other European enclosures.
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81; Piggott 1954, 47 – 48; chilDe 1940). The di-
rection of the debate changed when Piggott ana-
lysed side by side the bone assemblages of the West 
Kennet long Barrow and Windmill Hill, and recog-
nised a certain degree of complementarity between 
them (Piggott 1962, 68). SMith (1965, 137) sug-
gested that this could indicate the selective depo-
sition at enclosures of skeletal material extracted 
from barrows. In relation to this is the possibility 
that causewayed enclosures were used as places for 
excarnation (DreWett 1977; eDMonDS 1999, 120).

 ù Sensorial experience. Aspects of perception such as 
visibility have been underlined. For example, the ar-
chitecture of enclosures has been analysed from the 
perspective of the restrictions that it imposed upon 
the possibilities for action for a human body (Bar-
rett 1994, 24; tilley 1994, 166 – 169; thoMaS 
1999, 34 – 37). For example, narrow entrances would 
require people to enter the enclosure in certain 
ways, perhaps even in a certain order, or would re-
strict access to only certain people, providing »an-
other field in which distinctions between groups or 
individuals could be drawn« (eDMonDS 1993, 111).

 ù Liminality. Some scholars have pointed out that 
causewayed enclosures are generally located away 
from areas of concentration of Neolithic activity. In 
other words, they were often placed in marginal ar-
eas of the landscape (thoMaS 1999, 40). This seems 
to connect them with the notion of liminality. The 
exchange of certain meaningful items – especially 
if they are exotic or have long biographies – could 
have been considered dangerous in the Neolithic. 
Hence, causewayed enclosures could have been »so-
cially neutral areas within which exchanges could 
be concluded in isolation from their normal social 
meaning« (thoMaS 1999, 43). 

These general lines of thought have received some 
criticism. For example, the notion of › structured depo-
sition ‹ has recently been re-examined (garroW 2012). 
Indeed, the possibility that at least some enclosures 
were used for defence resurfaced in the 1980s (e.g. Dix-
on 1988; Keeley 1996; Mercer 1999). However, most 
researchers agree that causewayed enclosures »were 
probably not generally designed and used with the pos-
sibility of conflict in mind, within a society that was in-
herently prone to warfare and violence. Certainly the 
perimeters may have indirectly offered the potential for 
defence and the importance of the enclosures may from 
time to time have made that characteristic useful. It is 
clear that conflict did occur in the earlier Neolithic, but 
there is little to suggest that this was an important fac-
tor in the construction of causewayed enclosures as a 
class« (oSWalD et al. 2001, 130). Defence is no longer 
seen as contradictory with intermittent occupation, 

gathering and ceremonial activities, among other rea-
sons because the use of a specific enclosure may have 
changed over time (e.g. Mercer 2008, 761 – 763).

Modes of interpretation of southern Iberian ditched enclo-
sures

Although some unenclosed pit sites had already 
been identified at the end of the 19th century, Iberian 
ditched sites began to be known in the 1970s. From 
that point on, until recently, the literature on the top-
ic has been dominated by a rather small set of key ide-
as  (Márquez-roMero 2007; Márquez-roMero/ 
JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, chapter 1):

 ù Settlement. The construction of megalithic struc-
tures by human groups of the 4th and 3rd millen-
nia BCE in Iberia had been known for a very long 
time. This included many chambered tombs of-
ten containing human remains. However, there 
was a marked contrast between an abundance of 
data relative to funerary contexts and a consid-
erable scarcity of detailed information about do-
mestic life. The appearance of ditched enclosures 
for the first time in the 1970s seemed to fill that 
void. Megaliths were thought to be clearly associ-
ated with ritual activities. By contrast, assemblag-
es recovered at ditched enclosures showed a wide 
range of artefacts and ecofacts, suggesting that the 
activities occurring there were varied in nature. 
This made them largely compatible with the idea 
of settlement. Finally, the › villages ‹ of the mega-
lithic builders had been found (e.g. Pellicer 1986, 
245 – 246).

 ù Rubbish. Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditches and 
pits were filled with a diverse and heterogeneous 
mixture of soil matrix, artefacts and ecofacts. The 
predominance of broken and incomplete objects 
and faunal remains gave the impression that the 
assemblages under study were the result of rubbish 
dumps. Whatever the primary function attribut-
ed to ditches and pits (see below), it was assumed 
that at the end of their use lives they were filled 
with › rubbish ‹ from the settlement. The occasion-
al discovery of complete and articulated animal 
or human skeletons were  – with exceptions  (e.g.  
arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999b, 613; lizcano 
1999, 114) – seen as random anomalies.

 ù Sedentism. From the outset, most Iberian Prehis-
torians considered ditched enclosures as the oldest 
evidence of permanently-occupied settlement sites, 
inhabited by sedentary communities (e.g. Pellicer 
1986, 246; DeliBeS/ FernánDez 1988, 270; lizcano 
et al. 1991 – 1992, 26). This was mainly based on the 
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idea that the peoples who built the magnificent 
monuments of the megalithic period must have 
been supported by a consolidated agrarian economy, 
namely that they were peasant farmers. The abun-
dance of › rubbish ‹ within pits and ditches reinforced 
such a view. Few houses were known. Two answers 
were given to the question of where people lived in 
these supposedly large settlements. Most research-
ers simply assumed that important post-abandon-
ment processes had destroyed the remains of the 
original houses. Other authors interpreted the pres-
ence of pits of a certain size as evidence that the 
pits themselves were the remains of semi-subter-
ranean houses or dwelling pits (p.e. caBrero 1987;  
lizcano et. al 1991 – 1992; lizcano 1999). 

 ù Concentration. In most cases, the floor plans of 
the ditched sites and the layout of their ditches 
were very partially known. Intra-site temporality 
was equally a major question mark. However, it was 
soon evident that their features – primarily ditches 
and pits – were on occasions scattered across vast 
areas. The large size of some of these ditched en-
closures favoured the notion that these places were 
inhabited by very large communities who lived 
there throughout the year. This suggested a process 
of population concentration in the 4th and 3rd mil-
lennia BCE in southern Iberia (nocete 1989; 1994;  
2001; lizcano et. al 1991 – 1992; garcía SanJuán/ 
 hurtaDo 1997; arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999a; 
lizcano 1999; zaFra et al. 1999).

 ù Storage (surplus). A major issue was how to explain 
the abundance of pits at ditched enclosures  (and 
pit sites) of the period. As stated above, some pits 
were interpreted as the lower halves of some kind 
of semi-subterranean huts  (dwelling pits). How-
ever, most pits were seen as grain storage pits (si-
los) (e.g. Siret 2001 (= 1893), 75 – 76; BonSor 1899, 
156; collanteS De terán 1969, 61; carriazo 
1980, 162; Pellicer 1986, 246; ruiz FernánDez 
1987; arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999b; cruz-auñón/  
arteaga 1999; nocete 2001, 70, 77, 86). The 
large scale of the pit phenomenon was explained 
in two ways, which I will respectively call › dia-
chronic juxtaposition ‹ and › synchronic accumu-
lation ‹. According to the former, when pits began 
to show sufficient physical wear and tear to prevent 
them from continuing to fulfill their hypothetical 
role as grain stores, they were filled and new sub-
surface features were dug nearby to replace them. 
Pit clusters were subsequently formed through 
the successive repetition of this cycle for years or 
centuries. The possibility was considered for the 
first time in the late-19th century  (BonSor 1899, 
156 – 158) and progressively developed throughout 

the 20th century in a multitude of publications and 
unpublished reports. The alternative, synchron-
ic accumulation postulated that a majority of pits 
were in use at the same time. In other words, it was 
believed that the formation of pit clusters was a re-
sponse to the need for storing enormous amounts 
of grain at a given time  (carriazo  1980, 162;  
arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999b, 611 – 613). 

 ù Hierarchy. In the last two decades, some schol-
ars have taken this view much further to suggest 
that the supposedly outstanding surplus of cereal 
supported a ruling class. According to these, the 
Chalcolithic communities of southern Iberia were 
characterised by highly-developed farming prac-
tices. The transport, storage and exchange of grain 
took place within large-scale networks of accumu-
lation and redistribution centred around large set-
tlements (the ditched enclosures). The very strong 
social inequalities identified in these communi-
ties would make them the earliest state societies in 
Western Europe  (arteaga/ cruz-auñón 1999b, 
613; cruz-auñón/ arteaga 1999; nocete 2001; 
lóPez alDana/ PaJuelo PanDo 2001; Morán/ 
Parreira 2003).

 ù Defence. Although some researchers believed 
that the ditches may have been dug for drain-
age – namely to prevent flooding of inhabited areas 
and fields (FernánDez/ oliva 1980, 24; 1985, 114;  
Pellicer 1986, 246) or for irrigation (hornoS et al. 
1998; zaFra et al. 1999) – most accounts saw them 
as the remains of defensive systems  (hornoS 
et  al. 1987; lizcano et. al 1991 – 1992; Martín 
De la cruz 1997; lizcano 1999; cruz-auñón/  
arteaga 1999; nocete 2001). Therefore, the 
ditches were enclosing, delimiting and protecting 
large residential areas and storage facilities.

A number of works published in the first decade of 
the 21st century have questioned this hypothetical › so-
cial complexity ‹, and today approaches to the issue of 
ditched enclosures in the Neolithic and Chalcolithic of 
southern Iberia are multiple and diverse. Some authors 
have just proposed a lower degree of social and politi-
cal complexity, without actually disputing the idea that 
ditches were constructed primarily for defensive pur-
poses  (e.g. hurtaDo 2003). Others have highlighted 
certain shortcomings of the defensive hypotheses, al-
though maintaining the conception of those sites as per-
manent, sedentary settlements  (Díaz-Del-río 2004; 
2008; coSta et al. 2010). Moreover, others have reject-
ed most of the ideas outlined above  (e.g. Márquez- 
roMero 2001; 2003; 2006; Márquez-roMero/ 
 JiMénez-JáiMez 2010; valera 2012).
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SIMIL AR DAtA, DISSIMIL AR INtERPREtAtIoNS? E xPL AINING tHE (APPARENt) PAR ADox

In this section, I have conducted two compari-
sons. In the first one, I have succinctly analysed the 
archaeological evidence coming from Neolithic cause-
wayed enclosures in Britain and Neolithic/ Copper 
Age ditched enclosures in Iberia, finding notable dif-
ferences. Having said that, the similarities are also ev-
ident, and they might be even more significant. Why? 
Because, as far as the research process is concerned, 
both types of enclosures raise analogous questions. 
What is the purpose of the ditches? How should we 
understand their layout? Why most enclosures were 
predominantly (roughly) circular or oval? What other 
constructive elements were present aside from ditch-
es? Why are there no clear traces of substantial build-
ings in most sites? If not habitation, then what kind 
of activities took place within and around the en-
closures? How were deposits within ditches and pits 
formed? Why so many artefacts and ecofacts? Why so 
much fauna, especially articulated joints or complete 
bodies? Why the connection to human remains? What 
was the relation between enclosures and other places 
in the landscape such as megaliths, pit sites or rock art 
places? Were enclosure builders the same people that 
erected megalithic monuments? What kind of social 
mechanisms explain their construction? In sum, what 
were the social, economic, symbolic and political roles 
of enclosures in society? All of these and many oth-
er questions are applicable to both British causewayed 
enclosures and southern Iberian ditched enclosures, 
and to an extent to hundreds of Neolithic-Copper Age 
ditched enclosures across Europe.

 Having identified common features and corre-
sponding research questions in both British cause-
wayed enclosures and Iberian ditched enclosures, one 
would expect to find at least some degree of coinci-
dence in the various interpretations developed. How-
ever, if we exclude the last ten years or so, this does not 
hold true at all. Quite the contrary, the second com-
parative exercise has shown considerable contrasts be-
tween interpretations in Britain and those in Iberia. 
This is key because it prompts a new research question 
that did not previously exist: why are interpretations 
so different when many of the sites considered are (in 
appearance at least) so similar?

There are several factors that – taken together – can 
explain the divergence between the interpretative tra-
ditions of the two areas under analysis: 

1.  The existence of features that are exclusive to either 
Iberian or British enclosures, namely dissimilar-
ities in the sites themselves and their landscapes. 
Because the archaeological evidence under analysis 
is not identical, it seems reasonable, even natural, 

to expect Neolithic causewayed enclosures in Brit-
ain and Neolithic/ Copper Age ditched enclosures 
in Iberia to be viewed differently by archaeologists. 
However, it is important to note that most of the 
differences described above only occur occasional-
ly, or are restricted to a group of exceptional Chal-
colithic sites usually labelled as the › mega-sites ‹. A 
majority of Iberian sites do not present the remains 
of houses or walls, for example.

2.  The fact that research on British causewayed en-
closures and Iberian ditched enclosures developed 
largely independently from one another for dec-
ades – with insufficient communication between 
them and employing different methods – ultimate-
ly causing southern Iberian enclosures to be rec-
ognised much later than both British causewayed 
enclosures and Iberian walled enclosures.

3.  The varying influence of certain theoretical ap-
proaches.

I have already addressed factor no. 1. In what follows, I 
shall look at issues no. 2 and 3.

Insufficient communication between British and Iberian 
researchers (1970s to 2000s)

The discovery of British causewayed and Iberi-
an ditched enclosures occurred independently from 
each other. Moreover, from the mid-1970s to the ear-
ly-2000s, research on Iberian ditched enclosures re-
mained largely isolated, not only from that of British 
causewayed enclosures but also from other enclosures 
in Neolithic Europe. European researchers were not 
aware – for the most part – of the details of the Ibe-
rian data, and therefore of the potential for compari-
son. At the same time, Iberian archaeologists failed to 
acknowledge the similarities between ditched enclo-
sures in Iberia and those in other European regions. 
The reasons why this happened have been analysed 
in depth and fully referenced elsewhere  (JiMénez- 
JáiMez 2015). Here, I will only provide a brief summa-
ry to place the arguments given in this paper in a prop-
er context.

In southern Britain, the vast majority of cause-
wayed enclosures has been discovered in one of just 
two ways: field-walking survey or aerial survey. For 
various reasons, neither of these two methodolo-
gies has been nearly as important for the discovery of 
ditched enclosures in southern Iberia.

Field-walking was notoriously effective in the chalk 
uplands of southern England, where a number of sites 
had survived as earthworks. They possessed above-
ground structures – banks – preserved to such a degree 
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that made them visible at ground level. Hence, they 
were easily identifiable through field-walking. Their vis-
ibility explains that enclosed sites that are nowadays 
considered Neolithic began to attract the attention of 
antiquarians as early as the 17th century (for full refer-
ences, see oSWalD et al. 2001, 9 – 34). In the 19th and 
early-20th century, several › causewayed camps ‹ – as they 
were known at the time – had already been found via 
field-walking survey. The prevalence of traditional sur-
vey in enclosure research would decline from the late-
1920s and especially after World War II. It was largely 
replaced by aerial survey. As early as 1928, Keiller and 
Crawford published Wessex from the Air, a pioneering 
work on the use of aerial photography to identify and 
characterise Prehistoric earthworks. Data from surveys 
carried out by Keiller and Crawford eventually resulted 
in the publication of the article › Neolithic Camps ‹, by 
curWen (1930). The effectiveness of aerial reconnais-
sance for this purpose became undeniable in the 1960s, 
when a more systematic application of the technique 
led to further discoveries. Specifically, aerial survey al-
lowed the recognition of sites that had not survived as 
earthworks: in the absence of banks, enclosures in val-
leys and river terraces were only visible from the air 
as cropmarks. By 1970, St. Joseph had photographed 
21 new instances.

For decades, neither field-walking nor aerial photo 
interpretation were as decisive for Iberian ditched en-
closures research as they were in Britain. The absence 
of visible, above-ground earthworks next to the Ibe-
rian ditches – probably due to a more continued ag-
ricultural use of the land – made their detection by 
field-walking surveyors more difficult. Furthermore, 
from the 1930s to the 1970s, the social, economic and 
political orders in Spain and Portugal were very dif-
ferent to those in Britain. In Iberia, the economy was 
underdeveloped and political rights were restricted by 
dictatorial regimes, whereby insufficient funding and 
political control hampered archaeological research. 
More precisely, the use of aerial survey in archaeolo-
gy was very limited, and it did not result in the discov-
ery of any Neolithic or Chalcolithic ditched enclosure. 
Consequently, the discovery of Prehistoric ditched 
sites took place much later in Spain and Portugal than 
in other European regions. The first ditches were dis-
covered in Valencina de la Concepción (near Seville, 
Spain) in the 1970s, coinciding with the advent of lib-
eral democracy in Spain. The end of the dictatorships 
brought about new economic conditions that allowed 
the building of new residential areas, the construction 
of large infrastructures and the funding necessary for 
undertaking large extensive excavation projects. From 
the late-1970s to the late-2000s, an impressive amount 
of development-led archaeology was carried out in 
the area, in line with a very intense urban expansion 

process, largely – but not exclusively – fostered by a 
growing tourism industry. The results of the first exca-
vations were published in the 1980s (e.g. FernánDez/ 
oliva 1980; 1985; ruiz Mata 1983; Martín De la 
cruz 1985; 1986; hurtaDo 1986). In Portugal, know-
ledge of ditched sites was rather limited until 1997, 
when Perdigões was discovered (lago et al. 1998). 

At no point in this process were there direct ties be-
tween the discoverers of Iberian ditched enclosures 
and those of British causewayed enclosures, or Neo-
lithic enclosures elsewhere in Europe, for that matter. 
This lack of communication continued until the 2000s.

British archaeologists were generally not aware of 
the existence of 4th and 3rd millennia BCE ditched en-
closures in Iberia. They had traditionally placed strong 
emphasis on the wider European context for cause-
wayed enclosures, first in the form of simple morpho-
logical parallels (e.g. curWen 1930, 42 – 48) and later 
recognising the need to exchange ideas and methods 
with researchers elsewhere in Europe. Thus, from the 
1980s to the 2000s, a number of international meetings 
occurred in Britain, with contributions from research-
ers studying sites in the United Kingdom, Ireland, Den-
mark, France, Germany and Italy (e.g. BurgeSS et al. 
1988; Darvill/ thoMaS 2001; varnDell/ toPPing 
2002). However, Iberian ditched enclosures were not 
represented in any of these international meetings, 
keeping European experts from becoming familiar 
with them. To make things more difficult, accessing 
the Iberian data was rather difficult for most non-Iberi-
an archaeologists. Only a small portion of the fieldwork 
carried out at Iberian ditched enclosures in those years 
was properly published. The development of rescue and 
contract archaeology in Iberia produced a lot of grey 
literature, interim reports and summaries in region-
al journals such as the Anuario Arqueológico de An-
dalucía, often difficult to find in European libraries. A 
language barrier contributed to the lack of knowledge 
exchange, given that those papers were almost without 
exception written in Spanish or Portuguese. As a re-
sult, Iberian ditched enclosures were not included in 
any of the synthesis made about the wider European 
phenomenon  (only some walled, non-ditched enclo-
sures were described, e.g. in Whittle 1996, 334 – 338; 
anDerSen 1997, 144 – 145). 

There was an obvious lack of interest by Iberian re-
searchers in joining the general discussions. If Iberi-
an sites were absent from debates in the continental 
scene, this is – above all – because simultaneously the 
European ones were being left out of the Iberian con-
versation. From the discovery of the first ditched en-
closures in Iberia in the mid-1970s to the first decade of 
the 21st century, there were not many attempts to look 
for archaeological analogies to Iberian Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic ditched enclosures (Márquez-roMero/ 
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JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, 27). In fact, the widespread 
recognition of an › Iberian ditched enclosure phenom-
enon ‹ had not properly taken place in Spanish or Por-
tuguese archaeologies: almost every ditched site was 
studied with reference to its surroundings only. The 
publication of a paper calling for a more inclusive ap-
proach did not occur until 2001  (Márquez-roMe-
ro 2001; see also DeliBeS 2001, 300 – 301). Up to that 
point, there was a clear absence of incentives for the 
development of comparative perspectives  (although 
see a largely forgotten early attempt in Martín De 
la cruz 1997). This was caused by a number of fac-
tors (JiMénez-JáiMez 2015): 

 ù A deficient characterisation of Iberian ditched en-
closures  (inappropriate methods). Until very re-
cently, neither methods based on higher and more 
intelligible viewpoints  – e.g. aerial/ satellite sur-
vey – nor ground-based remote sensing – e.g. geo-
physical survey – have been widespread in Iberian 
enclosure research. Small trenches or sondages 
were not sufficiently wide to reveal the plan of the 
enclosures. This severely limited the capacity of 
Iberian researchers to perceive similarities with 
other European enclosures.

 ù An inherent difficulty in understanding Iberi-
an ditched enclosures because of the complexi-
ty of occupational sequences at certain sites. The 
restricted survey areas hampered the comprehen-
sion of stratigraphies and formation processes. On 
top of that, absolute dating programmes were very 
limited and Bayesian approaches non-existent. As 
a result, › defining ‹ the › basic features ‹ of Southern 
Iberian ditched enclosures became a rather cum-
bersome task.

 ù An excessive focus on local and regional issues, as 
opposed to understanding local events within a 
broader context (see below).

the varying influence of theoretical frameworks and trends

From the late-19th century to World War II, re-
search on British causewayed enclosures was primar-
ily influenced by two theoretical developments: Social 
Evolutionism and Culture History. Especially in the 
Victorian era, the main concern was to identify evo-
lutionary stages in the archaeological record. As Evans 
points out, evolutionist arguments supported hypoth-
eses as late as the 1940s. There was, for example, a firm 
belief in the universal need for defence: at some point 
in their continuous development, all human groups 
would need protection from others, and causewayed 
enclosures provided proof of that  (evanS 1988, 51). 
Moreover, there was the issue of a › pastoral stage ‹ in 

culture, which in Britain was thought to extend from 
the earliest Neolithic to the Middle Bronze Age, in 
light of which some interpretations of causewayed en-
closures were proposed (evanS 1988, 56 – 57). As for 
the contributions of Culture History to Neolithic en-
closures research, the concern for much of this peri-
od was the establishment of chronological sequences 
and the identification of particular › cultures ‹, e.g. the 
Neolithic A or Windmill Hill culture, as opposed to 
the Neolithic B or Peterborough culture, or the Beaker 
› invaders ‹ (evanS 1988, 52).

In the 1960s and 1970s, a new theoretical paradigm 
emerged. Processualism was best embodied in British 
Neolithic archaeology by Renfrew. He also consolidat-
ed the supposedly markedly agrarian and sedentary 
character of the earliest British Neolithic. He focused 
on the construction of megalithic and non-megalith-
ic monuments and argued that monuments were the 
outcome of increasing demographic pressure in the 
Atlantic Façade of Europe. Monuments acted as terri-
torial markers to claim possession of the land by com-
peting groups and worship the ancestors. According 
to Renfrew, the expenditure of effort on monument 
building is a reflection of population size and scale of 
social organisation. Hence, the profusion of monu-
ments in Neolithic Wessex suggested the emergence 
of chiefdoms. This meant the existence of a ranked 
society where the redistribution of produce was or-
ganised by the chief. This also entailed increased pop-
ulation density, greater productivity, the emergence of 
a priesthood and the distinctive dress or ornament for 
the elite, thus encouraging craft specialisation (ren-
FreW 1973a; 1973b; 1981). 

The prevalence of these arguments continued until 
the 1980s, when post-processualist approaches began 
to gain traction. This was accompanied by the pro-
gressive shift to an entirely different view of the British 
Neolithic in the early-1990s. The new paradigm con-
ceived those communities as more mobile, and relying 
on a range of resources, rather than being largely de-
pendent on agriculture (e.g. thoMaS 1991; 1999; Bar-
rett 1994; Whittle 1996; eDMonDS 1999). Other 
important theoretical novelties are the appearance of 
phenomenological approaches (tilley 1994), and the 
adoption of a dwelling perspective, based on Ingold’s 
work (e.g. ingolD 1993; 2000).

In southern Iberia, research on ditched sites began 
much later than in Britain, in the 1970s. However, the 
prevalent mode of interpretation emerged progres-
sively much earlier, starting almost a century before 
the first ditches were identified. Iberian Prehistor-
ic archaeology from the late-19th century to the 1970s 
was dominated by Culture History and Diffusionism, 
mainly due to the work of Siret and German research-
ers like G. and V. Leisner, Schüle or Blance, to name 
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just a few. Prior to the discovery of ditched enclosures, 
researchers were already dealing with  (apparently) 
similar issues in two different sets of sites: pit sites and 
walled enclosures.

 ù Pit sites The earliest references to something sim-
ilar to what we today call Neolithic and Chal-
colithic ditched enclosures actually described 
unenclosed pit sites  (Márquez-roMero 2007; 
Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, chap-
ter 1). In the 19th century, pioneers of Iberian archae-
ology, like da Veiga in Portugal (Morán/ Parreira 
2003, 313) or Siret  (Siret 2001  (=1893)) and Bon-
Sor  (1899) in Spain, investigated Prehistoric sites 
with an abundance of pits. Their work introduced 
many of the hypotheses about the functionality of 
these structures that, still today, are used by some 
scholars to interpret Iberian ditched enclosures (see 
above): the pits might have served as semi-subter-
ranean houses, as underground spaces for storage, 
as rubbish pits or as graves. After an hiatus of more 
than 60 years, further work on pit sites was carried 
out in the 1960s by Collantes de terán (1969) and 
carriazo (1980), who, from a Culture History ap-
proach, suggested that pit-digging was a distinc-
tive cultural trait of the Prehistoric populations of 
southern Iberia. This is when the idea of pit sites as 
evidence of large-scale grain storage began to take 
shape, too (carriazo 1980, 162).

 ù Walled enclosures However, most of the attention 
was focused on the south-east, where walled enclo-
sures were thought to represent the materialisation 
of interactions with non-Iberian areas (for an over-
view of their history of research and interpretation, 
see chaPMan 1990, chapter 2; Jorge 1994; Jorge 
2003, 91 – 95). Walled enclosures are one of the most 
controversial topics in Iberian Archaeology. Their 
walls are made using dry-stone masonry tech-
niques and include features that, at least formally, 
look like bastions and towers. They enclose interior 
areas containing what appear to be circular hous-
es and other domestic features. After the discovery 
and excavation of Los Millares (Almería) by Siret 
in the late 19th century, many other similar sites 
were found, particularly in the south-east and the 
lower Tagus valley (e. g. Vila Nova de São Pedro). 
Culture History scholars grouped them together 
in a › Los Millares-VNSP culture ‹. They appeared 
to be notably different to any other archaeologi-
cal site in Iberia and most of Western Europe. Sites 
of the Los Millares/ VNSP culture were also wide-
ly seen as the best example of the transformations 
that accompanied the introduction of metallur-
gy of copper in the peninsula, including fortified 
settlements – the walled enclosures – new types 

of objects and corbelled dome mortuary monu- 
ments, tholoi. All of that fit very well the then-pre-
dominant diffusionist approaches. For decades, 
their provenance and the profound changes in so-
ciety and culture that they were perceived to rep-
resent were mostly attributed to external factors, 
whether they comprised vague › influences ‹ or a full-
blown process of colonisation organised from the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

In the 1970s, the theoretical principles of Culture 
History and Diffusionism began to fade under the in-
fluence of processualists like Renfrew, Chapman or 
Gilman. With the demise of Diffusionism and colo-
nial theory, the emerging approaches turned to new 
driving forces for social change. Thus, the transition 
from Iberian Neolithic to Chalcolithic (4th to 3rd mil-
lennia BCE), and therefore the emergence of the Los 
Millares-VNSP culture, were redefined to focus on 
population concentration (large villages), agricultur-
al intensification (grain storage areas) and social con-
flicts (defensive systems). For instance, in the Iberian 
south-east, new interpretative models arose, with an 
emphasis on demographic growth, climatic condi-
tions and the introduction of technologies like irriga-
tion systems (gilMan 1976; gilMan/ thorneS 1985; 
chaPMan 1990). Importantly, the collapse of the dif-
fusionist models also brought about a certain reaction 
against diffusionist explanations of change in both 
Spanish and Portuguese Chalcolithic archaeology (as 
shown by Jorge 2003). External contacts or influenc-
es, therefore, were slowly but surely deemed either 
non-existent or irrelevant.

In the 1980s, a newer theoretical framework – root-
ed in Historical Materialism  (ruiz  et  al. 1984) and 
known as › Social Archaeology ‹ – became prevalent 
in southern Iberia. › Social archaeologists ‹ generally 
assume that social, economic and political inequali-
ty in Prehistoric times took the form of relations of 
production based on appropriation of surplus labour, 
coercion and/ or ideology. Moreover, said inequality is 
thought to be reflected in the patterns of variability 
of the archaeological record -sites of different types 
and sizes, such as farms, villages, storage areas, for-
tified settlements, etc. - in a way that makes it possi-
ble for archaeologists to apprehend it. Also essential 
is the concept of › political territory ‹, understood as 
the macro spatial materialisation of an institutional-
ised coercion, where settlements are hierarchically 
organised and surplus is controlled and redistributed 
by elites (nocete 1984). Within this approach, socie-
ties are conceptualised as territories ruled by central-
ised powers.

Both processualists and marxists partially adopted 
Renfrew’s classical hypothesis on the social mechanisms 
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behind megalithic monument building. For them, this 
phenomenon was the most visible result of early social 
complexity: the construction of megaliths could only 
be accomplished through concentration of surplus and 
labour. This implied that megalith builders were sed-
entary peasant communities who lived in permanent 
settlements, practised a very productive agriculture 
and had appropriate storage facilities. In the regions 
where Copper Age walled enclosures were built, the 
conclusion seemed straightforward. With their walls, 
bastions, towers and circular houses, they looked like 
fortified, permanent settlements  (e.g. arriBaS  et  al. 
1979). However, what about those areas where walled 
enclosures were not known?

This is the context in which southern Iberian 
ditched enclosures were detected for the first time in 
the 1970s and 1980s in the Guadalquivir and Guadi-
ana basins. Due to the ongoing rejection of Diffusion-
ism, there was no perceived necessity to look outside 
the peninsula in search of comparable examples or 
possible connections for the newly identified ditched 
sites (Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, 27). 
However, analogy was not completely abandoned; 
rather, it just became less visible. Instead of putting 
analogies at the forefront, they were mostly implicit. 
Indeed, rather than searching for parallels or influenc-
es from the outside, analogies were made internally, 
between distinct types of Iberian sites: 

 ù Analogy 1: Ditched enclosures and pit sites The 
presence of pits next to the ditches and similarities 
in the fillings of both types of structures suggest-
ed some kind of connection between the recently 

identified ditched sites and the pit sites that had 
been known for decades. Hence, all of the tradi-
tional assumptions about the functions of pits were 
automatically applied. This included the idea of the 
large-scale accumulation of agrarian surplus and 
its storage in pits.

 ù Analogy 2: Ditched enclosures and walled enclo-
sures The idea that walled and ditched enclosures 
must have been very similar things – perhaps two 
sides of the same coin – is explicitly or implicitly 
present in numerous accounts (e.g. caStro et al. 
1996, 85; DeliBeS/ FernánDez 1988, 270; Pellic-
er 1986, 246). Walled and ditched enclosures are 
structurally dissimilar in many ways, and their 
chronology is only partially coincident. Moreover, 
for unknown reasons, they were distributed across 
different areas of southern Iberia: walled sites in 
the south-east and the lower Tagus, ditched sites in 
the basins of rivers such as Guadalquivir and Gua-
diana. And yet, they were interpreted in analogous 
terms: as fortified villages or even towns.

In sum, data coming from Iberian enclosed sites 
was believed to seamlessly fit the theoretical scene of 
the 1980s. As a result, ditched enclosures were con-
sidered – almost without exception – permanent and 
stable settlements. Ditches were interpreted as drain-
age systems or – more commonly – defensive struc-
tures. Furthermore, ditched enclosures were regarded 
by a good number of southern Iberian archaeologists 
as a materialisation of social unrest, violence and class 
struggle (nocete 1989; 1994; 2001; arteaga/ cruz-
auñón 1999b; Morán/ Parreira 2003).

CoNCLUSIoNS

Undoubtedly, the ditched enclosure phenomenon 
that occurred in the 4th and 3rd millennia BCE in Iberia 
is unique. Neolithic and Chalcolithic ditched enclo-
sures in southern Iberia may present features that are 
difficult to find in sites of other European regions at 
the time, particularly in Britain. Any narrative on Ibe-
rian ditched enclosures must account for peculiarities 
such as the occasional appearance of circular hous-
es with dry-stone foundations, dry-stone walls with 
bastion-like features, the large size of some of them, 
etc. However, most of these special features – which 
set southern Iberian ditched enclosures apart from 
British causewayed enclosures – are exclusive to just 
a few sites, the so-called › mega-sites ‹ or › mega-enclo-
sures ‹. Furthermore, many of those features date back 
to the middle or the second half of the 3rd millenni-
um BCE, which is late in the sequence, and they are 
not representative of the general phenomenon. Finally, 

the similarities between Iberian and British enclosures 
are also notable. 

In spite of this, interpretation of ditched enclosures 
in southern Portugal and Spain has been blatantly dif-
ferent from that in Britain. In my view, this is a conse-
quence of three separate issues: 

a)  the particularities of Iberian enclosures, already 
mentioned; 

b)  the glaring lack of communication between re-
searchers working on ditched enclosures in Iberia 
and those in Britain (and elsewhere); and 

c)  the varying influence of certain theoretical ap-
proaches 

For years, work on Iberian ditched enclosures took 
place without external references for comparison. 
There were no expectations concerning what Neolithic 
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ditched enclosures are supposed to look like. The igno-
rance of the Iberian evidence by European archaeolo-
gists (see above) did not help matters. Much of this can 
be blamed on the prevalence in Iberia of survey meth-
ods with a narrow scope, instead of others like aerial 
reconnaissance and geophysical survey. The lack of de-
tailed knowledge about the enclosures and their gen-
eral floor plan severely limited the capacity of Iberian 
researchers to perceive similarities with other Europe-
an enclosures. In turn, this discouraged communica-
tion with them and ultimately retarded the adoption 
of wider coverage survey methods  (Fig. 7). I do not 
consider it a coincidence that this methodological vi-
cious circle was only broken (e.g. Márquez-roMero 
et  al. 2011; Wheatley  et  al. 2012; valera 2013d; 
see DeliBeS et al. 2014 for an example from an Iberi-
an region outside of our area of focus) after a number 
of papers calling for a change in approach – includ-
ing paying more attention to the wider European con-
text – were published (Márquez-roMero 2001; 2003; 
2006; 2007; Márquez-roMero/ FernánDez ruiz 
2002; roJo et al. 2008; orozco 2009; DeliBeS et al. 
2009; Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010; 
valera/ evangeliSta 2010).

The sharp contrast in the modes of interpretation 
can also be explained as a consequence of the diver-
gent influence of various theoretical trends. In Brit-
ain, the last 30 years have witnessed the emergence of 
post-processual approaches. Many of the principles of 

Processual Archaeology have been challenged. For the 
British Neolithic, this has meant a shift in conception, 
from an agrarian, sedentary and ranked society to 
more mobile and dynamic communities. On the con-
trary, in Iberia the last three decades have seen the rise 
of Social Archaeology. As far as the Late Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic is concerned, despite their undoubtedly 
original contributions, Marxist-oriented works have 
inherited many of the ideas that characterised pro-
cessual approaches: monumentality as an expression 
of social inequality, enclosures as defensive systems, 
territorial control by the elites and accumulation of la-
bour surplus.

It is not the aim of this paper to judge which of 
these two modes of interpretation is preferable  (for 
an in depth, if already outdated, discussion, see 
Márquez-roMero/ JiMénez-JáiMez 2010, chap-
ters  9 – 11). Indeed, each of them is dependent in part 
on the differing realities that they aspire to under-
stand. Instead, my objective is to show that a more 
fluid relationship would be in the interests of both 
parties. On the one hand, the integration of Iberian 
debates into the European scene would help Iberian 
research grow and mature, in terms of both ideas and 
methods. On the other, it would also constitute a very 
positive contribution to the general discussions. It is 
not difficult to see that British and other European ar-
chaeologists would strongly benefit from the perspec-
tive provided by Iberian data and interpretations.
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The first farmers as monument builders in the Sarup area, Funen, Denmark

Niels H. Andersen

AbSTr Ac T

In Denmark, the most extensive construction of large 
monuments took place in the second half of the 4th millenni-
um BC, during the Funnel Beaker culture, when thousands 
of unchambered long barrows, dolmens, passage graves and 
causewayed enclosures were built. This enormous building 
activity coincided with the great changes in the region’s c. 
500-year-old Neolithic economy. Extensive areas of wood-
land were taken into cultivation, the forest was felled, trees, 
stumps and roots were removed and countless moraine boul-
ders of various sizes were transported away. Prior to sowing 
crops, these cleared areas were prepared with a primitive 
plough – the ard – which required large arable plots.

Rendering the cleared forest areas cultivable was not a one-
man job, but rather an operation requiring the coordinated 
efforts of many individuals, perhaps in a cooperative system 
similar to that which also proved effective in Danish agricul-
ture in later times. Becoming sedentary farmers required fun-
damental changes to the way in which people thought and 
planned their activities throughout the year, how they secured 
and maintained the right to use the cultivable land, etc. A co-
operative system is best maintained and developed by large 
gatherings and communal works. The monuments of the Fun-
nel Beaker culture can be seen as constituting an active part of 
these measures. However, it is striking that there are no finds 
testifying to the existence of a stratified, hierarchical society at 
the time of these fundamental changes and the construction of 
these great Neolithic monuments. Nonetheless, the period has 
produced some of the finest pottery ever seen, which – together 
with exquisite flint and stone tools – tells of the communal ac-
tivities that took place by and within the monuments, as well 
as contacts extending across great distances.

During the last 40 years, extensive excavations and stud-
ies have been undertaken regarding monuments from the 
Funnel Beaker culture in the Sarup area of southwest Funen.

The earliest monuments in the Sarup area are Barkaer 
structures  (unchambered long barrows without a mound) 
with massive plank-built façades and simple plank coffins: 
these structures were followed by various dolmen types and 
then passage graves, concealed within earthen mounds. 
These monuments are often found grouped in clusters, to 
which people – at intervals of several generations – returned 
to build new monuments and re-used those already standing.

Contemporaneous with the building of dolmens and pas-
sage graves, three causewayed enclosures were constructed in 
the area. These are very well-preserved structures that have 
provided a wealth of factual information on the construction 
and use of this type of monument. Their construction clear-
ly required considerable planning, although interpretations 
of their sediment stratigraphy suggest that they could only 
have been used for a very short period of time, perhaps only 
a few hours. The system ditches were then back-filled and at 
Sarup I, palisades comprising large numbers of wooden (oak) 
posts were simply abandoned. However, in subsequent centu-
ries, there was again activity on parts of these sites, whereby 
some system ditches were re-opened, while carefully respecting 
the earlier structures. Here, we see evidence of handed-down 
knowledge about – and respect for – the earlier activities.

The re-opening of the system ditches and the construction 
of new megalithic monuments in association with the exist-
ing clusters shows that knowledge of these primary structures 
was retained by people for centuries and thereby constituted 
a confirmation of their Neolithic identity.

InTroDuc TIon

Intensive archaeological studies carried out between 
1971 and 2012 have resulted in large body of new in-
formation relating to the settlement pattern of the 
Funnel Beaker culture in the Sarup area, southwest Fu-
nen, Denmark. The study was limited to a 20 km2 area 
around the village of Sarup (Fig. 1). These investigations 

were centred on a sandy headland at Sarup, where re-
mains of two causewayed enclosures were discovered 
and partially excavated (Andersen 1997; 2015a). These 
monuments were dated to the middle part of the Fun-
nel Beaker culture, i. e. the second half of the 4th mil-
lennium BC. In addition, finds representing a further 
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nine prehistoric phases were recovered from the Sarup 
site: three of these phases can be dated to a later stage 
of the Funnel Beaker culture.

The two causewayed enclosures at Sarup are spec-
tacular structures belonging to the group of simi-
lar monuments that have been recognised in areas 
of western Europe since the 1880s (Andersen 1997, 
133 – 280). The excavations at Sarup came to an end 
in 1984, and it was then decided to investigate how 
such large and labour-intensive structures could have 
functioned within the local contemporaneous settle-
ment area. One of the aims of this further work was 
to locate coeval settlements, ideally containing the re-
mains of houses, possibly villages, megalithic monu-
ments and offering sites.

Sarup is located in a landscape dominated by a 
flat, heath-covered, sandy outwash plain, which lies 
at about 5 – 10 m above the present mean sea level and 
is surrounded by hilly terrain that reaches heights of 
40 – 50 m a. m.s. l. (Fig. 2). The hills provide shelter for 
the plain, causing it to be › warmer ‹ than the surround-
ing areas. Through the middle of the plain flows the 
river Hårby Å, bordered by broad bands of bogs and 
meadows. The warm, sandy, well-drained heath plain – 
together with the extensive meadows and wetlands – 
makes the area very attractive for settlement.

Since 1984, research efforts have aimed to localise 
traces of prehistoric settlement – in particular from 
the Funnel Beaker culture – and undertaking excava-
tions of various types of monuments and structures 
that could potentially be coeval with the Sarup site’s 
two causewayed enclosures. Prior to this, the only ar-
chival records for the area were of a scheduled dolmen 
and a stone cist, two destroyed megalithic monuments 
and a settlement.

Through visits to local farms – which often had pri-
vate collections of archaeological artefacts back in the 
1980s – studies of aerial photographs and in particu-
lar intensive survey work on all of the fields, it proved 
possible to gather a body of information on prehistor-
ic settlement in the area. Thousands of artefacts were 
collected and recorded and hundreds of new localities 
were located, dating from all prehistoric periods (An-
dersen 2009; 2011, 149 – 150).

Of particular interest were the c. 125 destroyed and 
ploughed-down megalithic monuments located in an 
area that previously only had records of four of these 
structures. It also proved possible to establish the lo-
cations of 88 settlement areas belonging to the Fun-
nel Beaker culture, and half of these have yielded finds 
from the two phases to which the causewayed enclo-
sures are dated (Fig. 2).

Sixteen excavation projects have led to the discov-
ery of two Barkaer structures, 31 megalithic monu-
ments, five house sites at two localities and parts of 

Fig. 1. Location of Sarup in southwest Funen, Denmark.
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Fig. 2. The study area for the Sarup project, showing the  
location of the settlements (brown patches) and megalithic  
monuments (red circles) that are thought to be coeval with  
the three causewayed enclosures dating from, rspectively, the 
Fuchsberg and the Klintebakken phases (c. 3400 – 3200 BC). 
The place names refer to localities mentioned in the text. 
Contour interval: 2.5 m.
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four settlements. About 410,000 artefacts have been 
recorded from the study area. Nine of the 31 meg-
alithic monuments have been identified as passage 
graves, i. e. there is a passage running from the cham-
ber to the foot of the mound: this passage was covered 
with flat (cap-)stones and the entire megalithic struc-
ture was enclosed within an earthen mound  (erik-
sen/ Andersen 2016a, 80). The earliest finds in the 
passage graves are always dated to the Klintebakken 
phase, i. e. around 3200 BC (sjögren 2011, 104). The 
remaining 22 megalithic monuments are all examples 
of earlier, simpler dolmens. They comprise at least four 
orthostats, covered by a single capstone, which can of-
ten be quite imposing. Originally, these dolmens had 
no mound associated with them. They are dated to 
around 3400 BC (eriksen/ Andersen 2016a; eriksen/ 
 Andersen 2016b). It should be noted that the Danish 
megalithic monuments – unlike many in other coun-
tries – have not employed megaliths greater than 3 m 
in maximum dimension, as large stones rarely occur 
in the moraine deposits that cover most of the country.

In order to give an idea of the variation in the mon-
uments of the Funnel Beaker culture in the Sarup area, 
a selection of those investigated will be presented here. 
However, it should be highlighted that not all of the 
sites have been fully investigated and analysed.

E Arly nEolIThIc bArk AEr STruc TurES

The Frydenlund site dating from c. 3600 bc

About 2 km east of Sarup, traces of two Barkaer struc-
tures were found on a horizontal plateau that provides a 
fine view over the lower-lying heath plain (Fig. 2).

The Frydenlund locality has suffered extensive 
damage as a consequence of windthrows and cultiva-
tion, as well as the gathering and removal of wagon-
loads of stones. This made it difficult to analyse and 
interpret the archaeological remains. The locality con-
sisted uppermost of the remains of a ploughed-down 
Bronze Age barrow, which had a diameter of 28 m. 
The barrow covered and partly protected two Bar-
kaer structures  – A and B  – with façade ditches to 
the west (Fig. 3). These Barkaer structures were posi-
tioned on an Early Neolithic settlement comprising 
two house sites and numerous features, which yielded 
a rich finds assemblage of more than 15,000 artefacts.

The northernmost structure  (structure A) repre-
sented the remains of a two-aisled house of Mossby 
type, which was subsequently covered with a flat lay-
er of stones, with a striking façade construction to the 
west (structure A36). The house had been 17 m long and 
6.6 m wide, with an area of 106 m2. Traces were found 
of postholes from a row of central posts, as well as 

many smaller stake holes around the presumed course 
of the walls. Clay daub found in the latter shows that 
the building must have had a wattle-and-daub con-
struction. The house seems quite large, but a lot of de-
bries from a settlement around it gives the impression 
of a normal settlement house. In the western part of 
the building were a number of small pits and a thin cul-
ture layer with which hundreds of charred seeds were 
associated, including grains of durum wheat (Triticum 
durum)  (kirleis/ Fischer 2014). Radiocarbon analy-
ses of selected samples yielded a date c 3635 ca BC – 
see table 1. The artefacts found here correspond to 
those found in Stengade house I, on the Danish island 
of Langeland (skAArup 1975) and the eastern Holstein 
site of Siggeneben-Süd (Meurers-BAlke 1983).

The house site represented by structure A was later 
covered by one or more separate stone carpets com-
prising two to three layers of hand- to head-sized 
stones. However, a large part of this stone covering had 
been destroyed by recent stone removal. At the centre 
of the structure – directly below the stone covering – 
lay an intact thin-butted flint axe, together with sherds 
from a funnel-necked beaker and some amber beads. 
These perhaps represent grave goods from a now-de-
stroyed burial.

Stucture B

Stucture A

A61 A18

A36

5 m0

Fig. 3. Frydenlund. Early Neolithic structures that were  
subsequently covered by a Bronze Age barrow (grey circle). 
Broken blue lines mark the positions of two house sites with 
postholes (dark orange patches). The house to the north was 
subsequently covered with a stone carpet, while the one to 
the south was framed by a post-built fence (light grey).  
To the west are two façade ditches, A36 and A61, each of  
which provided foundations for three sturdy wooden 
planks (brown).
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The horizontal stone carpet was bordered to the 
west by a substantial façade ditch  (A36). This was 
3.4 m long and cut 2.4 m into the sand and gravel of 
the subsoil. Within it were the remains of three radi-
ally-cleaved planks, triangular in cross-section, with a 
width of 85 cm and a thickness at one end of 25 – 40 cm. 
These planks must have been split from a trunk with 
a diameter of about 1.7 m. In the ditch, the planks 
were supported by numerous stones, some weighing 
as much as 50 kg and with a total weight of about 5 
tonnes. Uppermost, towards the north, was a 1 m long 
boulder, which must have supported the northern-
most plank. A funnel-necked beaker and a fragment 
of a flint axe had been deposited partially underneath 

this boulder. Given such deep and stable foundations, 
we must presume the existence of a tall and very con-
spicuous plank construction. It can be assumed that 
the planks extended up to three times the depth of 
the foundations, i. e. they had a height of 7.5 m above 
ground surface. Each plank would therefore have had a 
length of 10 m and a weight of 1.7 tonnes. It must have 
been a very striking and impressive construction, sur-
passing most other Neolithic structures in Denmark.

The southern structure  (structure B) contained 
traces of a two-aisled house, in the remains of which a 
plank-coffin burial (structure A18) and a smaller stone 
covering had later been placed. In turn, all of this was 
framed by a post-built enclosure with a striking façade 
to the west (structure A61). Parts of structure B had 
been destroyed during the construction of the Bronze 
Age barrow (Fig. 3). The house – which had stood par-
allel to the house in structure A  – was also a two-
aisled building. However, it was only 12.2 m long and 
6.2 m wide, with an area of 64 m2. Only a few finds and 
features can be assigned to this structure.

Where two roof-bearing posts had stood in the mid-
dle of the house later became the location of a plank-
built coffin structure A18 (Figs. 3 – 4). The remains of 
this were evident as a cobbled area of rectangular form, 
measuring 2.4 × 0.7 m. There were two sets of planks 
along each side of the coffin and one set at each gable. 
These planks were supported by hand- to head-sized 
stones, some of which – as the planks rotted – had set-
tled down into the foundation ditches cut to accommo-
date and stabilise them (Andersen 2015b, 121 – 124).

At the two gables of the plank coffin, the support-
ing stones and part of the grave’s cobbled base had 

1 m0

Fig. 4. The east-west-oriented plank-coffin grave A18. A cob-
bled area measuring 2.4 × 0.7 m (pink) was framed by wood-
en planks (brown), which in turn were supported by large 
stones (grey). The two gables of the grave were placed over 
postholes for two of the roof-bearing posts of an earlier 
house (red). In the grave were three flint axes (blue), trans-
verse arrowheads, an amber bead (dark red) and a collared 
vessel (violet).

Tab. 1.: Model based on 44 radiocarbon dates from Fryden-
lund. The material dated comprised primarily on charred 
grains and seeds.

3900BC 3700BC 3500BC 3300BC

Start
AAR−22918  
AAR−22920  
AAR−22921  
AAR−22948  
AAR−22932  
AAR−22927  
AAR−22963  
AAR−22964  
AAR−22942  
AAR−22940  
AAR−22936  
AAR−22917  
AAR−22935  
AAR−22923  
AAR−22931  
AAR−22924  
AAR−22928  
AAR−22937  
AAR−15359  
AAR−15360  
AAR−22913  
AAR−15362  
AAR−22912  
AAR−15361  
AAR−22929  
AAR−22922  
AAR−22960  
AAR−22958  
AAR−22915  
AAR−22961  
AAR−22925  

Overgang
AAR−22933  
AAR−22919  
AAR−22943  
AAR−22941  
AAR−22926  
Poz−62983  
Poz−62915  
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AAR−22945  
AAR−22944  
AAR−22954  
AAR−22953  
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settled considerably. These stones were laid in areas 
where the roof-bearing posts for the house had previ-
ously stood. Therefore, the grave must have been con-
structed very soon after removal of these posts and 
before the fill in the postholes had had time to con-
solidate. A cross-section through these two striking 
postholes revealed an hourglass shape, suggesting that 
the posts had been intentionally rocked to and fro to 
make them easier to remove. There were no traces of 
decayed posts in the two postholes. There is no obvi-
ous evidence to suggest that the house had been af-
fected by fire. At the site of Bygholm Nørremark, west 
of Horsens, structures were found similar to those en-
countered at Frydenlund, i. e. a plank-coffin burial in 
the middle of a house site (rønne 1979, 5).

The grave form with sturdy gable posts is often re-
ferred to a well-known grave structure investigat-
ed on Djursland: Konens Høj, where it was presumed 
that there was a burial with a tent-like plank construc-
tion  (stürup 1966; MAdsen 1979). The large post-
holes at Frydenlund belonged to an earlier house that 
was demolished and removed, whereas in the Kon-
ens Høj burial type they formed part of the grave con-
struction, with the posts carrying a ridgepole, against 
which rested a sloping plank covering.

Graves such as that at Frydenlund are also recorded 
from northern Germany and England (MischkA 2011, 
71 – 75; noBle 2006, 88). In his presentation, Gordon 
Noble makes it very clear that the two gable posts are 
offset relative to each other and must constitute an in-
dependent construction. At the Fussel’s Lodge site, the 
posts are furthermore interpreted as being the foun-
dations for a platform on which corpses were laid out 
for excarnation (scott 1992). It is possible that sev-
eral of these conclusions were reached because an 

insufficient area was opened up around the grave to 
enable the possible identification of house remains. 
Moreover, it is often difficult to recognise postholes 
from a Neolithic house, especially if the posts were re-
moved from their holes shortly after the building was 
abandoned. At several sites, it is evident that the ends 
of the grave floor are sunken, which must indicate that 
they were placed over loose, unconsolidated soil.

There were no traces of the deceased inside the 
plank coffin at Frydenlund. At the western end of the 
grave, there were two intact flint axes where the de-
ceased’s head is presumed to have lain. These were 
originally hafted and must have been placed up 
against the planks of the coffin. Two transverse ar-
rowheads and a couple of small, strikingly bright red 
stones lay in the presumed chest region of the de-
ceased. Furthermore, in the middle of the grave, to its 
northern side, possibly by the deceased’s left hip, was a 
large hourglass shaped amber bead, perhaps a belt fas-
tener. In the south-eastern corner of the grave was a 
further flint axe, together with the sherds of a collared 
flask. Some flat stones had been placed at the head and 
foot ends: these were dubbed › pizza stones ‹. The grave 
is one of the richest – in terms of finds – plank-coffin 
burials from the Funnel Beaker culture. The grave was 
covered by a single layer of head-sized stones.

About 1.5 m immediately west of the grave, a flat 
stone pavement had been laid that extended over an 
area of c. 3 × 3 m (structure A13). Unfortunately, this 
had been badly damaged by stone robbing and there 
were no finds that provide a clue to its function.

An enclosure had been erected around the grave, 
which was evident as a 0.5 m deep foundation trench 
with post traces  (Fig. 3). The enclosure was 30 m in 
length and 8.3 m in width. It appeared to have been 

Fig. 5. Sketch reconstruction showing the possible appearance of the Frydenlund site during its late phase – seen from the west 
(drawing: Jørgen Kraglund).
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positioned very symmetrically around plank coffin 
A18, stone carpet A13 and the underlying house site. 
The enclosure was elongated oval in shape, with a 2.1 m 
opening to the east and a wider opening to the west, 
where space had been left to accommodate a façade 
structure (structure A61). In the eastern opening was 
an almost cuboid stone with sides of 60 – 80 cm. At the 
opposite, western, end, immediately within the façade, 
was a slender stone of slightly more than 1 m in height.

In the enclosure’s western opening was a façade 
trench (structure A61), which had the same 
length  (3.4 m) as façade trench A36 in structure A, 
and similarly contained remains of three planks of 
the same dimensions as those evident in the latter fea-
ture (i. e. A36). Here too, the planks were supported by 
numerous large stones, although the trench was nar-
rower and not so deep. Some of the top of the trench 
had been removed during construction of the Bronze 
Age barrow. It was also cut into stiff clay soil, which 
probably meant that there was less need for deep foun-
dations. The two façade trenches – A36 and A61 – are 

very similar and both contained sturdy planks that 
can all be presumed to come from the same oak trunk. 
It is considered that the façades and the two associated 
Barkaer structures were constructed at the same time, 
within a few years around 3635 cal BC (Tab. 1).

In summary, at Frydenlund two monumental con-
structions – structures A and B – were positioned over 
a settlement comprising two house sites, which were 
placed parallel to each other. These two monuments 
were very different, even though it must be presumed 
that they were built at the same time (Fig. 5). Struc-
ture  A comprised one  – and possible several  – flat 
stone carpets that may have covered a grave. To the 
west was a very striking façade with three, several me-
tre-high planks (A36). Structure B comprised a post-
built enclosure, within which was a stone carpet (A13) 
and a plank-coffin burial  (A18). To the west, this 
structure also had a façade made of massive planks, 
although these were augmented with two striking 
megaliths positioned to the east and west.

ThE mEgAlIThIc monumEnTS oF ThE SArup ArE A – 3500–3200 bc

A special feature of the Sarup area is that survey 
work has led to the location of about 125 megalithic 
monuments within a very limited area, where previ-
ously there was information on only four such struc-
tures. Most of the monuments had been destroyed 
prior to the first mapping of the area, which took 
place at the beginning of the 19th century. In the sur-
vey work, a megalithic monument was recognised by 
the occurrence of a concentration of white, fire-brit-
tled flint, dry-walling slabs, clay and fire-shattered 
stones, all representing building materials left be-
hind after the large megaliths had been removed or 
cleaved (eriksen/ Andersen 2016b, 250 fig. 20.1). In 
some cases, Neolithic artefacts were also found.

Through surveying and subsequent mapping of the 
megalithic monuments, it became evident that these of-
ten lay concentrated in groups or clusters. In the subse-
quent excavation campaigns, a high priority was given to 
uncovering several of these groups to discover the types 
of megalithic monuments that had once stood here, how 
they were constructed, their relative positions, their re-
lations to similar monuments in the area, their date and 
their relation to the causewayed enclosures. A total of 
31 megalithic monuments were investigated during the 
course of fifteen excavation campaigns.

It should be noted that when larger areas were ex-
posed around the megalithic monuments, we usual-
ly found a number of other megalithic structures that 
had not been located during the prior survey work. 
The area’s 125 megalithic monuments could therefore 
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Fig. 6. Sarup Gamle Skole XII showing traces of a plank- 
coffin burial (A1), megalithic monuments (A2, A3 and A34), 
a post-built enclosure (A4), system ditches associated with  
a causewayed enclosure (A33) and two passage graves cov-
ered in a rectangular mound (B).
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prove to be a rather conservative figure, which should 
perhaps be increased by as much as 30 – 50 %!

To date, large-scale exposure of groups of mega-
lithic monuments such as these has only been possi-
ble in three cases. Even though these groups lay close 
to each other, a number of differences between them 
were evident. The three excavations will be presented 
below (see also eriksen/ Andersen 2016b, 249 – 269).

Sarup gamle Skole XII

This locality lies about 0.5 km south of the main 
Sarup sites. Several megalithic monuments were found 
here on soils comprised of sand and gravel, but in only 
one place was an actual group or cluster exposed. This 
lay on an area that sloped eastwards down towards the 
river Hårby Å (Figs. 2 and 6).

The earliest structure in the cluster was a non-meg-
alithic grave, possibly a plank-coffin burial in a Bar-
kaer-structure  (A1), which may correspond to that 
found at Frydenlund (Fig. 4). Subsequently, a small dol-
men of early form (A3) was constructed, which stood 
in the middle of a 58 m long enclosure (A4). The enclo-
sure was 7.2 m wide to the west and 11.2 m wide to the 
east, with a 23 m long foundation trench that contin-
ued down to Hårby Å (structure A30). Following this 
came the construction of a larger dolmen (A2), a po-
lygonal dolmen  (A34) and two round passage graves 
placed within a rectangular, stone-framed mound here 
with mound fill (B). In the southern part of the group, a 
number of system ditches were exposed that belonged 
to a causewayed enclosure where, in connection with 
recutting, a mini dolmen with a diameter about 1 m 
had been placed  (see Fig. 16). There were only a few 
finds from the primary phase of the system ditches. The 
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Fig. 7. Strandby Skovgrave with remains of a solitary dolmen with a passage (DI), two rectangular structures (DII and DIII), 
DII with a covering mound, and, to the west, a dolmen of polygonal form (DIV).
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latter features are presumed to date from the Fuchs-
berg phase, i. e. c. 3400 BC. The latest monuments in the 
complex are the passage graves (structure B) which con-
tain finds from the Klintebakken phase, i. e. c. 3200 BC.

One of the most interesting monuments at this lo-
cality was enclosure A4, in the middle of which stood 
the small dolmen  (A3). In the trench for the enclo-
sure were, at intervals of 15 – 40 cm, traces of charred 
posts of about 20 cm in diameter (eriksen/ Andersen 
2016b, 257 fig. 206). Samples from two posts gave a 
combined radiocarbon date of 3650 – 3380  BC  (AAR 
9208 and 9211). Pottery had also been deposited in the 
northeastern part of the ditch, which appeared to be 
typologically earlier than the Fuchsberg phase but lat-
er than the pottery found at Frydenlund from 3600 BC. 
The pottery evidence does not contradict the radiocar-
bon date for the charred posts, so the structure can 
possibly be dated to 3500 BC. A pit which contained 
pottery dated to the Fuchsberg phase, c. 3400 BC, had 
been dug across the foundation ditch.

In summary, at Sarup Gamle Skole monuments were 
constructed at intervals of a couple of generations dur-
ing the period 3600 – 3200 BC, and over a 400-year-pe-
riod people returned here to build new monuments.

Strandby Skovgrave

This locality lies in the middle of a several hun-
dred-metre-long sandy foreland, which extends out 
into the wetland areas close to the coast at Helnæs 
Bugt, c. 2 km southeast of Sarup (Fig. 2). On a slight el-
evation here, traces were uncovered of four megalithic 
monuments, of which two were extremely complex. Ex-
cavations led to the uncovering of remains of two long 
dolmens (structures DII and DIII), which overlay ear-
lier structures, as well as two isolated dolmen monu- 
ments (Fig. 7).

The excavations show that here too people repeat-
edly returned to construct new megalithic monu-
ments and – in a couple of cases – to place these on 
top of earlier structures, even though there was ample 
space. There must have been a reason for returning to 
the same place after an interval of so many years.

The earliest structure is thought to be a wooden post-
framed enclosure that was later encompassed by a stone 
structure (DIII). In the middle of this enclosure lay a 
carefully placed row of head-sized stones, the middle 
part of which had been destroyed by the later construc-
tion of a dolmen chamber. Two pots, a funnel-necked 
vessel and a Fuchsberg-style ornamented lugged beak-
er, had been placed on the outside of the post-built en-
closure (eriksen/ Andersen 2016b, 261 fig. 20.9A–B). 
A small dolmen structure (DIIN) is presumed to be co-
eval with the enclosure. This monument stood in the 
northeast part of DII and was later incorporated into a 
long dolmen filled with mound-materials. The remains 
of this early type of dolmen contained sherds from 
a collared flask, which can be dated to the Fuchsberg 
phase – c. 3400 BC (Andersen 1997, 96 fig. 125a).

The next construction phase appears to constitute 
the building of a polygonal dolmen in the middle of 
structure DIII. A rectangular stone frame surrounded 
this monument, together with the area occupied by the 
earlier post-built enclosure. Abundant finds of pottery 
on both sides of the kerbstones (inside and out) show 
that the structure could not have had mound fill (erik-
sen/ Andersen 2016b, 261 fig. 20.9). Contemporane-
ous with this rectangular, stone-framed structure, a 
further polygonal dolmen was built immediately to the 
west (Fig. 7 DIV). This was a solitary monument with-
out any form of mound or stone frame.

Dolmen DI, a polygonal monument with a passage, 
is typologically slightly later. The earliest pottery asso-
ciated with it is dated to the Klintebakken phase, i. e. c. 
3200 BC. Dating from the same time is a small passage 
grave chamber  (DII), which was placed in the mid-
dle of a rectangular long barrow with kerbstones and 
mound fill. As already mentioned, this barrow incor-
porated the small early dolmen chamber DIIN, which 
stood to the northeast.
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Fig. 8. The site at Damsbo with nine megalithic monuments. 
In three cases these monuments overlie the remains of hous-
es (A1, A2 and A121).
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In summary, at Strandby Skovgrave we have again 
several construction phases, with a 200-year-period 
elapsing between the Fuchsberg phase – c. 3400 BC – 
and the Klintebakken phase – c. 3200 BC. Even though 
this site is only 1.5 km from the aforementioned Sarup 
Gamle Skole XII, the coeval monuments here appear 
to have been constructed in a completely different 
way. At the site of the final megalithic excavation out-
lined here, Damsbo, we see a third way of constructing 
and positioning megalithic structures and monu-
ments, even though these are contemporaneous with 
those already discussed above.

Damsbo

Excavation of a 1.5 ha area that slopes westwards 
down towards Helnæs Bugt revealed nine megalithic 
monuments, together with a number of other struc-
tures (Figs. 2 and 8). Five of the megalithic monuments 
were discovered through studies of aerial photographs 
and via survey work, while the remaining four were 
first located on exposure of the area. The monuments 
found (Fig. 8) comprise: three long dolmens (A2, A6 
and A121), four solitary dolmens  (A3, A5, A32 and 
A38) and two passage graves (A1 and A4).

Two of the dolmen chambers  (A3 and A4) were 
framed by flat stone carpets without kerbstones, i. e. 
further examples of dolmen chambers constructed 
without an earthen mound and without being encom-
passed by kerbstones.

Similar to the situation observed during the first 
two excavations of megalithic monuments described 
above, here too we see that the monuments were con-
structed in clusters. Towards the south of the exca-
vated area was a cluster consisting of long dolmen 
A6, two solitary dolmen chambers (A5 and A38) and 
a small passage grave (A4) with an earthen mound but 
no kerbstones. To the north of here, in the middle of 
the excavated area, stood a long dolmen (A2), two sol-
itary dolmen chambers  (A3 and A32) and a passage 
grave (A1) inside an earthen mound with kerbstones. 
Farthest to the north of the excavated area lay the 
southern half of a long dolmen (A121).

Even though there was generally sufficient space in 
the area, over the course of a couple of centuries peo-
ple returned repeatedly to Damsbo to construct new 
monuments in the site’s two clusters. The four exam-
ples of clusters presented from the Sarup area suggest 
the existence of a general pattern, and this is some-
thing which should be tested in future excavations and 
analyses of megalithic monuments.

Two of the long dolmens (A2 and A121) were placed 
directly over the remains of two-aisled houses. In both 
cases, the dolmen chambers were positioned midway 

between postholes for two of the building’s roof-bear-
ing posts. This corresponds to the situation seen at 
Frydenlund structure B (Figs. 3 and 4), where a slightly 

Fig. 9. Plan of Sarup I and II. Sarup I, from c. 3400 BC, com-
prised a trench (a) for a palisade, which in the northern half 
of the site turned into a double fence, it comprised too of  
rectangular wooden enclosures attached to the palisade (b), 
an entrance section with a narrow entrance in the palisade (c)  
and a double row of system ditches (d). Sarup II dates from 
c. 3200 BC and the site comprised a belt of many small stake 
holes from some form of palisade (e), wooden enclosures 
placed around the inner row of system ditches (f) and a dou-
ble row of system ditches (g).
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earlier grave form – a plank-coffin burial – was posi-
tioned between two postholes. At Damsbo, it was ev-
ident that the two house sites had been ploughed over 
a couple of times with an ard before the dolmens were 
constructed. Both house sites yielded artefacts that 
can be dated to the Fuchberg phase – c. 3400 BC.

A third house site was discovered beneath the west-
ern part of the mound of passage grave A1 (Andersen 
2013, 520 fig. 14). Material was also found associated 
with this house that can be dated to the Fuchsberg 
phase, i. e. a couple of centuries earlier than the con-
struction of the passage grave.

It is very thought-provoking that signs for Neolith-
ic houses covered by »funeral« monuments have first 
been seen by the author during his most recent cou-
ple of excavations! It seems as if there was a need for 
a lot of experience and patience before it was possible 
to find the poor signs from the houses. In the future, 
we hope that colleagues will be better able to look for 
houses covered by monuments, because it will give us 
a very interesting theme about the locations for the 
Neolithic monuments.

In the same passage grave A1, spiral stone rows 
were found running around the chamber, and these 
were later covered by an earthen mound. By these 
stone rows lay several heaps containing pottery: in-
tentionally fragmented potsherds from parts of care-
fully ornamented vessels (Andersen 2013, 521 fig. 5). 
In three cases, the vessel handles lay uppermost in the 
heap. These finds show that the surface around the 
passage grave chamber demarcated by the kerbstones 
was used for depositions prior to the entire monument 
being covered by an earthen mound.

Evaluation of the megalithic monuments in the Sarup area

Studies of the positioning of megalithic monuments, 
and the results of excavations in three selected areas, 
show that many monuments were placed in groups or 
clusters and that each cluster appears to have a long his-
tory extending over several centuries. Here we see evi-
dence of some form of formal marking out of the area, 
and respect for the monuments in the individual clusters, 
as well as a wish to return to precisely the same place.

The activities at two of the localities began dur-
ing the Fuchsberg phase in c. 3400 BC, while at Sarup 
Gamle Skole XII they appear to have commenced a 
century earlier. In all of the clusters, construction ac-
tivities conclude with the building of passage graves 
placed in round or long barrows. At two of the clus-
ters, the activities began with the erection of post-
built  (fenced) enclosures, while at Damsbo we see 
the building of two-aisled houses which mark places 
where two long dolmens and a passage grave were sub-
sequently constructed.

It is both remarkable and thought-provoking that 
within a limited area around Sarup there are such 
clear and marked differences in the way in which the 
individual megalithic monuments were constructed 
and in their positions relative to one another. There 
appear to have been different building traditions in-
volved in the construction of otherwise coeval mon-
uments, but a common idea with respect to returning 
to a particular place at intervals of several generations.

There were extensive building activities at these lo-
calities specifically during the two phases when cause-
wayed enclosures were constructed in the area. We must 
presume that there was contact between the people who 
built and used these various types of monument.

c AuSEwAyED EncloSurES – 3400–3200 bc

The extensive archaeological involvement at Sarup 
began in 1971 with the discovery of two causewayed en-
closures on a sandy promontory in the village. The term 

causewayed enclosure is used to describe an open and 
nearly emptied site of several hectares framed by one or 
more rows of system ditches, often arranged in parallel, 

5 m0

Fig. 10. Original depths of system ditches associated with 
Sarup I and II. Light grey: 16 – 50 cm, dark grey: 50 – 100 cm, 
blue: 100 – 150 cm and red: 150 – 190 cm (maximum). On the 
northern half of the site, the depths of the ditches did not  
exceed 100 cm due to the water table here.
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on the inside of which may have stood one or more pal-
isades. The term system ditch refers to elongate, c. 5 m 
wide ditches, arranged like elongate beads on a string. 
They have a flat, horizontal base of at least 1 m in width.

At Sarup, the remains of two causewayed enclo-
sures were discovered (Fig. 9). One of these (Sarup I) 
covered an area of just less than 9 ha, while the oth-
er  (Sarup II) only encompassed 3 ha of the southern 
part of the site. The two monuments are dated to, re-
spectively, the Fuchsberg phase and the Klintebakken 
phase, i. e. around 3400 and 3200 BC – the two periods 
when, respectively, dolmens and passage graves were 
constructed in the area.

The layout of the two sites shows that each of them 
must have been constructed in a single operation. This 
is evident – for example – from the fact that the wood-
en-framed enclosures and the palisade were inten-
tionally linked to the inner and outer rows of system 
ditches. The construction of such a large and complex 
monument in one major operation must have required 
a great deal of competence and planning.

In the archaeological excavations at Sarup, it was 
usual only to cut a single section through each system 
ditch and only a couple of these features were emp-
tied completely. The combined length of the system 
ditches associated with Sarup I has been calculated 
as 608 m, while that of Sarup II is 236 m. About 20 % 
of the total length of ditches associated with each of 
the monuments has been excavated. The remainder, 
now scheduled (i. e. protected by law), awaits future 
research. The most significant findings and observa-
tions will be outlined below.

System ditches

The system ditches have a width of about 5 m and 
their length can vary, but most were originally 8 – 15 m 
long. A remarkable feature of both the Sarup cause-
wayed enclosures is that the depth of the system ditch-
es can vary enormously, i. e. between 16 and 190 cm, 
and this great variation is even evident in ditches lying 
very close to each other (Fig. 10). The depth data reveal 
great individual differences between the ditches, even 
though these appear uniform on the surface.

With the aid of 80 transverse sections through the 
ditches, it proved possible to study their entire history. 
This was relatively easy due to the sand, gravel and cul-
ture layers deposited in them. Sandy soils are very un-
stable and if a pit or hole is dug in material of this kind, 
the formation of silt layers, so-called › silting lines ‹, takes 
place very rapidly – within few hours in sandy soils! It is 
therefore strange, and very significant, that only one sys-
tem ditch at Sarup was found to have evidence of these 
silting lines (Figs. 11a + b) (Andersen 1999a, 350 – 352).

Fig. 11a and b: System ditch A174 at Sarup I – the only ex-
ample to display fine sand layers – silting lines – deposited 
in the angle between the base and the side wall. The close-
up photo in figure 11b also shows traces of the original cut-
ting of the ditch (white broken line). The blue line marks the 
boundary between the silting lines and the overlying back-
fill material, which is a mixture of the sand and gravel that 
was dug out (photo: Moesgaard Museum).
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Fig. 12. Transverse section through system ditch A161 from 
Sarup I. The white line marks the original cut feature, red 
lines mark the bodies of sediment that have collapsed in 
from each side and the blue lines mark traces of three recuts 
of the ditch. All without tracks of silting lines (photo: Moes-
gaard Museum).

System ditch A174 (Fig. 11) also shows that, above 
the silting lines, the ditch had a heterogeneous fill con-
sisting of a mixture of sand and gravel that had been 
thrown back in symmetrically from both sides. In the 
upper third of the fill are a couple of layers of cultur-
al material, which were deposited a few centuries later 
than the cutting of the system ditch. These layers were 
deposited in recut features (i. e. partial reopenings of 
the system ditch) and not in depressions in the ditch 
fill. If they had been deposited in natural depressions, 
then there would have been traces of silting lines at 
their base. The system ditches appear from the very 
outset to have been completely back-filled. This con-
clusion is further supported by an instance where a 
system ditch from Sarup II was cut into a fully back-
filled ditch from Sarup I (Andersen 1997, 44 fig. 42).

It is remarkable that silting lines do not occur in 
any other of the many system ditches associated with 
Sarup I and II (see for example Andersen 1999a, 61 
figs. 4.35 – 4.36; 63  fig. 4.39; 71 figs. 4.50 – 4.52). The ab-
sence of silting lines suggests that these ditches were 
either very carefully cleared out before being back-
filled or that they only stood open for a very short 
space of time – a few hours at the most! For example, 
system ditch A161 from Sarup I was clearly very swift-
ly back-filled (Fig. 12). Here we can see that the side 
walls of the ditch have collapsed down onto its base 
and that this collapsed material has not been removed 
but was covered with back-fill backfilled materials. 
Moreover and important, the latter took place before 
silting lines were able to form.

As early as the 1960s and 1970s, the English archae-
ologist Isobel F. Smith published two inspiring articles 
presenting clear evidence that the system ditches of the 
Windmill Hill culture had only stood open for a very 
short time before being swiftly back-filled (sMith 1967, 
473; 1971, 111). Smith’s very instructive articles have un-
fortunately not had the influence one might have hoped!

The Sarup I site was framed by a total of 608 m of 
system ditches, which contained a total of c. 1500 m3 
of earth. If they had all been dug in one continuous op-
eration, and had only stood open for a very short time, 
perhaps only a few hours, then a large number of peo-
ple must have been assembled to undertake their exca-
vation and subsequent back-filling.

Many of the system ditches, especially the deep ex-
amples in the southern part of the site, were, after be-
ing back-filled, subsequently subjected to one or more 
episodes of recutting. These activities took place over 
the course of several centuries, during which people 
returned to a specific system ditch and re-opened the 
ditch within the outlines of its initial excavation.

An example of a system ditch with numerous ep-
isodes of recutting is A610 at Sarup II, which was 
subjected to five recuts, with the most recent taking 
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Fig. 13. System ditch A610 from Sarup II. The red line marks 
the primary excavation and the other lines mark subsequent 
recuts, which extend down into the individual fill layers 
(photo: Moesgaard Museum).
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place during the Sarup IV phase  (Bundsø/ lindø), 
i. e. c.  2900  BC  (Fig. 13). Even though the original 
system ditch was relatively small, the subsequent 
re-opening episodes all took place within an area that 
in the Sarup II phase was marked by a rectangular, 
post-built enclosure  (Andersen 1997, 70 fig. 84 – 86; 
1999b, 365 fig. 9.62). Not even the secondary fill layers 
show traces of the silting lines that surely would have 
formed had the ditches stood open for more than a few 
hours.

Dark-brown to almost black cultural material, rich 
in artefacts, was deposited in several of the recuts: see 
for example system ditch A174 belonging to Sarup 
phase III (Fig. 11a) and system ditch A610 belonging 
to Sarup phase IV (Fig. 13). This material always lay 
in the upper half of the fill of the system ditches and 
these finds-rich depositions only took place in specific, 
selected system ditches (see Figs. 14a, b and c).

Some system ditches had several recuts containing 
deposited material, while others were possibly only 
visited on one single occasion (Fig. 14). Due to the few 
datable artefacts found in 52 of the site’s southerly 
system ditches, associated with Sarup I and II, here 
196 recuts were recorded, albeit that cannot be dat-
ed more closely than to within the phases of the Fun-
nel Beaker culture. It is clear that each system ditch 
has its own individual history and this individuality 
and unique fill history was also observed at Windmill 
Hill  (Whittle  et  al. 1999, 368). Any interpretation 
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Figs. 14a, b and c: System ditches at Sarup I and II that have been 
recut and had cultural material deposited during Sarup phase III 
(Blandbjerg phase – c. 3100 BC) shown in blue, Sarup phase IV 
(Bundsø/ lindø phase – c. 2900 BC) shown in green, and Sarup 
phase V (Store Valby phase – c. 2800 BC) shown in violet.
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of the function of a causewayed enclosure based on 
sections through a few of that particular site’s system 
ditches must therefore be considered as completely 
inadequate and potentially misleading!

A total of 39,714 artefacts were recorded from the 
119 m of system ditches excavated at Sarup I. Of these, 
1615 are from the bases of the ditches: Only 161 arte-
facts were found at the bases of the system ditches in the 
southern part of the site. The 51 m of system ditches ex-
cavated at the Sarup II site yielded in all 44,040 artefacts, 
of which 72 came from the basal layers of the ditch-
es (Andersen 1997, 54 fig. 60). The sandy soil at Sarup 
means that organic material is only poorly preserved, al-
though the lower jaw bone of an adult human of 25 – 30 
years of age was found just above the base of a ditch, as 
well as the teeth (tooth enamel) of an eight- to ten-year-
old child (Andersen 1997, 53; 1999a, 249 – 250).

The great majority of the finds came therefore from 
the later layers of cultural material deposited in recuts 
in the ditches (Andersen 1997, 101, 119 and 127). The 
cultural material was deposited in intentionally recut 
features, and the absence of silting lines shows that 
these features did not stand open for very long. The 
depositions of cultural material must be perceived 
as one-off actions or events and not as long-term ac-
cumulations. The material must therefore have been 
gathered together in advance from other places, pos-
sibly the Sarup site itself, which has pits dating from 
these phases (Andersen 1997, 101 – 131). Nonetheless, 
it is possible that this cultural material was brought 
from other localities to be deposited at Sarup.

The abundance of finds in the cultural material var-
ies greatly, from a few sherds to a maximum of about 
10,000 artefacts  (Andersen 1997, 119). If we take a 
look at the density of the finds in the cultural material 
from Sarup phase III deposited in system ditches A27 
and A80, there are here between 215 and 302 artefacts 
per m3 of excavated soil (Andersen 1997, 101). At the 
aforementioned somewhat earlier Early Neolithic set-
tlement of Frydenlund, which has a couple of house 
sites, the finds density has been calculated as just less 
than 50 artefacts per m3. The late fill at Sarup there-
fore contains very compact layers of cultural material, 
which intentionally must have been gathered.

In the case of these Neolithic farming people, it 
is conceivable that particular waste materials had a 
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Figs. 15a and b: Fragmented sherds constituting about a fifth 
of a beautifully ornamented Troldebjerg bowl. The sherds 
were deposited in three system ditches at Sarup II and in 
four pits located within the site’s palisade. The sherds are 
wind-worn, apart from the one on the far right in figure 15a 
(from A256). The depositions show that the three system 
ditches and the four pits could have been open at the same 
time (photo: Moesgaard Museum).
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special significance, which meant they had to be re-
turned to the earth from which they originally came, 
precisely as has been described from the Kabyle people 
of northwestern Algeria, for whom the handling of re-
fuse was a sacred task (MAkilAM 2007, 130 – 131).

One interesting discovery at Sarup II relates to sherds 
of a carefully fragmented bowl found deposited in three 
system ditches and four pits (Figs. 15a and b) (Ander- 
sen 1999a, 285 fig. 6.8). By placing sherds from the same 
pottery vessel in different features, the intention was 
perhaps to link these features together. This discovery 
also demonstrates that the three system ditches and the 
four pits could have stood open at the same time.

The similar intentional fragmentation of a pottery 
vessel and its subsequent deposition was observed at 
the aforementioned Sarup Gamle Skole XII. At this 
site, system ditches were discovered from a cause-
wayed enclosure that is coeval with Sarup I, i. e. from 
the Fuchsberg phase  (Fig. 6, feature A33). The sys-
tem ditches lay parallel to a trapezoid feature con-
taining a small dolmen (Fig. 6, features A3 and A4). 
It proved possible to expose five system ditches over 
a distance of 35 m. Three of those at the western end 
had at their bases partially destroyed stone carpets 
devoid of finds. The stone settings had been dam-
aged by later recutting episodes (Andersen 2009, 32 
fig. 9). Of particular interest was the placing of a min-
iature dolmen in a recut in the westernmost system 
ditch (Fig. 16).

The miniature dolmen measured 109 × 68 cm ex-
ternally and 57 × 31 cm internally. Its capstone was 
missing. It was constructed in exactly the same way 
as conventional large dolmens, i. e. with socket stones, 
flint rubble for sealing and fire-brittled flint.

Inside the dolmen chamber were three small sherds 
from a funnel-necked vessel, from which a further 
134 sherds were found outside the dolmen to the west. 
An analysis of the dimensions of the sherds revealed 
them to be between 1.5 and 6.1 cm in maximum di-
mension. Only intentional fragmentation can pro-
duce sherds of more or less the same size and shape. 
Furthermore, it also became clear that the sherds had 
been deposited at different depths and that two sherds 
which fitted together could lie far from each other. 
The sherds came from a 34 cm tall vessel, of which 
less than one-third was deposited here (Fig. 17). One 
must therefore imagine that sherds from part of a fun-
nel-necked vessel were brought to this miniature dol-
men, where they were broken to a size of c. 3 × 4 cm. As 
the dolmen was covered over, the sherds were progres-
sively added to the dolmen fill on its western side. This 
discovery shows that here too there was rapid and in-
tentional back-filling of a recut feature.

An interesting finds category in the earliest phases 
comprises ornamented sherds that have been shaped 
by break and fractures. These sherds are usually less 
than 10 cm in maximum dimension, and most com-
monly measure 5 × 5 cm. Each sherd is perceived as be-
ing unique as no other sherds have been found from the 
same vessel. In the analysis of the finds from the Sarup 
area, unique sherds such as these are referred to as am-
ulet sherds (Fig. 18). It would be very interesting if these 
depositions refer to specific individuals who partici-
pated in the activities at Sarup, i. e. a sort of identifica-
tion, but at least we know that these unique sherds were 
brought to Sarup and deposited there. It is worth noting 
that several of these amulet sherds have suffered erosion 
on one side, probably because they had lain exposed for 

Fig. 16. Miniature dolmen with external dimensions of 109 × 68 cm placed on the base of a recut in system ditch A33 at Sarup 
Gamle Skole XII (see Fig. 6). Seen looking from the west.
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a long period of time. A sherd from the palisade trench 
at Sarup must, at some point, have been placed vertically 
in the earth, leaving one half exposed above the surface 
such that this was exposed to wind erosion (Fig. 18b).

Intentional fragmentation into sherds has also been 
observed at a couple of German localities. At a site 
from the Michelsberg culture at Mayen, two-thirds of 
the vessel units encountered were represented by a sin-
gle sherd (eckert 1992, 127). And at the causewayed 
enclosure of Calden, at Kassel, Dirk Raetzel-Fabian 
observed that three-quarters of the vessel units en-
countered were only represented by a single sherd. Fur-
thermore, three-quarters of the sherds had a surface 
area of only 1 – 4 cm2. A standardised sherd size such as 
this can only occur if the vessels have been intention-
ally fragmented (rAetzel-FABiAn 2000, 57). Similar-
ly, at megalithic graves, it has been observed that often 
only one finely ornamented rim sherd has been depos-
ited there. At the long dolmen of Hindby Mosse, near 
Malmö in Sweden, remains were found of 290 pottery 
vessels, of which 256 (89 %) were only represented by a 
single sherd (Burenhult 1973, section 6.3).

Fragments of quernstones had also been deposited 
in the system ditches and on the inner surface of pits, 
especially at the Sarup II site (Andersen 1997, 85). Re-
markably, quernstones are otherwise virtually absent 
from the finds-rich Sarup phases IV and V represented 
by artefact-rich cultural material deposited in recuts 
in the system ditches (Andersen 1999a, 238 – 239).

Overall, the investigated system ditches show that 
these are very much individual features, positioned 

according to a strict preordained plan. The ditches 
have an almost uniform horizontal appearance, but 
show marked variation in depth and fill history. With 
one exception, all 80 examples of system ditches inves-
tigated at Sarup I and II appear to have been very rap-
idly back-filled as there were no traces of silting lines. 
We can therefore conclude that the ditches must have 
been back-filled again very shortly after being emptied.

It can be calculated that a total of 1500 m3 of earth 
was dug out of the system ditches (Andersen 1988, 
26 – 27 and 42). The fill in the ditches was a mixture of 
the sand and gravel that was dug out in their making. 
In subsequent centuries, some ditches were subjected 
to recutting and back-filling, often with finds-rich cul-
tural material. Only few finds were deposited on the 
bases of the system ditches following their initial, pri-
mary excavation.

There appears to be no pattern with respect to the 
ditches that were subjected to recutting. Accordingly, 
each ditch has its own individual history: some were 
dug deep, while others are not; some had numerous 
recuts, whereas others were barely re-visited, if at all. 
It is impossible to explain how the Stone Age popu-
lation maintained detailed knowledge of the precise 
position of the individual system ditches for centu-
ries, such that they were able to return and re-open 
them within the original outline of the ditch and with-
out digging down and disturbing earlier finds depos-
its (Andersen 1997, 52 fig. 55; 74 fig. 94).

For some reason or other, the Stone Age farmers 
had to re-visit and re-open specially-selected, existing 

Fig. 17. Part of a 34 cm tall funnel-necked vessel which was 
broken into small sherds. These were randomly incorporated 
into the fill of the miniature dolmen as it was being covered 
over (drawing: Louise Hilmar, Moesgaard Museum).

Figs. 18a–d: Examples of amulet sherds, i. e. unique sherds 
that are often found singly. The sherds in figure 18a was 
found in a fill layer in system ditch A174 (50 × 7439); the sherd 
in figure 18b was found in palisade trench A307 (50 × 2873) 
and that in figure 18c and d was found in palisade trench 
A147 (50 × 501;50 × 2210). The upper part of sherd Fig. 18b has 
clearly suffered wear, probably due to wind erosion (photo: 
Rógvi N. Johansen, foto/ medie afd. Moesgaard).
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back-filled system ditches, even though they could have 
dug new ditches elsewhere on the site and deposited 
culture material in them with the same labour invest-
ment. It is possible that digging holes and breaching 
the subsoil was a special activity that could not simply 
be undertaken casually. The Kabyle people of north-
western Algeria always associate this kind of activity 
with the placing of an offering (MAkilAM 2007, 226). 
Moreover, the negative energy of a material was neu-
tralised when it was either buried or burnt (MAkilAM 
2007, 227).

palisades

Not all causewayed enclosures have traces of pali-
sades, in the form of trenches or rows of post- or stake 
holes arranged parallel to the system ditches. Traces 
of these palisades can often be difficult to recognise, 
but in the sandy soil at Sarup it proved possible, albeit 
with some difficulty, to locate a 572 m long, c. 1 m wide 
and 50 – 100 cm deep palisade trench associated with 
Sarup I (Fig. 9a). Placed in this, tightly up against each 
other, were c. 40 cm wide, radially-cleaved oak posts, 
which may have protruded as much as 4 m above the 
ground surface. This gave a tall, imposing wooden wall 
which blocked any view into the palisade-framed in-
ner surface of the site. The palisade posts were not re-
moved from the ditch and their impressions show that 
they were left leaning inwards and outwards. This 
means that the soil could not have become compacted 
around them before the palisade was abandoned (An-
dersen 1997, 29 – 34). As with the system ditches, 
the palisade also demonstrates that initial use of the 
Sarup I site was brief.

A total of 81 m of the palisade trench have been ex-
cavated, from which 2623 finds were recorded. These 
comprised in particular pottery, but also a little flint 
debitage, a few flint tools, clumps containing small 
pieces of burnt bone, including a human finger bone, 
and pockets of ash. Almost 2000 pieces of pottery were 
found, belonging to 276 different vessel units. Of the 
latter, 65 % were represented by a single sherd. Orna-
mented sherds made up 94 % of the total (Andersen 
1997, 33 fig. 27). Some of these sherds can be perceived 
as amulet sherds – see above (Figs. 18 b and d). There-
fore, it was specially-selected material that was depos-
ited by the palisade at Sarup I and this constituted a 
larger and superior assemblage to that deposited at the 
bases of the coeval system ditches.

The Sarup II site had a different kind of enclos-
ing palisade or fence, as shown by its remains, in 
the form of a 159 m long belt of closely-spaced rows 
of stake holes  (Fig. 9e). In these holes were traces of 
c. 15 – 20 cm wide stakes that were pushed down c. 

20 cm (Andersen 1997, 65 – 66). Only two small sherds 
were found in the stake holes: Quite a different situa-
tion to that encountered at the Sarup I palisade trench, 
with its abundant finds.

The palisades at both Sarup I and Sarup II had rec-
tangular wooden enclosures attached to them (Figs. 9B 
and f, Fig. 19D and E) (Andersen 1997, 34 – 42; 66 – 69; 
292 – 293). Their function is unknown, but they are 
also seen at other sites  (Andersen 2015a, 802 – 803 
fig. 42.4). At Sarup I, it is interesting to see how the 
inner row of system ditches follows a zigzag course 
between and in front of the wooden enclosures. At 
Sarup II, on the other hand, the inner row of system 
ditches is placed actually within the wooden enclo-
sures. At both sites there appear to be close contacts 
between the inner row of system ditches and the asso-
ciated wooden enclosures.

At Sarup I, an extra series of fences was erected 
which linked the palisade with the outer rows of sys-
tem ditches. Furthermore, the palisade on the north-
ern half of the site had an extra, apparently lower, 
fence running in parallel about 3 m outside it.

A total of 1428 m of foundation trenches were at 
Sarup I cut for palisades and fences corresponding to 
the movement of 420 m3 of earth, and about 3400 posts 
were placed in these trenches. Major efforts must have 
been required across the landscape to find, prepare 
and move so much timber. Furthermore, a large num-
ber of flint axes would have had to be produced to fell 
all of these trees. The posts were probably produced 
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Fig. 19. The entrance area to the Sarup I site. A: entrance,  
B: wall in front of entrance, C: palisade, D: elongated wood-
en enclosure, E: quadrangular wooden enclosure, F: outer 
wooden enclosure, G: southern wall in entrance passage,  
H: northern wall in entrance passage, I: transverse wall in 
entrance passage, J: gap in north side of entrance passage, 
K-O: system ditches.
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Fig. 20. Sketch reconstruction of the possible appearance of the entrance to Sarup I – seen from the east (see figure 19) (draw-
ing: Jørgen Kraglund).

Fig. 21. Vessels from feature A212: A 42 cm tall funnel-necked vessel in which lay an intact 17 cm tall funnel-necked beaker 
and a fragment of an 15 cm tall lugged beaker, ornamented in Fuchsberg style. Further to these, the pot contained a few other 
sherds and 0.2 l of charred emmer wheat grain (photo: Rógvi N. Johansen, Foto/ medie afd. Moesgaard).
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somewhere else, i. e. not on the site, as only 26 frag-
ments of flint axes have been found at Sarup I  (An-
dersen 1999a, 199 fig. 5.59). The Sarup II palisade 
required the felling and working of timber for 900 
stakes of c. 1.2 m in length and 20 cm in thickness, i. e. 
a completely different level of wood consumption to 
that seen at Sarup I. Remarkably, the posts at Sarup I 
were not removed for re-use, but were left in situ, lean-
ing in different directions.

Entrances to the causewayed enclosures

In only one place is there a gap in the dense pali-
sade at Sarup I that can be interpreted as an entrance 
to the many nearly emptied hectares framed by the 
palisade (Fig. 9c). This is situated approximately in the 
middle of the palisade, with a more or less equal dis-
tance, c. 300 m, to the northern and southern bound-
aries of the site.

The entrance was marked by an approach path or 
track that begins out between two system ditches in 
the outer, eastern row (Fig. 19K–L). This track follows a 
curving arc-like course through a semicircular entrance 
passage (Fig. 19G–H), which has an internal obstacle in 
the form of a transverse wall which only offers a 1.4 m 
wide passageway (Fig. 19I). Slightly offset relative to the 
entrance passage is a 1.6 m wide gap in the palisade, 
which has a wall located directly in front of it (Fig. 19B).

The entrance passage to Sarup I is, accordingly, quite 
labyrinthine, as if access was only permitted in a spe-
cific, difficult and complicated way (Fig. 20). The foun-
dation trenches for these entrance structures were not 
particularly deep and they could not have held massive, 
robust post constructions capable of withstanding the 
pressure from humans or animals, nor were any trac-
es observed of the traffic that could be expected at the 
only entrance to an 8 ha consolidated enclosure. Simi-
larly, no special artefacts were found here.

At Sarup II, there were post structures which pos-
sibly formed part of entrance constructions, but no 
breaks were observed in the palisade/ fence (Ander- 
sen 1997, 66 fig. 79). At both sites, the entrance appar-
ently had the primary function of controlling limited 
traffic through an area with system ditches, into the 
enclosed inner area.

The inner area

At Sarup I, it proved possible to expose 6 ha of the 
site’s total area of 9 ha, while at Sarup II the entire site 
was excavated, and also areas outside it (Fig. 9).

On the 6 ha area excavated on the inner surface 
of Sarup I, a total of 93 features were located that 

contained coeval finds, although these were often just 
sherds ornamented in the characteristic Fuchsberg 
style. These sherds were recovered from small pits or 
windthrows. However, ten of the features were larg-
er pits, some of which contained special finds such as 
complete, intact pots, i. e. type of objects that were not 
found in the system ditches and by the palisade ditch. 
In one case there was a 42 cm tall, wide funnel-necked 
vessel, which held a smaller and also intact beaker and 
a fragment of a fine lugged beaker, feature A212 (An-
dersen 1997 figs. 65 – 66). The sherd of the lugged 
beaker – which had been intentionally fragmented – 
lay deep inside the large vessel (Fig. 21). The large ves-
sel also contained 0.2 l of charred emmer wheat grains. 
An ornamented lugged vessel that also contained 
charred emmer wheat was found 5 m away – feature 
A2228  (Andersen 1997, figs. 68 – 69). It is interest-
ing that a rim sherd from the latter vessel (A2228) was 
found deep inside the first-mentioned vessel  (A212). 
The two depositions must therefore be presumed to 
have taken place at the same time. Studies of the two 
charred portions of emmer grain show that one ves-
sel contained dehusked (processed) grains while in the 
other the grain was in the form of spikelets, i. e. the 
grain was not dehusked (WestphAl 2005).

On the c. 3 ha inner surface of the Sarup II site, 144 
features were exposed, of which 26 contained finds of 
a special character  (Andersen 1997, 76 – 81). These 
included whole vessels, intact flint axes and – in one 
case  – an extremely elegant ceremonial axe made 
from stratified sandstone (Figs. 22a–c). Consequently, 
a somewhat smaller area at Sarup II was found to con-
tain a relatively larger number of pits containing select 
examples of entire and intact artefacts.

A special discovery was made in two postholes 
which, together with a further two, formed a quad-
rangular structure (Andersen 1997, 83 figs. 116 – 117). 
These postholes contained 34 calcined (white-burnt) 
human bones, predominantly from the upper body, al-
beit with no facial bones represented. The bones con-
stitute less than 10 % of the expected amount from an 
entire corpse and show that only a small proportion of 
the individual’s bones was deposited here. The bones 
are of a young adult of very slight build, probably a 
young woman  (Andersen 1999a, 250 fig. 5.86). The 
bones were burnt after the corpse had been defleshed 
and dried, in a process that can take at least about ten 
years. The deceased’s remains had therefore under-
gone extended post-mortem processing, involving first 
excarnation of the body, then the bones having time 
to dry out before being burnt at a high temperature. A 
small part of the resulting remains was then taken for 
deposition at the Sarup II site.

At other similar localities  (i. e. causewayed enclo-
sures), where the preservation conditions for bone 
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Fig. 22. Selected finds from the features on the inner surface 
of the Sarup II site. a: two funnel-necked beakers from fea-
ture A2187, respectively 17 cm and 22 cm tall, b: Troldebjerg 
bowl from feature A1692, 11 cm tall, c: ceremonial axe from 
feature A1978, 14 cm long (photo: Rógvi N. Johansen, Foto/ 
medie afd. Moesgaard).

are favourable, human bones are often found that 
have undergone special treatments, in a process that 
has involved them being moved several times. Many 
bones therefore appear accordingly to be worn, weath-
ered and root-marked  (Mckinley 2008, 491 – 504; 
WAhl 2008, 752 – 764), which shows that a considera-
ble time had elapsed before they were given their final 
resting place.

Even though large areas were exposed inside the 
two Sarup sites, only a few features were found dat-
ing to the two phases of construction and initial use. 
It is interesting that relatively many of the features on 
the inner surface had a special content of select ma-
terials which, furthermore, often comprised whole, 
intact objects or specially processed materials  (An-
dersen 1997, 87). Traces of ordinary settlement with 
culture layers and house sites have not been located at 
Sarup I and II.

Summary of the causewayed enclosures

Observations have been presented above from the 
three causewayed enclosures that have been discov-
ered and partially excavated at the village of Sarup in 
southwest Funen. The characteristic features of these 
causewayed enclosures are that these constitute sites 
extending over several hectares, which are located in 
prominent, conspicuous places that must also have 
been easy to reach. System ditches and post-built fenc-
es/ palisades at the Sarup sites are seen arranged in 
such a way that they linked together to form one sin-
gle monument. They must therefore be seen as hav-
ing been constructed in one and the same operation. 
Prior to their construction, a great deal of time and 
effort must have been expended in planning and co-
ordinating the necessary workforce and preparing a 
huge, multi-functional construction site which would 
have had to be cleared of vegetation. For the palisades 
and fences of the Sarup I site it was necessary to find, 
select, fell, process and transport almost 3400 posts. 
This process would also have required the production 
and mounting (hafting) of a considerable number of 
flint axes.

As for the actual placing of these sites, the Eng-
lish archaeologist Professor Alasdair Whittle has re-
cently published an interesting observation. This 
concerns the location of causewayed enclosures rela-
tive to that of long barrows and cairns, all of which 
date from the English Windmill Hill culture of 
3600 – 3700 BC (Whittle 2014, 5 – 6). It appears that 
long barrows and cairns were built in places where 
there was previous habitation, while there are no trac-
es of prior occupation at the sites of causewayed en-
closures. A similar situation is evident in the Sarup 
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area, where we even have long barrows and cairns 
positioned directly over house sites – for example at 
Frydenlund and Damsbo – but no traces of prior habi-
tation at the sites of the actual causewayed enclosures, 
i. e. Sarup I. Likewise, sites of other causewayed en-
closures across Denmark appear not to have had pri-
or occupation. However, this observation is subject to 
some uncertainty as only a small proportion of the in-
ner surface of these sites has generally been investigat-
ed. Although this is not the case at the Langelandsvej 
locality at Starup, where the entire inner surface was 
excavated and proved to have been kept clear of habi-
tation (pedersen/ Witte 2012). Similarly, at the Sarup 
site itself, there is no evidence of occupation dur-
ing the almost 200-year period that elapsed between 
Sarup I and Sarup II.

Even though causewayed enclosures were con-
structed in places that were well-sited to settlement, 
these sites were not occupied in any way in the cen-
turies prior to the construction and use of these mon-
uments. The absence of expected earlier settlement 
traces at these sites cannot be down to chance. It must 
have been the result of a collective decision made by 
the Stone Age population which we know inhabited 
the area around Sarup. Were the sites of causewayed 
enclosures previously used for activities that have left 
no archaeological trace? Was occupation out of the 
question due to prevailing myths and beliefs?

For the Sarup I site, it has been calculated that 
c. 1500 m3 of soil was removed from the system ditch-
es, plus a further 420 m3 from the foundation trenches 
for the palisades and fences, i. e. a total of c. 1900 m3, or 
3230 tonnes. If we assume that a Stone Age individual, 
using the implements of the period, was able to dig 1 m3 
or 1.7 tonnes of soil in a day, then the excavation work 
alone would have required 1900 man-days (Andersen 
1988, 26 – 27 and 42). It has been demonstrated above 
that the stratigraphy of the sediments deposited in the 
system ditches can be interpreted in terms of these fea-
tures only having stood open for a very short period 
of time, probably only a few hours, and they were very 
probably back-filled a short time after being dug. We 
have no way of knowing whether all of the Sarup I site’s 

system ditches were emptied precisely on one and the 
same day, but it seems very likely that this activity took 
place during a single great › gathering ‹ at the site. If we 
assume that all of the system ditches were emptied at 
the same time, in a single operation, this activity alone 
would have required the efforts of 1500 people, while 
the subsequent back-filling would have needed the in-
volvement of perhaps half this number. It is difficult to 
calculate the work performed but, under any circum-
stances, a very large number of people must have been 
gathered together – an overall total extending into the 
thousands rather than hundreds.

The finds from the causewayed enclosures show 
that very little material was deposited at the base of 
the system ditches, in contrast to the situation by the 
palisade associated with Sarup I. Moreover, it has been 
demonstrated that the majority of pottery vessels were 
brought to the site in a fragmentary state and that they 
were then intentionally further fragmented, produc-
ing sherds of c. 3 × 4 cm in size, before they were placed 
in the system ditches, by the palisade and in the pits. 
There were a very few features on the several-hectare 
area represented by the inner surface of the monu-
ment. Some of these contained intact pots or axes and 
it was here too that the burnt bones, corresponding to 
one-tenth of the skeleton of a young adult female, were 
deposited.

The creation of the causewayed enclosures at Sarup 
was a major and extensive construction project that 
demanded the participation of an incredibly large 
number of people. During the time when the pali-
sades stood erect and the system ditches stood empty, 
these monuments would have been imposing struc-
tures. In this situation, special artefacts and materials 
were deposited, often in an intentionally fragmented 
state. The system ditches were then very swiftly back-
filled with soil that had been dug out from them and 
the sites were then abandoned, leaving the palisades 
which, with time, collapsed and decayed. In subse-
quent centuries, the sites were re-visited and selected 
system ditches were precisely re-opened and pits were 
dug in the inner area.

SET TlEmEnTS AnD houSES

Surveys in the Sarup area have led to the location 
of about 80 settlements, of which 43 contain finds dat-
ing from the period when the Barkaer structures, meg-
alithic monuments and causewayed enclosures were 
constructed (Fig. 2). These settlements, which rarely 
cover more than 0.5 ha, are often situated by water-
courses or wetlands. However, the finds-rich locality 
of Frydenlund, dated to TNI, is located high up in the 

landscape on a horizontal plateau offering an excellent 
view over the Hårby Å river valley (see Figs. 2 and 3).

In the excavations of monuments in the Sarup area, 
remains of houses have been found beneath five of them: 
at Frydenlund (see Fig. 3) and at Damsbo (Fig. 8) (Ander-
sen 2009, 33 – 35). These houses were two-aisled build-
ings of Mossby type, i. e. they had rounded gables. They 
had an area of 60 – 100 m2. A number of artefacts were 
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found – especially outside the houses – and phosphate 
mapping similarly reflects great activity in their close 
proximity. Frydenlund in particular had a large number 
of artefacts in settlement layers around the houses, al-
though much the same appears to have been the case at 
Damsbo, where almost all of the finds lay within 10 m of 
the house sites (Andersen in press, fig. 10).

At the Sarup site itself, traces were found of finds-
rich settlements dating from the later phases of the 
Funnel Beaker culture (Andersen 1997, 101 – 131). It 
was not possible here to locate traces of actual hous-
es, even though abundant remains of daub were 
found  (Andersen 1999a, 254 – 257). The location of 

Neolithic houses can be extremely time-consuming as 
the traces of them must be studied over a very long 
period and under varying conditions. This was unfor-
tunately not possible at Sarup, a disadvantage coupled 
with the fact that, back in the 1970s, both our knowl-
edge and our experience were inadequate in this re-
spect. It is therefore possible that occupation phases 
displaying abundant daub remains also contain the re-
mains of actual houses.

Limited investigations have also been carried out at 
a couple of sites in the Sarup area where only finds-
rich culture layers have been encountered (Andersen 
1988, 52 – 54; 2009, 36 – 37).

SummIng up

It has been shown above how in the Sarup area on 
the island of Funen, Denmark, many special activi-
ties took place over a 400-year-period between 3600 
and 3200 BC that also occurred in other areas occu-
pied by the Funnel Beaker culture. A characteristic of 
this period is the construction of large monuments, 
the earliest of which were Barkaer structures  (un-
chambered long barrows without a mound) with tall 
wooden façades and clear remains of burials. These 
were followed by stone dolmens which could stand in 
isolation, but which were also placed within round or 
elongate enclosures of wood or stone. Dolmens occur 
in many forms, from simple to more complex ones. 
Around 3200 BC, dolmens – which are thought orig-
inally not to have been covered by a mound – were 
superseded by passage graves, which were always con-
cealed within an earthen mound. Burials dating from 
the time when the monuments were built have not 
been found in any of the dolmens or passage graves.

Contemporaneous with the dolmens and passage 
graves, we see the construction of causewayed en-
closures covering areas of several hectares. This re-
quired the coordinated efforts of hundreds, perhaps 
thousands of individuals. The causewayed enclosures 
were only constructed for one single event, which took 
place over a very short period of time.

After 3200 BC, people no longer built these large la-
bour-intensive monuments of stone, wood and earth. 
The construction of causewayed enclosures shows that 
there was at this time the ability to coordinate the ef-
forts of a very large number of people. This could only 
be achieved if there was a common purpose and a 
common will to achieve it.

Next to and within the enclosures, select objects 
and materials were deposited, in the form of orna-
mented pottery, stone and flint axes, quernstones, 

charred grain and human bones. In only a few cases 
were intact objects involved in these depositions: most 
often it was parts of artefacts, which in many cas-
es had been intentionally further fragmented. There 
must have been a purpose behind the multistage frag-
mentation and deposition of these objects and mate-
rials. We must perhaps assume that several different 
depositional sites were linked together in this way.

In the Sarup area, it is evident that during this 
› monumental phase ‹, people lived in small settlements 
that apparently comprised a couple of houses, possibly 
only accommodating a couple of families. Preserved 
beneath dolmens were the earliest ard marks, bearing 
witness to the fact that this important agricultural im-
plement first began to be used at this time. This form 
of cultivation would have required clearance of trees, 
shrubs and stones from very large areas, which in turn 
must have demanded the organised efforts of a large 
number of people. It could not have been the work of 
single individuals.

It is difficult to understand what the aim could have 
been of constructing so many monuments over such 
a relatively short period of time and then carrying out 
a few but very intense activities in association with 
them. However, the change from hunter-gatherer to 
farmer was a process that must have taken several cen-
turies to become coded into the new farming people. 
When, without any evident signs of leadership, they 
were jointly engaged in building monuments, and sub-
sequently performed special activities here. They were 
cemented in the joint ownership and communality of 
these new communities. It gave a common experience 
and thereby a collective memory of being part of a new 
and larger community. This has bound together the 
new agricultural societies and ultimately, after several 
hundred years, given them a Neolithic identity.
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Early monumentality and social differentiation: A case study in western mecklenburg, germany

Timothy Darvill, Friedrich Lüth

AbSTr Ac T

This paper briefly summarizes the provisional interim re-
sults from a series of excavations and surveys undertaken be-
tween 2010 and 2015 for the SPP 1400 regional case study 
into early monumentality and social differentiation in west-
ern Mecklenburg. The area is rich in sites of the later fifth 
and fourth millennia BC, standing north of the LBK territory 

and south of the Ertebølle Culture settlement zone along the 
shores of the Baltic. Attention focuses on the Friedrichsruhe 
megalithic cemetery and the enclosures at Plate and Gäde-
behn. All the investigated sites date to the fourth and ear-
ly third millennia BCs and illustrate local, regional, and 
long-distance connections.

InTroDuc TIon

A major component of the DFG Priority Pro-
gramme (Schwerpunktprogramm 1400) on early 
monumentality and social differentiation (»Frühe Monu- 
mentalität und soziale Differenzierung«) was the de-
velopment of seven regional case studies to set along-
side, and provide samples and data for, ten thematic 

investigations. This paper introduces one of the case 
studies (Project »Frühe Monumentalität in Westmeck-
lenburg«), that focused on the early monuments of 
western Mecklenburg with attention directed towards 
selected aspects of the fieldwork carried out between 
2009 and 2015.

ThE STuDy ArE A

The western Mecklenburg study area lies within 
the undulating formerly glaciated landscapes of the 
north European plain whose underlying surface ge-
ology is dominated by spreads of sands, gravels, and 
boulder-clays. The area is centred on the series of large 
interconnected lakes around Schwerin, relics of for-
merly much larger post-Pleistocene bodies of fresh 
water that in the sixth, fifth, and fourth millennia BC 
would have provided rich resources for hunting and 
fishing. These lakes also straddle an important inter-
fluve. A series of six substantial rivers west of the Oder 
run north and northeastwards to drain directly into 
the Baltic. Three rivers run southwards to connect 
with the Elbe that drains northwestwards into the 
North Sea. Geographically then, the study area has the 
potential for exploring important links northwards 
and eastwards as well as southwards and westwards 
along the principal river systems.

During the fifth millennium BC the western Meck-
lenburg area was sandwiched between long-estab-
lished and distinctive cultural traditions (czieslA 

2008, fig. 1). To the south is the territory subject to LBK 
colonisation, patterns of Neolithic lifestyles with roots 
deep in central Europe but seemingly not extending 
beyond the Elbe. To the north are the Ertebølle Cul-
ture settlements scattered along the shores of the 
Baltic, associated with traditional hunter-fisher econ-
omies. The complex late Mesolithic groups in the west 
Mecklenburg region exploited cattle as well as wild 
resources, and used a chipped stone technology that 
suggests continuity through into the fourth millenni-
um BC with the development of the Trichterbecher-
kultur (TRB), particularly the northern facies of the 
TRB with its cultural connections northwards into 
the Baltic coastlands of north Germany, Denmark, 
and southern Sweden (Midgley 1992, fig. 10).

The western Mecklenburg area is rich in sites and 
monuments of the later fifth and fourth millennia BC, 
and has long been known for its abundance of meg-
alithic graves. Sprockhoff’s distributions of northern 
megaliths show clusters of passage graves and dol-
mens in the area (sprockhoFF 1938, maps 1 and 5), 
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and his atlas of megalithic graves in Germany lists 148 
examples within Mecklenburg (sprockhoFF 1967, 
3–55: nos. 304–452) including a range of single sites 
as well as cemeteries such as Barendorf/Everstorf For-
est (7 monuments), Naschendorf (6 monuments), and 
Neu Gaarz (7 monuments). The programme of survey 
and selective excavations by Ewald Schuldt between 
1964 and 1973 added considerably to this catalogue, 
increasing the number of monuments known at some 
of the cemeteries and providing details of the cham-
bers and burial deposits at more than 30 sites through 
selective excavation (schuldt 1972a). Flat graves are 
known around the Schwerin, Plau, and Müritz lakes, 
with the investigations at Ostorf cemetery in 1904, 
1935, and 1961 collectively providing some of the 
most significant burials of the period (schuldt 1961;  
lüBke et al. 2007).

Excavations at settlement sites such as Löddig- 
see (Becker/Benecke 2002) and Basedow (schuldt 
1973), both in low-lying former lake-side situations, 
illustrate the rich material culture and residuesfrom 
subsistence practices. Recognition through aerial pho-
tography of roughly circular ditched enclosures in the 
region from the 1980s onwards added a further im-
portant dimension to the archaeological record (see 
klAtt 2009 for summary). In Mecklenburg five enclo-
sures are known so far, all located in the area south 
of Schwerin.Although excluded from Klassen’s recent 
summary  of the evidence on the grounds of topo- 
graphic location, lack of entrances, and poverty of 
dating evidence (klAssen 2014, 34), these enclosures 
are similar in form to the single and double-ditched 
types found to the south in the middle Elbe valley 
(schWArz 2003, 28–66). The rich material culture of 
the area has been summarized by nilius (1971), and 
mention may also be made of the presence of stand-
ing stones in the area, all poorly dated, but in some 

cases at least potentially important components of the 
archaeological record relating to the fourth millenni-
um BC (groht 2013, 182–93).

Selecting suitable sites to sample as part of the Early 
Monumentality and Social Differentiation project was 
far from easy. Steinmann’s (2001) study of the social 
background to megalithic monuments in northeastern 
Germany emphasises the diversity of structural form, 
while excavations at Flintbek show how complicated 
the development and phasing of individual sites can 
be (MischkA 2010 and 2011). A visual inspection of 
megalithic tombs in order to identify sites with high 
potential for dating and identifying sequences of con-
struction led to the definition of the cemetery at Fried- 
richsruhe as a major target. Here the aim was to exam-
ine the mounds in order to explore the structure and 
development of these monuments rather than their 
chambers. Geophysical surveys were carried out on 
the enclosures at Plate 3, Plate 14, Gädebehn 10, Ru-
then 17, and Zietlitz 1, led to excavations being focused 
on three sites: Plate 3 and 14, and Gädebehn 10. Geo-
physical surveys were undertaken at Ostorf to assess 
the likelihood of further unexcavated burials being 
present. Sample excavations based on these results, 
together with a review of the position and extent of 
earlier excavations, revealed a previously unknown in-
humation grave.

A summary of the background studies undertak-
en for the project, based on recorded sites and mon-
uments, has been published elsewhere (rAssMAnn/
schAFFerer 2012). The following sections briefly 
summarise the results of selected investigations:  the 
Friedrichsruhe megalithic cemetery and the enclosure 
sites at Plate and Gädebehn. Post-excavation anal-
ysis and reporting is still in progress so this account 
represents a provisional interim statement subject to 
up-dating in due course.

 FrIEDrIchSruhE mEgAlIThIc cEmETEry, krEIS pArchIm

The megalithic cemetery at Friedrichsruhe stands 
on an elevated but relatively flat plateaux at about 55 m 
above sea-level. It overlooks a deeply incised valley 
forming the headwaters and source of the Mühlen-
bach, which flows west and then south to become 
the Klinkemer Bach before joining the Alte Elde and, 
eventually, the Elbe.  Below the megalithic cemetery to 
the northeast are springs feeding the river, while to the 
northwest the river valley has been artificially widened 
in recent decades and now contains ponds and small 
lakes used as a fish-farm. Natural springs issue from 
the floor and sides of the valley at the fish-farm. Sand 
quarrying and the construction of access tracks on the 
sides of the valley has locally modified the topography 

of the area, making the sides of the valley less steep 
than in earlier times. A small area of bog on the val-
ley floor immediately north of the cemetery has been 
sampled in the hope of providing a reconstruction 
of the local environment contemporary with the use 
of the cemetery but preliminary results suggest poor 
preservation and incomplete sequences.

The plateaux on which the cemetery stands is 
formed of fluvio-glacial sands and gravels, mainly 
thin-bedded, but with abundant former channels and 
outwash features representing relic short-lived wa-
tercourses. These can be seen clearly in cross-section 
in the cleaned sections of the former sand quarries, 
while their spatial patterns were revealed by extensive 
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Fig. 1. Plan of the megalithic cemetery at Friedrichsruhe in relation to the geophysical survey undertaken in the area. 

geophysical surveys covering an area of about two 
square kilometres to the south of the Mühlenbach. 
Much of the plateaux-land has been heavily cultivat-
ed in recent centuries and this has served to flatten the 
landscape. In early post-glacial times the terrain would 
have been more undulating than now, with irregu-
lar low ridges of harder substrate, and shallow gulleys 
tracing the lines of softer substrate. Seasonal pools 
may have formed where the substrate was less perme-
able. One of the ridges appears to have formed a spine 
along which the largest of the megalithic monuments 
was built. Large glacial erratics are now relatively rare 
in this landscape, and there are few clearance cairns 
from modern stone-removals. But in earlier times they 
were probably more abundant to judge form the use 
of broken erratics in the construction of nearby hous-
es and roads. A cluster of about 30 erratics gathered 
together in the corner of fields on the east side of the 
modern village of Friedrichsruhe, about 1 km west of 
the megalithic cemetery, includes boulders up to about 
1.5 m across. A group of large erratics in the hedgeline 
east of the megalithic cemetery were recently depos-
ited (c. 2009) following the destruction of a probable 
megalithic tomb that originally formed part of the 

cemetery (see below). As well as erratics of igneous 
rock, an eroded chalk boulder about 1.5 m across and 
containing bands of dark-coloured flint was recorded 
in the surface of the glacial till at site 7.

The megalithic cemetery at Friedrichsruhe was first 
recorded in the nineteenth century, although very lit-
tle investigation appears to have been undertaken at 
that time. The earliest account of the site is that by  
F. lisch (1859) who briefly describes three megalith-
ic graves (Großsteingräber) in much the same condi-
tion as they are today. Further short notes followed 
(eg. Beltz 1899). There had certainly been some rob-
bing of granite blocks from within and around the 
monuments before that time, but although some parts 
had been destroyed there were still at least 24 granite 
blocks forming the remains of kerbs around the graves 
at the end of the nineteenth century (schlie 1899, 
383). At the start of the present project all three re-
corded megalithic monuments lay within uncultivated 
field margins under light tree-cover.

During his visit on 6th and 7th June 1932, Sprockhoff 
recorded three monuments for his inventory that was 
published 35 years later (sprockhoFF 1967, 36 nos. 
406–8, Beilage 12, Atlasblatt 56–58). Grave I (406) is 
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reconstructed as a stone-kerbed rectangular mound 
33 m by 4.5 m, although his plan of the surviving ev-
idence suggests two distinct components, a small 
rectangular monument to the west and an oval or 
circular monument to the east (1967, Atlasblatt 56). 
Grave II (407) is reconstructed as a stone-kerbed rec-
tangular mound 65 m long and 7 m wide with a closed 
stone chamber (Urdolmen) centrally set in the mound 
towards the northeastern end (1967, Atlasblatt 57). 
Grave III (408) was not reconstructed  but recorded as 
a kerb-edged rectangular mound 15 m by 8 m contain-
ing a large centrally placed closed chamber (Großdol-
men) 6 m by 2 m from which some of the capstones had 
been removed (1967, Atlasblatt 58).

Between 17th and 30th July 1969, Ewald Schuldt un-
dertook a short programme of investigation, broadly 
confirming Sprockhoff’s description of Grave 1, exca-
vating the visible chamber of Grave 2, and suggesting 
that a passage connected the chamber in Grave 3 with 
the outside of the mound on the southeast side. The 
work is reported in a short paper (schuldt 1972b) but 
the findings were also used in an overview of the meg-
alithic graves in Mecklenburg that includes addition-
al plans and sections (schuldt 1972a, figs. 25, 44, 52; 
plate 11a).

The investigation of the chamber in Grave 2 was the 
main achievement of Schuldt’s work. He showed that 
it was roughly rectangular in plan, 2.5 m by 0.85 m, 
edged by two orthostats on each of the long sides, two 
at the north-western end, and with an off-set entrance 
in the south-western end with an orthostat adjacent 
to a narrow passage lined with thin stone slabs con-
necting to an entrance in the outer edge of the mound. 
The floor of the chamber was covered in a layer of 
burnt flint forming a level pavement. There were no 
subdivisions in the floor, but a thin septal slab sepa-
rated the passage from the chamber. One slightly dis-
placed capstone remained at the northwestern end of 
the chamber where it provided some protection for the 
remaining fill; a second roofing slab covers the north-
eastern end of the passage. Thin sandstone slates were 
used to fill the gaps between the orthostats in the 
chamber with dry-stone-walling. A section through 
the chamber fill (schuldt 1972a, fig. 51) shows four 
un-numbered deposits, all roughly horizontal across 
the full width of the chamber, above the flooring. Finds 
from the lower fills included pottery, worked flint, and 
human bones (schuldt 1972a, fig. 44 and 1972b, fig. 4 
for distribution). The pottery comprised early TRB 
forms including a fairly complete lugged Baalberg am-
phorae (schuldt 1972a, fig. 54b; 1972b, fig. 7a), the 
upper part of a collared flask (schuldt 1972b, fig. 7b), 
and the lower body / base probably from a jar or am-
phora (schuldt 1972b, fig. 7c). Worked flints includ-
ed two knives, both made on long blades (schuldt 

1972b, figs. 7 e and f). A fairly unusual  early TRB am-
ber disk 46 mm by 40 mm by 13 mm thick with two 
central perforations and a ring of 18 pit-like depres-
sions around the outer edge was found more or less in 
the centre of the chamber (schuldt 1972b, fig. 7d). 
Midgley (1992, 291) has drawn attention to the paral-
lel between this disk and one from the Boel Dolmen in 
Jutland, Denmark (rAndsBorg 1970, fig. 5) and notes 
the assumed similarity between the disk and similar-
ly decorated contemporary copper disks. More than 
20 pieces of human bone, including two crania, were 
found on the floor of the chamber but cannot now be 
identified amongst collections from the region.

Against this background an extensive geophysical 
survey was undertaken of the cultivated fields around 
the cemetery using a vehicle-towed Sensys 16-channel 
multi-sensor gradiometer. An area of c. 2 square kilo-
metres was covered to the south of the Mühlenbach. 
Few anomalies that could be interpreted as prehistoric 
features were recorded, suggesting that the cemetery 
lay within a relatively open area. However, about 100 m 
west of Grave 2 there are two rectangular arrange-
ments of positive anomalies that can tentatively be in-
terpreted as the kerbs of previously unrecognized long 
barrows. One is approximately 25 m by 10 m, the oth-
er 30 m by 7 m; both are orientated northwest/south- 
east. A small cluster of slight positive anomalies 400 m 
west of Grave 2 may mark the position of an addi-
tional megalithic monument. It coincides with recol-
lections by the farmer of the land that he removed a 
series of six large stones from this area in 2010, heap-
ing them along the field boundary to the north where 
they remain today. Excavations in 2012 confirmed the 
presence of stone sockets and identified one in-situ or-
thostat, although it was not possible to obtain a full 
plan of the structure that once stood on the site (now 
defined as Friedrichsruhe Fpl. 51).

Friedrichsruhe Fpl. 7 (Sprockhoff 406/ Schuldt grab 1)

Preliminary geophysical surveys in 2010 and subse-
quent auger-transects suggested that Sprockhoff’s plan 
showing two separate monuments was probably right. 
This was confirmed in 2012 when the whole area was 
cleared of leaf-litter and ground-covering vegetation: 
a rectangular long barrow to the south and a round or 
oval mound to the north. The geophysical surveys also 
suggested the possibility of multi-period construction 
within the southern mound. There are no known re-
cords of antiquarian investigation of the site, and it 
was not opened by Schuldt. Evidence of stone robbing 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was 
revealed during the excavation, as well as a sondage in 
the top of northern round mound.
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Four excavation trenches were opened in the 
southern mound in 2012–14. These revealed a rel-
atively small monument orientated roughly north-
east/southeast surviving to a maximum height of 
1.1 m. Root damage was extensive, and the position of 
the trenches was constrained by the living trees and 

their root-systems. The old ground surface below the 
mound appears to have been stripped of turf before 
construction of the barrow began. Three main phases 
to the development of the monument were recognized. 
First, at least two small roughly rectangular piles of 
stones were placed on the old ground surface on the 
long axis of what would later become the barrow. 
These may have covered or contained human burials, 
but because of the soil conditions no bone remained. 
In the second phase the small cairns were covered in a 
sausage-shaped mound of soil, sand, and small stones 
approximately 18 m by 4.5 m and up to 0.6 m high. 
It composed a series of dumps and spreads. Final-
ly, in the third phase dated to the early third millen-
nium BC, the primary eroding mound was enclosed 
by a rectangular frame or kerb. This comprised nat-
ural granite erratics of red and grey colour; the area 
defined in this way was approximately 20 m by 5 m al-
though the peristalith was heavily robbed and there 
remains a question as to whether the metalled track 
skirting the southern end of the site has truncat-
ed the monument. Dry-stone walling filled the spac-
es between the uprights forming the frame to create 
a post-and-panel style peristalith. Deposits of sand 
interleaved with spreads of small stones was used to 

Fig. 2. View of Friedrichsruhe 7 after clearance of the mound 
prior to excavation. Looking north with the long mound in 
the foreground and the northern round mound beyond (pho-
to: Timothy Darvill).

Fig. 3. View of excavations in progress at Friedrichsruhe 7 (north) (photo: Timothy Darvill).
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build up the mound within the frame. No evidence of 
a chamber was found. Scatters of potsherds on the old 
land surface outside the frame suggests that ceramic 
vessels may have been placed on the stones of the kerb.

Two trenches were excavated in the northern 
mound in 2013–15. Natural erosion, root-systems 
from standing trees, the edge of an encroaching sand 
quarry, and up-cast from an unrecorded antiquarian 
investigation all served to distort the original form the 
monument which at the time of the survey stood to 
a height of c. 1.2 m. Three main phases to the devel-
opment of the monument can be recognized. The first 
appears to be the erection of a large standing stone or 
monolith. This stone is still visible in the north side 
of the mound and survives to a height of 2 m. Dam-
age to the top suggests that originally it was taller, 
and there are strong signs that it was partly toppled 
with much accompanying disturbance in recent cen-
turies. Soon after, in the second phase, a small irreg-
ular mound of sand and small stones about 2 m across 
was built against the monolith on its south side. In the 
third phase a substantial round or slightly oval mound 
approximately 8 m across was built south of original 
monolith. The mound was built from layers of turf and 
sand enveloped between cappings of small stones. Its 
construction could have been spread over a considera-
ble period but in its final stage a kerb was built around 
the mound with the monolith forming one of the kerb-
stones on the north side. The barrow probably had a 
central burial but this was disturbed by antiquarian 
investigations; pottery and a complete facetted flint 
axe were found in disturbed up-cast from the excava-
tion around the mound.

Friedrichsruhe Fpl. 8 (Sprockhoff 407/ Schuldt grab 2)

This is the largest monument in the Friedrichsru-
he cemetery. Orientated northeast/southwest it ap-
pears to utilize a natural ridge of harder substrate that 
served to enhance the visible presence of the monu-
ment from the east. Geophysical surveys and selec-
tive augering suggested a multi-phase construction 
and this was confirmed by excavation. A total of 11 
trenches and 2 geological sections, some conjoining, 
were opened between 2010 and 2013. The presence 
of trees and extensive areas of root disturbance con-
strained the location of the trenches, but two main 
phases to the development of the monument, the first 
perhaps with several sub-phases, were identified. Ini-
tially, the monument seems to have comprised a series 
of small round and oval structures, perhaps as many 
as six. One, near the centre of what later became the 
long barrow, comprised a setting of stones about 1 m 
square on the old ground surface. It may have covered 

or contained a burial but no bone was found because 
of the local preservational environment. The setting 
was covered in a mound of sand and gravel up to 0.6 m 
high. This has been dated to the early fourth millenni-
um BC. Similar in date is the megalithic chamber ex-
cavated by Schuldt discussed above which appears to 
have initially been contained within an oval mound. 
These and other early structures were covered in the 
early third millennium BC by a long barrow edged 
with a kerb of red and grey glacial boulders. This 
frame created a long barrow c. 65 m long by c. 7 m 
wide; it would have stood at least 1.5 m high. Red 
sandstone slates were used in dry-stone walling that 
filled the spaces between the uprights forming the 
frame to create a post-and-panel style peristalith. It 
is not known whether the chamber towards the north 
end of the long barrow remained accessible once the 
frame was completed.

Friedrichsruhe Fpl. 9 (Sprockhoff 408/ Schuldt grab 3)

Geophysical surveys and selective augering re-
vealed that this monument had a central solid core 
around which was a skirt of less dense material. The 
remains of a post-medieval mill were identified be-
yond the site to the north, but some encroachment on 
the mound at that end was evident. A total of nine 
trenches, some conjoined, were opened between 2010 
and 2014. As at the other monuments the presence 
of trees and extensive areas of root disturbance con-
strained the location of the trenches, but three main 
phases to the development of the monument were 
recognized. First, on a very compact sandy old ground 
surface was one or more small stone mounds. One 
probably contained the megalithic chamber identi-
fied by Sprockhoff and Schuldt. Excavations showed 
that although the capstones have been heavily robbed 
the fill probably remains intact. A passage open-
ing from centre of the southeast side provided ac-
cess. In the second phase these early structures were 
covered by a rectangular mound approximately 14 m 
long by 6.5¬m wide which must have stood at least 
1.5 m high when new. Orientated northeast / south-
west, this mound was edged with a kerb of red and 
grey glacial boulders. As at the other barrows in the 
cemetery, red sandstone slates were used in dry-stone 
walling that filled the spaces between the uprights 
forming the frame to create a post-and-panel style 
peristalith. However, what is unusual about this mon-
ument is that in its final phase the mound was cov-
ered in an envelope of small boulders and pebbles that 
spread out around the long barrow forming a skirt of 
lose stones that reduced in height with distance out-
wards from the peristalith. The overall extent of this 



261Early monumentality and social differentiation: A case study in Western Mecklenburg, Germany

Fig. 4. Plan of Friedrichsruhe 8 showing the position and extent of the excavation trenches. 
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cover-deposit is about 22 m by 13 m, although its edg-
es have been truncated by modern disturbance. This 

layer was the halo effect around the solid core visible 
on the geophysical survey.

EncloSurES

gädebehn Fpl. 10, kreis parchim

Discovered through aerial photography in 2008 the 
site stands at about 44 m above sea level on a fairly level 
plateaux with a small river valley to the north. Defined 
by a single ditch, the enclosure is approximately 220 m 
east-west by 190 m north-south covering about 3.5 ha. 
There is a gap in the ditch c. 150 m wide on the north 
side which makes the enclosure open towards the river. 
A small gap is visible on the west side and two gaps on 
the east side. There is an entrance with slightly off-set 
ditches that opens to the southeast. An extensive ge-
ophysical survey was undertaken in 2012. In the light 
of these results, and a plot of the features visible in the 
aerial photography, four trenches were excavated in 

2012, one in the interior and three over the entrance. 
These suggest that the site was constructed and used 
during the middle centuries of the fourth millennium 
BC. There was evidence that the ditch had been recut.

plate Fpl. 3, kreis parchim

Discovered by Otto Braasch through aerial pho-
tography in 1999 (BrAAsch 2002, fig. 7.7) the site stands 
at about 40 m above sea level on a fairly level plateaux. 
Defined by a double concentric ditch, the enclosure 
is approximately 420 m north-south and 350 m east-
west covering an area of c. 9.5 ha (klAtt 2009, 118). 
The ditches are about 5 m apart. Where visible, the 

Fig. 5. Aerial view of excavations at Plate 14 in 2012 (photo: Otto Braasch).
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boundary ditches appear fairly continuous, although 
they are obscured in parts of the southwestern and 
northwestern sectors. There is an entrance gap open-
ing to the southeast. Geophysical surveys in 2001 over 
the entrance area revealed its form. A single excava-
tion trench in 2002 during the early planning of the SPP 
1400 project confirmed the position of the enclosure 
boundaries and the entrance gap as being 15 m wide. 
The adjacent ditches showed signs of being recut, and a 
fairly complete TRB tripartite open bowl from the early 
fills of the northern terminal dated the construction of 
the enclosure to the early fourth millennium BC.

plate Fpl. 14, kreis parchim

Discovered by Otto Braasch through aerial pho-
tography in 1999 (reMMel 2002; klAtt 2009, 118) the 
site stands at about 48 m above sea level on a fairly lev-
el plateaux with an escarpment to the east. Defined 
by a double concentric ditch, the enclosure is approx-
imately 335 m north-south and 245 m east-west cov-
ering an area of c. 5.9 ha. The ditch circuit is open on 
the east side where the natural escarpment provides a 
boundary. There are entrance gaps in the earthworks 
on the north, west, and south sides.

An extensive geophysical survey was undertak-
en in 2012, clarifying some of the uncertainties from 
transcribing the aerial photographs. During this 
work a possible parallel-sided avenue or entrance 
corridor defined by pits and ditches was identified 
extending northwards from the northern entrance 
for a distance of about 35 m. A series of small exca-
vation areas started in 2012 were consolidated into 
a single large open area 20 m by 50W allowed the ex-
amination of the northern entrance and associat-
ed features outside the enclosure to the north. The 
terminals of the main enclosure ditch were found to 
have been recut. Between the pits and ditch segments 
defining the entrance corridor was a series of at least 
four burial pits containing Baalberg pottery, flint ar-
rowheads, and fragments of copper. It is possible that 
a mound, similar in form to a long barrow, once cov-
ered these pits, but no trace of it remained on the 
surface. It may also be noted that the form of the en-
closure and extended entrance passage finds parallels 
with broadly contemporary palisaded enclosures in 
Britain (dArvill 2010, 158–61; jones/giBson 2017, 
70–72). The presence of Baalberg amphorae at Plate 
Fpl. 14, at Friedrichsruhe noted above, and in graves 
at Ostorf shows the contemporary use of these sites.

DIScuSSIon

Sites investigated for the western Mecklenburg 
case study have established the complexity of contem-
porary usage through the middle and later centuries 
of the fourth millennium BC. The investigations at 
Friedichsruhe show that it was a cemetery of at least 
five and probably as many as seven megalithic monu-
ments. All those excavated proved to be architectur-
ally complicated structures that underwent several 
phases of development and remodelling. Natural fea-
tures of the landscape appear to have been exploited, 
and each monument develops from small simple or-
igins to a large kerbed structure. The earliest monu-
ments on the site may include a standing stone and a 
series of small closed burial places. Only Friedrichsru-
he Fpl. 9 appears to have a substantial phase of remod-
elling after the construction of the kerbed structure.

The megalithic cemetery appears to occupy an open 
area at the headwater of the local river system, per-
haps a liminal landscape close to the ancestors. On 
lower ground downstream and around the lakes that 
so dominated the early prehistoric landscape are set-
tlements, flat-grave cemeteries, and enclosures. There 

is little evidence for intensive occupation within or 
around the enclosures, and they may be seen as meet-
ing places, early monuments shared by surrounding 
communities and perhaps reflecting both local and 
long-distance connections. The overall shape, form, 
and dimensions of the two Plate enclosures with their 
closely-set double ditches resembles many of the sites 
found further south in the Elbe-Saale area around 
Halle, Leipzig, and Erfurt and in the eastern parts of 
Niedersachsen (cf. klAssen 2014, fig. 126; schWArz 
2003, 50–66). The close spacing of the ditches also 
echoes the pattern of ditches at multi-ditched cause-
wayed enclosures north of the Thames in eastern Eng-
land (pAlMer 1976, 170; and cf. osWAld et al. 2001, 
55) that are known to be linked somehow with the Bal-
tic coastlands through the distinctive associated long 
barrows and Konens Høj type earth graves (MAdsen 
1979; rAssMAnn 2010). In this respect, resolving the 
issues surrounding social differentiation and the first 
monuments in the western Mecklenburg case study 
area means connecting people and places at many dif-
ferent spatial and cultural scales.
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what’s going on in the Southeast? Searching for the funeral and ritual practices beyond the megalithic 
oikumene. Examples from the land of brandenburg
Jonas Beran

AbSTr Ac T

In the middle of the 4th millennium the boundary line be-
tween the northwest group and southeast group of Funnel 
Beaker Culture is becoming more and more visible. In the vast 
area south-east of the line Erfurt – Halle – Potsdam – Prenzlau 
the development from simple inhumation burials to the long 
barrows can still be observed, but after that there are no more 
megalithic chambers or non-megalithic collective burials. Be-
cause we do not assume that there have been less developed so-
cieties than in the NW, we have to ask: How did they treat the 
mortal remains of their leading and important people? What 
did they do for the glory of their clans and communities?

Rescue excavations of the last two decades supplied some 
evidence, especially for the so called Waltersdorf Group and 

the Britz Culture, which latter is regarded as the last stage 
of the East Type Funnel Beaker Culture, mainly in the are-
as of Berlin, Potsdam and Cottbus, obviously having much 
more in common with the Late or Post Baden Culture Com-
plex than with the FBC. Of special interest are places near 
the border with the NW-FBC. In the older stage we have in-
humation graves, mostly without preserved grave gifts. Lat-
er there are cremation graves, which are very shallow buried 
or even laid down on the old earth’s surface and thereby pre-
served only by chance of course. Within one settlement were 
found three wooden buildings of other size and shape and 
finds than normal farm houses, possibly used for funeral, 
ritual and representative purposes.

InTroDuc TIon

The core theme of our conference is the monumental 
buildings of the Northwest European Neolithic, particular-
ly those of megalithic type. We can observe a development 
from simple inhumation burials to more and more impres-
sive wooden and earthen structures and finally to mega-
lithic circles, chambers, stone walls and stone pavements.

In addition to the presumed primary cause of their 
construction various other social purposes and func-
tions and meanings are probably attributed to them. 
Those are considered as obviously necessary for socie-
ties of this stage of development.

But unfortunately impressive events or monuments 
can be also designed and organized in archaeological-
ly invisible or hardly visible techniques of construction. 
From written sources we know pre- and protohistoric 
societies with priests and royal dynasties and glorious 
kings without any archaeological evidence for palaces, 
temples, royal tombs and such things.

That́ s why making every conceivable effort and trials 
to gain it should be a useful and honourable challenge 
for archaeological field work.

ThE SITuATIon In ThE l AnD oF br AnDEnburg

In the earlier stages of Funnel Beaker Culture we have 
very few graves. There are some inhumation burials with 
Baalberge-like pottery (preuss 1966, pls.  4 and 5; gove- 
dAricA 2005; czieslA/ schneider 2005, 28f. fig. 17; 
dirks/ stArk 2012). They cannot represent the whole 

population. May be only a special group? Foreigners? 
Mobile, nomadic people?

A surprise was the excavation of a long barrow with 
wooden walls near Selchow on the Berlin Airport 
building site (köllner 2008). There could have been 

For we are but of yesterday, and know nothing. 
(Old Testament, Job, 8:9)
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much more of these monuments, because they are not 
easy to find, for there are only very few finds and in 
most cases no preservation of bones. But in later cen-
turies, when the north German megalithic chambers 
are built, south-east of a line Erfurt – Leipzig – Ber-
lin we know nearly nothing. There is a kind of border 
zone, marked by the impressive and well known flat 
grave cemeteries of Salzmünde and Walternienburg 
groups or the non-megalithic chambers of Bernburg 
culture (Müller 1994; BerAn 2011, map fig. 5). Lat-
er the Havelland culture groups are marking the bor-
der stripe (kirsch 1981, fig. 2; BerAn 2011, map fig. 6).

One might think that some of the well-known and 
early excavated large flat grave cemeteries (Beier 1995, 
map 1), which are rich equipped and used for several 
centuries (about 3500 – 2800 BC) and seem to be sit-
uated in regular distances, could have had a special 
function – dynastic cemeteries of › commanders of the 
border defense forces ‹, as said pointedly in the lecture.

In later centuries  (about 3200 – 2800  BC) there is 
some evidence, that southern parts of Brandenburg, 
the eastern part of Thuringia and the whole land of 
Saxony are following the Bohemian development. They 
have nothing to do with the central German frontier 
groups as the so called Bernburg culture, as it is often 
believed. They seem to belong rather to the Baden cul-
ture complex (BerAn 2011, 167 fig. 5). That ś why pos-
sibly we could expect to find there very flat cremation 
burials or some completely irregular and gift less inhu-
mation burials – as we know from Austria and Hun-
gary (sAchsse 2010). Unfortunately this period is still 
nearly unexplored. Possibly the undecorated pottery is 
always believed to be of Bronze Age.

As it is mainly discussed in the other sessions, we 
believe that megalithic architecture should have had 

certain functions for certain purposes. Why did they 
not use the same architecture in the Southeast? Did 
they not need it? Was the number of people or was 
the population density very low? Was the level of cul-
ture and development so much deeper? Did they have 
no social conflicts and only peaceful life in harmony 
without any necessary efforts for anything?

Field work of the last decades showed, that there 
was also a considerable population density. But what 
did they do with their deceased leaders, saints, priests 
and teachers? How did they celebrate their own glory? 
How did they impress and threaten their neighbors? 
What did they use for all these purposes instead of 
megalithic monuments?

Many ethnographic examples show, that there are 
various possibilities to do such things without leav-
ing any archaeological evidence or leaving only traces, 
which are hard to find and to date and to understand 
and nearly invisible for curious archaeologists – ques-
tions and problems to be solved by field work.

And now to Brandenburg again: The subgroups of 
funnel beaker culture in Brandenburg (Fig. 1) were de-
scribed by Eberhard Kirsch about 25 years ago (kirsch 
1994). In later Funnel Beaker time in principle the east-
ern part of Brandenburg belongs to Poland. The two 
stages of Polish FBC in Brandenburg Eberhard Kirsch 
defined as the earlier Waltersdorf Group with rich dec-
orated pottery and the late Britz Culture with undeco-
rated or sometimes painted pottery.

Until the end of the twentieth century no burials 
were known for both groups. The first cremation grave 
was found in 1988 in Seidewinkel, far south (Wetzel 
1997). A pit contained some sherds and a concentration 
of burnt bones, a decorated vessel was found at a dis-
tance of three meters. But it was in some way unclear 

Fig. 1. Chronology of younger and late neolithic FBC groups in Brandenburg and neighbouring areas.
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because of a middle bronze age 14C date. But the neo-
lithic dating was confirmed by the cremation grave 
cemetery of Heinersbrück near Cottbus excavated in 
the year 2000 (BerAn 2001; 2008a). It consisted of some 
concentrations of funnel beaker sherds, some of them 
together with burned bones, some without any bones, 
all without visible grave pits because of the poor pres-
ervation conditions in the sandy soil. The pottery shows 
similarities with late Baden culture, one reconstructed 
cup is almost identical to those of the Bošáca group.

As possible parallels first we thought of the crema-
tion graves of Upper Silesia (rAschke 1941) and pre-
sumed to have found a flat grave cemetery. But there 
must have been a large barrow with a central inhuma-
tion grave, a circle of Funnel Beaker secondary cre-
mation graves and corded ware secondary graves. We 
compared it now with several large barrows ascribed 
to the Salzmünde culture on its southern periphery – 
with primary inhumation burials and secondary cre-
mation burials of different types (schlenther 1962).

In Heinersbrück the cemetery and the visible bar-
row seemed to have had a special position within the 
late and final Neolithic settlement and path network 
between the rivers Malxe and Neiße  (BerAn 2008a, 
figs. 3 and 16).

We hoped to discover more of those sites, but in 
the following 15 years not one Funnel Beaker buri-
al was found – but instead of graves a considerable 
number of settlement sites of Waltersdorf and Britz 
groups  (BerAn 2008b; hensel/ BerAn 2012; 2015). 
In most cases they provide only a handful of decorat-
ed sherds, some flint artefacts and scanty settlement 
features. A minority of sites is characterized by sev-
eral pits with some more pottery (grothe/ stApel-
Feldt 2008). But no graves were found within or near 
all of these settlement sites. That means: Such a site 
as Heinersbrück 35 cannot have been for the majority 
of the normal people. It is rather an › exception than 
a rule ‹ – as the title of the Salzmünde conference in 
Halle 2012 had been (BerAn 2017).

We have also some enclosures or ditches from dif-
ferent stages of eastern Funnel beaker culture (unge- 
rAth/ czieslA 2007; BerAn 2009). On the two sites 
in the city of Potsdam we also found graves – possibly 
from different late and final Neolithic and Bronze age 
periods. But in most cases they are very difficult to date.

On the Old Market and the area of the royal palace 
in Potsdam (hensel/ BerAn 2014, fig. 25) we found a 
cemetery with mainly gift less inhumation graves and 
also without preservation of bones. The large ditch 
was built in Wiórek-stage and the upper part was open 
till final neolithic. The rectangular palisade is from 
Globular Amphorae period.

One partly destroyed pit contained some amber 
beads, another had 49 amber beads (hensel/ BerAn 

2009, fig. 142) and one transverse arrow head, another 
some flint arrow heads of Britz culture type and some 
sherds of Funnel Beaker Culture vessels. Two of the 
presumably latest grave pits contained two vessels of 
Elbe-Havel style (BerAn 2012, 44 figs. 1, 2), they can 
have been imported.

All these facts lead to the assumption, that we have 
here a cemetery of Waltersdorf and Britz stage of East-
ern Funnel beaker culture – maybe only of important 
people on a place of a central function and on the im-
mediate border with the Walternienburg culture. The 
cremation graves seemed to be only typical for the 
Lausitz Region.

But last year we found one also in Potsdam – at the 
northwest border of eastern FB-group at all, far out-
side the Lausitz. In a large building area north of Pots-
dam we excavated two neolithic sites, about 400 m 
away from each other. On the northern site we have 
finds and settlement structures from early Wiórek to 
early Bronze Age. On the southern site settlement be-
gins with Britz stage.

In the northern site our main task was the excava-
tion of a large settlement of Roman age and migration 
period. In five cases there were traces of Neolithic long 
houses. The house sites are characterized by a sunken 
floor culture layer and rows of post holes. One house 
should be late Wiórek, I think; another could be a little 
bit earlier. So we came to the idea to reconstruct the 
development of the settlement site by means of typo-
logical dating of the individual house sites.

A Funnel beaker pottery concentration in the ex-
cavation of 2014 (feature 98 and 112 fig. 2) seemed also 
to be in line with the chronological sequence of house 
sites – with pottery of a certain phase of Wiórek style 
development (Fig. 3 – 5). But the situation was different 
from the others. Most of the sherds seemed to belong to 
only two rich decorated vessels (Fig. 4). There is also one 
piece (Fig. 4/ 2) I believe it to be a handle of a clay spoon. 
I could not find exact Neolithic parallels. The grooved 
decoration reminds of younger bronze age. But we have 
no bronze age finds in the vicinity. Clay spoons are 
known from the Eastern Group of FBC (jAżdżeWski 
1936, pl. VII, 89; XII, 187; XXXIII, 600 – 602). It would be 
the second spoon of the Waltersdorf Group found until 
now. From the first of such spoons from Schulzendorf, 
now lost, we have only a verbal description  (kirsch 
1993, no. 931.1; kirsch 1994, 106).

Between modern disturbances and a lot of Roman 
age pits and stake holes we had two concentrations of 
burnt bones, connected with sherds of two rich dec-
orated vessels. The fragments of the two vessels were 
clearly separated from each other (Fig. 2).

This combination of dispersed but reconstructable 
pottery of high quality together with spoon fragments 
reminds of the finds at megalithic graves, especially at 
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10 cm0

Fig. 3. Potsdam-Nedlitz, northern site. Decorated FBC sherds from »feature 98«, possibly belonging to »vessel 1« (illustra-
tions: J. Beran).

Fig. 2. Potsdam-Nedlitz, northern site. Feature 98 (around »vessel 1«) and 112 (around »vessel 2«), with FBC sherds (trian-
gles), burnt bone fragments (crosses), presumed neolithic features (orange), Roman age features (grey) and recent disturbanc-
es (hatched) (illustration: F. Richter).

vessel 2

vessel 1

vessel 2

vessel 1

2 m0

36 m

37 m



271Searching for the funeral and ritual practices beyond the megalithic Oikumene

their entrance, in Denmark (eBBesen 1975, 112 – 114 
fig. 90/ 1,4; map fig. 91; eBBesen 1979, pl. XXIX, 12; 
jørgensen 1977, figs. 23, 40), the Netherlands and 
Northern Germany  (schWABedissen 1979, fig. 9,2; 
körner/ lAux 1980, fig. 25/ 3; kossiAn 2005, 96, 99, 
lists 57 und 59; pl. 111,7; 127,11; 131,8; 188,2; 209,5; 
229,1; preuss 1980, pl. 41,3; 45,1).

Also the situation within Cujavian Graves seems to 
be comparable, especially those of the so called Łupa-
wa group in Pomerania. Within the Cujavian Grave at 
Łupawa, site 18, grave 1, were two groups of fragmented 

decorated FBC vessels, one of them nearly identical to 
our bigger one (vessel 2) (WeBer 1983, ryc. 2; Pl. XIV).

In Łupawa, site 18, grave 2, at the narrow end of the 
stone enclosure a layer with burnt human and ani-
mal bones and sherds of some few rich decorated ves-
sels was found (WeBer 1983, pls. XVII, XVIII). Also 
spoon fragments have been found there (WeBer 1983, 
pls. V,14; VI,1).

But in Potsdam-Nedlitz no large stones occurred. 
We have only some features looking like small pits, may 
be traces of stones or large postholes. But this remains 

Fig. 4. Potsdam-Nedlitz, northern site. Reconstructed vessel »vessel 1« from feature 98 (1), handle of a clay spoon from 
feature 112, F 8 (2), reconstructed vessel »vessel 2« from feature 112 (3) (illustrations: J. Beran).
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1 For information about copper tools in South-Eastern 
 Europe, I am very grateful to Dr. F. Klimscha, Berlin.

Fig. 5. Potsdam-Nedlitz, northern site. Further FBC sherds from feature 98 and 112 of decorated and undecorated Funnel 
Beakers and undecorated biconical cooking and storage vessels (illustrations: J. Beran).

very uncertain till today. On the neighboring site, 400 m 
to the south, we have mainly a settlement of the later 
Funnel Beaker phase, the so called Britz culture, con-
temporary with the Polish Ustowo and Janówek groups. 

An interesting find was a copper chisel (BerAn/ rich-
ter 2015, fig. 46). It has no parallels in the region, but 
in southeast Europe1, especially in Moravia (Říhovský 
1992) and Bulgaria (todorovA 1981).

10 cm0
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In the main, central excavation area of the southern 
site (Fig. 6) we had rows of post holes of one long house 
with two deep cylindrical pits, interpreted as possible 
associated storage pits. There were also three further 
concentrations of postholes and other pits and stray 
finds of pottery and flint. In the first reports (BerAn/ 
richter 2014, fig. 20) we called them houses. But 
within every of these sites were some better preserved 
pottery fragments, possibly from buried vessels (Fig. 7/ 
1, 2, 5), in one also two stone axes occurred (Fig. 7/ 3, 4). 
So we came to the idea, there could have been a row of 
huts for the dead.

In the northwest group of FBC such buildings, 
made of wood and stone, are common (kossiAn 2005, 
66 – 68, 79 – 82). We know them also in central Germa-
ny, where we can find also the human bones – so we 
know, there must be grave houses  (schWArz 2013, 
fig. 2). They are also known from Final Neolithic Cord-
ed Ware (BehM-BlAncke 1954) and Schönfeld Cul-
ture (lies 1969; with cremation burial, decorated bowl 
and battle axe).

In the East in most cases the sceletons are not pre-
served, and so first we think of living houses. Exam-
ples are the presumed living houses of eastern FBC 

at Schulzendorf (kirsch 1993, fig. 157, no. 931.1; here 
also a clay spoon, kirsch 1994, 106) and Potsdam-Ba-
belsberg (kirsch 1993, fig. 205, no. 1215.1, with finds 
of Globular Amphorae period) in Brandenburg and at 
the famous site Noßwitz in Lower Silesia (seger 1916, 
fig. 88).

There are also some supposed buildings on sacri-
fice places of western FBC, Walternienburg stage, but 
not far from Potsdam, reconstructed from pits and 
post holes, at Buchow-Karpzow (kirsch 1993, fig. 168, 
no. 1005.1) and Zachow (kirsch 1993, fig. 180, no. 1092).

An old report from 19th century Africa is suitable 
to illustrate how we can imagine the use of such huts: 
The corpses of men and women of the upper class are 
placed on a platform within a hut. They remain there 
for seven to ten years. All the time mourning rituals 
are celebrated. After that the remaining bones are 
buried within the hut (hArtMAnn 1884, 95 – 96).

There has never been any kind of research program 
concerning FBC in Brandenburg, but in the numer-
ous and large scale rescue excavations of the last three 
decades, always mainly dedicated to other prehistoric 
and historic periods, we collected also some evidence 
for Neolithic settlements and burials.

0 10m

Neolithic post holes

Probable FBC burial huts

Remains of buried FBC vessels

Other prehistoric features

Modern disturbances

Fig. 6. Potsdam-Nedlitz, southern Neolithic site. With post holes of a Neolithic long house (green), post holes and pits belonging 
to presumed mortuary houses (red), FBC vessel remains (black) and recent disturbances (hatched) (illustration: F. Richter).
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Fig. 7. Potsdam-Nedlitz, southern Neolithic site. Finds from the presumed mortuary houses. Pottery of Britz Culture, axes 
made of imported »Wiedaer Schiefer« (3) and of green Stone (4) (illustrations: J. Beran).
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concluSIon

For the present we can summarize:

1.  In the first centuries the FBC in Brandenburg 
follows the general development. We have some 
single inhumation graves and at least one long 
barrow.

2.  From the middle of the 4th millennium we can 
observe the division between the Funnel Beaker 
Northwest group and the East group. The North-
west of Brandenburg is following the north Ger-
man, Dutch and Scandinavian development, the 
Southeast is belonging to Poland. Looking at the 
pottery the differences are not so important. But 
there are different flint industry traditions and first 
of all different burial customs.

3.  The Funnel Beaker East group in Brandenburg has 
both cremation and inhumation graves.The crema-
tion graves are more common in the South.

4.  All graves we know are representing only a minor- 
ity of the people. The fact of burial at all must be 
considered as a privilege of important people.

5.  The first stages of the multiphase burial rites can 
be the same as in the Northwest. There is some evi-
dence for the existence of special buildings for such 
purposes. Only the final deposition of the mortal 
remains is different.

6.  Stones are not valuated for representative purposes, 
although available. Wood is used instead of stone. 
This seems to be a special eastern tradition, from 
Russia to Japan. Together with the poor preserva-
tion conditions in Brandenburg, it is particularly 
difficult to find remains of representative buildings.

7.  Also in the later stages of development the Funnel 
Beaker East group has much in common with the 
north-west group. But more and more it seems to 
be a part of the Baden culture complex again.
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A report on the verification of megalithic tombs in western pomerania, poland

Agnieszka Matuszewska

AbSTr Ac T

In a relation to the area of Western Pomerania hundreds 
of megalithic tombs were mentioned many times (especial-
ly in Pyrzyce Region), however it should be emphasized that 
the last publications on this matter are from several doz-
en years ago. Maps with marked megalithic tombs need to 
be obviously corrected just like results of the older research 
need to be reinterpreted. In Western Pomerania (like in all 
Poland) almost all megalithic tombs have irretrievably dis-
appeared from local landscapes. the megalithic tombs were 
used again as an accessible building source (e.g. to build 

roads or agricultural buildings), or destroyed as a result of 
intensive farming. Final result was that out of tens (or per-
haps even hundreds) of thousands megaliths only some have 
preserved. At the Archaeology Unit of Szczecin University in 
2011 – 2012 was carried out the project which was partially 
funded by the Minister of Culture and National Heritage as 
part of the programme National Heritage, priority 5 Protec-
tion of Archaeological Monuments. The key aim of the project 
was to reconstruct the most precisely as possible a network of 
the megalithic cemeteries in the area of Western Pomerania.

InTroDuc TIon

This report outlines the main objectives and results 
of the »verification programme of the megalithic tombs 
in the western Pomerania: a research-restoration pro-
gramme«. The project was conducted in 2011 and 2012 
by scholars and students from the Department of Ar-
chaeology at the Szczecin University, with the aid 
of specialists in aerial photography and geophysical 
prospection from other scientific institutions in Po-
land. Its aims were fourfold. First, to verify locations 
of megalithic tombs already known in the literature, as 
well as identifying potential new megalithic structures 
through the application of field survey and non-invasive 
methods. Second, the concern was to reconstruct a net-
work of megalithic graves and cemeteries to explore the 
matter of supposed patterns in their spatial distribu-
tion (MAtuszeWskA/szydłoWski 2012; MAtuszeW- 
skA 2012/2013; Matuszewska/Szydłowski 2013). 
Third, the project was conceived to provide detailed in-
formation for conservation purposes about the state 
of megalithic structures in two selected regions of the 
Western Pomerania. Fourth, the programme was pur-
sued to make local people aware of interesting objects 
that have been present in their region.

The results have verified several claims present in the 
literature about megalithic tombs having disappeared 
from the local landscapes. The supposed reason for their 

disappearance was that they were dismantled for the 
stone of which they comprised, ultimately being re-used 
for various construction works occurring in the region 
at different times (chMieleWski 1952, 7; jAnkoWskA 
1996,  16; chłodnicki  1997, 214; krzAk  2001,  10;  
ilkieWicz 2006, 105; kruk 2006, 9 – 10; WierzBicki 
2006, 97). Nonetheless, although our survey only cov-
ered two small portions of the Western Pomerania, it 
has contested these claims to some extent by reveal-
ing dozens of megalithic tombs, partially or complete-
ly preserved. In this instance, we would suggest taking 
conservation measures to stop their further decaying. 
In addition, we would also suggest a restoration pro-
gramme that would enable the structures to be dis-
played and make them accessible to the visitors. These 
measures are highly desirable since the project would 
be meant as a starting point for a broader revitalisation 
programme for the Western Pomerania region with 
megaliths at its core, which can be used for the develop-
ment of tourism and promotion of the region.

With this in mind, we chose to apply a set of meth-
ods for the survey that are non-invasive and most 
efficient in the environmental conditions that predom-
inate in the area of research, namely mostly wood-
lands. Therefore, the whole research was achieved in 
two stages that can be summarised as follows: 
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Fig. 1. Illustrations from J. Ch. Beckmann’s book showing megalithic constructions near Cedynia and Golice (after: J. Ch. Beck-
mann 1751, tab. III). 

a

b

1.  preparatory stage – 
a. to set up a digital database of all known meg-

alithic tombs  (Fig. 1) based on the study of 
archive records, analysis of archive aerial pho-
tographs, the 19th century maps and reassessed 
results of the programme called Polish Archae-
ological Record (PAR); 

2.  main stage –  
b. to conduct a field survey of two selected settle-

ments and cultural regions to record all mega-

lithic constructions that remain present in the 
landscape; and 

c. to employ non-invasive methods such as  (c1) 
aerial photography and  (c2) geomagnetic 
prospection. The results should be published in 
the form of a booklet for the audience and as ar-
chaeological documentation for conservation 
purposes (MAtuszeWskA/szydłoWski 2012a).
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prEpAr ATory work

In order to reach a satisfactory level of verification 
in the fieldwork survey, two separated databases were 
thus created: (a) catalogue of 101 sites (entire megalith-
ic tombs or their preserved parts) and (b) a catalogue 
of 88 entries based on toponomy analysis. All entries 
in both databases were provided with the following 
details: name of place, community, PAR number, lo-
cality, description of tomb(s), location, number of 
tombs, shape, orientation according to cardinal points, 
measurement results, archive information, references, 
results of toponymy analysis, comments on conserva-
tion procedure and comments on aerial prospection.

megalithic database

Many references to megalithic objects can be 
found in records, catalogues and exhibits invento-
ries of the National Museum archives in Szczecin. 
The present archives compile the documentation left 
by the activity of the Society of History and Antiq-
uities of Pomerania (Fig. 2), the Department of Mon-
uments Preservation and produced by the museum 
itself since its establishment in the mid-1920s (koW-
Alski  2012). However, for our purposes, the files of 
locations collected from 1824 until the early-1880s 

held importance, especially files containing reports 
of archaeological finds and events that took place in 
megalithic sites in the whole area of Pomerania (ko- 
WAlski  2012; koWAlski, FilipoWiAk  2012). Some 
files are accompanied by 1:25.000 maps that show lo-
cations of findings marked (Fig. 3) and in some cas-
es characteristics of finds and discoveries. Drawings 
and photographs form another primary resource of 
information concerning the characteristics of mega-
lithic objects. The collection of photographs produced 
from the total of 278 negatives taken between 1938 and 
1944, produced by H. J. Eggers – then curator of the 
prehistoric collections – hold strong value. Many of 
around 12,000 photographs depict excavations events 
on megalithic sites. The analysis of more recent photo-
graphic and drawing documentation stored in the Na-
tional Museum in Szczecin led to the supplementation 
of our archive evidence.

The specific file entitled »The Registration of Pomer-
anian megalithic tombs« (»Die Aufnahme der pom-
merischen Megalithgräber«) is especially useful for 
our purposes. It contains official correspondence from 
1930 to 1936 kept between archaeologist E.  Sprock-
hoff and O. Kunkel, then conservator and director of 
Provinzialmuseum Pommerscher Altertümer  (from 
1934 The Pommersches Landesmuseum). The letters 

Fig. 2. Karsko (German: Schöningsburg), Stargard Szczeciński 
County. Copy of Adolf Stubenrauch’s journal entry from 11th 
July 1890 that provides a description of double megalithic tomb 
(Department of Archaeology Archive of the National Museum 
in Szczecin, file no. 1219; after: Kowalski 2012, fig. 2.).

Fig. 3. Kurcewo (German: Krüssow), Stargard Szczeciński 
County. The 1:25.000 map showing locations of megalithic 
tombs described by August von Schöning in 1826 (Depart-
ment of Archaeology Archive of the National Museum in 
Szczecin, collection of maps; after: Kowalski 2012, fig. 3.).
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were written in the process of preparing and conduct-
ing a most important pre-war project on the inventory 
of Pomeranian megalithic tombs. Sprockhoff sug-
gested a research programme on Pomeranian mega-
liths to the director according to the procedure that 
he applied in similar research in the Hannover prov-
ince in 1926. Ultimately, the project was carried out 
along with the excavation of several tombs that lasted 
until the mid-1930s. Sprockoff’s work is documented 
by his publications and especially his atlas of mega-
liths, in which he also included the Pomeranian monu- 
ments (sprockhoFF 1967).

Toponomy analysis

The toponymy study holds strong importance to 
the research on the distribution of megalithic tombs 
and in many instances it supplements the field survey. 
Thus, a database comprising 88 entries was separately 
created in a way whereby former names of places could 
have the meaning that can broadly indicate the exist-
ence of megalithic structures in the past. In this man-
ner, fifteen of these sites have been positively identified 
as megalithic by applying other than toponymy meth-
ods. All of these places confirm the presence of mega-
lithic constructions in the more remote and recent past. 
The archive basis for the toponomy study was a certain 
number of files housed in the Szczecin Museum refer-
ring to manuscripts and typescripts of registers to local 

folk names of various topographical and landscape fea-
tures recorded in the west and the middle parts of Po-
merania. This set of files is a legacy left after the work of 
R. Holsten, who is considered the pioneer of Pomerani-
an ethnography. His own research on the toponymy and 
onomastics of the Pyrzyce region (holsten 1918) was 
the main incentive for a broader research project in the 
1930s. It was focused on preparing records in various 
administrative units of the former regencies in Szczecin 
and Koszalin, including the researched Pyrzyce re-
gion (czArnecki 1969). Some names marked on maps 
can prove the existence of megalithic structures, such 
as the famous »graves of the Giants«. Holsten suggested 
that the presence of megalithic tombs could be traced 
in names of places that contain the following etymo-
logical roots: Giant(s), in the expressions Bed of Gi-
ants, Graves of Giants, Stone or Rock of Giants, Woods 
of Giants, Burial Ground of Giants, Camp of Giants 
or Bedding of Giants; Stone, in the expressions Stone 
Mountain, Field of Stones, Giant Stone or Pile of Stones; 
Devil, in the expressions Devilish Stone, Devilish Hill, 
Devil’s Chamber or Devilish Mill; and Witch, in the ex-
pressions Witches Mountain or Witches Hill. These are 
the toponyms that were used for our database.

Megaliths were often the subject of folk tales and 
legends passed down for centuries. Eventually record-
ed by 19th century ethnographers, they survived and 
now make an interesting supplement of the data left by 
early modern historians and obtained by archaeolog-
ical practice.

mAIn STAgE

Two regions were typified to further the verifica-
tion procedure with the methods of  (a)  a field sur-
vey, (b) aerial photography and (c) geophysical research, 
namely Pyrzyce and Myślibórz  (Fig. 4). Both regions 
seemed to be most suitable for at least two reasons: 
first, there are the most accumulations of megalith-
ic objects observed according to archive and topo-
momastic investigations; and second, the results of 
large-surface excavations conducted prior to the con-
struction of the expressway S3 showed a relatively 
complete sequence of Neolithic cultures and the po-
tential richness of megalithic remains.

Field survey

The survey conducted in the field in the spring and 
autumn months of 2011 and 2012 attested to the pre-
vious suppositions that the large majority of meg-
alithic sites were distributed across the Pyrzyce 
region (Fig. 5). Three large clusters of megalithic ob-

Fig. 4. Map of Pyrzyce and Myślibórz territories where the 
field survey was conducted. 
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a b c

Fig. 6. Karsko, Pyrzyce County. a. »Hünengrab« (after: Dorka 1939); b. part of a reconstructed megalithic structure (photo: A. Ma-
tuszewska); c. reconstructed megalithic structure in Karsko, Pyrzyce County (photo: W. Rączkowski).

Fig. 5. Distribution of megalithic tombs in Western Pomerania.

jects have been confirmed by the survey: in the area 
around Płoń lake and along the rivers Płonia and Mała 
Ina, close to the Miedwie lake along the Krzekna riv-
er and on the Chrząszczewska Island in the Dziwna 
channel. Thanks to the field survey, we managed to 
verify a number of places in which the › giant ‹ tombs 
were supposed to be present, at least in the recent 
past (MAtuszeWskA/szydłoWski 2012b). There are 
sixteen objects in total, such as the megaliths near Pia-
secznik, Ziemomyśl, Swochowo, Ulikowo, Rościn and 
Dolice. This number also includes the megalithic ob-

jects in Krępcewo and Karsko that were excavated ear-
lier and subsequently reconstructed to be displayed 
with the popularising and educational aims (Figs. 6, 7). 
However, two cases in particular warrant closer atten-
tion, namely the Rościn and Dolice area.

Regarding the position of megalithic structures 
in Rościn (Fig. 8), there is no precise information in 
the literature but a few mentions of an unspecified 
number of trapezium-shaped, east-to-west tombs of 
various size (siuchniński 1969, 100). The Tombs of 
Giants – as they were locally called – were supposed 
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to be probably destroyed. The survey of surround-
ing dense woods revealed eleven structures, trape-
zoid and rectangular in shape and varying in size and 
orientation, which were scattered over an area of ca. 
10 – 20 ha. The largest one is estimated at more than 
100 m in length.

The survey also confirmed earlier reports  (see 
chłodnicki  1997, 215 – 216) about many megalith-
ic constructions in the forests to the south-east of the 
Dolice locality. One of the graves – called the Grave 
of the Giants by local people – is attested to sit at the 
distance of about 3 km to the north-east of the village, 
just on the right side of the road that leads to Piasec-
znik. This east-to-west rectangular grave currently 
measures about 50 × 7.0 m. It was found partly covered 
with trees and bushes (Fig. 9).

Although the focus of our project was mostly on the 
regions of Pyrzyce and Myślibórz, we have also sur-
veyed a few locations near Kamień Pomorski.

Aerial photography

Aerial survey has been pursued by Włodzimierz 
Rączkowski (Adam Mickiewicz University Poznań) and 
Aleksandra Wilgocka (Museum in Szczecin) (Wilgoc-
kA/rączkoWski 2012). Three reconnaissance flights 
took place within the space of two years  (2011 and 
2012). Their aim was to photograph and recognise as 
many megalithic tombs as possible. Based on 1,000 air 
photographs taken, overall 72 archaeological sites have 
been documented, although only nine of them would 

Fig. 8. Rościn, Myślibórz County. Remains of the megalithic 
tombs (photo: M. Schiller).

Fig. 9. Dolice, Stargard Szczeciński County. Preserved mega-
lithic tomb (photo: A. Matuszewska).

Fig. 7. Krępcewo, Stargard Szczeciński County. Reconstructed megalithic structure (a. photo: W. Rączkowski; b. photo:  
A. Matuszewska).

a b



283A report on the verification of megalithic tombs in Western Pomerania, Poland

belong to probable remains of megalithic graves. In 
the process of the survey, the reconstructed megalithic 
structure by Krępcewo (Stargard Szczeciński County) 
was also photographed for documentation purpos-
es (WilgockA/rączkoWski 2012, 58).

It must be emphasised that the weather condi-
tions in 2012 were not sufficiently favourable to de-
velop an appropriate vegetation stress. The rainfalls 
that occurred late in the spring and early in the sum-
mer  – rather than a short period of drought in the 
spring  – are believed to have negatively affected the 
appearance of crop marks that could practically have 
been identified only in lands sown with winter corn. 
This is a possible explanation for the quite poor effi-
ciency of aerial survey in terms of identifying new meg-
alithic graves in 2012. In fact, only two structures have 
been recorded that could be interpreted with some 
probability as megaliths at Tur and Linie (WilgockA/
rączkoWski  2012, 58 – 59). The most important ob-
jects documented during the flights were those located 
in Pyrzyce County, at Brzesko, Letnin, Przelewice and 
Żuków, as well as one location at Trzebień in Stargard 
Szczeciński County.

In the case of Brzesko (Fig. 10), a megalithic feature 
has been clearly distinguished on a small hill located 
in the middle of a field close to the village. The struc-
ture is about 65 m long, 15 m wide at its base and is 
orientated north-east to south-west. The linear layout 
of crop marks observed may indicate the presence of 
a stone enclosure that has been removed, whereas a 
streak of lighter crops could be the mark of a mound 
that has been levelled. The lithological structure 
around the feature shows strong complexity due to the 
disturbances caused by agriculture activity and bur-
rowing animals, although the place where the mega-
lith was supposed to be located is quite homogenous 
and the crop marks pointing to its existence are rather 
clear (WilgockA/rączkoWski 2012, 59).

At a distance of around 2.5 km from the afore-
mentioned feature, another possible one has been 
recognised by the layout of crop marks, close to the 
Letnin village  (Fig. 11). This feature  – which is at 
least 70 m long and 30 m wide at its base – was ori-
entated almost north to south. The form could 
not be securely determined based on the arrange-
ment of crop marks. Reasonable doubts arose con-
cerning the interpretation of the structure as a 
megalithic due to the lithological background of 
the adjacent area. In order to prove the presence of 
a megalithic structure there, the area has been se-
lected for geophysical prospection  (WilgockA/ 
rączkoWski 2012, 59 – 60).

In Przelewice  (Fig. 12), the discovered structure 
closely resembled that at Letnin. It was orientated 
north to south and could reach even 100 m in length, 

Fig. 10. Brzesko, Pyrzyce County. Archive information shows 
the presence of several megaliths in the immediate neigh-
bourhood of this structure. Perhaps nowadays only one is 
visible as a cropmark; the field survey did not reveal pres-
ence of the tomb (photo: W. Rączkowski).

Fig. 11. Letnin, Pyrzyce County – dubious interpretation of 
the trapezoidal in shape structure visible in the photograph 
was influenced by diverse lithology around the structure 
(photo: W. Rączkowski). 

Fig. 12. Przelewice, Pyrzyce County – supposed megalith is 
defined by two almost parallel yellowish cropmarks (photo: 
W. Rączkowski).
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as can be inferred from the layout of crop marks that 
run almost parallel to each other. Since the base of 
the alleged megalithic structure could not be clear-
ly determined owing to the absence of any diagnostic 
elements, its exact dimensions could not be estimat-
ed (WilgockA/rączkoWski 2012, 60).

The aerial survey of the area around the Żuków lo-
cality (Fig. 13a) revealed at least two megalithic struc-
tures. One structure located in a forested area in a 
field less than 2 km from the village was selected based 
on aerial photography during the field survey in 2012. 
While on spot, a concentration of stones were ob-
served, forming a quite regular oval structure. The 
structure showed large destruction: as can be seen in 
the layout of stones, they stood quite apart. Another 
structure was documented nearby in the form of the 
outline of a long structure situated on a small hill. The 
crop marks – pale-green in colour – took the shape 
of an elongated horseshoe, about 35 – 40 m long and 
15 m wide. The south-east part of the structure was 
not sufficiently recognisable, whereby the whole area 
was designed for a geophysical prospection to be veri-
fied (WilgockA/rączkoWski 2012, 59).

The possible features of a megalithic structure 
have also been distinguished near the Trzebień local-
ity, about 2 km away from the reconstructed tomb at 
Krępcewo. The outline of crop marks showed a struc-
ture from north-west to south-east, triangular in 
shape, about 22 m long and 12 m wide at its base. In-
side a small spot is observable, like the remains of a 
grave pit. While the features expressed a clearly dis-
tinguishable outline of a megalithic tomb, the marks 
were found to be too distinct for a prehistoric object. 
To some extent, this fact casts doubt on the interpre-
tation of this object as a megalithic tomb (WilgockA/
rączkoWski 2012, 59).

geophysical research

The regions where remains of megalithic tombs 
were supposed to be present based on surface observa-
tions made by bothaerial and field surveys – although 
their details were not fully evaluated by these meth-
ods  – were intended for detailed prospection with 
the application of magnetometry (pospieszny 2012). 
There were three such regions selected: two positions 
near Żuków and one close to Letnin village. The mag-
netometric prospection was a part of the project real-
ised by Łukasz Pospieszny.

In Żuków, a megalithic tomb could have existed just 
outside the village, in the place where there is pres-
ently a north-west to south-east elevation estimated 
at 68 m × 30 m. Stones and erratics found at that place 
in great disorder might suggest the presence of a tomb 

that has been destroyed. The hill localised on residual 
moraines is presently overgrown with trees and bushes, 
which impeded the magnetometric survey of its core. 
Instead, the prospection of surrounding area showed 
the presence of deposits characterised by high mag-
netism that runs linearly around the hill from its north, 
south and perhaps also east side. To the west, there has 
been an anomaly detected in which originally paral-

Fig. 13. Żuków, Pyrzyce County. a. in a small grove a field 
survey revealed stone wall of perhaps a megalithic tomb. It is 
possible that a long lighter streak of barely visible cropmarks 
shows the presence of the remains of the mound of the sec-
ond tomb (photo: W. Rączkowski); b. magnetometric image of 
the first geophysical research area (after: Pospieszny 2012, 
fig. 23, 24).

a

b
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lel running strips split up. This could be an indication 
of the place where there was initially the edge of the 
elevation (tomb?), but due to the intensive ploughing 
and erosion has probably shifted. The structure – if in-
deed a megalithic tomb – was likely to have had a stone 
enclosure that accelerated the process of destruction 
when removed (pospieszny 2012, 64 fig. 13b).

The magnetometric prospection of the feature men-
tioned above in the Letnin village has recorded many 
linear anomalies that run more or less according to ter-

rain inclination on the northwest-southeast axis. It is 
difficult to explicitly interpret the nature of these anom-
alies, although it seems that they can be linked to the 
specific lithological structure of the ground. Moreover, 
a geophysical survey has revealed various interferenc-
es in magnetic field that took an oval or round shape. 
Some of these features  – which varied from about 
0.80 m to 3 m in diameter – might correspond to differ-
ent archaeological objects (pospieszny 2012, 64 – 65).

SocIAl conTE X T AnD SIgnIFIc AncE

The social dimension of the project was also of vi-
tal importance (MAtuszeWskA/szydłoWski 2012c). 
Learning about the past is not an easy task, although 
if someone takes the endeavour to its knowing the trip 
into the past can be incredibly interesting, intriguing 
and full of adventures. The discipline of archaeology in 
Poland – among others – has recently enjoyed grow-
ing popularity. There is a tendency for scientists – in-
cluding archaeologists – to slowly open to the general 
public with their results of research, plainly present-
ed for non-scientists and laymen in a jargon-free way. 
This is the main reason why the knowledge of the past 
is so important for humanity and why it should be pre-
sented in a plain way to as many people as possible.

In a sense, the role of presenting and promoting ar-
chaeological discoveries and finds has recently been 
taken over by a newly-established sub-discipline with-
in archaeology, namely »archaeotourism« or »ar-
chaeological tourism«. This discipline looks at the 
theoretical approaches and methodology of both tour-
ism and archaeology and combines them against a 
touristic background. The archaeotourism directs 
its efforts towards promoting the knowledge of ar-
chaeological and historical monuments, their spatial 
protection together with presenting environmental, 
geographical and geological values, as well as address-
ing the issues of what is generally perceived as cultural 
heritage. Archaeotourism is thus a promising possibil-
ity of promoting archaeology by fulfilling social aims 
and making science widely popular. Moreover, its eco-
nomic value should also be stressed. In this context, 
both disciplines provide great opportunities for mu-
tual development. As a dynamically expanding branch 
of economy, tourism seeks new incentives for its de-
velopment and for archaeology it is necessary to start 
functioning differently in the new situation of free 
marketing, in which this discipline itself can undoubt-
edly be presently found.

In guidebooks of places or regions that one is about 
to visit, basic information can be found about muse-
ums and local sights, broad descriptions of natural re-

sources and local wonderlands, yet little place is usually 
devoted to the archaeology. In such texts, one probably 
comes across the term › national heritage ‹ many times. 
However, this term is mostly conceived in a sense that 
is rarely equivalent to archaeological sites and monu-
ments that are undoubtedly our national heritage.

Most people associate archaeology with exotic plac-
es (mainly with spectacular monuments of Egypt, an-
cient Greece and Rome) or Indiana Jones adventures, 
although only few are acquainted with their own dis-
tant past. Here, nobody is to be blamed for this state of 
affairs since the archaeological potential of our coun-
try is still underestimated.

Nonetheless, there are great opportunities to pro-
mote archaeology in our country, including our focus 
of research, the Western Pomeranian Province. This is 
an outstanding region that offers many archaeological 
sites and exceptional natural resources, although cer-
tainly its most important archaeological and  touristic 
value were the megalithic monuments, sometimes 
called »the Polish pyramids«.

Regardless of their strong scientific importance, 
the results presented in this report are primarily con-
ceived as the first stage of an innovative programme 
that assumes the development of archaeological tour-
ism in the Western Pomerania. The complex data-
base of megalithic tombs draws aptly upon the archive 
records, results of archive and present excavation 
activity and recent non-invasive research. In a com-
prehensive way, this present a useful instrument to the 
monuments management in the efforts towards sav-
ing the partly destroyed megalithic structures, while 
it is also fit for the promotion of our regional prehisto-
ry as its archaeological heritage and tourist attraction, 
as well as a means of education. An idea of creating 
an interesting educational and recreational offer for 
different age groups of visitors (schools, families, sen-
iors) is entertained. This offer is perceived to bring 
out archaeological and natural resources and values 
of the region and combine them by – for instance – 
 developing cycling or Nordic walking routes that will 
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be integrated with megalithic cemeteries. Establishing 
open-air museums and archaeological reserves centres 
after a fashion of those – for example, in the Kuyavia 
region where a cultural park was created in 2006 in 
several villages  (Gaj, Sarnowo and Wietrzychowice), 
or at Borkowo (Central Pomerania) – might certainly 
be a good additional incentive. All of these places have 
partly reconstructed megalithic tombs or »graves of 
the Giants« as their main attraction. For instance, The 
reservation area in a small village of Malechowo is vis-
ited by thousands of tourists annually.

The area of Western Pomerania has many values that 
hold interest for both tourists and the local communi-
ty, whereby archaeology could be its good attraction. 
Archaeotourism could thus strongly correspond to 
the development strategies of counties and communes 
by promoting the most important places in their re-
gion. Local education could be enriched with lessons in 
schools and various means of popularisation of the old-
est history. These and analogous activities may increase 
the number of those people who will be interested in 
the prehistory of their own »small homelands«.

concluSIonS

The presence of megalithic tombs and  – broad-
ly speaking  – the indications of megalithism in Po-
merania are issues that still need further clarification. 
Although much is known about the distribution and 
characteristics of the megalithic tombs in Pomerania 
through over two centuries of intensive recording and 
collecting data, recent discoveries such as megalith-
ic cemeteries in the forests at Rosnowo near Koszalin 
show that further new discoveries can be made and 
new knowledge can be obtained (ilkieWicz 2006).

The efficiency of searching for megalithic struc-
tures could be certainly improved by applying e.g. 

an airborne laser scanning. The vast potential of this 
device for archaeology has only recently been recog-
nised, especially in terms of surveying woodlands. It 
can be used to obtain a detailed mapping of topog-
raphy of forested areas, enabling new archaeological 
sites to be revealed, most notably those located in in-
accessible locations. This method has already been 
used to identify a few megalithic tombs near Do-
lice (Fig. 14) and Dobropole, both in Pyrzyce Coun-
ty, thus confirming its usefulness in the potential 
searching of megalithic structures in the forests of the 
Western Pomerania.
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Abstr Ac t

Investigations in recent years have enabled new insights 
into the rise and fall of the megalithic phenomenon at the 
northern border of the central German uplands, where up to 
50 gallery graves are known today. Two gallery graves at Er-
witte-Schmerlecke, municipality of Soest, Westphalia, were 
completely excavated. Many details such as building mate-
rials and techniques, well-preserved human bones and grave 
goods demonstrate the special role of the gallery graves lo-
cated in a contact zone of the FBC and WBC. AMS datings 
illustrate that the graves were built around 3500 cal BC to 
3400 cal  BC at the latest. Stable isotope analysis has re-
vealed new results concerning differing diets in Late Neo-
lithic times: whereas the humans buried in grave I preferred 
a diet based mainly on terrestrial products (C3 plants), the 
diet of the humans of grave II shows a higher amount of pro-

tein. A diet with freshwater fish may indicate a third sub-
sistence strategy. In comparison to corresponding finds from 
contemporaneous Neolithic groups with different diets at 
the Blätterhöhle at Hagen, parallel hunter-gatherer groups 
and Mesolithic traditions in Neolithic environments can be 
recognised for Westphalia. Michelsberg enclosures can be 
seen as monumental precursors of the gallery graves in the 
Soest region. The gallery graves of Erwitte-Schmerlecke were 
frequented until the beginnings of the Final Neolithic  (ca. 
2800 BC), when single burial mounds were built in closest vi-
cinity, using the same place as the ancestors as a continuity 
of common cultural memory. This was also verified for oth-
er gallery graves in the Soest region, indicating a long-last-
ing transition to societies with a more distinct stratification.

 Introduc tIon

The DFG priority program 1400 dealt with the 
emergence of Neolithic monumental buildings and 
complex societies of the 5th and 4th millennium in the 
northern European plain  (e.g. Furholt  et  al. 2011; 
hinz/ Müller 2012; Furholt et al. 2014). In order to 
assess the complex historical processes in the north-
ern regions of central Europe on a larger scale, broader 
views from neighbouring areas were necessary. These 
were drawn from multiple spatial perspectives by sev-
eral projects in the priority program (see this volume).

In the southern-most part of the northern Europe-
an plain, bordered by the German Central Uplands, 
monumental buildings like enclosures and mega-
lithic graves also emerged. However, in this region, 
a sedentary lifestyle, farming and animal husbandry 
as parts of the Neolithic package had already arrived 
with the Linear Pottery Culture (cf. otten et al. 2015). 
Despite these different conditions, apparently sim-
ilar social structures emerged on which – for exam-
ple – collective efforts like the erection of monumental 
buildings could be based. For a better understanding 
of this phenomenon, the genesis and structure of the 

Hessian-Westphalian Megalithic Soest group was fo-
cused in the eponymous research project (e.g. Schier
hold et al. 2012; Schierhold 2014).

The distribution of the Hessian-Westphalian mega- 
liths  (Fig. 1)  (cf. Schierhold 2012a) comprises the 
southern and eastern parts of Westphalia, North-
ern and Middle Hesse and the Limburg Basin. They 
can be divided into several regional groups, which lie 
about 30 kilometres apart from each other. Within 
the groups, there are places with only one tomb, but 
usually we know of two, even three or five tombs at 
one place. During the Late Neolithic (3500−2800 BC 
cf. lüning 1996), the described regions were dom-
inated by the Wartberg Culture  (WBC). Influences 
of neighbouring societies of the Funnel Beaker West 
Group  (FBC West Group), Bernburg and Globular 
Amphora Culture are obvious in finds and features. 
The so-called gallery graves were used as collective 
burials. Today, about 50 tombs of this special type and 
related forms are known. As one of the most charac-
teristic elements of construction, the gallery graves 
were sunk into the ground and covered with a mound. 

case study of Erwitte-schmerlecke, Westphalia. An archaeological contribution to Hessian Westphalian 
megaliths and their role in early monumentality of the northern European plain
Kerstin Schierhold
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Fig. 1. Distribution of megaliths (blue dots) and gallery graves (red dots) in central and northern Europe; grey background: 
Soest Group (graphic: R. Roling; WWU Münster; based on: FritsCH et al. 2010, 2 fi g. 1; SCHierHolD 2012a, 3 fi g. 1b).
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They measure 10 to 35 metres in length and 2 to 4 me-
tres in width. The building material comprises  (in 
the majority of the cases) slabs of limestone or sand-
stone, while sometimes boulders are used. The cham-
ber can often be reached via a porthole slab. There are 
two main types: the so-called Züschen type is charac-
terised by access on the smaller, axial side and an an-
techamber or vestibule; while the so-called Rimbeck 
type has access on the longer, lateral side like a Fun-
nel Beaker passage grave. The sinking into the ground, 
the use of limestone slabs as building material and the 
frequently-noted location of gallery graves in loess re-
gions enabled good preservation conditions for hu-
man and animal bone material. Many complexes have 
been analysed anthropologically and archaeozoolog-
ically and  (sometimes only partly) published in re-
cent decades  (cf. Klingner/ Schultz this volume; 
Schierhold 2012a, 97 – 109, 123 – 144). This data base 
provides broader information – for example – on pal-
aeodemographic issues as well as insights into sub-
sistence strategies of Late Neolithic collective burying 
societies. These data are only partially available or 
even completely absent in the contemporaneous col-
lective burials of the northern European plain, due to 
less favourable preservation conditions. Another char-
acteristic feature of the Hessian-Westphalian gallery 
graves is the almost complete lack of ceramic vessels, 
especially compared to the collective graves of the di-
rectly adjacent western FBC sphere. However, clothing 
accessories as well as working and hunting equipment 
are well documented.

The Soest group as part of the Hessian-Westphalian 
megalithic phenomenon offered the best conditions 
for investigating the key issues of the SPP 1400 from 
a topographically peripheral perspective. The gal-
lery graves of the Soest group are located in the realm 
of the »Hellweg« zone, to which the loess-coated 
»Soester Börde« – an ancient settlement landscape – 
belongs (Fig. 2). The Westphalian »Hellweg« running 
from the Lower Rhine region in the West to the Im-
perial Abbey of Corvey in Eastern Westphalia – being 
part of a long-distance route from Brügge to Novgo-
rod  – is proven since Carolingian times at the lat-
est  (leidinger 1999). Numerous prehistoric finds 
indicate the importance of this west-east axis, where 
a horizon of brine springs also exists. Briquetage finds 
from Werl, municipality of Soest, prove industrial ex-
ploitation in prehistoric times (zeiler 2014). In fact, 
the brine springs were at least already known since 
Late Neolithic times (see below). The »Soester Börde« 
is located on the north-western periphery of the Hes-
sian-Westphalian megaliths. Only the Beckum group 
with three gallery graves remains at a distance of 
30 km to the north. The regions occupied by the FBC 

West Group lie directly adjacent to and overlap parts 
of the area of the Soest group. Therefore, it can be con-
sidered as a contact zone between two initially similar 
funeral phenomena, albeit with different concepts of 
collective burying. In this area, the main excavation 
site of the project – Erwitte-Schmerlecke, municipali-
ty of Soest – is located.

Already in the early−1880s, a megalithic grave con-
taining well-preserved human bones was discovered. 
However, the chamber was largely destroyed and the 
stone slabs were used as building material for a near-
by road (lentze 1882). In 1953, a second, apparently 
well-preserved grave was found during ploughing, but 
not excavated  (SchricKel 1966). In 2006 and 2007, 
geophysical and archaeological surveys were con-
ducted to relocate both graves, whose exact positions 
were never measured (Schierhold et al. 2010; Schi
erhold 2012a, 26 – 33). The geomagnetic anomalies 
pointed to three, possibly even four graves at the site. 
A small excavation in 2008 revealed one of the struc-
tures dating to medieval times. Two other anomalies 
were definitely identified as Late Neolithic megalith-
ic graves. Already during these first excavations, ar-
chaeological surveys of the immediate surroundings 
started. Therefore, best conditions were given for more 
detailed investigations at the site. Within the research 
project, two gallery graves and remains of two prehis-
toric barrows with ring ditches were excavated, while 
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Fig. 2. Distribution of sites in the »Soester Börde«, men-
tioned in the text. Young Neolithic enclosures (black stars; 
1 – 4), LBK enclosure (white star; 5); gallery graves (dots; 
6 – 11), settlement areas (lozenges; 12 – 14), Final Neolithic 
burials near gallery graves (squares; 15 – 16) (graphic: 
R. Roling, WWU Münster, basis of map: Geographical 
Commission of Westphalia). 1 Soest; 2 Soest-Müllingsen; 
3 Bad Sassendorf-Lohne; 4 Anröchte-Mellrich; 5, 8, 9, 13, 
15 Erwitte-Schmerlecke; 6 Soest-Ost önnen; 7, 12 Soest- 
Hiddingsen; 8, 9 Erwitte-Schmerlecke I, II; 10, 14 Erwitte- 
Völlinghausen; 11, 16 Anröchte-Uelde.
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several other features at the site were partly document-
ed. Another focus of the project was placed on the oth-
er gallery graves of the Soest group. Four graves are 
known, following the »Hellweg« from west to east. The 
gallery grave of Soest-Hiddingsen (lange 1934) can 
still be visited today, whereas the collective graves of 
Soest-Ostönnen (Schierhold 2012a, 265 – 266 with ref-
erences), Erwitte-Völlinghausen (Schierhold 2012a, 
272 – 273 with references) and Anröchte-Uelde (Schi
erhold 2012a, 271 – 272 with references) were partly 
excavated but not preserved. The aim was to explore 
the immediate surroundings of the graves of the Soest 
group regarding associated graves and settlement 
sites, the latter of which are still missing despite many 
years of research and good preservation conditions. 
Furthermore, monumental enclosures of the »Soester 
Börde« and their temporal and spatial connections 
to the gallery graves were considered to comprehend 

possible connections of monumental building based 
on community power (fig. 2).

In the following, some of the most important results 
from four and a half years of sponsored archaeologi-
cal research in the »Soester Börde« will be presented. 
A monograph with contributions to all accompany-
ing scientific analyses  – significantly extending the 
preliminary archaeological conclusions presented 
in this volume – is in preparation. A presentation of 
the excavated and surveyed sites is followed by a dis-
cussion focusing on absolute chronological settings. 
Furthermore, the studies of stable isotopes (δ13C and 
δ15N) allow new insights into the life of the deceased 
of Erwitte-Schmerlecke. The relationship of the Hes-
sian-Westphalian megaliths and the FBC West Group 
known thus far will also be considered. A conclusion 
on the newly-acquired knowledge and an outlook for 
future research potential will close the overview.

rEsults of tHE fIEld Work s At ErWIt tE-scHmErlEckE (munIcIpAlIt y of soEst)

Already in the early−1880s, a megalithic grave con-
taining well-preserved human bones was discovered. 
However, the chamber was largely destroyed and the 
stone slabs were used as building material for a near-
by road  (lentze 1882). In 1953, a second, apparently 
well-preserved grave was found during ploughing but 
not excavated (SchricKel 1966). In 2006 and 2007, ge-
ophysical and archaeological surveys were conducted to 
relocate both graves, whose exact positions had never 
been measured (Schierhold et al. 2010; Schierhold 
2012a, 26 – 33). The geomagnetic anomalies pointed to 
three, possibly even four graves at the site. A small ex-
cavation in 2008 revealed one of the structures dating 

in medieval times, but two other anomalies were identi-
fied as Late Neolithic megalithic graves. Already during 
these first excavations, archaeological surveys of the im-
mediate surroundings started. Within the research pro-
ject, two gallery graves and remains of two prehistoric 
barrows with ring ditches were excavated. Furthermore, 
several other features at the site were partly documented.

Gallery grave II: features

The nearly east-west-oriented chamber (Fig. 3) has 
an outer length of 20.7 m, while the inner length is 

0 5 10 m

Earthern features (in situ)
Masonry (in situ)
Slabs/fragments of slabs
Boundary of former mound

Fig. 3. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave II. Ground plan (stone settings) with foundation pits indicating the entrance on the 
northern longer side; remains of the grave mound in the eastern and western end. Masonry outside the chamber walls was 
partly excavated. Not included: partly-excavated pits outside the grave (graphic: S. Bußmann/ K. Schierhold, WWU Münster).
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20.3 m. The inner width is 2 m on average, where-
by only in the western half the chamber wall bulges 
a few decimetres to the south. First guesses based on 
the magnetogram from 2007 (Schierhold 2012a, 28) 
and during ongoing excavations since 2009 (Schier
hold et al. 2012, 415) – with respect to a difference of 
3° in the orientation of the eastern and western halves 
of the grave – were ultimately not confirmed. Instead, 
remains of stone slabs in the lower parts of the south-
ern wall came to light, showing that the orientation 
of the western half of the chamber was similar to the 
eastern one. Therefore, the different orientation was 
caused by an optical illusion, which was reinforced by 
the slabs standing highly slanted to the inner at the 
western end of the chamber. Furthermore, the assump-
tion expressed during excavations (Schierhold et al. 
2012, 415, 416, 417 fig. 5) that a chronological separa-
tion of the western from the eastern half of the cham-
ber might exist could not be verified.

Modern artefacts in the fillings of several pits from 
now lacking slabs of both the southern and northern 

Fig. 4. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave II. Chamber bottom with footbridge (photo: A. Knäpper, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).

Fig. 5. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave II. Deeply-founded 
limestone slab for supporting the roof construction (photo: 
M. Müller-Delvart, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).
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longitudinal walls and partly deep-reaching distur-
bances in the interior of the eastern end showed that 
in the 1950s much larger parts of the grave were af-
fected by the opening than previously known. Elev-
en, possibly at least twelve pits revealed only some 
small remains of the megalithic slab stones, most-
ly scattered. The remaining slabs were put into per-
fectly customised pits, which were dug in the loess. 
Between the slabs, smaller limestone slabs were par-
tially arranged in parallels to close the gaps. The east-
ern end of the chamber was built from carefully-set, 
small limestone masonry, much like it was observed 
at the neighbouring grave  (see below). The longitu-
dinal walls were also bordered by such masonry of 
limestone plates on their outer sides. The weak foun-
dations exclude a supporting function, whereby per-
haps a façade facing was intended.

The interior of the chamber was very well pre-
served. It comprised trodden loess, which formed a 
kind of hardened screed. A special feature is a sort 
of footbridge, situated centrally along the western 
chamber axis, measuring a height of 0.1−0.2 m from 
the bottom and a width of 0.5−0.75 m (Fig. 4). Small-
er slabs – weakly founded into the chamber bottom at 
an angle of 90° to the walls – sub-divided the chamber 
into several compartments (Fig. 3; Fig. 4). These were 
perhaps built for selected individuals. Another special 
feature can be seen in a deeply-founded, vertical long 

narrow limestone slab, which apparently served as 
support for the roof construction (Fig. 5). Construc-
tions like these can be assumed for two or three more 
places in the chamber, where wooden posts may have 
been supported by smaller plates serving as wedges. 
The ceiling was supposed to be composed of mega-
lithic slabs before excavation (Schierhold 2012a, 29; 
204 – 205). However, capstones were not found. Geo-
logical analysis revealed that megalithic slabs of the 
required size probably were not available  (or only 
with inadequate quality). Therefore, a wooden con-
struction is assumed for the ceiling. There were also 
smaller slabs of limestone documented spreading 
throughout the chamber fill, which may have been 
used as a protective layer on the wooden ceiling. For 
the wood, rough-hewn logs can be assumed. A similar 
reconstruction was undertaken for the wooden cham-
ber of Warburg II (günther 1997).

The entrance to the chamber was situated 1 m 
westward to the middle of the northern longer wall. 
The characteristic porthole slab  (Schierhold 
2012a, 60−65) was not found. The position of the en-
trance in the north is unusual, because many of the 
east-west-oriented graves of both the FBC West Group 
and the Hessian-Westphalian megaliths show an ori-
entation in southern directions  (günther 1997; 
hänel 2008; Schierhold 2012a, 149 – 150). Two 
flat-grounded elongated pits indicate a passage, per-

Fig. 6. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave II. 3D reconstruction of the inner chamber (graphic: A. Herud, Bochum University 
of Applied Sciences, laboratory for photogrammetry).
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haps made of wood or smaller limestone slabs (Fig. 3). 
According to geological analysis (Schierhold et al. 
in prep.), the building material comprises limestone 
slabs from different outcrops. These were situated 3 to 
4.5 km to the south. The smaller limestone plates de-
rive from loess-free surfaces at a minimum 1.4 km dis-
tance. Boulders that were used only in the foundation 
pits were found at a closer vicinity of up to 1 km. The 
wood used was certainly available in the immediate 
vicinity. It can be supposed that the surroundings of 
the site were first cleaned and that the wood was used 
to build auxiliary constructions or – as stated above – 
for the ceiling.

The former appearance and visibility of the grave 
can be reasonably reconstructed. The chamber was 
sunk into the natural soil, whereby only minor erosion 
processes up to a maximum of 0.15 m in its immedi-
ate surroundings are presumed (Schierhold et al. in 
prep.). The chamber bottom was still 0.9 m below the 
present surface, so it lay about 1 m below the Neolith-
ic surface. The limestone slabs were preserved up to 
1.4 m height in situ. However, in the 1950s, slabs with 
1.6 m height were also recorded (Schierhold 2012a, 
204, 212, 270), whereby a loss of 0.2 m by ploughing 
during the last 60 years is certain. Assuming a further 
height of 0.2 m ploughed away since the beginning of 
agricultural activities at Erwitte-Schmerlecke, a value 
of 1.8 m total height for the slabs seems realistic (and 
is geologically feasible). The foundation pits ranged 
0.6 m on average below the chamber bottom, so the in-
ner chamber height was about 1.2 m (Fig. 6). A wooden 

ceiling presumably built of logs with a probable dia-
meter of 0.2 to 0.3 m, plus a layer of smaller limestone 
plates of about 0.1 m thickness must be added. The 
ceiling was probably covered at least by grass sods of 
about 0.1 to 0.2 m thickness, protecting the construc-
tion from weathering. Therefore, the total height of the 
gallery grave is likely to have shown about 1.6 to 1.8 m. 
Above the Neolithic surface, about 0.6 to 0.8 m may 
have been visible.

Gallery Grave III turns into old-known  
Gallery Grave I: features

The geophysical surveys in 2007 revealed a Late Neo- 
lithic gallery grave on the »Hunnenbrink«. Since the 
assumed location and known measurements of gal-
lery grave I – destroyed in the 1880s – matched with 
another anomaly of the magnetogram recorded fur-
ther north-east on the site, this feature was classified 
as a new grave and accordingly called grave III  (e.g. 
Schierhold  et  al. 2012). Today, the detailed analy-
sis of the completely-excavated feature makes it likely 
that grave III is equivalent to the old-known destroyed 
grave I. Therefore, a somewhat more extensive discus-
sion takes place here. In order to avoid confusing the 
reader, the numerical designation of the grave will be 
omitted in the following.

The nearly east-west-oriented chamber has a length 
of 25 m and a width of 4.1 m in the east and up to 
5.3 m in the west (Fig. 7). The inner width was 2 m at 

Fig. 7. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave I. Ground plan with foundation pits, fragments of slabs and rounded mason-
ry (graphic: H. Menne, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen/ R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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the eastern end and grew larger to up to 3.5 m in the 
western chamber part, so the entire grave is of slightly 
trapezoidal shape. The previously-published measure-
ments are due to the strong destruction of the struc-
ture (e.g. Schierhold et al. 2012; Schierhold 2014; 
Schierhold/ reuther 2014). Another factor is that 
the grave was built on the highest point of the »Hun-
nenbrink« on a small plateau-like ridge, and was thus 
much more exposed to erosion processes than grave 
II, lying further down the slope. The excavations con-
firmed the first impression of a large-scale disturbance 
already gained during the surveys.

The burial layers were badly disturbed and repos-
ited, whereby the bones were extensively fragmented. 
Only a small area of   about 1 m × 1.5 m in length and 
0.1−0.15 m in thickness survived in situ (Fig. 7). The dis-
placed remains of the burial layers were only 0.1−0.2 m 
thick and mostly vanished in the upper ploughing lay-
er. Here, the detailed excavation techniques proved a 
great advantage, because even the smallest bone frag-
ments were collected in quarter square metres for 
anthropological analysis. For this reason, one of the 
highest ever documented minimum numbers of in-
dividuals can be submitted for a collective grave in 
Germany (Klingner/ Schultz this volume). Howev-
er, the destruction was not limited to the burial lay-
ers, but also to the chamber construction. The interim 
results of the first excavations had suggested that the 
grave was built only from small-scale limestone plates, 
similar to the non-megalithic collective grave of Er-
witte-Völlinghausen  (e.g. Schierhold  et  al. 2012, 

417 – 418). At the latter, a carefully-set masonry of 
small limestone plates was documented, which can 
be retrieved in striking similarity (see below). Howev-
er, during the final field works, a total of 28 pits were 
identified by deep-reaching profiles, where megalith-
ic limestone slabs had stood. As already known from 
grave II, a well-customised pit had been dug into the 
natural yellow loess for each slab. When the grave 
was destroyed in modern times, the slabs were appar-
ently pulled out without damaging the pit itself. The 
slabs were partly smashed and then filled back into the 
pit (fig. 8). During this process, modern items such as 
broken glass, brick fragments and iron nails also en-
tered into the filling, whereby the recent dating of the 
destruction of the tomb is documented.

The grave shows some singular features that are 
not found in grave II. Larger gaps between some meg-
alithic slabs were filled with very carefully-set ma-
sonry of smaller limestone plates. The masonry was 
not founded as deep as the slabs. It comprised worked 
limestone plates with sharp edges, which were placed 
in moist clay, so it was permanently fixed. Another 
special feature was already noticed during the first 
campaigns: on their outer sides, the longitudinal walls 
showed a rounded, stepped masonry made of small 
limestone plates and head-sized boulders (Fig. 9). The 
latter were embedded in black soil and formed the 
foundation. This stonework was apparently built to 
be visible because it cannot be explained statically, 
and a grave mound would have also hidden the spe-
cial rounding. Therefore, it can be assumed that the 

Fig. 8. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave I. Foundation pit with remains of black soil fillings with small supporting stones in 
situ and fragments of the former large slab, filled back after smashing (photo: H. Menne, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).
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mound was visibly supported and completed on its 
base by this rounded masonry. However, the large 
megalithic slabs closing the western and eastern ends 
of the chamber were not veneered. The overall im-
pression of this construction must have appeared like 
a rim of rounded boulders.

The interior of the chamber was structured differ-
ently in comparison to grave II. The screed-like yellow 
loess had no footbridge. However, there were many red 
and reddish granitic pebbles – partly highly fragment-
ed due to heating – scattered all over the chamber. The 
chamber bottom had apparently been prepared with 
a special paving as is known from several megalithic 
graves of the FBC (e.g. BaKKer 1992, 29; hoiKa 1999, 
193 – 194). This is also confirmed by the preserved pav-
ing of 1.5 m² with smaller boulders in situ.

For the ceiling, limestone slabs of at least 4.5 m in 
length would have been necessary. However, these 
were not available for the Neolithic people, as geolog-
ical expertise in the area quoted (Schierhold et al. 
in prep.). Therefore, it can be assumed that the ceil-
ing structure was made of wood, which may strongly 
have resembled that from grave II (see above). At irreg-
ular intervals, postholes were unearthed in the centre 
of the chamber. They seem to have been added at later 
stages of use of the grave since their fillings were par-
tially interspersed with smaller bone fragments.

Finally, the focus can be placed on the access situ-
ation. As already known from grave II, the entrance 

was located on the northern long side (corresponding 
to type Rimbeck). A small passage was flanked by two 
smaller limestone slabs. Its inner width can be esti-
mated at 1.3 m at the outer part, whereas the passage 
became narrower to 0.75 m in width on entering the 
chamber. The passage was built about 3 m offset to the 
east from the middle of the northern wall.

The building material coincides with that of the 
tomb II proven by geological analysis: the megalith-
ic limestone slabs were extracted probably 3 to 4.5 km 
to the south. The limestone plates used for the fillings 
of the gaps between the larger slabs also derive from 
here: they were not collected from the surface, but 
were carefully worked. However, the masonry outside 
was built of collected limestone plates that can be dis-
tinguished by their rounded edges. The boulders used 
in large numbers could be found in near vicinity of up 
to 1 km on the surface. Concerning wood as a building 
material, considerations analogous to grave II can be 
applied (see above).

Particularly noteworthy is the apparently intended 
use of a larger stone block as part of the masonry (fig. 
7), having already caught our attention during the ex-
cavations due to its unusual texture. It was identified 
as travertine  (sintered lime). Geochemical and min-
eralogical analysis showed that the travertine derives 
from a brine spring, as they are often known along the 
»Hellweg«. One may assume that the brine springs 
were already noticed by the settlers of the Linear Pot-
tery Culture, albeit without being able to prove direct 
archaeological evidence  (cf. Saile 2012, 228). From 
Werl, municipality of Soest, some artefacts were in-
terpreted as early Neolithic »loam pans« that might 
have served for the production of salt  (leidinger 
1983), although dating and function of these are un-
der discussion  (Saile 2012, 228). The travertine of 
Erwitte-Schmerlecke thus constitutes the first archae-
ological and directly datable proof of the knowledge of 
brine springs in the Hellweg region.

The appearance and visibility of the grave can 
be reconstructed reasonably. The chamber bottom 
was documented about 0.5 m below the present sur-
face. Analysis of soil erosion processes since the Neo- 
lithic shows a removal of material of about 0.35 to 
0.7 cm (Schierhold et al. in prep.). Assuming an av-
erage of 0.5 m, the chamber bottom can be considered 
about 1 m below Neolithic surface. The pits for the 
megalithic slabs were dug on average 0.5 m below the 
chamber bottom. As the limestone slabs derive from 
the same outcrops, similar measurements as for grave 
II can be assumed. Supposing a slab height of 1.6 m, the 
inner height of the chamber would have been 1.1 m. 
If we assume slabs of 1.8 m height, the chamber was 
about 1.3 m high. The construction of the ceiling may 
be reconstructed analogously to grave II with round 

Fig. 9. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave I. Details of  
rounded masonry foundations in situ, with small limestone 
plates (bottom of photo, northern wall of the grave) and  
small boulders (top of photo, southern wall) (photo: H. Menne, 
LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).
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logs, a layer of smaller plates and grass sods, estimat-
ed at a thickness of 0.4 to 0.6 m. The total height of the 
tomb is therefore likely to have been about 1.7 to 1.9 m, 
with a visible part above surface level for about 0.5 to 
0.7 m. The hill was veneered on the long sides with a 
façade of carefully-set, rounded masonry. Two recon-
structions of the rising must be discussed here  (cf. 
reuther 2016): the rounded masonry showed a con-
tinuous foundation, so the upper parts might also have 
been built up continuously. The best example of this 

can be found at Erwitte-Völlinghausen 3 km east, al-
beit only in the eastern part of the grave  (Schier
hold 2012a, taf. 4, 5). If the Schmerlecke grave had 
been built in this way, the rounding would not have 
had that strong visual effect as is suggested by the ef-
fort to establish. Therefore, it may also be possible that 
the individual curves indeed had a solid foundation, 
but when rising, gradually separated from each oth-
er, and each rounding ended in a more or less conical 
form. With this, a visual effect was created resembling 
a line of boulders along the mound, as is often seen at 
the large passage tombs or hunebeds of the FBC. This 
type of façade design also is conceivable for the west-
ern part of Erwitte-Völlinghausen. However, in this re-
gard, both graves can be considered unique within the 
Hessian-Westphalian megaliths.

Finally, the initially mentioned interpretation of 
the grave as grave I should be reconsidered. The de-
gree and nature of the destruction well as the finds 
in the fillings suggest a modern demolition of the 
chamber, as is known for grave I  (reuther 2016). 
Furthermore, one of the trials to highlight the exact 
position of grave I (cf. Schierhold 2012a, 27) locat-
ed it 50 metres west of the excavated grave (localisa-
tion H. Schoppmann). It is true that in the majority 
of the descriptions a length of the grave of only 15 m 
is quoted, although there is also one source where 15 
to 20 m is assumed (SchaaFFhauSen 1880, 112). It 
thus seems that an accurate measurement had not 
been taken at the time of the opening the chamber, 
so that in this respect comparison with the present 
features no longer need to represent a contradiction. 
Previously, it was considered that grave I was repre-
sented by a geomagnetic anomaly recorded north-
east of the excavated grave, coinciding concerning the 
dimensions and oldest localisation of the grave (e.g. 
Schierhold  et  al. 2010; Schierhold  et  al. 2012). 
However, an excavation section in the eastern edge 
of the anomaly revealed neither remains of limestone 
fragments nor bones or artefacts; rather, the excava-
tion exposed a pit reaching 0.5 m beneath the surface, 
containing a homogeneous sterile filling that is diffi-
cult to distinguish from those of the surrounding soil. 
Therefore, an interpretation as the remains of grave I 
is rather unlikely.

Gallery Graves I and II: human skeletal remains and  
grave goods

Especially the grave goods can be described as both 
qualitatively and quantitatively outstanding compared 
to the previously-known range of grave goods from 
gallery graves in Hesse and Westphalia. The bulk 
of finds can be divided into three categories: jewellery 
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Fig. 10. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, gallery grave II. Left side: left 
and right femora belonging together (data: S. Klingner). 
Right side: Distribution of skulls (without fragments) (graph-
ic: S. Bußmann/ R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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and costume, working equipment and hunting equip-
ment. In addition, some finds are attributable proba-
bly to a collective sphere, due to community activities 
in the grave area. However, first some introductory 
words can be said concerning the preservation of hu-
man remains and find circumstances. These are com-
plicated by definition for collective graves. In the 
case of Erwitte-Schmerlecke, strong devastation 
caused by modern demolition of grave I was so se-
rious that human skeletal remains and archaeolog-
ical artefacts cannot be assigned at all. This can be 
stated in a similar manner for grave II; despite the 
much better preservation conditions. Many relative-
ly intact skeletal remains were recovered (Klingner/  
Schultz this volume), but not a single anatomically cor-
rect position was recognisable. The distribution of fem-
ora belonging to certain individuals (fig. 10; Klingner/  
Schultz this volume) illustrates that in some areas of 
the grave may have been no major shifts, but there are 
only tendencies possible concerning an assignment of 
individuals. Apparently, the skeletal remains were re-
peatedly rearranged. This is particularly evident in 
the distribution of the skulls (Fig. 10): veritable collec-
tions were formed. Furthermore, a very significant dis-
turbance was observed, caused by bioturbation: many 
skeletal remains, including skulls and even long bones, 
were found in animal burrows more than 1 m beneath 
the chamber bottom, covering nearly the whole length 
of grave II. Nevertheless, it might be possible with pre-
cise evaluation to assign a few artefacts to certain indi-
viduals (Schierhold et al. in prep.).

At Erwitte-Schmerlecke, especially perforated ani-
mal tooth pendants can be mentioned as jewellery and 
costume components. For grave I, about 2,000 pen-
dants made of dog teeth were counted, and for grave II 
about 1,200 (pers. comm. C. Meyer; Schierhold et al. 
in prep.). Furthermore, hundreds of pendants per 
grave can be assigned to different wild animals 
such as foxes, badgers, wildcats, otters, martens; 
red deer, brown bear etc.  (cf. Meyer/ Schierhold 
2013). Most pendants stem from carnivores; only 
a small amount can be assigned to herbivores like 
red deer and cattle. Furthermore, mandible halves 
of smaller wild animals such as foxes and martens, 
which are also known from other Hessian-West-
phalian gallery graves (Schierhold 2012a, 103−105), 
probably served as amulets. In this context, the claw 
of an eagle can also be seen  (Schierhold 2017a). 
An exceptional artefact group are copper spirals, sev-
eral of them completely preserved and copper sheets, 
mainly from grave II. Overall, there is evidence of 
more than 70 pieces of copper jewellery from both 
graves, ranging from traces of green patina on hu-
man bones to small fragments of sheets, up to larger 
sheets and differently shaped spirals and rolls. Eight S
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copper artefacts (five from grave I; three from grave II) 
were examined by X-ray fluorescence analysis (XRF; 
fig. 11). For two large copper spirals of 8 cm length 
from grave II, the values show a pure copper. However, 
a sheet – also from grave II – is made of arsenic cop-
per. For grave I, both copper types are also verified. 
For the arsenic copper the north-eastern Alpine area 
is generally accepted as a region of origin  (Schier 
hold 2012a, 111 – 112; gleSer 2015, 256). For pure 
copper, due to current state of research, the Carpathi-
an basin is seen as possible region of origin. The latter 
is recently being discussed due to increasing evidence 
to the central German uplands as possible source for 
copper  (Schierhold 2012a, 112 – 114; gleSer 2015, 
255). Finally, a tooth pendant with a green-coloured 
perforation deriving from a corroded copper subject 
can be highlighted. It is the first proof for the gallery 
graves that both types of jewellery were worn together. 
An AMS dating of the animal tooth pendant sets this 
special variant in a time between 3240−3100 cal BC. 
Furthermore, several amber beads and two jet beads 
were documented, most likely connected with the 
Netherlands resp. the FBC West Group due to shape 
and sources (WolterMann/ Schierhold 2011). One 
of the most remarkable artefacts may at least be men-
tioned in the context of jewellery. It is a double axe 
fragment of the so-called Hanover type, a piece im-
ported from the territory of  (or influenced by) the 
FBC. Axes of this type mainly occur in Lower Saxony, 

namely between the Ems and Elbe rivers and can be 
seen as prestige goods, not as working tools (Schier
hold et al. 2012, 421).

As working equipment, larger and smaller blades, 
dagger blades, scrapers, strike-a-lights, axes and bone 
chisels can be named. The over 200 strike-a-lights 
could have belonged to male equipment (BaaleS et al. 
2016, 33 – 34). The silex raw material mainly used for 
blades and dagger blades, can be assigned not only 
to local sources  (Baltic origin), but also to West-
ern European mining sites, notably from the Neth-
erlands  (Rijckholt) and from Aachen  (Lousberg). 
As hunting equipment, numerous arrowheads of tri-
angular and trapezoidal form were found in both 
graves. They not only belong to different hunting tech-
niques, but also reveal certain contacts: Trapezoidal 
arrowheads are known as typical hunting tools from 
FBC groups, whereas triangular arrowheads were 
common in the WBC.

All artefacts mentioned here can be interpreted as a 
personal possession of the dead. This is also suggested 
due to the often-seen multiple re-use of the vast ma-
jority of the artefacts. Apparently, it was important 
that the tools and jewellery were finally buried with 
their owners (Schierhold 2012a, 167 – 169).

Beside the personal sphere described above, also 
a collective one appears looking at the pottery. Both 
graves at Erwitte-Schmerlecke revealed a significant 
lack of vessels, which is typical for the Hessian-West-

Calibrated date (calBC)
4200 4000 3800 3600 3400 3200 3000 2800

OxCal v4.2.2 Bronk Ramsey (2013); r:5 Atmospheric data from Reimer et al (2009);
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KIA 42387b (4582,24)

KIA 42388a (4930,36)

KIA 42388b (4465,24)
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Fig. 12. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, radiocarbon measurements on human bone samples from grave II (KIA−42388, KIA−42389) 
and grave I (KIA−42387). The letter »a» describes the first results which are now revised by new measurements; these are  
described with the letter «b« (graphic: K. Schierhold, WWU Münster).
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Poz-62817 human bone R_Date(4440,40)

Poz-62837 human bone R_Date(4440,35)

Poz-62824 human bone R_Date(4435,35)

KIA-42390 human bone R_Date(4433,28)

OxCal v4.2.4 Bronk Ramsey(2013); r.5 lntCal13 atmospheric curve (Reimer et al 2013)
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Fig. 13a. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, radiocarbon measurements on human and animal bone samples from grave II (graphic: 
R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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phalian megaliths  (cf. Schierhold 2012a, 75 – 84). 
In addition to a number of small undecorated body 
sherds of prehistoric style, actually only a few sherds 
are typologically to address. The handle fragment of a 
so-called Lohra cup from grave II represents a typical 
formal repertoire of the WBC and refers to a period 
around 3000 cal BC. Some fragments of two Final Ne-
olithic pot beakers were identified (see below). From 
grave I, few small sherds with Tiefstich decoration 
were documented, but cannot be classified in further 
detail. The collective sphere at the Erwitte-Schmer-

lecke graves is very difficult to interpret and will be an-
alysed in further detail (Schierhold et al. in prep.).

Absolute chronology

Particular attention was paid to the bone mate-
rial  (both from humans and animals) as a base for 
new data series to build a broad chronology not only 
for Erwitte-Schmerlecke as a burial place, but for 
the Soest group and the Hessian-Westphalian mega-

Poz-62836 human bone R_Date(4420,35)

Poz-62821 human bone R_Date(4420,35)

Poz-62747 human bone R_Date(4410,35)

Poz-62889 deer tooth R_Date(4405,35)

Poz-62751 human bone R_Date(4400,35)

Poz-62742 human bone R_Date(4390,36)

Poz-62891 cattle tooth R_Date(4395,35)

Poz-62890 deer tooth R_Date(4395,35)

KIA-46692 individual6 R_Date(4387,29)

Poz-62822 human bone R_Date(4385,35)

Poz-62743 human bone R_Date(4380,30)

Poz-62987 deer tooth R_Date(4380,40)

KIA-42389 human bone R_Date(4377,30)

Poz-62746 human bone R_Date(4370,35)

Poz-62816 human bone R_Date(4370,30)

Poz-62823 human bone R_Date(4365,35)

Poz-62745 human bone R_Date(4355,35)

Poz-62819 human bone R_Date(4350,35)

Poz-62893 deer/cattle tooth R_Date(4360,35)
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Fig. 13b. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, radiocarbon measurements on human and animal bone samples from grave II (graphic: R. Roling, 
WWU Münster).
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liths. In 2012, three samples were published (Schier
hold et al. 2012, 422 fig. 10) which seemed to indicate 
a much earlier beginning as assumed before for the 
Hessian-Westphalian megalithic phenomenon around 
3700 cal BC. Unfortunately, these three samples meas-
ured in 2010 by the Leibniz Laboratory for Radiomet-
ric Dating and Stable Isotope Research, Kiel, were 
falsified in a 2012 second measuring (concerning this 
matter, see e.g. FernandeS et al. 2012, 98; Mennen

ga 2017, 50 – 53). The revised results are presented be-
low in an extra figure (Fig. 12). For grave II, 47 samples 
were taken (Fig. 13). 39 of them represent human bone 
material, five were taken from herbivores (cattle and 
deer tooth pendants) and two samples represent carni-
vore tooth pendants from otter and dog. The vast ma-
jority of samples date between 3400 and 2900 cal BC. 
The dog tooth pendant (KIA 42489), indicating an ear-
ly begin of burying in tomb II around 3500 cal  BC, 

KIA-47610 human bone R_Date(4886,29)

KIA-42387 human bone R_Date(4582,24)

KIA-46709 human bone R_Date(4568,28)

KIA-46706 human bone R_Date(4567,29)

Poz-62775 human bone R_Date(4550,40)

Poz-62739 charcoal R_Date(4530,35)

KIA-42386 human bone R_Date(4528,34)

KIA-47878 carnivor tooth R_Date(4525,28)

KIA-46703 human bone R_Date(4513,28)

KIA-46707 human bone R_Date(4492,33)

Poz-62737 human bone R_Date(4490,35)

KIA-46708 human bone R_Date(4487,29)

Poz-62827 human bone R_Date(4480,30)

KIA-47605 human bone R_Date(4475,29)

Poz-62830 human bone R_Date(4470,35)

KIA-47604 human bone R_Date(4463,29)

Poz-62825 human bone R_Date(4455,35)

Poz-62826 human bone R_Date(4450,35)

Poz-62985 cattle tooth R_Date(4445,35)

Poz-62829 human bone R_Date(4420,40)

C Sum

OxCaI v4.2.4 Bronk Ramsey (2013); r:5 IntCal13 atmospheric curve (Reimer et al 2013)
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Fig. 14. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, radiocarbon measurements on human and animal bone and charcoal samples from 
grave I (graphic: R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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might be measured too old as it belonged to the 2010 
series of measurements mentioned above, and was not 
controlled again. There are five other dates from an-
other series in 2012 measured twice slightly indicat-
ing begin of use around 3500 BC. The earliest one from 
human bone material (KIA 46699 COMBINE) might 
show a first burial around 3600 cal BC or slightly ear-
lier, but its significance should not be overrated. For 
example, older skeletal remains from another burial 
could have been part of a new burial rite as secondary 
burial. There is, among a still possible too old meas-
uring of the sample, also the possibility of reservoir 
effects. The latter seems likely for the otter tooth pen-
dant which was taken to determine reservoir effects 
assigned to freshwater: it shows a much too old date 
around 3950−3750 cal BC. The people buried in grave 
II may thus have used the same freshwater resources, 
so we also have to keep in mind a possible reservoir 
effect for the human bones, even if we cannot de-
scribe it exactly (cf. FernandeS et al. 2012; Fernandes 
pers. comm.). Nevertheless, it is striking that all her-
bivore tooth pendants show calibrated ranges around 
3100−2900 cal BC, so these may belong to a later phase 
of use. Looking at the sum, the time of use of tomb II 
can be assumed with certainty between 3400 and 2900 
cal BC. An earlier begin around 3500 cal BC, perhaps 
some decades earlier, seems thinkable.

For grave I, where the skeletal remains were badly 
disturbed, 21 samples were measured (fig. 14). 18 sam-
ples were taken from human bones; one represents a 
piece of charcoal and two samples were taken from 
animals. Among them is a dog tooth pendant with 
green patina from copper jewellery  (see above); the 
other one was classified as a bovine tooth pendant. 
As in grave I, most samples range between 3400 and 
2900 cal BC, whereas some four samples (one of them 
from the problematic KIA measuring series from 
2010) may perhaps indicate a beginning around 3500 
cal BC. Only one sample shows an even earlier date 
around 3700 cal BC, but can be explained by freshwa-
ter reservoir effects (see below). The carnivore tooth 
pendant (KIA 47878) fits in the main range of the da-
taset. One sample, not listed here, shows an Early Iron 
Age date (KIA 46702: 2643 +/  – 24 BP; 818−799 cal BC 
1σ /  836−792 cal BC 2σ) which may indicate a possi-
ble activity at the place. There is evidence of Bronze 
Age occupation, and south of grave I, a small circu-
lar ditch of 8 m in diameter might belong in Iron Age 
times (see below).

A Bayesian model using sequencing was conduct-
ed for both graves, although it was not possible to dis-
tinguish archaeological layers (see above), so all dates 
were put in one sequence. The result showed a peak of 
use around 3300 to 3000 cal BC, whereas the few old 
dates were taken out as outliers.

Isotope analysis (δ13c, δ15n)

The recent study of stable isotopes – mainly δ13C 
and δ15N  – allows many new insights into nutri-
tion (e.g. Kreuz/ terBerger 2014; haMilton et al. 
2013, 29 – 33 with references; Knipper 2017). Mean-
while, it is proved that a pure vegetable diet (with C3 
plants) is characterised by low δ15N values. Therefore, 
herbivorous animals generally show values of about 
5 – 7 δ ‰  (Kreuz/ terBerger 2014, 95). An exclu-
sive meat diet and the use of dairy products in human 
values are reflected between ca. 8 – 10 δ ‰, whereas 
a diet with freshwater fish causes even higher values 
between 12 – 16 δ ‰. However, it is noteworthy that 
climatic (Kreuz/ terBerger 2014, 94) and even geo-
logical conditions (FernandeS et al. 2012, 100) might 
also influence the values.

For grave I, isotopic values were generated from 17 
of 19 possible samples. All except one are taken from 
human bone material. The animal sample represents 
dates from a bovine tooth pendant. From grave II, 43 
of 47 samples produced isotopic values. Three of them 
belonged to herbivores  (deer or cattle); one is taken 
from a carnivore (dog). Unfortunately, the otter tooth 
pendant did not produce results; nevertheless, the 
much too high AMS date shows obviously the estimat-
ed reservoir effect in comparison to the other dates.

The Schmerlecke data show a fairly diversified pic-
ture  (Fig. 15). The values of grave I  (between 8 and 
nearly 10 δ ‰) belong to a range referring mostly to 
terrestrial food with cereals, pulses and a fairly high 
proportion of protein-rich  (meat, dairy products; 
also possible: plants with higher amounts of protein) 
consumption. It is also possible that a regular in-
take of freshwater fish (Kreuz/ terBerger 2014, 95;  
FernandeS et al. 2012) occurs in the values. One in-
dividual indicates a much higher value than 10 δ ‰. 
The δ13C values are close together between (20 – 21 δ 
‰). For grave II, the dates show a wider distribution 
of values. Nearly half of the δ15N values can also be 
connected with a terrestrial diet comprising cereals 
and pulses, but here, most values lie well above 10 ‰, 
ranging to 11 δ ‰, so that the consumption of pro-
tein-rich products seems to have been higher in all. 
The δ13C values are close together  (20 to 21.5 δ ‰). 
Looking at the values for the Schmerlecke herbi-
vores  (cattle and deer), the δ15N values appear low-
er than generally expected, while the δ13C values are 
also spread relatively wide. There may be many dif-
ferent reasons (cf. haMilton et al. 2013, 31), which 
cannot be discussed in this context, but will be fur-
ther examined in future research, as they serve for 
calibrating  (cf. Knipper/ MauS 2016, 473). A con-
firmation of the dates from humans is given by five 
more values from Erwitte-Völlinghausen (see above; 
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Fig. 15). Th ese fi ve individuals apparently had a very 
similar diet in comparison to the people from grave 
II. Only one δ15N value from grave I implies a diet 
clearly focused on freshwater fi sh (Kreuz/ terBerg
er 2014, 96), showing more than 14 δ ‰. Th is sample 
belongs to the aforementioned oldest age measured 
for grave I (about 3700−3640 cal BC). Th erefore, a res-
ervoir eff ect is clearly shown in this old date caused by 
freshwater fi sh-based food.

Comparing the values, diff erences in the diet of 
the people of Erwitte-Schmerlecke can be considered.

Humans from grave II apparently had a diet with a 
slightly higher amount of protein than those from 
grave I. Th at actually diff erent nutrition strategies 
were pursued concomitantly during in Late Neolith-
ic Westphalia can be verifi ed by looking at the re-
sults from the »Blätterhöhle« at Hagen, a cave 70 km 
west of Erwitte-Schmerlecke (orSchiedt et al. 2012; 
orSchiedt et al. 2015; heinen et al. 2015). Here, in-
dividuals from both Mesolithic and Neolithic times 
were buried. Furthermore, two groups could be sep-
arated among the Neolithic population concerning 
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Fig. 15. Data from isotopic analysis (δ13C and δ15N) of human and animal bones from Erwitte-Schmerlecke grave I and II, 
Erwitte-Völlinghausen, and Hagen-Blätterhöhle. Th e solid boxes represent isotope values for terrestrial (green) and fresh-
water (blue) diet generally (cf. KreUZ/ TerBerGer 2014); for the collective graves (brown) Calden, Großenrode and Odagsen (cf. 
FernAnDes et al. 2012); and for human bones from Ostorf (cf. Olsen/ HeineMeier 2010) (graphic: R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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the diet: one subsisted on terrestrial resources, prob-
ably with a higher proportion of meat (heinen et al. 
2015, 247); the other group’s nutrition was based on 
freshwater fish. A combination of isotopic values and 
palaeogenetic data  (Bollongino  et al. 2013) showed 
that the Neolithic fish-eating people from the »Blät-
terhöhle« had Mesolithic genes with the haplogroups 
U /  U5, but the Neolithic people eating terrestrial food 
with amounts of protein shared genes from immigrant 
haplogroups H and J (BraManti et al. 2009) with few 
U 5-interferences. These results led the authors of the 
study to the conclusion of parallel societies in Late Neo- 
lithic Westphalia, with different subsistence strate-
gies  (hunter-gatherer’s diet vs. farmer’s diet); closely 
connected to their ancestry. Although the δ15N value   of 
the Schmerlecke individual is higher   than those from 
the »Blätterhöhle« and shows a lower δ13C value, it 
can be generally assigned to the typical freshwater 
fish range like known – for example – from the Ostorf 
graves (e.g. olSen/ heineMeier 2010; fig. 15). Bearing 
in mind that only 3.5 % of the Neolithic population of 
grave I has been analysed thus far, a similar possible 
parallel existence of both a Mesolithic hunter-gather-
er’s and a Neolithic farmer’s diet can be assumed, per-
haps even a different lifestyle. To verify this thesis on a 
broader scale, it is necessary to not only collect more 
data from the isotopes, but also to analyse palaeogenet-
ic evidence at Erwitte-Schmerlecke especially concern-
ing the haplogroups. During the excavations, a sterile 
and fast recovery and immediate cooling of all docu-
mented human mandibles was enabled to create the 
best conditions for the preservation of aDNA. First at-
tempts of a genetic typing of ten individuals were par-
tially successful (Schierhold et al. in prep.). At least, 
one individual presented haplogroup J which is assigned 
to Neolithic immigrants (see above). Meanwhile, new 
methods were introduced and another individual from 
Erwitte-Schmerlecke was successfully tested (lipSon 
et al. 2017) so that there is strong potential for future 
research, as – for example – shown by results from 
the WBC collective grave of Niedertiefenbach in Hes-
se, where palaeogenetic analyses revealed both immi-
grant and Mesolithic genes (rinne et al. 2016).

ditch enclosures

Only a few metres north and northwest of gallery 
grave I, geophysical surveys revealed several round 
ditches. Two of them were partly excavated (cf. cichy/ 
Schierhold 2012; Schierhold 2014, 153). 10 m 
north of grave I, a ring ditch, 0.8−1 m wide, with 17 
to 18 metres in diameter and a depth of up to 0.26 m 
was documented (Fig. 16). In its southern part, an only 
partly excavated second planum showed remains of 

two postholes beneath the bottom. These postholes 
had a small diameter of ca. 0.27 m and a distance of 
0.9 m. Their fillings did not contain any artefacts. In 
the centre of the ditch enclosure, the remains of four 
posts in rectangular position were found, indicating 
the place of a central burial (cf. herring 2009, 48 – 50). 
No finds of grave goods were made. Furthermore, a 
double posthole ring, slightly off-centred in the circu-
lar ditch, came to light. Its diameter measured 11 to 
11.5 m. In its southern part, two small trenches, paral-
lel to each other, were documented, perhaps indicating 
an entrance situation. None of the postholes contained 
any finds; but the partly excavated fillings of the ditch 
revealed several silex artefacts and some unspecif-
ic body sherds of prehistoric style. Among the silex 
finds, there are a triangular and a trapezoidal arrow-
head; furthermore, a burnt fragment of a polished axe 
was found. The latter is probably made of Baltic flint 
with dark inclusions and can be dated in Late to Fi-
nal Neolithic times (Final Neolithic: 2800−2200 BC, cf. 
lüning 1996). As quoted in preliminary reports (cf. 
cichy/ Schierhold 2012; Schierhold 2014), the 

mod. Störung

0 5 10 m

Planum 1 Planum 2

Fig. 16. Erwitte-Schmerlecke, Final Neolithic/ Bronze Age 
ditch enclosure 10 m north of grave I (graphic: E. Cichy, 
LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen/ R. Roling, WWU Münster).
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ring ditch with its two postholes beneath the bottom 
is similar to a Final Neolithic type of palisaded ring 
ditches, known from the Netherlands (here referred to 
as Late Neolithic A and B) and established as Glasber-
gen type 2 (glaSBergen 1954, , 17; herring 2009, 68, 
80 fig. 11; recently BourgeoiS 2013, 30 – 33; 37 fig. 3.7; 
117 – 124 with discussion and references).1 The Dutch 
palisaded ditches of type 2 are recorded with diame-
ters of 8−14 m (glaSBergen 1954, 6; see also Bour
geoiS 2013, 122 table 6.1), so our example would be 
slightly larger, if of Final Neolithic date. The silex ar-
tefacts named above may also point to this chrono-
logical interpretation  (nevertheless keeping in mind 
that they could have also found their way into the fill-
ings as stray finds from the surroundings of the gallery 
graves). The other possibility is that the ring ditch was 
not palisaded and that the two postholes derive from 
an earlier occupation phase: Three other postholes 
outside the ring ditch could eventually have belonged 
to an older alignment, elongated by the two postholes. 
If so, the ring ditch and its diameter would fit into a 
wide range of not only Westphalian examples from 
Bronze Age times (herring 2009, 67 – 76) even up to 
the Early Middle Ages (JocKenhövel 1999, 350) and 
thus would not be closer to determine. Nevertheless, 
the ring ditch was only partly examined by a second 
planum, so there may be more evidence of postholes.

The double posthole ring corresponds well to Glas-
bergen type 6, which was widely spread in Middle 
Bronze Age times  (ca. 1700/ 1600−1300/ 1200  BC) in 
Westphalia and the Netherlands  (e.g. glaSBergen 
1954, 7, 52 – 62; herMann/ JocKenhövel 1977, 110 –  
127; herring 2009, 92 – 95; BourgeoiS 2013, 34; 37 
fig. 3.7). For this combination of a (palisaded or not) 
ring ditch and a double posthole or closely-spaced 
posthole ring  (apart from the chronological setting 
of the ring ditch), there is a lack of evidence in West-
phalia (herring 2009, 108 – 112).

In 2012  (cf. cichy/ Schierhold 2012), it was ar-
gued that a Final Neolithic barrow with a ring ditch 
enclosure could have been re-used in Middle Bronze 
Age times, where a double posthole ring was added. 
Indeed there are many examples, especially from the 
Netherlands, but also in Westphalia (herring 2009, 
208 – 209), where Late to Final Neolithic mounds were 
newly »discovered« in Middle Bronze Age times and 
shaped or modified with different methods  (Bour
geoiS 2013, 35; 51 – 104): The barrows were heightened 

or enlarged by sods; ring ditches or posthole rings 
were built, secondary burials took place. Nevertheless, 
it must be stressed that the Dutch Late Neolithic A 
and B barrows were always smaller and subsequently 
became larger in Middle Bronze Age times. If the bar-
rows at Erwitte-Schmerlecke were re-used, it would 
have been the other way round: a larger Final Neolith-
ic barrow would have been »downscaled« by building 
a closely-spaced posthole ring with a much smaller di-
ameter into it. Evidence of this interpretation might be 
found in a general tendency in Westphalia concern-
ing the barrow’s decrease in size from Early/ Middle 
Bronze Age to Iron Age times (e.g. herring 2009, 76; 
otherwise for a broader region: JocKenhövel 1999). 
It is also common not only in Westphalia but also in 
north-western Europe that a Bronze/ Iron Age buri-
al site often has older predecessors, whose »physical 
and visual presence [...] thus transforms a locality in 
a meaningful place« (BourgeoiS 2013, 159 – 160 with 
references), even when there is no direct connection 
between the burying communities. Therefore, we can 
assume a collective memory concerning the site as a 
burial site (ibid.).

Some 25 metres north-east of gallery grave I, a sec-
ond – slightly larger – ditch enclosure was partly ex-
cavated. Three sections revealed a diameter of 19 m. 
Without containing datable finds, the chronological 
classification of this structure can only be assumed to 
correspond to the ditch enclosure nearby due to their 
similar sizes.

Evidence of the Final Neolithic in Erwitte-Schmer-
lecke, like it is assumed for the round ditches, is also 
recorded from grave II (see above). Here, several body 
sherds of Final Neolithic beakers were found, one of 
them belonging to the typologically early Glasbergen 
type I a (lanting/ van der WaalS 1976, 4 fig. 1; re-
cently discussed by BecKerMan 2015). Therefore, Er-
witte-Schmerlecke was clearly still known and used as 
a burial place in Final Neolithic times. The complete 
change in burial rites from collective tombs sunken 
into the ground to single burials under visible mounds 
appears to be recognisable here in a rather gradu-
al transition: the »protruding footbeaker« indicates 
an early burial of a person still closely connected to 
its ancestors’ rituals, whereas the ring ditches might 
show the first »real« single burials, nevertheless con-
tinuing the tradition of the place and its history.

1 It is beyond the scope of this contribution to refer in de-
tail to the strong connections between Westphalia and 
the Netherlands concerning burial customs in Late/  End 
Neolithic and Bronze/  Iron Age times; cf. e.g. lanting 

1973; herrMann/  JocKenhövel 1977; JocKenhövel 
1999; herring 2009, esp. 28 – 30, 75 (part of »klassische 
Kreisgrabenprovinz«).
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Fig. 17. Anröchte-Uelde, geophysical survey with anomalies possibly indicating two gallery graves and three round ditch-
es (after Sikorski/ Stöllner 2013, 238 fig. 2).
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further features and surveys in adjacent areas

The geophysical surveys around the gallery graves 
revealed an oblong anomaly 25 m north to the national 
road, possibly another grave. A test section at the east-
ern end of the structure showed that the feature does 
not belong to Neolithic, nor prehistoric times. More 
than 40 ha were archaeologically surveyed around the 
»Hunnenbrink«. Especially 500 m north of the gallery 
graves, a concentration of artefacts may indicate a pos-
sible settlement area (Schierhold et al. 2012, 423f.). 
The surface finds comprising Neolithic flint artefacts 
and few body sherds of prehistoric style do not allow 
a more exact dating of these settlement traces. During 
the project, it was not possible to conduct geophysical 
surveys in this area.

A hitherto unknown enclosure of the linear pottery culture

500 m northeast of the »Hunnenbrink«, stray finds 
gathered in the early 1980s indicated a perhaps con-
temporaneous Neolithic settlement. The site revealed 
some more Neolithic artefacts during the project re-
search. Therefore, a geophysical survey was con-
ducted, revealing a part of a larger enclosure with 
an interruption (Schierhold et al. 2012, 424 fig. 12). 
A small section showed that the bridge between the 
two ditches had a width of 1.5 m. The ends of the 
ditches were not excavated. Nevertheless, a profile 
in 4 m distance showed a flat bottom of a U-shaped 
ditch still 1.3 metres deep and ca. 4.5 metres wide. 

The northern (inner) side of the enclosure revealed a 
smaller, less deep ditch, which pointed to a palisade 
system as is known – for example – from Michels-
berg enclosures (JeuneSSe/ Seidel 2010, 60). The fill-
ings contained some silex artefacts (flakes and a core) 
and several not assignable prehistoric body sherds, 
so an exact dating of the structure was not possible. 
Fortunately, a few botanical remains were also doc-
umented; three of them  (two Emmer corns; lentil) 
were AMS-dated. Surprisingly it emerged that the 
enclosure existed already during the Linear Pottery 
Culture: The dates refer to a use around 5200−5000 
cal BC. Thus, the new enclosure of Erwitte-Schmer-
lecke belongs to a rare type of monuments in West-
phalia. Despite numerous evidence of Linear Pottery 
settlements in the Hellweg zone and in the »Warburg-
er Börde« (heinen/ Münch 2015), only few enclosures 
are known so far: Dortmund-Marten, municipality of 
Dortmund (Kneipp 1998, 273), two at Bad Sassendorf, 
municipality of Soest (cichy 2009, 17 – 20; KeMpKen/ 
cieSielSKi 2015; SchönFeld/ JönS 2016), Werl, mu-
nicipality of Soest (KeMpKen/ oehMen 2012, 42 fig. 2) 
and Borgentreich-Großeneder, municipality of Höx-
ter (pollMann 2015a). They apparently served as set-
tlement fortifications. Some stray finds west of a farm 
built some 30 years ago right into the enclosure imply 
that a larger Linear Pottery Culture settlement may 
have been located here. Further research is necessary 
to enable statements on size, function and perhaps 
still preserved internal structures of this hitherto un-
known early Neolithic enclosure.

tHE »soEstEr bördE« rEvIsItEd: nEW InvEstIGAtIons

In addition to the investigations in Er-
witte-Schmerlecke, the other gallery graves of the 
Soest group were taken into account. Four graves 
are known, following the »Hellweg« from west to 
east: The gallery grave of Soest-Hiddingsen (lange 
1934) can still be visited today, whereas the collec-
tive graves of Soest-Ostönnen (Schierhold 2012a, 
265 – 266 with references), Erwitte-Völlinghaus-
en  (Schierhold 2012a, 272 – 273 with references) 
and Anröchte-Uelde  (Schierhold 2012a, 271 – 272 
with references) were partly excavated, but not pre-
served. The aim was to explore their immediate 
surroundings regarding possible associated graves 
and settlement sites  (Schierhold 2012a, 152 – 159; 
Schier hold 2014), the latter of which are still miss-
ing despite many years of research and good preser-
vation conditions.

Anröchte-uelde (municipality of soest)

In 1859, a gallery grave was unearthed in An-
röchte-Uelde, but not documented sufficiently (Schier
hold 2012a, 271 – 272). An archaeological survey 
covering 16 ha around the assumed location of the grave 
revealed several flint artefacts, including the fragment 
of an axe made of Western European silex. A geophysi-
cal survey of   6.5 ha (SiKorSKi/ Stöllner 2013) showed 
several anomalies in the northern part (Fig. 17). Two of 
them were more or less rectangular structures of 20 m 
in length and 6 to 9 m in width. The extent to which 
one or even both anomalies might be remains of col-
lective graves cannot be decided without further field 
work. The gallery grave found in 1859 was said to be al-
most 12 m long and up to 3 m wide (Schierhold 2012a, 
271), which does not match the dimension of the anom-
alies. However, there is a chance that the magnetogram 
shows remains of pits enlarged by destruction processes 
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or – as seen in Erwitte-Schmerlecke – the grave was 
not completely documented nor accurately measured. 
There might be at least another hint for an interpre-
tation of the anomalies representing one or even two 
gallery graves. Their orientation follows the geological 
fractures of the Karst resp. limestone underground ly-
ing only a few decimetres below the surface. Parallels 
are known from the Paderborn Plateau (Schierhold 
2012a, 35 – 42). In the southern part of the magneto-
gram, at least three circular structures came to light 
which can be associated with enclosures of prehis-
toric grave mounds. The diameter of the ring ditches 
ranges between 14 and 18 m. The distance to the pos-
sible Late Neolithic grave sites measures only 100 m, 
indicating that the place had served already as a burial 
ground long before the erection of the grave mounds 
which might have continued or revived a tradition, as 
assumed for Erwitte-Schmerlecke.

soest-Hiddingsen (municipality of soest)

At Soest-Hiddingsen, a gallery grave is known since 
1934 that was found during quarrying (lange 1934). 
A total surrounding area of more than 25 ha was sur-

veyed archaeologically; nearly 14 ha were also sur-
veyed geomagnetically. 500 m north of the grave, 
clear evidence of prehistoric activity was revealed 
not only in the magnetogram highlighting numerous 
pit-like anomalies (see below), but also by many sur-
face finds (Fig. 18). The material was evaluated at the 
University of Bochum as part of a bachelor thesis (S. 
Pinell). The main results constitute a valuable contri-
bution to the knowledge on settlement patterns of the 
»Soester Börde« in Late Neolithic times (cf. pinell/ 
Schierhold 2013). The area examined included a 
total of nearly 9 ha. 140 silex artefacts were analysed 
concerning raw materials and typology. The spec-
trum covers mainly flakes, blades and bladelets, some 
scrapers, drills, several sickle inserts, a core, a strike-
a-light, a triangular arrowhead and several trapezoi-
dal arrowheads. Among the blades, an example is 
made of Western European Valkenburg flint and can 
be plausibly dated to Late Neolithic times  (KieSel
Bach 2012). Comparing the findings from the gal-
lery grave (lange 1934; Schierhold 2012a, 260 – 261; 
pFeFFer 2013) with the surface finds, several paral-
lels can be considered; for example, trapezoidal arrow-
heads, which were similarly worked. More parallels 
like this can be seen between the surface finds and 

Flake
Flake/strike-a-light
Borer
Fire crazed flint
Pottery
Pottery/flake
Core
Blade
Scraper
Bladelet
Triangular arrowhead
Trapezoidal arrowhead
Sickle blade
Artificial debris

Fig. 18. Soest-Hiddingsen, part of geophysical surveys 500 m north of the gallery grave; with distribution of Neolithic artefacts 
from the surface (graphic: K. Schierhold, WWU Münster; S. Pinell, Ruhr University Bochum; aerial photo: Google Earth).
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the grave goods (pinell/ Schierhold 2013), where-
by it can be assumed that both localities were closely 
related to each other. However, contemporaneity can-
not be proved. The close proximity to the gallery grave 
and the analogies concerning the assemblages indi-
cate that individuals who were active in this space may 
have also been buried there. As already mentioned 
above, the magnetogram revealed numerous pit-like 
anomalies. Recently (late summer 2015), a small sec-
tion was realised by the Stadtarchäologie Soest in-
vestigating an area in the north-eastern part of the 
magnetogram. All examined anomalies were identi-
fied as geological features, connected to the limestone 
underground (pers. comm. F. Heinze), so it seems to 
be impossible to detect archaeologically provable trac-
es of settlement activity in the soil. Nevertheless, the 
surface finds clearly demonstrate Late Neolithic activ-
ity close to the gallery grave.

Erwitte-völlinghausen (municipality of soest)

Around the non-megalithic collective grave of Er-
witte-Völlinghausen  (see above), a surveyed area of 
about 7.5 ha provided only some stray finds of silex ar-
tefacts referring to general activities during the period 
of use of the burial ground. Some 500 m north to the 
grave, a total area of 17 ha was mapped geomagneti-
cally. In the western half, numerous anomalies (pits?) 
have been identified, indicating a potential settlement 
area. An archaeological survey could not be realised 
yet for this part. The eastern half of the field yielded 
some finds, including blades of Western European 
flint. However, here no anomalies were recorded in the 
geomagnetic surveys that would indicate human ac-
tivity.

Gallery graves: conclusion and outline

To sum up, research on the surroundings of the 
gallery graves has yielded possible indications of un-
known graves only in the case of Anröchte-Uelde. 
The search for settlements was difficult, but it was 
still possible to open up some new potential settle-
ment areas based on large-scale surveys. Neverthe-
less, it emerges that the structure and temporal depth 
of the settlements cannot be grasped without inten-
sive future research. We are still lacking significant-
ly datable finds such as ceramics. Using the example 
of Soest-Hiddingsen, it has become clear that we can-
not expect, despite good preservation conditions 
and evidence from archaeological and also geophys-
ical surveys, to reveal settlement pits or even house 
plans. This is probably a problem of construction  

of the houses which may not be archaeological-
ly provable. Another point might be that the settle-
ments were much more mobile, as is also assumed for 
the previous Michelsberg Culture (cf. lichter 2010). 
However, the Wartberg people knew how to build 
houses that were even (or also?) built in stone, as can 
be seen for the case of Warburg-Menne, municipali-
ty of Höxter (pollMann 2015b; pollMann 2015c). 
Finding houses like these still remains a desidera-
tum for other regions of the Wartberg area and for the 
»Soester Börde«.

the michelsberg enclosures of the »soester börde«

Aside from the research on collective burials of 
the Late Neolithic, monumental enclosures were in-
vestigated. New data was collected using aerial pho-
tography, geophysical surveys and test sections. As 
immediate precursors of monumental construction 
before the emergence of megalithic graves, Young Ne-
olithic  (4200−3500  BC cf. lüning 1996) enclosures 
dominated the landscape (e.g. raetzelFaBian 2000; 
Knoche 2008; groer 2013). The notion that these 
monumental structures must be considered with re-
spect to the gallery graves is indicated by spatial ref-
erences of both monuments to each other at Calden, 
municipality of Kassel, and Warburg-Rimbeck, mu-
nicipality of Höxter (raetzelFaBian 2000; Kno che 
2003), so we took the monuments of the »Soester 
Börde« more closely into account. As already ex-
plained, the newly-discovered enclosure of Erwitte- 
Schmerlecke is assigned to the Linear Pottery Cul-
ture (see above).

Fig. 19. Lohne-Bad Sassendorf, enclosure with the ditch 
worked into the limestone bedrock, view from the south (pho-
to: H.-J. Beck, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).
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Bad Sassendorf-Lohne (municipality of Soest)

An excavation was conducted at the monumen-
tal enclosure near Bad Sassendorf-Lohne  (Knoche 
2008, 113; cichy 2009, 23; cichy et al. 2011; Schier 
hold  et  al. 2012, 426 – 427). Since the late 1980s, 
this single ditch enclosure is known from aerial 
photography. It is situated 3.2  km southwest of the 
collective tombs of Erwitte-Schmerlecke; another en- 
closure is also known in the city centre of Soest, 
6.5 km east (Kno che 2008). The ditch is worked into 
the limestone bedrock and encloses an area of   near-
ly 4 ha; the length of the ditch is about 700 m. Thus, it 
belongs to type Cc (raetzelFaBian 1999, 93 fig. 5). 
A section at one of the several passages (cichy et al. 
2011; Schier hold  et  al. 2012, 426 fig. 13) revealed 
a U-shaped ditch, 2.8 m to 3 m wide and up to 1 m 
deep (Fig. 19). The fillings contained some unspecific 
potsherds of Young Neolithic style and several animal 
bones. The osteoarchaeological analysis  (Christian 
Meyer, Halle/ Saale) shows a common range of do-
mesticated animals in Neolithic times with cattle 
dominating, whereas pig and goat/ sheep are rath-
er rarely represented. Wild animals are represent-
ed by fragments from red deer and a humerus from 
an aurochs (Bos primigenius), found near the bottom 
of the ditch. An AMS dating2 of this fragment indi-
cates the probable erection of the enclosure at the 
end of the 41st century BC (KIA 43955, 5178±29 BP: 
3995 – 3962 cal BC (1σ); 4041 – 3955 cal BC (2σ)). This 
corresponds to the end of MK II/ beginning of MK III. 
With this date, a gap of knowledge may at least be 
partially closed: There used to be a lack of evidence 
of MK II in the region  (Knoche 2008, 141ff.; Kno
che 2013, 144). A second analysis of a cattle bone 
from the upper layers of the fillings dates to approxi-
mately 5043±31BP (KIA 47879; 3941 – 3858 cal BC (1σ); 
3953 – 3765 cal BC (2σ)), which shows a longer use of 
the enclosure until MK III/ MK IV.

Soest-Müllingsen and Anröchte-Mellrich (municipality of Soest)

An aerial photo from 2010  (Song 2013, 233; 
Schier hold 2014, 150 fig. 5) revealed a part of an 
enclosure with two interruptions south of Soest at 
Müllingsen. It is situated 2 km northeast of the gal-
lery grave of Soest-Hiddingsen and ca. 3 km south of 
the enclosure of Soest. A geophysical survey indicated  

irregularities in the filling of the southern part of the 
ditch. Partly excavations were conducted in summer 
2016 to acquire more information about the age of the 
enclosure; it dates in Michelsberg times (pers. comm. 
W. Melzer, Stadtarchäologie Soest). Furthermore, 
there is another enclosure known from aerial view; 
Anröchte-Mellrich  (Knoche 2008, 113). An archae-
ological survey was begun and revealed several Neo-
lithic artefacts including sherds and a Final Neolithic 
flint arrowhead. Further investigations are needed, but 
could not be realised yet.

Enclosures: conclusion and outline

For the Brunswick region and for the Westphalian 
Hellweg zone, connections between the locations 
of monumental enclosures and early medieval track 
systems are obvious  (raetzelFaBian 1999; raet
zelFaBian/ geSchWinde 2009; Knoche 2003, 25f.; 
Knoche 2008, 115; Knoche 2013, 154ff.). These are 
supposed to be possible replacements of even much old-
er track systems dating back to prehistoric times, and 
probably network systems for transhumance. There-
fore, the enclosures might have served for herd man-
agement. However, the enclosure of Müllingsen seems 
to be located in a larger distance to the »Hellweg«, but 
there might be a connection with another long-dis-
tance track to the south towards Meschede  (Kno
che 2013, 164 – 165). The enclosures of Soest and Bad 
Sassendorf are also located at or within a short dis-
tance of some 100 m to the »Hellweg«, whereas the en-
closure of Mellrich was constructed apart from the 
routes; it lies between the »Hellweg« and »Haarweg« 
along the ridge of the central German uplands (Kno
che 2013, 165). Considering the location of the gallery 
graves in the Hellweg zone, the westernmost tomb of 
Soest-Ostönnen has a direct connection to the medi-
eval route. This is also obvious for the three tombs of 
Erwitte-Schmerlecke and Erwitte-Völlinghausen. The 
gallery grave of Soest-Hiddingsen might have been 
connected to the long-distance track to Meschede, 
as well as to the enclosure of Müllingsen. The gallery 
grave of Anröchte-Uelde is built closer to the Haar-
weg than to the Hellweg. Further research is need-
ed to interpret these data, but from this perspective, 
there might be continuity concerning the connection 
of monuments to long-distance tracks from Young to 
Late Neolithic times.

2 Both AMS datings were done in Kiel during the phase 
of measuring problems, so it has to be kept in mind that 

the dates could be too old. Nevertheless, they fit into the 
framework concerning enclosure feature and findings.
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dIscussIon

chronology

The new AMS datings from the two gallery graves 
of Erwitte-Schmerlecke fit into the absolute chrono-
logical framework of the Hessian-Westphalian meg-
aliths  (raet zelFaBian 2000; Schierhold 2012a, 
145 – 146): at least 23 dates from megalithic graves of the 
WBC show the beginnings around 3500 cal BC and an 
intense use until 2900/ 2800 cal BC. Subsequently, a spo-
radic use can still be suggested. In Erwitte-Schmerlecke, 
grave II may perhaps provide somewhat clearer evidence 
of use since 3500 cal BC than grave I, whereby perhaps 
this could be seen as a hint for a short-termed but never-
theless consecutive building of the graves. However, the 
predominantly strong similarities in the building tech-
niques point to a close relationship. Similar considera-
tions have so far been possible only for two sites of the 
Hessian-Westphalian megaliths: Warburg, municipality 
of Höxter and Calden, municipality of Kassel (Schier
hold 2012a, 147 – 148; cf. also raetzelFaBian 2000). 
Here, different scenarios were displayed using AMS 
dates and ceramics. However, no final solution was pos-
sible; several possibilities had to be left open.

Recently, 30 new AMS dates were presented within 
another project of the SPP for the gallery grave Calden II, 
municipality of Kassel (FernandeS et al. 2012) (it has to 
be mentioned that no new dates have been published yet 
for Calden grave I, so the problem of successive building 
remains unclear). Most of the dates fit in the well-known 
model. Nevertheless, six dates might indicate a signif-
icantly earlier begin of megalithic burying in Calden 
resp. Wartberg areas around 3700 cal BC. Despite the 
large number of new dates from Erwitte-Schmerlecke, 
these are not showing such an early one. Furthermore, 
it must be stressed that the problem of falsified resp. 
too old AMS dates occurred not only for the case of Er-
witte-Schmerlecke, but also for the collective graves of 
Odagsen and Großenrode II  (FernandeS  et  al. 2012, 
98). Hence, the old dates from Calden II should be con-
sidered again, as already announced by the authors of 
the study (FernandeS et al. 2012, 98).

diet and origins

As described above, it seems possible that at Er-
witte-Schmerlecke at least some individuals might 
have had Mesolithic ancestors and subsisted of a dif-
ferent diet in comparison to those whose ancestors 
had immigrated. This marks further indications of 
the existence of parallel groups in the Hellweg region, 
where a hunter-gatherer’s way of life was not imme-
diately replaced by the arrival of a Neolithic farmer’s 

way of life, but was practised side by side for at least 
two millennia. The burials thereby prove contacts, but 
apparently it was possible to obtain both concepts re-
maining intact and independently from each other. 
This picture, supported by palaeogenetic and isotop-
ic studies, showing a gradual adjustment that allows 
parallel developments, has recently been validated 
from the archaeological perspective by the studies of 
C. Groer on the neolithisation of north-western Ger-
many from 6000 to 3500 BC (groer 2013).

The isotopic analysis of Schmerlecke graves I and II 
suggests two mutually different focuses on diet. The 
individuals from grave II consumed more protein, 
caused possibly by meat and dairy products, supple-
mented by a certain amount of fish, perhaps also by 
protein-richer C3 plants, than the people from grave I 
whose diet was based stronger on less protein-rich C3 
plants. The notion that the protein derived from meat 
and dairy products rather than plants can be support-
ed by different caries intensities (Klingner/ Schultz 
in this volume): individuals from grave II suffered 
somewhat less from carious impacts than those from 
grave I.

Attention should be paid to the consideration 
whether these results might not only show two com-
munities with different diets, but even different life-
styles: the people from grave II may have had a more 
mobile everyday life with a stronger focus on animal 
husbandry, having adapted their diet to the consump-
tion of suitable products. The people from grave I, 
on the other hand, displayed a somewhat closer con-
nection to terrestrial products resp. plant food/ ag-
ricultural products. At least, it could be argued that 
the community of grave II was perhaps continuing 
a tradition of subsistence strategy particularly root-
ing down to Michelsberg times  (transhumance; see 
above). Recent studies in Northern Central Spain un-
derline the important role of different diets as mark-
ers for social differentiation in Neolithic societies 
with megaliths  (FernándezcreSpo/ Schulting 
2017). More research on this topic is needed for the 
Schmerlecke case study and for the Hessian-West-
phalian megaliths.

fbc and Wbc

Westphalia is characterised as a landscape be-
tween cultures (Schierhold 2014). In the northern 
and western parts, the FBC West Group is dominat-
ing. However, how can we grasp the relationship of 
the Hessian-Westphalian Megalithic phenomenon 
and the FBC? Contacts with the West Group are re-
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flected in some finds, mainly the double axe and the 
jet beads from grave I, and the amber beads from the 
two graves. The few Tiefstich-sherds from grave I also 
belong to this context. From an architectural perspec-
tive, especially grave I may show a close connection to 
monuments made of boulders. The construction with 
rounded masonry (if the reconstruction is right) im-
plies a model which actually can only be influenced 
from the north. The next graves built with boulders 
belong to the Beckum group, situated 30 km north of 
the Soest group. The graves here were sunken into the 
ground and contained only few vessels, like it is typi-
cal for WBC burial rites, but these were of FBC origin. 
Their chronological setting can currently only be val-
idated by a Tiefstich amphora dating to horizon Brin-
dley 3/ 4 (3300−3200 cal BC, cf. Mennenga 2017, 94 
fig. 49). This situation illustrates a problem that affects 
the whole of the north and west of Westphalia, and 
the dating of the FBC-connected finds and features. 
At present, there are neither appropriate AMS dates 

nor ceramics that can be dated reliably before 3300 
cal BC (horizon Brindley 3); except a few sherds from 
the gallery grave of Lichtenau-Atteln II  (municipali-
ty of Paderborn), and from the passage grave Lenge- 
rich-Wechte (municipality of Steinfurt), possibly dat-
ing also to horizon 2/ 3  (Schierhold 2012b). Thus, 
the Hessian-Westphalian megaliths currently seem to 
be significantly older. New information can be gained 
only by newly generated AMS dates from Westphalian 
sites of the FBC. There is also a gap in research con-
cerning a catalogue of all FBC sites with ceramics 
in Westphalia. Therefore, a project was launched in 
2014 by the Commission for Westphalian Antiqui-
ties (Schierhold 2015; Schierhold/ pFeFFer 2015; 
Schierhold 2016; Schierhold 2017b). Within this 
framework, new AMS datings from the Westphalian 
FBC megaliths are in progress; furthermore, current 
palaeogenetic analysis of human bones from the meg-
alithic grave of Rheine-Schotthock (ecKert 1999) may 
shed light on the genetic origin of the buried.

conclusIons And pErspEc tIvEs: A nEW bAsE for futurE rEsE ArcH In WEstpHAlIA And »AbroAd«

Many new aspects enlighten and enrich our knowl-
edge of the Hessian-Westphalian Megalithic phe-
nomenon and its genesis and structure. Despite the 
establishment of new burial customs, no real break 
seems to occur in lifestyle and subsistence from Young 
to Late Neolithic times. The Michelsberg enclosures as 
fixed points and meeting places along track systems 
were  (albeit partially, with a certain discrepancy of 
time that still needs to be clarified) superseded by the 
gallery graves, whereby certainly at least some of the 
varied possible meanings were transferred.

The still-difficult-to-locate settlements may point 
to an at least partially mobile population, whose way 
of life was focused on animal husbandry. This may 
be reflected in the studies of stable isotopes, sug-
gesting higher protein consumption for grave II than 
for grave I. For the first time, the case study of Er-
witte-Schmerlecke shows indication that in two ad-
jacent graves, used at the same time, at least two 
communities with different living concepts buried 
their members, one of them perhaps being more mo-
bile than the other. In addition, after the first data 
from the Blätterhöhle at Hagen, the results for Er-
witte-Schmerlecke now suggest a third concept of 
a hunter-gatherer diet  (lifestyle?) for the »Soester 
Börde«, even lasting through the 4th millennium BC. 

In this regard, the many tooth pendants from wild an-
imals, the fox mandible amulets and the arrowheads 
as evidence of bow-hunting underline a not to be un-
derestimated importance of hunting. How long such 
subsistence strategies survived, cannot be conclusively 
ascertained. Nevertheless, we should also think about 
the wealth displayed at Erwitte-Schmerlecke in com-
parison to all other gallery graves recorded so far; this 
may also be seen as possible hint for more distinct so-
cial differentiation; despite we lack the possibility to 
assign certain individuals to artefacts.

Considering the end of collective burying, it is 
striking that  (again) no abrupt change of traditions 
took place. Rather a gradual transition to new struc-
tures becomes observable in erecting Final Neolith-
ic burials close to megaliths; at a time where these as 
monuments were still visible and retained their sig-
nificance as places of ancestral worship. In this sense, 
the model applied by groer  (2013, 354 fig. 32) for 
the neolithisation processes in north-western Ger-
many, comprising the stages of knowledge, persua-
sion, implementation and confirmation would also be 
transferred successfully to the Westphalian Late Ne-
olithic and its developments, outlined here roughly. 
This will be part of the detailed presentation of all re-
sults (Schierhold et al. in prep.).



315Case study of Erwitte-Schmerlecke, Westphalia

rEfErEncEs

Baales  et  al. 2016: M. Baales/  I. Koch/  K. Schierhold/   
D. Schyle, Licht für die Toten – Feuerzeuge in den spät-
neolithischen Großsteingräbern von Erwitte-Schmerle-
cke (Westfalen). Archäologisches Korrespondenzblatt 46, 
1, 2016, 27 – 41.

Bakker 1992: J.A. Bakker, The Dutch hunebedden. Mega-
lithic Tombs of the Funnel Beaker Culture (Ann Arbor 
1992).

Beckerman 2015: S. M. Beckerman, Corded Ware coastal 
communities: using ceramic analysis to reconstruct 
third millennium BC societies in the Netherlands (Lei-
den 2015).

Bollongino  et  al. 2013: R. Bollongino/  O.Nehlich/  M.P. 
Richards/  J. Orschiedt/  M.G. Thomas/  C. Sell/  Z. Fajkošo-
vá/   A. Powell/  J. Burger, 2000 years of parallel societies in 
Stone Age Central Europe. Science 2013, 342 (15) 479 – 481.

Bourgeois 2013: Q. Bourgeois, Monuments on the horizon. 
The formation of the barrow landscape throughout the 
3rd and 2nd millennium BC (Leiden 2013).

Bramanti et al. 2009: B. Bramanti/  M.G. Thomas/  W. Haak/   
M. Unterlander/  P. Jores/  K. Tambets/  I. Antanaitis-Jacobs/ 
  M. N. Haidle/  R. Jankauskas/  C.-J. Kind/  F. Lueth/  T. Ter- 
berger/  J. Hiller/  S. Matsumura/  P. Forster/  J. Burger, Ge-
netic Discontinuity Between Local Hunter-Gatherers 
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A monumental burial ground from the Funnel beaker period at oosterdalfsen (the netherlands)

Henk M. van der Velde, Niels Bouma, Daan C. M. Raemaekers

AbSTr Ac T

In 2015 a rescue excavation took place at Oosterdalfsen 
(municipality of Dalfsen, Overijssel, the Netherlands) yielded 
traces of a burial ground, an earthen monument and a house 
plan, all dating from the Funnel beaker period.

In total c. 137 graves were found. In several burial pits a 
corps silhouette was still visible indicating that these deceased 
were positioned in Hocker position. In total 123 pots were 
found in the graves. The decorated pots can be dated in Brind-
ley horizon 4–7 (c. 3200 – 2700 BC). One large structure con-
sisted of a ditch with a proximal length of 30 m and width of 
4 m. Because the presence of a central grave is not ascertained 

we do not interpret this ditch system as the remnants of a mon-
umental grave, but rather as an ditch-delimited arena for bur-
ial rituals. The house was two-aisled in construction, similar to 
the ones found at Flögeln 1 and Penningbüttel.

The Oosterdalfsen community seems to have created a 
monumental expression in earth – the ditched feature. The 
large number of burials allows defining both norm and vari-
ation in burial rites in a meaningful way. The analysis of the 
pots, in combination with spatial analysis, will perhaps al-
low us to better understand the social built-up of the com-
munity that used the site for their burial rites.

Fig. 1. Dalfsen (Netherlands) situated in the valley of the Vecht (after van der Velde 2011, map; and Neefjes et al. 2011, in-
ventory of finds ).
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ThE E Xc AvATIon

The burial ground is situated on a narrow sand ridge 
along a Late Pleistocene branch of the River Vecht. The 
excavation indicated that the surrounding low-lying 
areas probably did not contain running water, but are 
thought to have been a swamp-like environment. The 
Neolithic features were vaguely visible. To be certain 
that all burial pits were recovered, features visible at the 
first excavated level were documented first, after which 
a second excavation level was created some 20 cm below 
the first. As a result, the number of burial pits increased, 
with seventeen. In the southern sand ridge, almost all of 

the graves were found, as well as a ditched feature and 
several postholes. Just north of the sand ridge with the 
burials, another sand ridge was excavated with more fea-
tures dating to the Funnel beaker period. On the north-
ern sand ridge, features from a house plan and some 
more graves were documented. Every feature dating 
from the Neolithic period was manually elaborated and 
measured by using a robotic Total Station (rTS). By re-
peatedly measuring both the excavated features and 
finds during the excavation of the burial pits, we were 
able to reconstruct the features in three dimensions.

ThE burIAl pITS

Overall, 137 graves were found  (Fig.  2; Fig.  3), al-
though the total number still yields some uncertain-
ties because several burial pits did not contain TRB 
pottery or any other cultural material. Furthermore, 
some cremated bones were found. While 14C dates are 
lacking at present and features from later prehistoric 
periods and the Middle Ages were also present, it cur-
rently remains uncertain whether some or all of the 
cremation pits should be ascribed to the TRB period.

The burial pits were of a rectangular or oval shape, 
whereby the sizes of these pits differ enormously. 

There is a group of smaller sized pits that may have 
belonged to children’s graves (see below), as well as an 
enormous rectangular burial pit of 2.9 m by 2.0 m that 
contained two individual burial pits. With a few ex-
ceptions, the sizes and contents of most pits suggest 
that most of them were made for individual burials. 
Because the burials took place in loamless sandy soils, 
almost no bone fragments survived.

In 9 – 15 burial pits, a corpse silhouette was 
still  (partly) visible, indicating that these deceased 
were positioned in a lateral position with bended 
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Fig. 2. Oosterdalfsen: overview of the burial ground, earthen monument and houseplan (map: ADC Archeoprojecten).
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knees (Hocker) (Fig. 4; Fig. 5). The size of all burial pits 
suggests that this was the standard position, while 
TRB inhumations in supine position are equally com-
mon on other sites (kossiAn 2005, 133 – 138; cf. lüBke 
et al. 2007). For nine burials, it is possible to be more 
detailed about the position and orientation. All hock-
ers were placed on their left side facing towards the 
centre of the burial pit. The orientation of the bod-
ies differed from northwest-southeast (n=5) to north-
east-southwest (n=2) and east-west (n=2). One of the 
silhouettes was that of a child. Most of the pots were 

placed near the head/ stomach area (n=7). In one case, 
a second pot was placed at the feet of the deceased, 
while one burial pit did not contain finds. Burial pit 20 
is interesting, whereby the two pots were only found 
at a deeper level (under the silhouette). This may sug-
gest that the gifts were placed at the bottom of the pit 
and subsequently the deceased was placed on a podi-
um or they had to fill up the pit first. Due to the Hock-
er position in which the deceased were positioned, it is 
difficult to reconstruct their height. Of the nine buri-
als, one silhouette stands out with an estimated length 

Fig. 3. Oosterdalfsen: selection of burial pits (photos: ADC Archeoprojecten).
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of 1.10 m. Two seem to be about 1.30 m long and six sil-
houettes measure between 1.57 m and 1.66 m.

Most burials were oval pits  (n=63) or rectangu-
lar pits  (n=64), both with straight sides. Interesting-
ly, several of the rectangular pits provided the burnt 
remains of wooden planks. These must have formed 
the sides of the original burial pit. One oval burial pit 
stands out because it was covered by an enormous slab 
of iron ore, which must have been widely available in 
the nearby low-lying wet zones. Another group of bur-
ial pits is much smaller in size (n=10). In one of these 
pits, a corps silhouette was found measuring no more 
than 1.10 m. In another, a miniature cup was found. 
These finds are interpreted as children’s burials. Es-
tablishing the actual number of graves to be attribut-
ed to children is not without pitfalls because we never 
can be certain that every small burial pit represents a 
child’s grave.

The burial pits do not intersect one another, which 
indicates that the burials were marked at the surface. 
Several postholes suggest the existence of structures 
related to the burial pits. A circle of eleven postholes 
around burial 45 and seventeen postholes around bur-
ial 51 may be interpreted as post circles, while burial 
pits 22 and 23 were accompanied by four or six posts 
in a rectangular pattern. The burial group comprises 
several sub-groups based on differences in densities. 
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Fig. 4. Oosterdalfsen: corps silhouettes found at the burial ground (photo: ADC Archeoprojecten).

Fig. 5. Oosterdalfsen: rectangular shaped burial 13 with a 
corpse silhouette and beaker (photo: ADC Archeoprojecten).
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The largest sub-group is located nearest to the ditched 
feature that delimited the northeastern spread of the 
burial pits (see below). To the west, the burial pits ap-
pear to have been somewhat larger and several smaller 
clusters can be distinguished (Fig. 6).

Most graves contained finds, whereas in 39 of the 
137 graves no finds were found (Fig. 7). At this stage 
of analysis, the finds cannot be described in de-
tail, although some general characteristics can be 
stated. 84 graves contained pottery  (61 %), while 
flint artefacts  (both tools and flakes) were found in 
78 graves (57 %). The position of the finds in the pits 
varied. Several pots were placed at the bottom of the 
pits, although we also noticed pots placed at a high-
er level. At least in two graves, we noticed the absence 
of a part of the rim of the interred pot, most proba-
bly caused by the re-opening of the burial pit already 
during the Funnel beaker period. Especially with the 
flakes, it is difficult to prove whether they were orig-
inally part of the grave inventory or if they came into 
the pit being refuse material from the surroundings. 
Apart from the variation in the shape of the burial pits, 
more variation can be found in the number of finds 
from the pits. In most cases, only one pot (in combi-
nation with some flints) was found, although several 
graves contained more finds. A small number of buri-
als stand out from the › normal burials ‹ by the number 

or nature of the grave goods. The most striking exam-
ples of these graves are described below.

Burial pit 25 was rectangular in shape (with traces 
of burnt wood still visible) and contained five pots: a 
medium-sized vessel, two smaller cups and two col-
lared flasks (Fig. 8). Furthermore, a knob-butted axe 
was found. The distribution of this type of axes with-
in the Funnel beaker culture group mostly cover the 
Dutch parts of the West group and the adjacent Ger-
man part of Lower Saxony  (BAkker  1979, 97). They 
were probably made in this region and can be inter-
preted as a kind of ceremonial axes.

Burial pit 99 encompassed a pot placed at the side 
of a rectangular shaped pit. Underneath this pot, a 
necklace of 66 amber beads was uncovered in combi-
nation with an amber beads bracelet. Although (frag-
ments of) amber beads were found in several burial 
pits, this grave stands alone in terms of the total num-
ber of beads.

Overall, 123 pots were found in the graves. The dec-
orated pots can be dated using the typology of Brind- 
ley  (1986). Most of the ceramic finds are dated in 
Brindley horizon 4 and 5, while a minority are as-
cribed to horizons 6 – 7. Accordingly, the burial ground 
can roughly be dated between 3200 and 2700 BC (Mid-
dle Neolithic II–V in the chronology of northern Eu-
rope; e. g. Müller et al. 2012, fig. 1).
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Fig. 6. Oosterdalfsen: distribution of oval-shaped pits, rectangular pits and pits with traces of charred wood (map: ADC 
Archeo projecten).
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Fig. 7. Oosterdalfsen: number of finds (beakers and objects of flints) in the burial pits (map: ADC Archeoprojecten).

monumEnTAlIT y oF ThE burIAl grounD

During the excavation, one large structure was 
found that comprised an oval-shaped ditch with a 
proximal length of 30 m and width of 4 m (Fig. 10). The 
ditch had a filling similar to that of the burial pits (sug-
gesting a similar age). Several cross-sections during 
excavation indicated that the ditch was dug in seg-
ments. No finds could be retrieved from it. The ditch 
cut through two existing burial pits but was also cut 
by three other burial pits. The pits that were cut date 
from Brindley phase 5 and the pits that cut through 
the ditch structure date from phase 7. This indicates 
that this ditch dates to horizon 5 or 6. Inside the ov-
al-shaped ditch, at least three burial pits were record-
ed, although it is not (yet) possible to relate these pits 
directly to the ditch system and interpret one of them 
as the central grave. Because the presence of a central 
grave is not ascertained, we do not interpret this ditch 
system as the remnants of a monumental grave. An-
other possibility is that the earthen monument was Fig. 8. Oosterdalfsen: burial pit 25 (photo: ADC Archeoprojecten).
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Fig. 9. Oosterdalfsen: amber bead necklace from burial 
pit 99 (photo: ADC Archeoprojecten).

Fig. 10. Oosterdalfsen: traces of a ditch belonging to an 
earthen monument (photo: ADC Archeoprojecten).

Fig. 11. Oosterdalfsen: traces of a Neolithic mound (photo:  
ADC Archeoprojecten).

•
1:200

Fig. 12. Oosterdalfsen: traces of the houseplan found north of 
the burial ground (map: ADC Archeoprojecten).

used as an arena for burial rituals related to some or 
all of the pit burials. The monuments must have been 
visible for at least 2,000 years because this monument 
demarcates the southern border of a small crema-
tion burial ground dating in the Late Bronze and Iron 
Age (c. 1200 – 500 cal. BC).

Another sign of monumentality is found at the 
northern sand ridge  (the location of the house plan, 
see below). Here, a burial mound of presumed Neo-
lithic age was found (Fig. 11). This mount comprised 
at least two round ditches with a diameter of 9.5 m 
and 7.8 m. Inside one of the circles, a central burial pit 
was excavated, although this pit did not contain finds. 
Altogether, five burial pits have been found in or un-
der both ditches. The most remarkable one is burial 
pit 119, which was cut by a circular ditch. Aside from a 
flake of flint, no finds were retrieved in the rectangular 
burial. Remains from wooden planks were clearly visi-
ble. The dimensions of the coffin (1.99 m × 0.36 m) sug-
gest that the deceased was buried in supine position. 
The only finds from Neolithic origin found near these 
burial mound and pits are two sherds dating from the 
Single grave culture and Bell Beaker period. Although 
they were not found in closed context, this indicates 
that these burials must be dated later than those from 
the burial ground itself. In fact, they form the start of 
the afterlife (Nachleben) of the burial ground, cumu-
lating in graves dating not only from the Single grave 
culture, Belbeaker period but also from the Bronze 
Age and Early Middle Ages.
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The settlement area

Settlement traces were also found on the north-
ern sand ridge (Fig. 12). Due to the poor visibility of 
the features, it was difficult to discern structures in 
the sandy soil. At several places, the excavators doc-
umented traces of ditches, although these interpre-
tations could only be ascertained at one place, where 
a ditch-shaped structure was interpreted as a house 
plan. The house measured 8 m by 5.30 m and was 
two-aisled in construction. Due to the conservation 
of the features  – several of which may have disap-
peared due to podsolisation processes – several post 
holes and part of the ditches were not visible. Aside 
from the ditches and central postholes, a row of posts 
just south of the ditch stands out. This row is presum-
ably part of the original construction and we assume 

that the northern row was no longer visible. Assum-
ing that the ditches and row are part of the orgin-
al construction makes it possible to create a bipartite 
and two-aisled house construction like those found at 
Flögeln 1 and Penningbüttel A (ziMMerMAnn 2000; 
Assendorp 2000). The house plan is dated by a sin-
gle sherd from a Funnel pot found in the wall ditch. 
In the northwestern corner, a burial pit was found in 
which a blade was unearthed. Inside the structure, a 
cremation burial (most probably dating from the Ne-
olithic period) was documented (ziMMerMAnn 2000; 
Assendorp 2000). The house plan is dated by a single 
sherd from a Funnel pot found in the wall ditch. In the 
northwestern corner, a burial pit was found in which a 
blade was unearthed. Inside the structure, a cremation 
burial (most probablye dating from the Neolithic peri-
od) was documented.
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Fig. 13. Mander: Megalithic monument and burial pits dating to the Funel beaker period (after Lanting/Brindley 
2003 – 2004 fig. 12).
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ThE ImporTAncE oF ThE ooSTErDAlFSEn SITE

The site opens many new avenues for research. 
While the research of the Funnel Beaker culture has 
focused on the megalithic burials, the individual buri-
al in pits has attracted relatively little attention. A sin-
gular exception is the monumental study by Kossian, 
whose work indicates that inhumation graves are to be 
found alone in small groups. Before Oosterdalfsen, the 
largest group of TRB inhumation graves in the Neth-
erlands was known from Mander (province of Overi-
jssel), where eight inhumation pits were found near 
a (later destroyed) megalithic tomb (Fig. 13). Oosterd-
alfsen is evidence of a much wider spectrum of burial 
rites than previously imagined. The Oosterdalfsen bur-
ials date from horizon 4 onwards, a period when the 
building of the megalithic monuments had stopped, in 
the Netherlands and beyond. The Oosterdalfsen com-
munity, living and dying outside the natural distribu-
tion area of the boulders used for the construction of 
the megaliths seems to have created a monumental ex-
pression in earth, namely the ditched feature. This fea-
ture seems to have functioned as a focus point for later 
individual burials, similar to the megalithic monument 
at Mander (lAnting/Brindley 2003/ 4).

The burials not only indicate that local TRB had a 
wider repertoire of burial rituals than previously con-
sidered. The large number of burials from one location 

also allows another type of research. Accordingly, it 
is now possible for the first time to define both norm 
and variation in burial rites in a meaningful way, as 
well as trying to determine what the deviations from 
the norm mean in terms of social roles expressed in 
the burial rite. One aspect of variation is the indica-
tion that burial pits were sometimes re-opened. The 
existence of these (ritual) actions are not completely 
unknown for this period, but have seldom been stud-
ied in detail. In a preliminary description of the exca-
vation of the burial ground in Heek (NRW, Germany), 
Finke noticed the existence of sandy layers in the bur-
ial pits, suggesting that some of them were filled in 
stages, with time intervals (Finke 1990, 151). The 123 
pots can also be the start of a detailed analysis of dec-
oration in combination with spatial analysis. This will 
perhaps allow us to better understand the social build-
up of the community or communities that used the 
site for their burial rites.

In conclusion, the Oosterdalfsen site provides a warn-
ing that our knowledge of European prehistory is by 
definition based on what we know and that one new site 
might have a profound impact on our reconstructions of 
our past. Nonetheless, Oosterdalfsen holds the promise 
that European prehistory is a treasure chest that holds 
hitherto unknown and unimaginable treasures.
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TRB megalith tombs in the Netherlands

ABSTR AC T

Relying on a long and changing research tradi-
tion, Hunebeds provide the most impressive remains 
of Funnel Beaker societies in the Netherlands. The 
long history of peoples fascination in the megalith-
ic chambers of these Neolithic communities is nev-
ertheless accompanied by destruction phases and 
changing influences. As early as in 1734, these mon-
uments were legally protected in Drenthe, but in gen-
eral terms only. Protection of each specific tomb as 

well as scientific investigations started in the late  
19th century. Especially the 20th century saw extensive 
efforts of surveys, large-scale excavations and descrip-
tions of the tombs themselves and the material culture 
belonging to them. The development of typochronolo-
gies, sometimes supported by 14C-dates, brought a fur-
ther quality of the investigations, which led to different 
and manifold interpretations of these monuments and 
the societies erecting them. 

INTRoduC TIoN 

In spite of Giot’s adage, hunebeds are among the 
most popular tourist attractions in the north-east-
ern Netherlands. As early as 1859, the cartoonist  
Alexander Ver Huell drew a litho of tourists at hunebed 
D6-Tynaarloo, showing that nobody was really inter-
ested in the monument itself, but more in the ankles 
of the young girl, the wiping of his forehead, the comb-
ing of his hair, etc. (Fig. 1). The Dutch medieval term 
‘hunebed’ combines hune, giant and bed, bed (Dutch 
plural hunebedden, English hunebeds), cf. German 
Hünengrab  (giant’s grave) and Danish jaettestue  (gi-
ant’s chamber).

Most TRB sites occur on the dry sandy Pleisto-
cene soils north of the Rhine in the north-eastern 
Netherlands, where the ice of the Saalian glacia-
tion had brought the erratic stones from which the 
hunebeds (megalithic tombs of the TRB culture) were 
built. The ruins of 53−54 hunebeds are still extant 
in the province of Groningen (G1), Drenthe (D1−32, 
D34−47, D49−54) and perhaps Utrecht  (U1), where-
as the sites of 26−27 demolished hunebeds occur in 
Drenthe, Groningen, Friesland and Overijssel (Fig. 2). 

J.A. Bakker

Fig. 1. Visitors at hunebed D6-Tynaarloo by Alexander Ver 
Huell (litho by J.B. Hoffmeister, in: Ver Huell 1859, p. 337) 
The text runs: ›NEW HUNS AT AN OLD HUNNEBED / 
»And did that Hun sleep under this, papa?« / »Yes, child – 
and he has not risen yet.«‹ The cartoonist Ver Huell visited 
Drenthe in July, 1858 and drew several hunebeds, which 
drawings are now in Gemeentemuseum Arnhem.
 

Un site archéologique authentique  
n’est pas une foire aux touristes,  
mais un sanctuaire. 
                       Pierre-Roland Giot 1985
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Originally there may have been about one hundred. 
Most were passage graves; two or three demolished 
tombs were cists (D31a, D39a?, F1) and G5 was a rec-
tangular dolmen. All lie on › coversands ‹, aeolian de-
posits from the Weichselian period. Their stones 
are erratics from the Saalian glaciation, which were 
taken from eroded ground moraine fields, less than 
350−450 m away, or a few hundred metres more   
(Wieringa 1968; Bakker 1982; Bakker/ groenman- 
van Waateringe 1988).

The rectangular dolmen G5-Heveskesklooster, 
17 km southwest of the German town of Emden (Fig. 3) 
was discovered in 1982 below a Medieval terp (German 
Wurt) and J.N. Lanting excavated it in 1983. It was lo-
cated on a sandy ridge under peat and clay, near the 
southern bank of the river Ems. It had 7 uprights, 

3  capstones and there was no sizeable barrow. The 
cobble floor measured 2.7 × 1.1−1.5 m; the chamber 
height was c. 0.8 m. The earliest pottery from it dates 
from Brindley 2 (cf. Fig. 10). Really sensational was the 
– unique – observation that the capstones had been 
taken off before the tomb was overgrown by peat in 
2300−2200 BC, possibly by Corded Ware or Bell Beak-
er people (Bakker 1994).

The passage graves have 2 to 10 trilithons and an in-
terior chamber length of 3.2 to 17.3 m. [The West-Ger-
man passage graves 830-Werlte and 980-Damme reach 
interior chamber lengths of 27.5 and 32−34 m!] The 
entrance to the chambers was just an opening be-
tween uprights in some of the shortest tombs, or a 
portal made of one or two pairs-of-side stones or trili-
thons at or near the middle of the southern wall (most  
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chambers are directed ENE-WSW to NW-SE, but 
there are a few exceptions).

Among such exceptions are the two passage graves 
D43N and D43S which lie within the kerb of the  
only Dutch Langbett D34-Emmen-Schimmeres (Fig. 7, 
HolWerda 1914; van giffen 1962). Its kerb is 40.3 m 
long and 6.8 m wide. Unique for the West Group is that 
it has a rounded façade and tail; it has a NNE-SSW di-
rection, parallel to the contours of the local ridge on the 
top of which it is situated. Thus a master plan had exist-
ed here from the start, because a single passage grave 
could easily have been directed W-E. The earliest pot-
tery from this monument dates to Brindley 2 (Bakker 
1992, 15−21).

Further on, 8−9 passage graves had an oval or kid-
ney-shaped enclosure of standing stones. These are 
graves with 5−10 trilithons and interior chamber 
lengths of 8−17 m, but among the 27 tombs with these 
dimensions, only 30−33 % have them now. Possibly 

there was a dry walling of flat stones built between 
the kerb boulders. Several other passage graves will 
have lost their kerbs – their position could perhaps 
be detected with geophysical methods.

It has not yet been traced if the former hunebed 
barrows originally extended as far as the kerb, but  
solifluction immediately after barrow construc-
tion and an almost complete removal of barrow soil 
about AD 1870 (see below) make this difficult to de-
tect in Drenthe. j. n. lanting (2015; lecture røsnaes 
1995) has argued that the Dutch hunebed barrows 
reached only to the tops of the uprights and the base 
of the capstones, just far enough to seal off the cham-
bers. This is in strong contrast to the Danish barrows 
that often cover the tops of the capstones (deHn et al. 
2007). An other difference is that no loam was used in 
Drenthe to make the chamber roof and walls water-
proof, although loam was amply available.

deSTRuC TIoN ANd legAl pRoTeC TIoN of The huNeBedS

As indicated above, dolmen G5-Heveskeskloost-
er was partly destroyed before 2300−2200 BC. As far 
as I am aware, no such Neolithic destructions of meg-
alithic graves are known from elsewhere. In the late 
Middle Ages, Quadersteine were hewn out of hunebed 
and stray erratic boulders for the building of churches 
and the castle of Coevorden, but enormous Quader- 
stein buildings such as the cathedral of German 
Wildeshausen are absent in Drenthe, whereas smaller 
churches made of these blocks seem to have been rarer 
than in north-western Germany.

In 1730−1733 a catastrophe threatened the pol-
ders of the lower parts the country (Bakker 2010). A  

succession of three drought years had led to the pen-
etration of salty and brackish waters far inland. With 
the encroaching salty and brackish waters came the 
shipworm, Teredo navalis. In those years, the dikes 
consisted of clay and seaweed  (Zostera marina or 
nana) which were protected from the waves by verti-
cal wooden fences of heavy fir and oak poles. In the 
formerly fresh waters of the Zuyder Sea, and elsewhere 
from Flanders till Scandinavia, Teredo now suddenly 
tunnelled these fences and they broke off like match-
sticks. Had there been heavy storms, up to half of my 
country might have been inundated. Some consid-
ered the expansion of Teredo as God’s vengeance for 
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D40 D30

G5

a b c d e f g h i j

Fig. 3. Plans of the dolmen G5-Heveskesklooster and passage graves D40-Emmen and D30-Exloo (Bakker 1992, fig. 5).  
a: orthostat in original position; b: orthostat, assumed position; c: extraction hole of orthostat; d: possible extraction hole  
of orthostat; e: capstone, usually replaced; f: ›plombe‹ (see text); g: approximate foot of earthen barrow; h: small stones;  
i: supposed posthole; j: soil discoloration.
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growing homosexuality. The governments of the Sev-
en United Provinces of the Netherlands ordered the 
churches and synagogues to give penitentiary sermons 
and plead for God’s mercy. Moreover, they offered a 
prize contest for the best technical solution. This was 
won by Pieter Straat and Pieter van der Deure (1733), 
mayors of Bovencarspel in the endangered area, who 
invented the present sloping dike front with stone cov-
er  (Fig. 4). They also stated that cheap erratic boul-
ders were available from Drenthe, NW Germany and 
southern Scandinavia.

An enormous stone transport began. For in-
stance, between 1732 and 1802, 1.200.000 tons alone 
were shipped from Scandinavia (?) to Drechterland 
alone  (north of Amsterdam)  (scHilstra 1974). Be-
cause boundary stones, ford stones etc. were also 
taken away by the › stone-seekers ‹, the Drenthe gov-
ernment took action and prohibited their removal 
in its Resolution of July 21st, 1734. In the same breath 
it also protected › the so-called Hunebeds, which, as 
venerable monuments and time-honoured memorials, 
were to be preserved anywhere ‹. This was the third 

law in the modern western world enacted to pro-
tect antiquities. The first law was proclaimed by king 
Christian IV of Denmark in 1620, and in 1630 king 
Gustav Adolph of Sweden gave legal protection to 
castles, dolmens, forts, dolmens, rune-stones, graves 
and barrows in his wide realm. The 1734 law was often 
restated till the hunebeds were acquired by State or 
Province about 1870. Only in the 1960s were they pro-
tected by the national Monumentenwet of 1961 (up-
dated in 1988).

To my conviction, Johan Picardt’s well-known book 
on the history of Drenthe (1660), in which he paid am-
ple attention to the hunebeds and their Giant builders, 
has induced the Drenthe government to protect its 
time-honoured hunebeds in this manner.

Due to this law the number of extant hunebeds in 
Drenthe is still relatively high. Most are heavily ru-
ined, however, because their smaller stones were dug 
up to sell them to the builders of macadam roads in 
the 19th century, when police protection was insuffi-
cient and the Drenthe government negligent. Outside 
Drenthe all Dutch hunebeds were destroyed in the 18th 
and 19th century. The only exception is G1-Noordlar-
en where a local landowner has prevented the blasting 
about 1800 of the seven remaining large stones. They 
had survived the demolition of its greater part which 
took place before May 1st, 1768, when Petrus Camper 
drew its present-day ruin.

Nevertheless all extant hunebeds are sad ruins that 
were bereft of the dry walling slabs between the larg-
er boulders. Nowhere their construction could be ob-
served in as much detail as t. dehn (2015) managed in 
Denmark. However, the pottery, the sherds of which 
were often widely dispersed through a 10−20 cm thick 
layer on the floor cobbles, was usually left back by the 
stone collectors and it now often allows for a typolog-
ical dating of the tomb, the former plan of which is 
shown by extraction holes of the orthostats.

SuRve yS

At the instigation of L.O. Gratama (1815−87), MP 
for Drenthe, almost all hunebeds were acquired by the 
State or the Province around 1870. They were placed 
in tiny reserves separated by dry ditches from the 
communal heath lands  (which began to be sold for 
cultivation at the time). Most capstones were reposi-
tioned. Unfortunately, Gratama adhered to N. West-
endorp’s theory (1822) that the hunebeds had been free 
standing without a barrow; thus the remnants of the 
hunebed barrows were considered as wind-blown, and 
these were now dug away without expert supervision.

The leading London archaeologist A.W. Franks 
protested in vain to these actions  (1872) and asked 

the British archaeologists, Revd. W.C. Lukis and  
H. Dryden Bart. to survey the tombs. This happened in 
July 1878, when the › restorations ‹ had done their dam-
age. The photographs taken for the Leiden archaeolo-
gist W. Pleyte in 1874 and the lithographs after these 
published in 1880−82 show large fresh zones without 
algae on the stones, where the barrow remnants had 
been removed and capstones had been jacked-up.

In twelve working-days, Dryden drew the plans 
and prospects of 40 hunebeds, and Lukis described 
them briefly and made small soundings to detect 
the depth of the base of uprights. From the earth of 
these soundings, which he sieved, he collected the 

Fig. 4. The Zuyder Sea dike at Diemen (east of Amsterdam) 
before and after the shipworm catastrophe in 1731−1733.  
The new stone-covered dike is in the front. Behind it is the 
former dike consisting of a wooden fence protecting a dam 
of compacted seaweed (De Leth ca. 1765, detail of map 34).
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Fig. 5. Plans and ›prospects‹ of passage grave D26-Drouwener veld by H. Dryden, on July 12th, 1878 (Society of Antiquaries, 
Londen; Bakker 2010, fig. 48).
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Fig. 6. Plans of the passage graves D15-Loon (the shortest  
Dutch passage grave with a preserved kerb), D45-Emmer- 
dennen and D19-Drouwen (Bakker 1992, fig. 7). Key in fig. 9.

D15

D45

D19

15m0 1 2

sherds and flints; they are now in the British Muse-
um (Bakker 1979b). The beautiful ink and watercol-
our drawings on scale 1:48 on sheets of 28 × 40 cm by 
Dryden  (Fig. 5) were made fourfold: almost identi-
cal sets are kept in London  (Society of Antiquaries), 
Assen (Drents Museum), the Guernsey Museum & Art 
Gallery, and the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. Lukis 
reported to the Society of Antiquaries on their achieve-
ments (1879), but the high costs prevented publication 
of these drawings and descriptions in England or Hol-
land, unfortunately. Recently however, W.a.B. van der 
sanden  (2015) reproduced Dryden’s plans and pros-
pects on a reduced scale, together with the descrip-
tions by Lukis and his views on each tomb, drawn with 
a camera lucida, in a wonderful book. Lukis’s drawings 
of TRB pottery in Dutch collections are the first good 
illustrations of Tiefstich ware in the Netherlands (So-
ciety of Antiquaries, London). They were also repro-
duced by Van der Sanden, who described the personal 
contacts of Lukis and Dryden, the circumstances of 
their expedition, and the quality of their work in detail.

A.E. van Giffen  (1884−1973) compiled an impres-
sive atlas of the Dutch hunebeds in 1925−27, with 
two text volumes. He reproduced his plans on scale 
1:50 after the example of the Assen set by Dryden. 
van der sanden (2015) pointed out that they were 
less accurate than the latter. Van Giffen drew no ver-
tical sections himself and he reproduced those by 
Dryden on a very small scale (1925, atlas-pl. 117−118). 
Dryden’ s compass-card of the ›bearings of [28] 
Hunne-beds in Drenthe ‹ in Assen inspired one of all 
hunebeds by van giffen (1925, atlas-pl. 119). His at-
las measured 33 × 50 cm. E. Sprockhoff’s atlases der  
Megalithgräber Deutschlands, on scale 1:100, three im-
pressive volumes published in 1966, 1967 and 1975, have 
similar dimensions (31.5 × 47 cm). Sprockhoff’s surveys 
had been initiated by K.-H. Jacob-Friesen, director of 
the Provinzialmuseum Hannover, who had taken part 
in Van Giffen’s excavation of the demolished cist F1- 
rijs/ riis in 1922 and Van Giffen will have shown him 
his magnum opus (1925−1927) in statu nascendi.

huNeBed e xC AvATIoNS By holweRdA ANd vAN gIffeN

In 1908 J.H. Holwerda excavated five Brindley 5 flat 
TRB earth graves and settlement remains at Uddel in 
the province of Gelderland in the central Netherlands. 
In 1912 he completely investigated the passage graves 
 D19 and D20 at Drouwen, and in 1914 Langbett D43 at 
Emmen (Figs. 6−7). The chambers produced an incredi-
ble amount of pottery (Fig. 8), the majority of which was 
in sherds (HolWerda 1913a; b; 1914). Holwerda found 
them in one compact find layer upon an irregular cobble 
pavement, which was covered by gravel of burnt granite.

In 1918, A.E. van Giffen investigated five extant 
and one demolished hunebeds in the hope that a good 
stratigraphical succession of the pottery in chronolog-
ical order could be documented in the chamber fills. In 
1922−1925 he investigated four demolished hunebeds. 
As mentioned, he published his findings in the two 
text-volumes cum atlas  (van giffen 1925−27). In it 
he discerned three successive pottery phases: Drou-
wen  (now Brindley 1−4), Early Havelte  (Brindley 5) 
and Late Havelte (Brindley 7, cf. Fig. 9). Although he 
thought to have found a reliable pottery succession in 
the chamber fill of D21-Bronneger. Bell Beaker › pot 
beakers ‹ lay under levels with TRB fragments, howev-
er, and 14C-dates showed in the 1960s that they were 
much younger than the latest TRB pottery.

Van Giffen continued his hunebed excavations in 
1927−52  (3 intact and 5 demolished tombs), but be-
cause useful chronostratigraphies were nowhere 
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found in the chambers, he concentrated, in the last 
twenty years of his life (1953−72) on the restoration of 
almost all hunebeds. The place and forms of missing 
uprights were traced and indicated by plombes of con-
crete and crushed granite in the land surface. Almost 
all hunebeds were treated this way. The collecting of 

pottery sherds was completely neglected, however 
– most sherds were thrown back in the trenches.

After the excavation of hunebed D26 in 1968 and 
1970 (see below), J.N. Lanting excavated or re-excavat-
ed the remains of 11 extant or demolished hunebeds 
in 1969−1993.

T ypoChRoNology

Basing myself on the ceramic typologies of Van 
Giffen and H. knöll (1959) I developed a typochro-
nology of nine phases in 1973, which was printed 
in 1979. a.l. Brindley (1986) improved and re-ar-
ranged it considerably and brought it down to sev-
en › horizons ‹ (Fig. 9). In part they can be 14C dated to 
3400−2950 BC. That › Brindley 1 ‹ began about 3400 BC 
is guesswork, however, because direct 14C dates are 
still lacking; typologically it is comparable to MNA 
I (Troldebjerg) pottery. In his impressive book (2012), 
ten anscHer argued in great detail for a devel-
opment under Rössen influences of the TRB West 
Group pottery out of the preceding Swifterbant 

pottery  (4900−3700  BC) in a transitional period  
of 4150−3700  BC, which was followed by Pre- 
Drouwen TRB  (3700−3400  BC) and Middle Neo- 
lithic TRB (3400−2950  BC). He even suggested that  
the MN North Group pottery was strongly in- 
fluenced by the West Group; see ten anscHer (2015) 
for a summary.

My typochronology of the battle-axe types in the 
TRB West group (Bakker 1979a, 87−108) was based 
on studies by k.-H. Brandt  (1967) and others.  
Important is the discovery of a › Dutch type ‹ knob- 
butted battle-axe in a Brindley 5 f lat grave at Dalf-
sen in 2015 (see van der velde, this vol.). The grave 

Fig. 8. The baffling amount of pottery in several Dutch hunebeds is illustrated by the 93 reconstructable pots from the hune- 
beds D19-Drouwen and D20-Drouwen, which are only a fraction of the total original amount. Also shown are 12 stone and 
flint axes, 6 amber beads and 4 beads made of jet or other material (Rijksmuseum van Oudheden, Leiden; Bakker 2010, p. II).
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1
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4

5

6

7

Fig. 9. The ‘horizons’ 1−7 (Brindley 1986), with pilot types for each horizon (adapted from Van Ginkel et al. 1999).
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also contained two undecorated collared flasks and two 
decorated Brindley 5 pots. This confirms my indirect 
dating of the type (1979a) and refutes m. Zapotocký’ s 
verdict  (1990) that the ›Dutch‹ knob-butted battle- 
axes should be dated to the Early Neolithic  (i.e. be- 
fore Brindley 1) by analogy to the Central European 

knob-butted battle-axes (see p. I−VII in the 2009 re-
print of my 1979a book).

About 60 sites of TRB flat graves are known from 
the Netherlands. They usually occurred in small cem-
eteries, but the number of graves is much smaller than 
the 120 flat graves at Dalfsen.

 The Ide A RefuTed ThAT ›  the longest pAssAge gr Aves were the most recent ‹

The Dutch hunebeds often contain much more pot-
tery than was found in, for instance, Mecklenburg. 
Several of these pots are quite well datable in terms 
of the Danish typochronology, which is mainly dated 
by the › Middle Neolithic ‹ settlement pottery sequence 
from the isle of Langeland, Denmark (Bakker 1979a, 
37−43).

e. sprockHoff (1938, 32), van giffen (1925−1927) 
and several other older authors thought that in the 
TRB North Group and/ or the related TRB West Group 
the passage grave chambers became continuous-
ly longer with time. I have tried out whether this was 
true for the West Group and if its T-shaped passage 
graves could be dated by the pottery (Bakker 1979a, 
152−157). My conclusion was that no Dutch passage 
graves were constructed after Brindley 4, but I could 
not exclude that some German West Group graves 
had still been built in Brindley 5 [updating my origi-
nal phase letters A−G to Brindley’s 1986 horizons 1−7].

A. Voorrips concluded from my presentation 
that there was › a significant [statistical] corre-
lation between chamber length and the oldest 
pottery ‹ (Bakker 1980, 123−125). a.l. Brindley ob- 
jected, however  (1983, 229−230): › Bakker’s review of 
the pottery at individual megalithic tombs did noth-
ing to substantiate this progression. No finds at any of 
these sites could be categorically placed in the earli-
est Drouwen style, Bakker’s phase A. A brief glance at 
the graphs which he used to illustrate his arguments 
shows that the largest number of sites was associat-
ed with B material. As might be expected, the greatest 
variety of chamber size occurred at this point also. ‹ 
a.e. lanting (1985, 454) agreed with me that pottery 
of Bakker A/ Brindley 1 type was found only in or at c. 
3−6 m long chambers with 2−5 pairs of side stones in 
the Netherlands.

For Westphalia, Lower Saxony and the Altmark,  
f. laux (1990) independently rekindled the idea that 
the longer a passage grave was, the later it should 
be dated. When I checked this (1992) in more detail 
than in 1979, I found again no systematic relation be-
tween chamber lengths and the earliest pottery known 
from each tomb. Although Brindley 1 pottery was 
found in the Netherlands only in or at kerbless tombs 

with 2−4 pairs of side stones and floor lengths of  
c. 4.2−6.5 m  (including the F1-Riis/ Rijs cist with a 
floor length of c. 4.3 m and 5 pairs of side stones), it 
also occurred in the western chamber of both 817- 
Tannenhausen passage graves with a floor length of 
11.4 m and 6 pairs of side stones in German Ostfries-
land (Fig. 10), which I. Gabriel had been completely ex-
cavated (Bakker 1992, 61−72, tables 3−4).

Thus the chamber lengths were determined by oth-
er factors than an architectural expertise growing with 
time: perhaps by un esprit du clocher, competitive 
ranking, the availability of stones, or the number of 
helpers that could be mobilized?

Fig. 10. Plans of the passage graves 817-Tannenhausen-W & E  
in German Ostfriesland (Gabriel 1966), D6e-Tynaarloo (Van 
Giffen 1944) and G1-Noordlaren (Bakker 1983). Key in fig. 3 
(Bakker 1992, fig. 17).
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huNeBed d26-dRouweNeRveld

Together with W. Glasbergen and A.E. van Giffen, 
I undertook the complete excavation of hune-bed 
D26-Drouwenerveld in three student field courses in 
1968 and 1970. Because Van Giffen had found in 1918 
that the chamber fill was intact, contrary to our better 
knowledge Glasbergen and I hoped to find a stylistically 
useful chronostratigraphy by a more precise admin-
istration of the pottery inside the 10 m long chamber. 
It was excavated with trowels in 1 m2 squares and the 
3D-position of all artefacts and loose stones was docu-
mented. The vertical sections and successive horizon-
tal levels of these blocks were also drawn on scale 1:10 
and for the first time since Lukis and Dryden, 1878, all 
sand was sieved. At the advice of Jans Hebels, the ad-
jacent farmer, we used his potato-sorter with a false 
cam upon which a screen with a 0.4 × 0.4 cm mesh was 
laid (successive versions of it are now in general use on 
Dutch excavations).

Despite all this work, once again no useful stratig-
raphy was found in the chamber. No whole pots were 
found and the sherds of one pot were often widely dis-
persed through the find layer on top of a granite grit 
covered, strikingly uneven cobble floor. Fragments 
of a Corded Ware amphora lay under TRB sherds!  
Moreover, sherds had moved upwards into the yel-
low sandy chamber fill. I do not understand what has 
caused this › Brownian movement ‹ (which occurs in all 

Dutch chamber fills). It seems to have taken place be-
fore the Early Iron Age.

The earliest TRB pottery types in D26 are from ear-
ly in Brindley 2. A Brindley 5 amphora and a Brindley 5 
semi-globular bowl on a foot ring, both decorated, in 
the entrance passage concluded the TRB depositions. 
Sherds of both were found in 1878 by W.C. Lukis (in the 
British Museum) and by ourselves in 1970. After sorting 
and restoring the pottery in the course of forty years, 
it turned out that the chamber of D26 had contained 
at least 165 pots: 1 Early Iron Age pot with roughened 
surface, 2 Corded Ware amphorae and 162 TRB pots. 
The TRB pottery comprised 49 dishes or bowls, 10 pails, 
34 tureens, 13 amphorae and shouldered pots, 45 fun-
nel beakers, 4 collared flasks, 2 biberons and 5 undec-
orated orange bowls with a black inner side or core of 
the sherd. There were also 3 stone battle-axes, 3 stone 
and flint axes, 131 transversal flint arrowheads, 22 oth-
er flint tools, a great number of flint chips, and 48 small 
round or doughnut-shaped amber beads.

A handful of cremated tiny bones and teeth, 139 find 
numbers, were twice identified as a child’s (including a 
milktooth), but the majority was from adult men and 
women. The 11 animal bones and teeth derived from cow, 
pig and possibly sheep or goat. Game was lacking (analy-
ses by E. Smits and L.H. van Wijngaarden-Bakker).

NAIl ImpReSSIoNS prove  ThAT The poT TeRS weRe womeN

As usual, the footring of a richly decorated Brin-
dley 3 bowl in hunebed D26 was attached to it via a 
pinched-up ridge on the bowl. In this case, quite ex-
ceptional for TRB, the fingerprints and the nail im-
pressions could be seen in the cracks. Even accounting 
for a 10 % shrinkage of the clay, the nails were so slen-
der that only a child or a young woman could have 
been the potter and, given the obvious profession-
al skill displayed by the pot and its decoration, it was 

made by a young woman  (Bakker/ luijten 1992) 
This confirms k. eBBesen’s arguments (1975) that the 
North Group pottery was made by female potters; this 
was therefore also the case in the West Group, and 
probably everywhere in the TRB culture.

In principle, the width of the nail impressions on 
other prehistoric pottery could also be measured to see 
if the potters were female, but as far as I am aware, this 
has not yet been undertaken anywhere else.

›  SeRvICeS ‹  ANd oTheR › SImIl ARIT y gRoupS ‹

e. scHlicHt  (1968) discerned › services ‹ and sets 
of very similar looking pottery in passage grave Em-
meln 2 near the eastern bank of the river Ems, just 
east of our border. In a study about »Service sets« 
and other »Similarity groups« in Western TRB pot-
tery  (Bakker/ luijten 1992), I seriated the charac-
teristic decorative features of more or less similar 
looking pots by K. Goldmann’s method (steHli 1973). 
It turned out that instead of the presence of decoration 
motifs, their combinations were crucial.

In hunebed D26 an almost unique, beautiful foot-
ed dish appeared to belong to a › service ‹ togeth-
er with another footed dish  (foot missing), a pail 
and a small tureen (Similarity Group L in Bakker/ 
luijten 1992). Related pots, assignable to the same 
Group L, were found up to 15 km away in eastern 
Drenthe. Two almost identical decorated bowls oc-
curred in D26 and in hunebed D28-Buinen, 1,6 km 
apart.
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TR Ade ANd ShIppINg

Among the sherds from the two 817-Tannenhau- 
sen passage graves in German Ostfriesland are those 
of a TRB pot decorated with genuine thick wound 
cord impressions. Such a decoration is typical for the 
North Group and is totally absent from West Group 
pottery. This pot was obviously brought from the 
isles of Amrum and Sylt or their hinterland in Nord-
friesland, Germany, probably by boat. The distance is 
120 km linea recta and 150 km along the coast. Very 
little is known about TRB navigation, but similar-
ly decorated pots in southern Sweden, eastern Jut-
land and Mecklenburg demonstrate that the Baltic Sea 
was actively navigated (eBBesen 1975). No TRB ware 
is known from Britain or Ireland. The often outsized, 
sacred flint axes in the Drenthe hoards  (Wentink 

2006) may have been brought by boat from Dithmar-
schen and North-Jutland. Hoards of Danish flint axes 
near the coast of the Bothnic Gulf, north of Umeå in 
North Sweden, are evidence of 2 × 1200 km long sum-
mer boat trips (Becker 1952). Those precious axes will 
have been no less sacred than those in Drenthe and 
they exemplify even better to what great lengths Neo-
lithic people went for their religious convictions.

Moreover, the relative uniformity of the Middle Neo- 
lithic TRB pottery in southern Scandinavia, North 
Germany and the Netherlands, despite its unique vari-
ation of forms and decoration types, shows clearly that 
there were intensive contacts, direct and indirect, be-
tween the populace of the North and West Groups in 
this vast area.

Be AR pelTS

From hunebed D53-Havelte, excavated in 1918, 
few cremated bones were recovered. Recently E. 
Smits identified those of two adults and two teen-
agers, whereas C.H. Maliepaard recognised two 
third phalanges of the brown bear. These are the 
bones directly behind the nails, which remain at-
tached to the pelt when the claws are preserved (il-
lustrated by jager 2014, 84; pers. comm. of Smits, 
2015). About 20 years ago, Maliepaard identified third 
bear phalanges among the cremated bones in three 
of 21 flat graves with 25 individuals at Leer-Wes-
terhammrich, Ostfriesland in Germany. There 
were 16 adults  (8 men, 4 women, 1 unclear), 8 chil-
dren and one individual of unknown age. The bear 
claws derive from graves of adult men or adults, 
and (male?) children or subadults, as were bone chis-
els. On the other hand bone piercers were associat-
ed with women and (female?) children (smits 2000). 
Bear claws were the only non-domesticated animal  
remains from the site, in three graves the burnt re-

mains of 2, 3 or 6 front claws were found; Smits 
suggested that they were ornaments, but I pre-
fer to think of bear pelts. Claws of the back paws 
would also have given suitable ornaments, but 
were not found. Bear paws are a delicacy  (in-
ternet), but their consumption would have left 
other foot bones as well. Six graves contained Brin-
dley 7 pottery. Thirteen Groningen radiocarbon 
dates of the charcoal, from 6 graves with pottery and 
4 without, range between 4390 ± 40 to 4140 ± 45 BP 
(lanting/ van der plicHt 2000, 67), i.e. 
about 2900−2700 cal  BC. Unfortunately the re-
sults of these so significant excavations by W. 
Schwarz and R. Bärenfänger [!] in 1996−97 have 
not yet been published. N. Andersen and L. Klas-
sen wrote me that similar bear claw finds are un-
known from Danish TRB graves and I found 
no connections to the very distant Medieval  
Berserkers or subrecent bear lore (see internet).

SeT TlemeNTS

TRB settlement sites occurred almost everywhere 
on the dry sandy soils north of the Rhine, as far south-
west as Laren, 26 km south-east of Amsterdam-cen-
tre (Bakker 1982). They were also found, however, on 
wet Holocene soils at Slootdorp-Bouwlust and Sloot-
dorp-Kreukelhof, gemeente Wieringerwerf, 30 km north 
of central Amsterdam. In contrast to the dry sandy sites, 
unburnt organic remains were well preserved here.

A settlement site on a dune along the lower  
River Vecht(e) in Lot P14 in the Noordoostpolder 

132 km north-east of Amsterdam-centre, displayed  
a smooth transition from Swifterbant to an Early  
Neolithic Prae-Drouwen TRB phase, and to MNA 
TRB, with many organic data (ten anscHer 2012; 
ten anscHer 2015; cf. raemaekers 2015 and  
geHasse 1995).

drentH (this vol.) deals with TRB sherds/ pots that 
were recently found in settlements of the Vlaardingen 
Culture in the Holocene regions between Amsterdam, 
and Rotterdam.
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Several TRB settlements were investigated, but 
apart from a possible TRB palisade at Anloo (Water- 
Bolk 1960) and a large palisade at Hattemer-
broek  (drentH, this vol.) no other clear structures 
were identified; the first Dutch house plan was only 

recognized in 2015, at Dalfsen (van der velde, this 
vol.). The scattered sherds in the Dutch settlement 
sites usually date to one or three consecutive typolog-
ical phases, in agreement with the ceramic typochro-
nology.

A l AST poINT

f. Hallgren (2008) and B. HultHén (2008) pro-
posed that in the Örebro-Stockholm region the fe-
male potters were matrilocal. They stayed in the 
small settlements where they were born, learned 
potting and the location of the outcrops of the good 
clays from their mothers and grandmothers, whereas 
the pottery types changed over time with the gener-
al fashion. The men, on the other hand, who married 
into the women’s settlements, came from a large sur-
rounding region, as shown by the overall similarity of 

their polygonal knob-butted battle-axes throughout 
southern Sweden.

My maps of two battle-axe types of the West 
Group, the Han(n)over axe and the Dutch knob-butt-
ed axe (Bakker 1979a, figs. 51 and 5.4) seem to display 
a similar regionality, so that Hallgren’s model may also 
apply to the West Group. On the other hand, these 
battle-axe distributions were dynamic and changed 
over time (drentH, this vol.).
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megalithic monuments in Sardinia (Italy)

Riccardo Cicilloni

AbSTr Ac T

On the island of Sardinia, in the western Mediterrane-
an, the megalithic phenomenon is documented at least since 
the Middle Neolithic Age (5th millennium BC), reaching its 
peak during the Late Neolithic and the Copper Age (first cen-
turies of the 4th-end of the 3rd millennium BC) and further 
developing until the Bronze Age. Indeed, Sardinia excels in 
terms of displaying quite a lot of megalithic monuments: at 
present, we know 226 dolmenic burials, about 750 menhirs, 
100 statue-menhirs and at least twenty megalithic circles. 
The dolmenic tombs are particularly interesting: in terms of 
typology, they belong to five main categories, namely simple 
type, › corridor ‹ type, › side entrance ‹ type, › mixed ‹ type and 
› allées couvertes ‹ type. Even though the size of the Sardinian 
dolmens is generally not so great, they are highly visible in the 
landscape: many of them are closely related to nature trails, 
sometimes coinciding with canyons or valleys. These mon-
uments should not only have a funerary or ritual function, 

but also › political ‹. In fact, these monuments could be inter-
preted as »signs of territorial demarcation of segmentary so-
cieties«, according to the hypothesis already carried out by 
Colin Renfrew, with functions of control and organisation of 
the territory by small groups of farmers and shepherds. Re-
cent research has highlighted close structural relationships 
between the megalithic monuments of Sardinia and some ex-
tra-insular regions, such as the Iberian Peninsula, France 
and chiefly Corsica. We can infer that during the Prehistoric 
Age Sardinia was not a cut-off region with only scarce rela-
tions with other areas, but rather it made part of the whole 
western region of the Mediterranean basin, including from 
a cultural perspective. This contribution intends to offer the 
most outstanding testimonies of the megalithic phenomenon 
in Sardinia, linking it to the chronological and areal corris-
pondences of the western Mediterranean region.

InTroDuc TIon

On the island of Sardinia, in the western Mediter-
ranean, archeological investigations since 800 have re-
vealed the presence of several megalithic monuments 
of prehistoric times (Fig. 1).

The first traveller-scholars who visited Sardinia at 
the turn of the 19th and 20th century – such as the Scot-
tish archeologist Duncan MAckenzie (1910; 1913) and 
the Irish scholar Olivier dAvies (1939) – remained so 

Sardinia

40 km0

Fig. 1. Sardinia (Western Mediterranean). Distribution of 
main Sardinian sites mentioned in the text and the image 
captions: 1. Li Muri (Arzachena); 2. Coddu Ecchiu (Arzach-
ena); 3. Ciuledda (Luras); 4. Sa Coveccada (Mores); 5. Su 
Crastu Peltuntu (Giave); 6. Sos Furrighesos Anela; 7. Monte 
Maone (Benetutti); 8. Matta Larentu (Suni); 9. Serrese (Sin-
dia); 10. Perda ‘e s’Altare (Birori); 11. Boeli (Mamoia-
da); 12. Monte Paza (Sedilo); 13. Mesu Enas (Abbasanta); 
14. Macchetturu (Ruinas); 15. Cirquittus (Laconi); 16. Gen-
na Arrele (Laconi); 17. Sa Domu ‘e s’Orku (Setzu); 18. Bin-
gia ‘e Monti (Gonnostramatza); 19. Pranu Mutteddu (Goni); 
20. S’Incorriadroxiu (Silius); 21. Cuili Piras (Castiadas); 
22. Arratzu (Villaperuccio).
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Fig. 2. Megalithic circle of Li Muri-Arzachena (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of the Department of History, Cultural 
Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).

impressed and admired by such rich »megalithic« her-
itage that they reported and described dolmens and 
menhirs, as well as nuraghi and giants’s tombs (monu-
ments of the Bronze Age).

Numerous scholars – Italians and foreigners – later 
occupied the argument (to mention only the most impor-
tant: Taramelli, Pallottino, Zervos, Lilliu, Contu, Atzeni, 
Castaldi, Tanda, Moravetti, etc.), reporting and studying 
the various monuments as they were discovered.

In Sardinia, the megalithic phenomenon is docu- 
mented at least since the Middle Neolithic Age (5th mil-
lennium BC), reaching its peak during the Late Neo-
lithic and the Copper Age (first centuries of the 4th and 
end of the 3rd millennium BC) and further developing 
until the Bronze Age. In fact, we know 226 dolmenic 
burials, about 750 menhirs, 100 statue-menhirs and at 
least twenty megalithic circles, or cromlech (cicillo-
ni 2009; 2013).

mEgAlIThIc cIrclES

Regarding the first attestations of megalithic mon-
uments, we remember the phenomenon of grave cir-
cles of Gallura in the North-eastern Sardinia (puglisi 
1942, 127 – 138; BAgellA/ depAlMAs 2007; pAgli-
etti 2009). We know 50 of these, in various loca-
tions  (Atzeni 1981, 41 – 42). These structures are 
mostly funeral, as evidenced by the frequent presence 
of lithic cists (or coffres) and the discovery of various 
skeletal elements, although perhaps – at least in some 

cases – they were linked to the cult (lilliu 1988, 65). 
Among these circles, the most important is Li Muri at 
Arzachena (in North-eastern Sardinia) (Fig. 2). In fact, 
in this site there is a necropolis comprising five lithic 
cist tombs, quadrangular, four of which are surround-
ed by circles of stones fixed vertically (AntonA 2003; 
lugliè 2011). These circles – with a diameter varying 
from 5.30 to 8.50 m – are tangent to each other, where-
by near these circles there are small menhirs. In terms 
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of chronology, thanks to recent investigations on the 
grave goods found, this site is attributable to the final 
phases of the Middle Neolithic  (AlBA 2000, 45; An-
tonA 2003, 367) period, characterised by the cultural 
aspect of San Ciriaco of Terralba (lugliè 2003; usAi 
2009, 55 – 58).

Interesting elements of chronological analysis also 
come from the structural convergence with analogous 
monuments of the near Corsica. Excavations carried 
out in coffres similar to the Gallura circles in Mon-
te Revincu-S. Pietro di Tenda (North Corsica) have in 
fact given radiocarbon datings pertinent to the last 
centuries of the 5th millennium  BC, allowing us to 
place chronologically the beginnings of megalithism 
in Corsica during the Middle Neolithic (leAndri/ de-
Mouche 1999; leAndri 2000).

Jean Guilaine brings together this type of sepulchral 
monuments  – which are also present in Catalonia 
and southern France – speaking of »proto-mégalith-
isme«, to designate a primitive evolutionary moment 
of the Mediterranean megalithism  (guilAine 1996, 
125 – 127; 2011, 33 – 39). Accordingly, the cists of Gallu-
ra – with attached small menhirs – would be the first 
phase of Sardinian megalithic phenomenon, before the 
true monolithic and trilithic megalithism. Megalithic 
circles are also present in other areas of Sardinia, such 
the cromlech of S’Incorriadroxiu at Silius (South-East-
ern Sardinia) (MAnunzA 2008, 31 – 32).

Therefore, if the Sardinian megalithic phenomenon 
seems to arise between the Middle Neolithic and the 
Late Neolithic, only during this last period – with the 
Ozieri culture (4000 – 3300 BC) – does the megalith-
ism seem to know the moment of its greatest expan-
sion, with the spread in the whole island of menhirs of 
various types and numerous dolmens.

mEnhIrS

Regarding the menhirs, we know at least 740 exam-
ples in Sardinia, including the aforementioned men-
hirs of Li Muri (MerellA 2009) (Figs. 3 – 4). They are 
found all over the island territory  (with a particular 
concentration in central areas) and in almost all alti-
tude bands. We recognise three main typological cate-
gories, probably belonging to an evolutionary line: the 
aniconic type  (the more represented), simple, with-
out representations; the proto-anthropomorphic type, 
ogival in shape, with a flat front face and a convex rear; 
and finally, the anthropomorphic type, with figurative 
elements (such as eyes) resembling the human figure.

They have different measures, from the 50 cm ex-
ample at Pranu Mutteddu-Goni (South-East Sardinia) 
to monuments taller than 6 m, such as some menhirs 
of Mamoiada, Orgosolo and Oliena  (central-eastern 

Fig. 3. Menhirs of Cuili Piras-Castiadas (aniconic type) 
(photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of the Depart-
ment of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, University 
of Cagliari).

Fig. 4. Menhirs of Arratzu-Villaperuccio (proto-anthropo-
morphic type) (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of 
the Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, 
University of Cagliari).
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Sardinia). They are single, in couples or alignments 
and – in some examples – with signs and symbolic el-
ements, especially cup marks. We often found them 
associated with other prehistoric monuments such as 
megalithic circles, dolmens and allées couvertes, caves 
and sacred areas of various kinds, the so-called »do-
mus de Janas«, literally »fairy or witches houses«. This 
term in Sardinian language indicates Neolithic artifi-
cial rock-cut tombs. We know now about 3,500 domus 
de janas located on the island (tAndA 2009, 67).

Within the phenomenon of standing stones, two 
sites are particularly interesting: Pranu Muttedu at 
Goni and Cirquittus at Laconi  (south-east Sardinia). 
The site of Pranu Mutteddu is characterised by numer-
ous menhir  – about 60  – of the »proto-antropomor-
phic« type  (Atzeni/ cocco 1989; cicilloni 2011). 
They are made with local sandstone, carved with a fine 
and accurate processing and they range from 0.50 m to 
2.70 m in height. They are variously located, in pairs, 
small groups as well as small and large alignments, 
among which the most numerous comprises a group of 
twenty menhirs, while others more rarely are isolated.

Some of these are associated with a particular ne-
cropolis that contains different types of tombs, char-
acterised by the presence of circular structures that 
surround the burial and supporting the mound that 
covered the tombs. The tomb n° II presents a small 
menhir at the entrance, while tomb n° IV is charac-
terised by the presence of a triad of standing stones on 
one side of the structure to protect the tomb. The ar-
cheological investigations have allowed us to date the 
complex from the latter Neolithic period through to 
the first Copper Age. The site has been interpreted as a 
sacred area, in part intended for ancestor worship (as it 
seems to suggest the presence of monumental tombs), 
partly linked to rites and ceremonies connected to ag-
ricultural and fertilistic cults.

Near the site of Cirquittus, at Laconi, archeolo-
gists of the Cagliari University investigated an inter-
esting megalithic context of cult, centred on a kind of 
sub-circular cromlech  (major axis 37 m, minor axis 
25 m), constituted by great rocks and flanked by align-
ments of proto-anthropomorphic menhirs, by proba-
ble burial structures just emerging on the ground and 
by a characteristic megalithic monument of sub-quad-
rangular plan  (9.30 × 7.50 m), with probable ritual 
character. In stratigraphic levels of base, the excava-
tion of this structure gave a clear context of Ozieri cul-
ture (Atzeni 2004, 241 – 245).

The value and the function that the menhirs ab-
solved for the prehistoric peoples who erected them 
are not yet fully understood. It is probable that they 
took multiple meanings, depending on the context in 
which they were bound. They mainly had a function 
of protection and symbolic delimitation of the spaces. 

They could in fact be indicators of a sacred area and 
at the same time protecting it: associated with a fu-
nerary monument, they could indicate the place of the 
dead and protect the »sleep« of the same. They could 
also indicate a transit or a sacred path, especially in 
the case of alignments.

Finally, they could also have a function of territori-
al indicators, in a conception of megalithism that will 
be developed below, speaking of the dolmenic monu-
ments. It seems also reasonable that they themselves 
were objects of worship, as it seems to testify the pres-
ence of cup marks of symbolic and ritual value on the 
surface of some standing stones. A passage in a letter 
of Pope St. Gregory the Great in the 6th century AD ad-
dressed to the bishops of Sardinia seems to be a testi-
mony of the fact that the populations of the interior of 
the island – even in the 6th century – worshipped »lig-
na et lapides« (lilliu 1988, 89).

At an ethnological level, we also have testimony 
in Sardinia until the first half of 900 of fecundation 
rites where the barren women rubbed their womb on 
overthrown menhirs to achieve fertility (FerrArese 
ceruti 1976, 322; lilliu 1988, 258 – 259). Therefore, 
this brings to cults of fertilistic type, proper of a soci-
ety with an agricultural and pastoral economy, where 
the menhirs could be worshipped as a male element, 
stuck into the earth and as such able to make the earth 
fruitful, which was identified with the Mother God-
dess (lilliu 1988, 88). Therefore, an identification be-
tween the male-fertilising principle of the menhirs 
and the Bull God – partner of the Great Mother – is 
probably. For many reasons, the worship of a Bull God 

Fig. 5. Representation of a bovine protome in the Domus de 
janas of Sos Furrighesos VI-Anela (Photographic Archive of 
the Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, 
University of Cagliari).
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seems to be attested by the numerous representations 
present in various domus de janas, the Neolithic rock-
cut tombs (tAndA 2008; 2009) (Fig. 5).

From this perspective, the recent discovery of a new 
monolith from Macchètturru-Ruinas  (central-west-
ern Sardinia) is extremely interesting. It is a clearly zo-
omorphic menhir  (Fig. 6). It was originally about 3 m 
in height  (currently it is broken transversally), finely 
worked and it has a sub-oval head on the top, surmount-
ed by evident bull horns. The head is delineated below 
by a horizontal curvilinear engraving (Atzeni 2009, 230 
figs. 10 – 12). For the first time, we have evidence of the 
association between the standing stones and the bull: 
the bovine animal, a symbol of wealth and power (tAn-
dA 2009, 216), which has become – by working animal – 
a symbol of the male fertility (tAndA 2000, 405 – 406), 
with assumedly a strong totemic value, since it is consid-
ered a companion or an adjutant with supernatural pow-
ers and as such it is respected and revered.

Based on its characteristics, the menhir of Macchèt-
turru could also be the lithic transposition of wooden 
totemic poles, now disappeared, that were perhaps ob-
ject of cult by the prehistoric people of Sardinia, as at-
tested ethnographically even in Africa, Oceania, Asia 
and especially near the Australian Aborigines and 
some American Indians, where the tradition of to-
tem poles is notoriously very diffused. In Sardinia, the 
memory of the totemic role of the bull may have been 
preserved until our days in the animalistic masks of 
the so-called »barbaricini carnivals«  (i. e. carnivals 
of the central-eastern Sardinia); for example, at Ot-
tana, with the masks of ox, »boes« in Sardinian lan-
guage (piquereddu 1989, 15 – 57).

DolmEnS

Regarding the Sardinian dolmens, most of them are 
also related to the final phases of the Neolithic. The 
presence of megalithic graves in Sardinia has been 
known since the beginning of the last century. The 
first scientific work concerning a Sardinian dolmen 
was the article published in 1906 by the archeologist 
Antonio Taramelli, who reported the existence of the 
dolmen Sa Perda ‘e S’Altare in the territory of Macom-
er, the first monument of this type discovered in Sar-
dinia (tArAMelli 1906).

Since then, the number of known dolmens has con-
siderably increased: in fact, we currently know 226 dol-
menic monuments of various types  (cicilloni 
2009) (Fig. 7). Of these monuments, at least 30 have been 
destroyed, even in relatively recent times, while a large 
number lie in poor conditions.

The dolmens are largely situated in the cen-
tral-northern area of the island. In the southern part 

Fig. 6. Zoomorphic menhir of Macchètturru-Ruinas (photo: 
E. Atzeni, Photographic Archive of the Department of History, 
Cultural Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).

Fig. 7. Dolmen Crastu Peltuntu-Giave (simple type) (photo: 
R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of the Department of 
History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, University of 
Cagliari).

Fig. 8. Dolmen Sa Coveccada-Mores (photo: R. Cicilloni, 
Photographic Archive of the Department of History, Cultural 
Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).
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of Sardinia, in fact, there are only a dozen dolmenic 
monuments. We can find them both on the coast (at 
Dorgali, in north-eastern Sardinia, they are locat-
ed in some cases just a few metres from the sea), and 
above all in inland areas. The favourite morphologi-
cal environment is the plateau, followed by hilly ar-
eas, environments with a pastoral economy  (lilliu 
1988, 197). Even though the size of the Sardinian dol-
mens is generally not so great  (many of them are of 
small size), they are visible in the landscape. Many of 
them are closely related to natural trails, sometimes 
coinciding with canyons or valleys. Usually these dol-
mens appear in isolation, although in some cases they 
are grouped in cemeteries, where the graves are lo-
cated a few metres from each other, such as the site 
of Matta-Larentu at Suni  (in central-western Sar-
dinia)  (MorAvetti  2000, 320 – 324). Sometimes the 
dolmenic structures are associated with other prehis-
toric monuments. I have already mentioned the as-
sociation with menhirs  (for instance, in the sites of 
San Lorenzo-Berchiddeddu, Oronitta-Buddusò, Sa 
Corte Noa-Laconi, etc.), although they are also asso-
ciated with domus de janas, as at Mariughia-Dorgali, 
Mesu-Enas-Abbasanta, Montessu-Villaperuccio.

The Sardinian dolmens belong to four main cate-
gories: simple type, »corridor« type, »side entrance« 
type and »allées couvertes«. These latter are narrow 
and elongated galleries, delimited by two parallel lines 
of aligned orthostates, on which the slabs of coverage 
lean (joussAuMe 1985, 151).

The majority of the dolmenic burials belong to the 
simple type, followed by the allées couvertes, while 
only few tombs are of the other kinds.

Among these structures, the dolmen Sa Coveccada in 
Mores (north-western Sardinia) stands out for its charac-
teristics (Atzeni 1968; cicilloni 2009, 140 – 141) (Fig. 8). 
It is exceptional for both its size (it is in fact one of the 
greatest dolmens in Sardinia) and especially the presence 
of a slab with a characteristic rectangular access door on 
the entrance side, placed centrally at ground level: a »port 
de four« in French language. This type of entrance allows 
comparing the monument with numerous continental 
examples, especially in France and Spain.

Concerning the orientation, there are orientations 
towards all points of the compass, although among a 
sample of 118 monuments (where the entrance is per-
fectly preserved and it is possible to recognise the ori-
entation) the majority are oriented towards the sector 
that goes from east to south (57 %) and especially to-
wards south-east (46 % of the total). A good number 
of them also look towards south-west (13 %), whereas 
the percentages related to the other orientations are 
smaller (cicilloni 2009, 151 – 153).

This is a preference often found in the dolmenic 
monuments of western Europe: orientation towards the 

sector that goes from east to south is found in dolmens 
of the Atlantic coasts, from Brittany to the Basque 
country (chevAlier 1984), in Catalonia (estevA cru-
AñAs 1970), some departments of centre-southern 
France (chevAlier 1984) and Corsica (cesAri 2001).

The majority of dolmens in Corsica  (France) have 
the same orientation, i.  e. towards the south-east quad-
rant, as well as those of Puglia in Southern Italy (White-
house 1983, 46). We cannot determine with certainty 
the reasons for this orientation, although we believe that 
it is probably connected to magical-sacral reasons, so 
the builders of these monuments chose an orientation 
related to certain points of the horizon; for example, 
where the sun rises or sets at certain times of the year.

While across the European continent many dol-
mens are still covered by a mound of earth and stones, 
in Sardinia there are not currently dolmens presenting 
a clear structure of tumulus. It is not known with cer-
tainty whether the Sardinian dolmens were deprived 
of such protection – in contrast to similar monuments 
in other countries – or whether this is due to the ac-
tion of nature as well as the destructive work of man, 
besides the fact that other dolmenic buildings with a 
mound may still be hidden under the earth.

However, there is indirect evidence of the presence 
of a mound in many Sardinian dolmens: the presence 
around such dolmens of a »peristalith« – a stone ring 
that surrounded the dolmenic structure at a, intend-
ed to consolidate the periphery of a possible mound. 
However, a symbolic-sacral value was also proposed for 
them, as they may have had the function to delimit – as 
an element of enclosure – the grave and then separate 
the sacred world of the dead from the word of the liv-
ing (d’ArrAgon 1994, 52). In this case, the peristalith 
should be considered as an »element of worship«.

In any case, in various dolmenic monuments of Sar-
dinia we found other certain testimonies of a few el-
ements that could in some way connect to the world 
of the sacred and thus have a »religious« value. First 
of all, we record the presence of cup marks and line-
ar grooves associated with dolmenic structures. Such 
elements appear mostly on the cover table of the dol-
mens, but sometimes they are on one of the orthos-
tats or even in the immediate vicinity, on boulders or 
the surface rock. The aim of these small cavities and 
grooves may be magic-sacral, and – in the case of cup 
marks on the upper surface of a cover plate  – they 
could serve for libations or small sacrifices. There is 
no data to understand whether these elements of wor-
ship were used before the construction of any mound 
or if the presence of cup marks and grooves mean that 
in some cases the dolmenic table was not completely 
covered by the mound, but it should remain open air.

We know examples of decorations engraved on the 
dolmens, especially on the upper surface of the cover 
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table; for example, in the monument of Serrese at Sin-
dia  (in central-western Sardinia)  (cicilloni 2009, 
157 – 158) (Fig. 9). In this monument, on the upper sur-
face and the edges of the slab there are narrow inci-
sions, which form – on each of the sides, except the 
entrance – some figures. Two of them – on the north 
and west sides – might be anthropomorphic. The fig-
ure on the south side is a rectangle, divided into four 
parts, connected to the figure of the west side. On the 
south-west and north-east corners there are engraved 
irregular semi-circles. The engravings also extend 
across the thickness of the slab, and they are cut by a 
further line, which runs horizontally along the thick-
ness all around the table. There are no precise com-
parisons with other examples of megalithic art in 
western Europe, but only very general similarities with 
»U« motifs and crossed lines engraved on orthostats 
of French and English dolmens (shee tWohig 1981).

Finally, an item of particular interest that came to 
light during our research is the presence on the table 
of coverage of numerous Sardinian dolmens of what 
we called »intentional cutting«, namely a clearly arti-
ficial vertical cut at a right or obtuse angle, made in the 
thickness of the slab, along the edge (cicilloni 2004; 
cicilloni 2009, 159 – 161). We know at least twenty 

Sardinian dolmens presenting this element. There is 
no doubt that the cut is intentional: in fact, we have 
three examples where the »cutting« has been carefully 
worked and polished. It is possible to find some exam-
ples of such »intentional cut« outside of Sardinia. For 
example, it is present in some dolmens of Puglia and it 
is present at least a dolmen of Corsica, precisely in the 
dolmen of Condutto near the modern village of Viggi-
anello, about 2 km from Propriano (south-western Cor-
sica). This dolmen is now destroyed, although there is 
a photography and a graphic relief, made in 1893 (de 
Mortillet 1893). In fact, it is possible to see this kind 
of artificial cut made at the entranc, along the edge of 
the cover slab, partially slipped forward. We do not 
know the exact function of this »intentional cutting«. 
A functional value could merely be supposed – for ex-
ample, to tie the slab for transport, or to place it on the 
orthostats – or even we can think that it was an ele-
ment of »cult«, some kind of »symbol« linked to the fu-
nerary-sacral sphere. In one case, in the dolmen Crastu 
Covaccadu-Torralba (north-western Sardinia), on the 
same coverage table an »intentional cut« is present at 
a right angle, which took away the original east corner 
of the slab. It is a very interesting incision with an offset 
motiv, a cup mark of irregular shape with a groove that 

Fig. 9. Dolmen Serrese-Sindia, with engraved decorations (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photo-
graphic Archive of the Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory,  
University of Cagliari). 1000
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reaches the edge of the table (cicilloni 2009, 68 – 69).
Unfortunately, we do not have reliable data on the 

funerary practices and rites relating to Sardinian dol-
mens. The discovery of shattered skeletal remains in 
the dolmen of Motorra  – at Dorgali, in north-east-
ern Sardinia (lilliu 1968, 80 – 81) – demonstrates the 
use of inhumation, while the presence of probable el-
ements of »cult« (such as engravings, cup marks and 
perhaps »intentional cuts«) in some of these mon-
uments testifies some kind of spirituality of their 
builders, which obviously practised rites and funeral 
ceremonies linked to a strong funerary religion.

From a chronology perspective, even in the ab-
sence of radiocarbon dating, the archeological materi-
als from recent stratigraphic investigations and those 
found sporadically in some dolmens allow report-
ing the dolmenic monuments of Sardinia to a period 
of time from the Late Neolithic to Chalcolithic (late 
fourth-early second millennium  BC), perhaps with 
phenomena of re-use in the Bronze Age. The finds 
from stratigraphic excavations at the Ciuledda dol-
men of Luras (north-eastern Sardinia) hold strong in-
terest (d’ArrAgon 1999). In this dolmen, in fact, there 
was a context referable to the Ozieri culture (Late Ne-
olithic: from 4000 to 3300 BC), as evidenced by the nu-
merous ceramic finds – decorated or not – belonging 

to typical forms of this culture such as hemispherical 
bowls, carinated cups, basket-shaped pots, a vase with 
globular body and a fragment of a probable pyx. Two 
obsidian arrowheads were associated with the pottery.

Among the various elements of analysis, undoubtedly 
the contemporary use – for a long period – of dolmen-
ic burials and rock-cut tombs as funerary structures is 
worth of attention. In fact, during the final phases of the 
Neolithic and the Copper Age, the most common type 
of tomb on the island is undoubtedly the »domus de 
janas«, about which I have written above (Fig. 10).

The Domus de janas are burial structures but also 
monuments of funerary cult. In fact, they often have 
decorative motifs in low relief with incisions or paint-
ings, representing mostly bovine heads and horns, 
perhaps to testify the worship of the Bull God (tAn-
dA 2008). The domus de janas – chronologically con-
temporary to dolmens – are located in the same areas 
where these latter are placed in several instances, in-
cluding not too far from these, and in some cases 
there even is a structural integration between these 
two forms of burial, such as in the dolmen of Mon-
te Maone-Benetutti (central-north Sardinia). This is a 
monument partly dug into the rock and partly built 
with irregular rows of stones, which form the upper 
part of the walls of the chamber. Therefore, the lower 

Fig. 10. Domus de janas called »Sa domu ‘e s’Orku« (the Ogre’s House) Setzu (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of the 
Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).
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walls of the tomb are made by the rock, and at the top 
by a dry-stone wall that supports a pentagonal cov-
erage. In short, it is a domus de janas with dolmen-
ic coverage (MAckenzie 1910, 101 – 104; tAndA 1984; 
cicilloni 2009, 61 – 62).

Therefore, we are faced with two types of graves – 
the dolmens and the domus de janas – of the same 
chronological phases, used by the same peoples, often 
in coincident areas, with cases of locational associa-
tions and forms of structural integration. According-
ly, why did the Neolithic and Chalcolithic peoples 
sometimes prefer to bury their dead in dolmenic mon-
uments and not in the most diffused and common-
ly-used rock-cut tombs?

A plausible explanation for this phenomenon might 
be that the dolmens (unlike the domus de janas, that 
are essentially funerary and ritual spaces) should also 
be interpreted as »territorial markers«, with functions 
of control and organisation of the territory. Through 
their »hypogeic« nature, the Domus de janas can rare-
ly assume functions of territorial demarcations, while 
the dolmens – including for their preferential location 
in areas of plateaux, then flat – may instead better de-
velop such a function (cicilloni 2012, 126).

Moreover, while in the domus de janas – collective 
tombs – the funerary ritual seems to conceal any form 
of social differentiation, perhaps the dolmenic tombs 
may reflect some kind of complexity (AFonso MAr-
rero et al. 2010, 4): could it be the graves of one or 
more individuals who stood out from the rest of the 
group, as leaders who the community recognised as 
such? The graves of ancestors/ leaders/ heroes could in 
fact serve well to define and characterise the territory 
of the various communities.

The building and use of megalithic monuments 
continues in the Copper Age. Regarding the dolmen-
ic structures, in this phase the allées couvertes seem to 
prevail. Perhaps this moment of Sardinian prehistory 

sees the custom of adding – outside of about twenty do-
mus de janas – a megalithic corridor in correspondence 
of the entry  (stiglitz et al. 2000, 852 – 858)  (Fig. 11). 
This access structure mostly comprised orthostats that 
supported a dolmenic coverage of slabs, found in situ 
only in the domus de janas of Cuccuru Craboni at Ma-
racalagonis (Southern Sardinia) (Atzeni 1975, 44 – 45 
fig. 12 – 13). Among these domus de janas, there is also 
the hypogeic and dolmenic tomb of Bingia ‘e Mon-
ti at Gonnostramatza (south-western Sardinia), which 
gave archeological materials pertinent to the end of 
the Chalcolithic and the Early Bronze Age (Beaker and 
Bonnanaro cultures). This monument is constituted by 
a probable domus de janas collapsed and later restored 
on the front with the buttressing of a megalithic en-
trance, with four corner orthostats of basalt inserted in 
two side walls in dry stone, which supported a dolmen-
ic coverage with large slabs (Atzeni 2001).

ThE STATuE-mEnhIrS

During the Chalcolithic, the type of aniconic menhirs 
continue to be used, especially in sites of Monte Claro 
Culture (2700 – 2200 BC); for example, we can mention 
the complex of Monte Baranta at Olmedo (north-west-
ern Sardinia) (MorAvetti 2004) and the menhirs of the 
sanctuary village of Biriai, at Oliena (north-eastern Sar-
dinia) (cAstAldi 1999).

However, without doubt the most important »meg-
alithic« expression of the Copper Age is represent-
ed by the phenomenon of the statue-menhirs, which 
connects Sardinia to the broader phenomenon of the 
European prehistoric stelae  (de MArinis 1994). We 
know over 100 examples found in the central regions 

of Sardinia, especially in the area of Laconi (Atzeni 
2004). To these regions we must add the area of Sulcis, 
the most southern zone of the island, where – in the 
territory of San Giovanni Suergiu – a remarkable new 
example was found (Atzeni 2009, 229 – 230).

The interpretation of such statues as the final 
stage of an evolution from elementary aniconic 
menhirs through the proto-anthropomorphic and 
anthropomorphic menhirs is accepted by most schol-
ars  (Atzeni 2004). Most of the statue-menhirs are 
characterised by a clear sexual differentiation. There 
are few female statues, characterised by small breasts, 
but especially male statues, which have symbolic 

Fig. 11. Domus de janas Mesu Enas-Abbasanta, with mega-
lithic corridor (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of 
the Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, 
University of Cagliari).
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figures on the front (Fig. 12). First of all, the »upside 
down figure« – interpreted as a stylised anthropomor-
phic figure turned upside down – with the motifs of 
trident or candelabra. This motif is linked to the fu-
nerary petroglyphs found in some domus de janas, 
where the human figure turned is upside down be-
cause this represents a dead person in the afterlife. In 
these statue-menhirs, there is the so-called »double 
dagger« at waste level, a symbol of power.

The interpretation of the statue-menhirs as rep-
resentations of divinity or more probably – given the 
connection with the anthropomorphic figures of the 
domus de janas  – as »deified« heroes or ancestors 
seems reasonable. Accordingly, the statue-menhirs 
would be interpreted as a collective religious expres-
sion of the people living in these territories before the 
phase of the Bronze Age.

Recently, we have compiled a catalogue of the men-
hirs published with a total of 107 examples, which we 
have divided into ten typological categories, taking as 
discriminating the symbolic representations present 

on the ventral plain of the menhirs and using as a key 
to interpret the sexual dimorphism of the analysed 
statues  (cicilloni 2008). The diversification of the 
types seems to be linked to the distribution of the var-
ious monoliths in different geographical areas, as well 
as styles and artistic languages related to different hu-
man groups.

It seems possible to see a common taste among 
the various typological manifestations, a shared so-
cial need that led to the erection of statue-menhirs, 
belonging in some way to an only monumental fam-
ily, in a religious and cultural koinè testified, over that 
by the shape of the monolith, especially by the almost 
constant presence of the representation of the facial 
scheme in all types.

Some stele engraved complete the picture of the meg-
aliths with representations. Among these momuments, 
there is the so-called »stele of Boeli«, at Mamoiada (cen-
tral-eastern Sardinia) (Fig. 13), a great rock-granite stele 
decorated with cup marks and motifs of concentric cir-
cles with a single radial line (FAddA 1997; Atzeni 1998; 

Fig. 13. Stele of Boeli-Mamoiada, decorated with cup  
marks and motifs of concentric circles with a single radial  
line (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic Archive of the  
Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, 
University of Cagliari).

Fig. 12. Statue-Menhir of Genna Arrele I-Laconi (photo: 
E. Atzeni, Photographic Archive of the Department of History, 
Cultural Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).
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MAncA/ zirottu 1999), which have close comparisons 
with the engravings of other stele and on the trachytic 
slab found in Monte-Paza Sedilo, presumably pertinent 
to a passage tomb. There is a schematic decoration with 
shells, concentric circles with a single radial line and 
a schematic anthropomorphic female figure  (Melis 

1996). Outside of Sardinia, these figurative motifs are 
found in megalithic monuments of various countries 
and particularly Ireland; for example, in the megalithic 
necropolis of Loughcrew (Co. Meath) (shee tWohig 
1981, 202 – 220), as well as the monumental standing 
stone of Ardmore (Co. Donegal) (Mc  nAlly 2006, 98).

mEgAlIThISm In ThE bronzE AgE

Megalithism seems to slowly disappear before 
eventually almost completely vanishing in the Bronze 
Age, when the building technique of cyclopean type 
takes over. In the Bronze Age – characterised in Sar-
dinia by the Nuragic civilisation – only two categories 
of megalithic monuments remain: the Giants’ Tombs 
with frontal stele (Fig. 14), located in the central and 

northern areas of the island, built in trilithic and or-
thostatic technique, perhaps derived from the old-
est allées couvertes  (tAndA 2003, 10); and around 
100 betili, monoliths of large and medium size, which 
are often found near some Giants’ Tombs  (lilliu 
1995). These »betili« sometimes have small breasts and 
hollows, or they represent the male membrum.

Fig. 14. Giants’ Tombs of Coddu Ecchiu-Arzachena, Nuragic civilization (Bronze Age) (photo: R. Cicilloni, Photographic  
Archive of the Department of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory, University of Cagliari).
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concluSIonS

We have to highligh that despite the new and im-
portant data analysis, various aspects of the Sardinian 
prehistoric megalithism remain to be investigated, in-
cluding the cultural significance that the megaliths held 
for the people who erected and used them. The most 
probable hypothesis – at least for the dolmens – is to 
see an essentially »political« role in the monuments of 
Sardinia, in addition to the primary functions of burial 
structures (cicilloni 1999, 77; cicilloni 2009, 184). 
As previously mentioned, these monuments could be 
interpreted as »territorial markers of segmentary soci-
eties«, according to a famous definition of Colin ren-
FreW  (1976): during the final phase of the Neolithic, 
characterised by the Ozieri culture, in a island firmly 
and fully unified, small groups of farmers and shepherds 
who lived locally and were not part of a centralised so-
ciety in some areas may have felt the need for a first ter-
ritorial organisation, with monuments that could mark 
their territory. Even the menhirs and the statue-men-
hirs – as well as being linked to the worship – could 
perhaps serve as signs of territorial possession.

Another aspect worthy of further study is certainly 
the relationship between the megalithic monuments of 
the island and those outside Sardinia. There are in fact 
evident relationships – from a structural perspective – 
between Sardinia and some areas of continental Europe, 
such as primarily the Iberian Peninsula and France, as 
well as nearby Corsica. For example, regarding the dol-
menic megalithism, there are many formal convergences 
between the Sardinian monuments and those of north-
ern Spain (Catalonia in particular), the Pyrenean depart-
ments (Basses-Pyrénées, Haute-Pyrenees, Ariege, Aude, 
Pyrénées-Orientales) and the departments of the French 
Midi (Tarn, Tarn-et-Garonne, Lot, Aveyron, Lozére, Ar-
déche), Corsica and Puglia, in southern Italy.

In addition to the structural similarity, the uni-
formity of orientations must be added, usually in the 
direction of the quadrant that goes from east to south, 
as well as well the presence of the »intentional cut«, as 
well as in some Sardinian dolmens also in monuments 

of Corsica, Catalonia, Puglia and perhaps of continen-
tal France, and finally the similar geographical envi-
ronment in which these dolmens were preferably built, 
i.  e. the plateau. Likewise, regarding the standing 
stones and the statue-menhirs, there are remarkable 
comparisons with various continental and insular are-
as of Mediterranean western Europe.

Such relationships seem to presuppose the existence 
of contacts existing between Sardinia and the mega-
lithic horizon of western Europe during the middle and 
final phases of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic. How-
ever, we do not believe that we can speak of accultur-
ation phenomena or population movements. The model 
to which we must instead refer is a network, a net of 
contacts and exchanges of ideas among the individual 
cultures, which together form a kind of ideological and 
cultural koinè, albeit with monumental and evolution-
ary characteristics peculiar of the single regions.

Therefore, this suggests an interaction among 
communities that were potentially equal, political-
ly independent, the development of which cannot 
be considered as isolated (renFreW 1987, 506 – 508). 
There are always contacts, even only for the need to 
exchange of materials or products. For example, Sar-
dinia records contacts with extra-insular regions from 
the 6th millennium BC, with the diffusion of the Mon-
te Arci obsidian (lugliè/ lo schiAvo 2009, 249), at-
tested in Corsica since the Early Neolithic  (Atzeni 
1987, 383) and in France, Spain and the Italian penin-
sula since the Middle Neolithic (oddone et al. 2005). 
Such diffusion becomes important with the Ozieri 
culture in the Late Neolithic.

We can infer that during the Prehistoric Age Sar-
dinia was not a »cut-off« region with only few rela-
tions with other areas, but rather that it was part of the 
whole western Mediterranean region, including from 
a cultural perspective. Therefore, the prehistoric Sar-
dinia precociously adopted the megalithic phenom-
enon, arriving at notable results that hold significant 
scientific importance.
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A »rediscovered« menhir in mid-Southern Sardinia (Italy)

Riccardo Cicilloni, Federico Porcedda

AbSTr Ac T

The territory of Mid-Southern Sardinia  – and in par-
ticular the »Sarcidano« area – is very rich in sites of pre- 
and proto-historic times. There are also many megalithic 
monuments dated to Late Neolithic and Copper Age (ear-
ly IV – early II millennium BC), such as allées couvertes and 
menhirs and statues-menhirs. Among those, we report an in-
teresting menhir located in the territory of Serri, called »Sa 
Porta«. The menhir was reported in the 1940s by the scholar 
Giovanni Lilliu, who – in a time when the megalithic phe-
nomenon was not yet well known – wrongly dated it to the 
Roman period, as pertinent to the Roman town of Biora, lo-
calized nearby. In the following years, the traces of the men-
hir were lost, so the scholars and the locals believed that it 
was definitely lost or destroyed. The menhir has been »re-
discovered« during recent research named the »Serri Survey 
Project«  (University of Cagliari): thanks to the renovation 

of a country road, the menhir (which is on the edge of the 
road) was almost completely covered, by protecting it from 
removal or damages. This is a discovery of great impor-
tance, as it is expected that the menhir is still placed in its 
original position, which is quite an unusual event regard-
ing Sardinian menhirs, which are often discovered collapsed 
or in secondary position. The menhir – in good storage con-
ditions – is constituted by a monolith of schist well worked 
with hammer. It is 1.50 m tall and it has a sub-ogival profile. 
It is probably part of the class of »proto-anthropomorphic 
menhirs«. The »Sa Porta« menhir is well placed in the meg-
alithic context of Mid-Southern Sardinia, and it has sever-
al comparisons with other menhirs in the surrounding area, 
above all those of the megalithic and hypogeic site of Pranu  
Mutteddu – Goni.

InTroDuc TIon

The territory of Central-Southern Sardinia  – and 
in particular the region historically called »Sar-
cidano« (Fig. 1) – has many sites and monuments of 
the prehistoric and protostoric age. The area is known 
for important archaeological complexes such as the 
protostoric nuragic sanctuary of Santa Vittoria of Ser-
ri (Fig. 2) and the imposing nuraghes of Is Paras-Isi-
li and Arrubiu-Orroli (Bronze and Iron Age). In this 
area, there are also numerous megalithic monuments 
dating back to the final phases of the Neolithic and 
the Copper Age  (early  IV – early  II millennium BC), 

as allés couvertes; for example, Sa Corte Noa-Laco-
ni (Atzeni 1988; cicilloni 2009, 122 – 123) and var-
ious menhirs and statues-menhirs, especially in the 
area of   Isili, Laconi and Goni  (Atzeni  2004). In the 
territory of Serri, we know only traces of obsidian 
fragments on the Giara plateau, but there are no oth-
er data that could determine the anthropic presence 
in prehistoric period (cicilloni 2015). In this paper, 
we present a recently »rediscovered« menhir located 
in the territory of Serri, in the »Sa Porta« region.

hISTory oF rESE Arch

The first traveler-scholars who visited Sardinia at 
the turn of the 19th and 20th century such as the Scot-
tish archaeologist Duncan MAckenzie  (1910; 1913) 
and the Irish scholar Olivier dAvies (1939) remained 
so impressed and admired by such rich »megalith-
ic« heritage that they reported and described  – in 

addition to nuraghi and giants’s tombs (monuments of 
the Bronze Age) – dolmens and menhirs.

Numerous scholars – Italians and foreigners – were 
later occupied by the argument (to mention only the most 
important: Taramelli, Pallottino, Zervos, Lilliu, Contu, 
Atzeni, Castaldi, Tanda, Moravetti, Cicilloni, etc.), which 
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Fig. 1. Sardinia (Western Mediterranean). Area of Serri.

Fig. 2. Serri. Well Temple of the Nuragic Sanctuary of Santa Vittoria (Final Bronze Age) (photo: F. Porcedda).
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reported and studied the various monuments as they were 
discovered  (MerellA  2009, 176 – 189; cicilloni  2009, 
15 – 18). A specific book on the phenomenon of Sardinian 
menhirs has recently been published (MerellA 2009).

The menhir of Serri was reported and document-
ed photographically in the 1940s by Giovanni Lilliu, 
the greatest Sardinian archaeologist of the 20th centu-
ry (Fig. 3). In a period when the megalithic phenomenon 
was not well known, he dated it incorrectly to the Ro-
man period, by interpreting it doubtfully as a monolith 
that signaled the entrance to the Roman city of Biora, lo-
cated nearby, describing it as follows: »[the road,] … leav-
ing behind Biora on its left, and, to its right, the curious 
monolith of schist (of doubtful meaning, but certainly 
human work because the quality of the stone does not 

exist in this site of limestone nature), called Sa Porta […]. 
The monolith, that stands vertically and is supported by 
small stones, is on the right edge of the road and gives its 
name to the adjacent zone (Is Cungiaus de sa Porta). It 
is tall 1.45 m; from 0.68 m wide at the base (width taken 
from the inner face on the west, of the stone) shrinks to 
0.20 m in the top, maintaining, in maximum, on 0.20 m 
of thickness. It is part of the jamb of a door?« (lilliu 
1947, 412; translation by the authors).

Presumably believing that the artifact was of the 
Roman period, Lilliu did not include it in the first list 
of menhirs that he was gradually discovering and pub-
lishing (lilliu 1957, 92 – 93). The monument also does 
not appear even in the most recent synthesis on Sar-
dinian menhirs (lilliu 1981; MerellA 2009).

currEnT rESE Arch

After the discovery and publication by Giovanni Lil-
liu, we lost track of the menhir, whereby until recent-
ly the researchers and the local population believed 
that it was lost or destroyed. The menhir was recently 
»rediscovered« as part of a research project called the 
»Serri Survey Project«  – studying the archaeological 
landscape of the area – carried out by the Laboratory of 
Archaeological Landscape of the Specialization School 
in Archaeological Heritage of the University of Cagliari, 
with the assistance of the Municipality of Serri: in fact, 
in the 1960s, the reconstruction of a country road – at 
whose side the monolith was located – led to the almost 
complete coverage of the menhir with stones. This ac-
tion almost completely hid the monument from view, 
albeit preserving it from removal or damage (Fig. 4).

ThE mEnhIr »SA porTA«

This menhir – which appears to be well preserved – 
is constituted by a monolith of well-polished schist. As 
reported by Lilliu, it was stuck into the ground with 
a reinforcement of small stone at the base and it was 
1.45 m high. It presents a sub-ogival profile, narrow-
ing in the upper part, and rounded off. It is clearly of 
prehistoric age and part of the typological category of 
the »proto-anthropomorphic menhirs«, characterized 
by an ogival shape and a plano-convex cross section. 
Today, the visible part has a height equal to 0.83 m, 
with the lower part buried from 1960 until present. An 
analysis of the monolith showed that the eastern side 
has a fracture (already visible in the picture of 1947), 
with the detachment of an original part. Next to the 
photo of Lilliu, it seems instead that there was a slight 
fracture in the entire top part of the menhir, probably 
due resulting from modern tampering (Figs. 5 – 8).

Fig. 3. Serri. Historical Photo of the Menhir »Sa Porta« (from 
Lilliu 1947).

Fig. 4. Serri. Menhir »Sa Porta«: general view (photo:  
F. Porcedda).
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Fig. 5. Serri. Menhir »Sa Porta« from North West (photo:  
F. Porcedda).

Fig. 6. Serri. Menhir »Sa Porta« from South (photo:  
F. Porcedda).
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Fig. 7. Serri. Menhir »Sa Porta«: I. South Side – II, North 
Side – III, Profile – IV, Section (drawing: F. Porcedda).

Fig. 8. Serri. Menhir »Sa Porta«: graphic reconstruc-
tion (drawing: F. Porcedda).
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Fig. 9. Distribution map of the municipality territories with menhirs.
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Fig. 10. Menhirs of Corte Noa – Laconi (photo: E. Atzeni, 
Photographic Archive of the Department of History, Cultural 
Heritage and Territory – University of Cagliari).

concluSIonS

In Sardinia, the phenomenon of the menhirs is 
well present, currently counting around 740 exam-
ples (MerellA 2009). They are found all over the is-
land territory  (with a particular concentration in 
central areas) and in almost all altitude bands (Fig. 9). 
We recognize three main typological categories, prob-
ably belonging to an evolutionary line: the anicon-
ic type (the more represented), being simple, without 
representations; the proto-anthropomorphic type, 
ogival in shape, with a flat front face and a convex 
rear; and finally, the anthropomorphic type, with fig-
urative elements (as the eyes) resembling the human 
figure (cicilloni 2013, 257 – 258). There are also nu-
merous menhirs in the center-south of the island, 
where the monolith in question is located.

Accordingly, the monument of Sa Porta fits well 
in the context of this megalithic area, finding several 
comparisons with menhirs in the near territory of La-
coni (menhirs of Is Cirquittus, Perda Iddocca, Corte 
Noa, Genna Aidu, Bau Carradore, Piscina ‘e Sali: 
Atzeni  2004) and Isili  (menhirs of Conca Su Trau: 
sABA 2000) (Figs. 10 – 11).

The menhir Sa Porta can be also compared well with 
the standing stones found at the site of Pranu Mutteddu 
at Goni where – near a hypogeic-megalithic necropo-
lis of the Late Neolithic (first half of the 4th millenni-
um BC) – there are numerous menhirs, about 60, placed 
along alignments, of both the aniconic type and the 
proto-anthropomorphic type  (cicilloni  2011)  (Figs. 
2 – 13). For the Sa Porta menhir, based on comparisons 
with similar monoliths of Sardinia, we can propose a 
chronology between the Late Neolithic and Early Eneo-
lithic (4000 – 2700 BC) (cicilloni 2013).

An archaeological dig is still scheduled in the area 
of the menhir, with the aim of identifying the archae-
ological context of this monument and its certain 
chronological position.
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Fig. 11. Laconi. Proto-anthropomorphic menhir of Bau Carradore (photo: E. Atzeni, Photographic Archive of the Department 
of History, Cultural Heritage and Territory – University of Cagliari).

Fig. 12. Goni. Menhirs of Pranu Mutteddu (Proto-anthropomorphic type) (photo: F. Porcedda).
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monumental sector in the archaeological site of  valencina de la concepción (Seville):  
research in the area from »la pastora«
Juan Manuel Vargas Jiménez, Luis M. Cáceres Puro, Joaquín Rodríguez Vidal, Teodosio Donaire Romero, Fernando Muñiz Guinea

AbSTr Ac T

The main goal of this paper is to present a summary of the 
research conducted in the main sector of the archaeological 
site of the Copper Age of Valencina, and specifically those in 
the surroundings of the most important monument that this 
area holds, the tholos of La Pastora. This project has been 
conceived from a territorial perspective at different levels to 
study the monument internally in the spatial setting of the 
archaeological site, as well as the higher context of the re-
gional level. Achieving this goal required fulfilling the geo-
physical prospecting of several hectares, excavations and 
geoarchaeological studies.

A vast section of ditch with a double/ triple design and 
diverse types of prehistoric structures on both sides has 
been identified and excavated. Their main features are 
their abundance and foremost the presence of construc-
tions that may easily reach 60 m in diameter and appear 

organised in a clearly ordered area. In the excavations, the 
smallest structures appear as circular and polylobular 
pits with different archaeological deposits, between which 
those strictly funerary are also included. Radiocarbon dat-
ing varies between the most ancient corresponding to pit 
no. 105 (2919 – 2874 cal BC) and the most recent obtained in 
burial no. 437 (2573 – 2350 cal BC).

The tholos of La Pastora is defined as a singular construc-
tion with a tumulus of 85 m of diameter jointed with con-
centric rings and radial lines. The structural materials used 
and certain slabs made out of bioeroded sandstones – from 
the analysis of which we may infer their origin – the moment 
of quarry extraction, the palaeoenvironmental conditions of 
the surroundings and the date of the monument construc-
tion (2830 – 2450 cal BC) stand out inside it.

InTroDuc TIon

Valencina de la Concepción is 10 km to the west 
of Seville (Fig. 1), the Andalusian capital city, and be-
longs to its metropolitan area. The archaeological site 
is placed under the current town of Valencina (Fig. 2), 
exceeding it and reaching agricultural lands both 
north and west, where it penetrates into the neigh-
bouring municipality of Castilleja de Guzmán.

This archaeological site was involved in the cultur-
al dynamic that developed in the south of the Iberian 
Peninsula during the 3rd millennium BC. Furthermore, 
it held a role of notable regional relevance. Valenci-
ná s site belongs to the group of archaeological sites 
distinguished by the so-called ditched enclosures, 
structures dug in the subsoil that present diverse mor-
phology and design and can include wide areas with 
several concentric rings, such as those document-
ed in Marroquíes Bajos  (cAstro  et  al. 2008) or Per-
digoes (Márquez et al. 2011). In Valencina, they have 
been documented in different places, although their de-
sign could not be clearly drawn at long distances, ex-
cept in the case that we introduce here, which is about 

1 km long. They spread out from this place in the south 
towards the north (schuMAcher et al. 2015), includ-
ing an area of more than 200 ha, which exceeds oth-
er ditch enclosures of the southern peninsular such as 

Fig. 1. Location of Valencina de la Concepcion (Seville, Spain).
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 Perdigoes (16 ha; Márquez et al. 2011), Alcalar (20 ha; 
MorAn 2008), San Blas  (30 ha; hurtAdo 2004), Por-
to Torrao (75/ 100 ha; vAlerA/Filipe 2004), La Pijotil-
la (80 ha; hurtAdo 2008) or Marroquíes Bajos (113 ha; 
cAstro et al. 2008).

Closely related, the increase of archaeological re-
cords has led to the reassessment of the nature and 
meaning of the deposits associated with these and 
other negative  (subterranean or semi-subterranean) 
structures, which mean the majority of the document-
ed constructions in Chalcolithic enclaves as Valenci-
na. A supposed functionality, traditionally marked as 
silos or huts which – after being abandoned – have 
been filled with rubbish, is nowadays being reinter-
preted to suggest the existence of depositional prac-
tices related with social and symbolic uses of these 
communities (Márquez 2006).

These communities  – which developed in the 
southern and centre of the Iberian Peninsula – share 
common elements such as population growth, the 
aggregation of population, the construction of mon-
uments, the emergence of exotic objects  – both 
supra-local and from outside the peninsula – the pro-
liferation of ideotechnique elements of material cul-
ture, the rise of complex craft-work and the limited 

presence of individuals who amass elements with so-
cial value (díAz del rio, 2013, 66). These parameters 
can be plainly seen in Valencina. A good example of 
the issues previously described is the contributions of 
the monograph published during the 150th anniversa-
ry of the discovery of La Pastora, where there are un-
precedented datum and interesting reflections about 
the meaning and historic complexity of this settle-
ment (gArcíA-sAnjuAn 2013). Two opposite stances 
arise from this complex perspective: on the one hand, 
the defence of the existence of Valencina as the centre 
of a state society in the axis of the Guadalquivir Val-
ley (nocete et al. 2008); and on the other hand, the 
lack of features to enable the definition of the state as 
such (gArcíA-sAnjuAn 2013, 52). In any case, aside 
from terminological considerations only a few can call 
into question the notion that this settlement is an es-
sential part of the territorial, social and economic ar-
ticulation of the south-western peninsular during the 
Copper Age.

Valencina it is located over the so-called plateau of 
Aljarafe, a privileged place near the current alluvial 
plain of the Guadalquivir  (Fig. 2). This alluvial plain 
was occupied during the third Millennium  BC  by a 
large body of water that provided a strategic  situation 

Fig. 2. Topographic map of the surroundings of Valencina. 1: Delimitation of the archaeological site (with more than 460 ha); 
2: Location of the monumental sector of the necropolis; and 3: Area flooded by the sea from maximum Flandrian transgression 
and along the third Millennium BC.
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to the settlement, from where it controlled the an-
cient sea inlet. This situation was essential for the role 
that the settlement played as the main agent in the ex-
change of raw materials and products – regionally as 
well as out of the peninsula – and in the economic and 
socio-political consequences derived from it, as indi-
cated in the previous paragraph (nocete et al. 2008; 
schuhMAcher et al. 2013; gArcíA-sAnjuAn 2013).

The former topography was preserved until the urban 
expansion process took place in the mid-20th century. It 
showed a central quadrangular plateau with soft perim-
eter slopes located between 154 m and 150 m a. s.l. Sever-
al small hills framed by steep ravines can be found in the 
north, while in the south the incline is softer. This gave 
rise to flood and surface run-off zones, which have com-
pletely disappeared nowadays (vArgAs 2004b, 131).

Archaeological research started at the end of the 
19th century with the discovery of the tholos of La Pas-
tora. Since that particular moment, different areas of 
the archaeological site have been excavated, making 
possible to delimit a zone with more than 460 ha. This 
extension is a singularity within the context of third 
millennium BC settlements (vArgAs 2004a).

However, all of the excavations accomplished dur-
ing this period  – over 100 according to the last re-
count – have not reflected a qualitative advance in the 
availability of scientific data and its optimisation for 
a historic reconstruction of the site. The monograph-
ic publication edited on the occasion of the 150th an-
niversary of the discovery of La Pastora has been an 
important step. In this publication, important contri-
butions can be found that help to answer some ques-
tions, adding unprecedented data and interesting 
reflections about the significance and historic com-
plexity of this settlement (gArcíA-sAnjuAn 2013).

The south-eastern sector of the archaeological site 
stands out within this broad archaeological site, where 
prominent constructions have remained. Some of these 
constructions present a large size and show a main area 
connected with the necropolis, although not all of the 
structures can be associated with a funerary usage.

In this zone, there is a concentration of structures 
built with stone (masonries and slabs). These archaeo-
logical structures were used to cover human bone re-
mains, which contrasts with the main use of pits in the 
rest of the settlement.

Fig. 3. Monumental sector of the settlement of Valencina with location of the archaeological structures. 1: Tholos of La Pastora, 
2: Geomagnetic research area of La Pastora-El Cuervo, 3: Excavations of the municipal plot, 4: Tholos of Ontiveros, 5: Tholoi 
of Roquetito, 6: Ntra. Sra. Reyes structure number 3, 7: Ntra. Sra. Reyes structure number 2, 8: Passage grave of Montelirio, 
9: Excavation of PP4-Montelirio, 10: Geophysical research area between Montelirio and La Pastora, 11: Mataherrera-La 
Pastora structures.
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These are mainly tholoi-like constructions, with a 
small circular chamber rarely exceeding 3 m and whose 
corridors reach a length of a few metres length in the mi-
nor tombs and tens in the monumental ones. Structur-
al variations range from impressive constructions with 
masonry walls, large slab covers and tumulus covering 
to others with shorter corridors, without tumulus and 
the presence of slabs in the chamber and the corridor, or 
others more precarious whose slabs may only be found 
in certain isolated places (cruz-Auñón et al. 2010).

In the surroundings of La Pastora sector, it is also im-
portant to take into account the dolmen of Ontiveros, 
the structures of Roquetito, Ntra. Sra. de los Reyes con-
structions number 2 and 3, the dolmen of Montelirio, 
the constructions excavated in PP4 Montelirio and fi-
nally the evidence documented during the geophysical 
research in the plot bordering PP4 (Fig. 3).

Only ten metres of the dolmen of Ontiveros is 
known, under the garden of the house that gives it its 
name (MAtA cArriAzo 1962). Partially excavated in its 
initial section, the so-called semi-circular hall has been 
reinterpreted as belonging to the circular chamber that 
would be placed at the eastern end, pointing the monu-
ment at the sunset (cruz-Auñon et al. 2010, 53).

Slate constructions have also been documented in 
the surroundings of Ontiveros, in the estate called 
Ntra. Sra. De los Reyes. Examples include a section 
of the corridor of N. S. Reyes 3  (Murillo 1991, 562) 

and the wall of slabs of N. S. Reyes 2, which is equal-
ly associated with the possible existence of a corri-
dor ( Murillo et al. 1990, 354).

A large number of funerary structures appeared in 
the ancient estate of Roquetito. Among them five sep-
ulchres with circular chambers of around 2 m and short 
corridors of no more than 2.50 m could be excavated. 
The exception was tomb nº V, with a 6.70 m long corridor 
with rests of ochre on the slabs (Murillo et al. 1990).

The sepulchre of Montelirio stands out due to the 
dimensions of its corridor and its two chambers, 
which represent an unusual circumstance within the 
archaeological site. However, surely the most remark-
able is the preservation of archaeological records with 
significant symbolic connotations such as altar-ste-
laes, ivory objects or intricate clothing embellished 
with beads (Fernández/ AycAr 2013).

PP4-Montelirio – which can be found in this vol-
ume – is placed in the surroundings of the sepulchre 
of Montelirio and connected to both of them in the 
north-west, the adjacent smallholding, where about 
160 geomagnetic anomalies were identified. In some 
cases, these anomalies show concentrations and clear 
alignments (WheAtley et al. 2012).

Therefore, it is an interesting and complex archaeo-
logical area to which we expect to contribute with our 
research focused on the area of the tholos of La Pasto-
ra and its surroundings.

gEoArchAEologIc Al rESE Arch In ThE SEc Tor oF ThE TholoS oF l A pASTor A

In 2010, as a consequence of the collaboration be-
tween Valenciná s local government, the Culture Min-
istry of the Regional Government of Andalusia and the 
Department of Geodynamics and Palaeontology of the 
Universidad of Huelva, we were able to start a project 
studying the monument of La Pastora in a broad terri-
torial sense. A methodology has been adopted that al-

lows researching a vast surface around this prominent 
construction, as well as an approach to punctual ques-
tions about the construction of the tholos and its place 
within the surrounding palaeolandscape.

Accordingly, the analysis of a singular area has been 
approached from the perspective of its wider spatial 
considerations. For this reason, we have carried out 

Fig. 4. Panoramic view of the area – looking to the North − with the monument of La Pastora in the middle-left of the picture.
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Fig. 5. Map of magnetic anomalies, showing the vertical magnetic gradient. Dynamic ±3 nT.

geomagnetic research of several hectares, archaeolog-
ical excavations to contrast the anomalies and finally a 
detailed analysis of the structural elements of the tho-
los of La Pastora, identifying and studying the features 
of the raw materials used (Fig. 4).

geomagnetic research

In the lands called Mataherrera where La Pastora 
is placed, the geomagnetic research was carried out 
on 11.8 ha. For this task, we collaborated with the spe-
cialised company Eastern Atlas and the equipment 
used comprised five gradiometers Foerster fluxgate 
4,021 with lateral separation of 50 cm, a GPS (Nova-
tel) and an odometer assembled in a movable device. 

The distance of profiles was 0.50 m with a measure- 
ment range of 20/ m. The image resolution was 
0.25 m × 0.25 m, using EAL-MAT filters for the data 
processing (vArgAs et al. 2012a, 125).

Despite the perturbations caused by the electro-
magnetic field produced by the close aerials, it was 
possible to ascertain the location of a large number of 
elements of archaeological nature (Fig. 5).

It should also be mentioned that there are other 
types of interferences in the reading. They come from 
recent scorings and small iron particles derived from 
the path that leads the dolmen, not only in its current 
route but also in its former one, which may also be 
identified thanks to these particles (Fig. 6).

The geomagnetic anomalies that we may relate with 
archaeological structures form alignments with more 
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or less curved or rectilinear shapes, as well as circular 
isolated figures or groups that show diameters of dif-
ferent sizes.

In the western strip of the researched area, there is 
a pattern showing two parallel alignments. It presents 
a »S« plan that starts in the south-western corner and 
leads north to lower heights. The most eastern align-
ment shows bifurcations in its southern and northern 
ends, giving rise to a plan with a triple design. The to-
tal documented length is 364 m. The one placed in 
the east presents widths in the range of 2.60 up to 
7 m, with two interruptions. The most western align-
ment shows a more uniform pattern with a width in 

the range of 6 – 7 m and only one 12 m wide interrup-
tion, marked by the presence of a transversal element 
that opens in the south side. The design of this element 
is the result of the connection between three seg-
ments of arch with a width of 3 m, making a distance 
of around 37 m. Two of these arches open towards the 
north-west from the connection point and the other, 
slightly sharper, towards the south-east (Fig. 6, B).

The readings obtained in the diagonal of the state 
drew several alignments. The wider one (5 – 6 m) dou-
bles in its southern half. In the north, it slightly turns 
passing the dolmen of La Pastora, giving way to other 
narrower alignments (1 – 1.50 m) leading towards the 

Fig. 6. Map of archaeological interpretation of the geomagnetic data (legend see text sections: »Geomagnetic research« and  
»The tholos of La Pastora, a singular construction).
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apex of the tumulus of La Pastora from one of their 
sides and towards the sector of the aforementioned in-
terruptions from the others. The ranges of their geo-
magnetic anomalies are lower than the former ones 
and thus they cannot be compared. Their disposition 
between the elevations in a flatter topography leads us 
to believe that they could be ancient fossilised paths. In-
deed, some anomalies were interpreted in such a way in 
2004 (WheAtley et al. 2012). Both pieces of evidence 
could surely be connected (Fig. 6, C).

In the southern quadrant of the researched area, 
magnetic anomalies showed a surprising concentra-
tion and superposition of elements with circular shape. 
These elements were individualised in a number not 
inferior to twenty. They appear very well defined in the 
southern strip, thanks to the prominent differentiation 
of their magnetic gradient. To the north, their mor-
phology fades, coinciding with the descent of height. 
Internally, they show anomalies of circular tendency, 
concentric or peripheral. Moreover, it is also possible 
to distinguish rectilinear alignments and even some 
intense central anomaly, which without doubt point 
to an ordered structure inside the element. Regarding 
their dimensions, two cases show 60 m diameter, an in-
termediate group of three show 30 – 40 m diameter, the 
largest group – comprising twelve elements – have be-
tween 20 and 25 m and finally there are three that do 
not exceed 15 m. Beyond this broad sector of 5 ha where 
these large circular elements concentrate, we have only 
identified one other case of this kind of structure that 
shows an intense central anomaly (Fig. 6, F).

Other important group is the one mainly charac-
terised by the presence of anomalies with circular plan 
and small size, which place forming groups in three 
large sectors (Fig. 6, G).

More than 100 anomalies drawing the shape of a half-
moon that opens towards the dolmen of La Pastora con-
centrate between the large circular elements area and 
the parallel alignments of the west. The larger anomalies 
are the result of the superposition and/ or the intersec-
tion of circumferences that form polylobular plans. The 
maximum axis of these structures does not exceed 10 m. 
The average of the rest of the elements is 1 – 2 m in di-
ameter. They present a random disposition and no order 
can be mentioned beyond their concentration.

Other concentration of small structures can be 
found next to the large circles of the southern half of 
the land. Overall, there are no more than 60 anomalies, 
whose structural features have already been described 
in this paper. However, unlike the others, it is possi-
ble that segments of arch of similar range to those of 
the medium-sized circles of this sector appear in some 
point of their union. The readings are not sufficiently 
clear to classify them into this group, although we con-
sider this an option that cannot be dismissed.

The last of these three sub-groups appears with a 
higher level of spread. There are around 70 anomalies 
in the south-east of La Pastora, with diameters of no 
more than 2 m and some possible association of ele-
ments that would not form any identifiable shape.

Additionally – and probably in relation to the pre-
vious elements – four straight or slightly curved lines 
that are transversal to the level curves and appear sur-
rounding the perimeter of the circular structures have 
been identified. It is not possible to connect them, al-
though they are structurally similar in both length 
and width (40 – 50 m × 1 m), as well as in their east-west 
orientation (Fig. 6, G).

In terms of the other detected anomalies, we can 
mention the scarce and dispersed shapes of quadran-
gular tendency associated with more recent construc-
tions (Fig. 6, H), as well as the anomaly of wide and 
sinuous course, which is related to a formation of natu-
ral origin, probably a palaeochannel. (Fig. 6, I) (vArgAs 
et al. 2012a).

Archaeological excavations

As we have already mentioned, it was first impor-
tant to establish a morphologic and sedimentary defi-
nition of the geomagnetic evidence that was found 
to hold main interest. For this reason, we had a pub-
lic plot (El Cuervo – La Pastora) of 4,000 m2 where we 
could carry out the pertinent comparisons by means 
of digging (Figs. 3; 7).

The excavation of the large alignments allowed con-
necting them with the system of prehistoric ditches 
that have been identified at several points of the ar-
chaeological site. They have been excavated in the most 
southern strip of the plot, where their transversal lim-
its could be clearly distinguished. The results show that 
the most western ditch (No. 186) possesses a maximum 
width of 7 m, while the most eastern one (No. 206) is 
5.70 m wide. 12 linear metres out of 200 m2 of their sur-
face have been studied, whereby the distance between 
the two structures shows values between 2 and 3 m. 
Unit 186 shows the superposition of other prehistoric 
constructions, as in other cases of this place, unit while 
206 does not. Stratigraphically, the excavation has not 
ended in either of the ditches, reflecting existing par-
ticularities that differentiate them (Fig. 8).

In section – and following the lower reached height – 
ditch 206 tends to show a »V« shape that is silted with 
several sedimentary units of homogenous features: 
strong horizontality, highly-polished clays, as well as 
scarce and fragmented archaeological material. They 
are not great spills but a silting associated with levelling 
processes with a component of natural dragging. Irreg-
ularities marked in the upper part show an important 
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10 m0

Fig. 7. Plan of the excavation in the municipal plot of El Cuervo – La Pastora showing different units: hut floors (brown),  
ditches (orange), circular pits (green), burial (red), protohistoric structures (ochre).
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superficial exposition, whereby the structure only silt-
ed up partially and remained open during some time, 
causing the stronger erosion of this part. It finally silt-
ed up completely in a moment for which we have the 
absolute dating of the upper unit, no. 206/ 401/ 32 dated 
2874 – 2585 cal BC (Tab. 1).

However, the other ditch (No. 186) – whose excava-
tion could only be started – showed different sedimen-
tary features. On the one hand, the preserved record was 
less homogenous and on the other, frequent alterations 
and vertical interfacies indicate its reutilisation once it 
silted up, reflecting a circumstance that does not appear 
in the other ditch. It is the case with the unit 187 dated 
2620 – 2342 cal BC and associated with a concentration 
of adobes (No. 358) on the last filling of this ditch.

About ten elements of circular tendency that were 
marked by geophysics have been subject to exca-
vation (Fig. 9). There are pits dug in the natural sub-
stratum of Valencina that show different contents, 
including human bone remains. Morphologically, they 
show circular plans of 1 – 2 m diameter and contours 
that may be bell-shaped or more or less cylindrical. In 
the silting context, we can distinguish between two 
differentiated situations: on the one hand, monofacial 
deposits with a preponderance of clay matrix, scarcity 
of archaeological material and high degree of fragmen-
tation (units 136 and 162); and on the other, elements 
that usually present two depositional units, ceramic 
remains with a good percentage of preservation and 
an abundance of animal bone remains, some of them 
with anatomic connection, as in units 76 or 105. At the 
stratigraphic level, we can distinguish between two 
phases: a first one represented by pit 105 (105/ 412/ 29) 
dated 2919 – 2874 cal BC; and a second phase represent-
ed by pit 91 (91/ 86/ 29) dated 2872 – 2495 cal BC, which 
significantly cuts the filling of structure no. 54.

We may also relate with the first phase the polylob-
ular structure no 54, which continued beyond its con-
tours, forming a constructive group whose area surely 
exceeds 10 m2 (Fig. 10). It is a semi-subterranean con-

Fig. 8. Excavation of the inside of the prehistoric ditch  
no. 06.

Tab. 1. AMS-radiocarbon dating analysis from the excavation in the municipal plot of El Cuervo – La Pastora.

struction with an interesting archaeological record, 
showing a sequence of twenty units of silting. The con-
struction starts 40 cm under the surface, reaching a low-
er height of 1.50 m. Internally, we can identify a starting 
moment of use with a perimeter platform. After this, it 
was abandoned, remaining open and being subject to 
erosive processes, which meant sectorial collapses and 
a prominent deterioration of the structure. Following 

l a b  c o d e F i e l d  c o d e c o n t e x t t Y P e  o F 
s a m P l e

c o n v e n t i o n a l 
a g e  b P

c a l i b r a t e  a g e 
i n t c a l 0 9 - 2 s i g m a

CNA-1098 105/412/29 Pit Charcoal 4270 ± 25 2919 – 2874

CNA-1100 54/248/50 Polylobular 
structure Charcoal 4225 ± 45 2913 – 2640

CNA-1497 54/243/44 Polylobular 
structure Charcoal 4149 ± 31 2876 – 2625

CNA-1099 206/401/32 Ditch Charcoal 4135 ± 35 2874 – 2585
CNA-1101 91/86/29 Pit Charcoal 4100 ± 50 2872 – 2495
CNA-1496 186/187/50 Ditch Animal Bone 3978 ± 46 2620 – 2342
CNA-1499 435/ROH437 Burial Human Bone 3967 ± 30 2573 – 2350
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this, two silting processes took place in different mo-
ments, half-filling it first and subsequently filling it to 
the brim. Some fragments of painted ceramics as well 
as a great number of copper metallurgy-related ob-
jects – representing a new element in the evaluation of 
the productive activities in this sector of the archaeo-
logical site – stand out among the recovered materials. 
We have two dates for the most ancient of these fillings: 
unit 54/ 248/ 50 dated 2913 – 2640 cal BC and unit 54/ 243/ 
44 dated 2876 – 2625 cal BC (Tab. 1).

Moreover, we could also corroborate the presence 
in one of these pits  (unit  435) of a buried adult indi-
vidual of female gender placed in right lateral decubi-
tus hyper-flexed position (437). The skull was placed in 
the western side of the 1 m diameter construction, with 
the face looking towards the south. An important ele-
ment is the cow jawbone placed at the same level of the 
human cranium and with the same orientation, clearly 
representing a ritual deposit. The preparation with slate 
slabs holds similar importance, which was made for the 
collocation of the individual, whereby its disposition 
under the body – in the place occupied by the lower ex-
tremities – has also been documented. The first slab is 
under the femurs and both the right tibia and fibula lie 
in front of its limit, while the left leg lies directly over it. 

Fig. 9. Prehistoric structures: pits in the foreground and parallel ditches in the background.

Fig. 10. Structures 54 and 91 during the excavation.

The second slab is placed under the left foot, which has 
almost disappeared. Another interesting detail is the 
position that the left hand of the individual occupies, 
which experiences a flick of the wrist to lie over the first 
slab. The main objective of this practice is to achieve the 
horizontality of the individual, highlighting the ritual 
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value of the burial. It shows the most recent chronology 
in the excavation (435/ ROH 437: 2573 – 2350 cal BC), al-
beit consistently with the dates of the structures of the 
second stratigraphic phase (Fig. 11).

Other excavated anomalies were associated with the 
occupation of this sector during protohistory. There 
are two – possibly connected – structures (units 450 
and 480) with irregular plan, which tend to a circular 
shape. They have been delimited on the surface and the 
excavation has only started on upper sedimentary sec-
tions. Nonetheless, they represent a broad area of 54 m2 
as a whole, which surely covers a large hut floor and 
preserves a record of materials of the Iron Age. Due to 
its extension, it was one of the more clearly perceptible 
geomagnetic anomalies.

This is not an isolated case; indeed, records of this 
chronology proving the validity of Valencina beyond 
the classic sequence of the Copper-Bronze are now be-
ing identified at different points of the archaeological 
site (vArgAs 2013, 554 fig. 12).

There is also magnetic evidence that was excavated 
and belonged to contemporary interfacies linked with 
the agricultural exploitation of the plot or with irregu-
lar pits that have been recently performed for unknown 
purposes. In some of these cases, it is important to take 
into account the presence of a mainly prehistoric record 
caused by their subsequent refilling with archaeologi-

cally fertile lands from their surroundings. This should 
not mislead us about the archaeological authenticity.

To conclude this section, it is important to mention 
that in a recent excavation campaign carried out in the 
southern edge of the geomagnetic research, two tho-
los-like constructions have been found that have only 
been superficially documented with no excavation. 
The first one keeps its cover of large stones, while in 
the other it has disappearrf, giving rise to the presence 
of a corridor and chamber made out of masonry. Next 
to them but on the other side of the road, two pits into 
the subsoil have been studied. They both contained 
separated multiple burials that are currently being 
studied (lópez 2015) (Fig. 12).

The tholos of la pastora, a singular construction

The most important construction of this sec-
tor – and the first one that was also known – is the 
tholos of La Pastora. It was discovered by chance dur-
ing the planting of a vineyard in 1860 and eight years 
later Tubino made the first archaeological descrip-
tion  (tuBino  1868,  54). Structurally, the tholos of 
La Pastora comprises a long corridor and a circular 
chamber reaching 45.65 m. The circular chamber has 
a 2.60 m diameter, whose walls close upward by  layer 

Fig. 11. Burial in circular pit with the ritual deposit of an animal jaw bone.
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approximation  (false dome), which give support for 
the large slab of the roof. The corridor has a trapezoi-
dal section and it is divided into three sections sepa-
rated by prominent slabs serving as doors, with jamb 
and lintel preserved in the second and third ones, as 
well as a threshold in the entry to the chamber. In the 
first section of the corridor, there is a small space that 
was never paved and then the tomb seal, which was 
made of masonry and a level of red compact clay in 
the lower part. Finally, in its exterior, the straight an-
gles of the lateral walls and its coating by vertical slabs 
that highlight the front of the monument have been 
documented. In addition to these architectural char-
acteristics, La Pastora shows features that make it sin-
gular in a very special way. Such is the case with its 
anomalous astronomic orientation towards the sun-
set (W) when the prevailing norm of Iberian megaliths 
is towards the sunrise (E). Alternatively, the extraordi-
nary discovery of a concentration of 30 javelin tips that 
are truly exceptional in the whole Mediterranean ba-
sin (Mederos 2000).

The geophysical research has been especially in-
teresting on the section corresponding with the ele-
vation (tumulus) that covers the tholos of La Pastora, 
where we could observe different situations. First, the 
concentration of irregular anomalies that distribute 
over the apex and the north-western slope of the tu-
mulus. They are random and present fanciful shapes, 
showing as only the common nexus their disposition 
on both sides of the alignment, which reaches this part 
of the tumulus from the north-west. The long forms 
with multi-directional annexes and dimensions in the 
range of less than one metre up to tens of metres pre-
dominate. A polygonal element placed on the verti-
cal of the monument in the half of its design stands 
out, which we may connect with the opening during 

the discovery of the dolmen (Fig. 6, D). In opposition 
to this formal heterogeneity, there are also elements 
placed in an orderly way and forming clear alignments 
and parallel and symmetric segments of arch. In its 
most exterior section we can distinguish a design with 
circular tendency, clearly drawn in the south side and 
barely perceived in the north. In the southern half, 
two parallel lines separated by about 3 m proceed over 
70 m and beyond this point they continue towards the 
north until they reach the monument longitudinal. In 
the other side, a section of 16 m allows closing a fig-
ure of circular plan with a maximum diameter of 85 m. 
In the interior, there are two designs: one intermediate, 
with double arch that can be seen in the northern slope; 
and another, closer to the inner walls of the dolmen that 
shows a plan with oval tendency. At least four rectiline-
ar anomalies – which start from the centre of the con-
struction – reach the boundaries of the most exterior 
concentric circles position transversally to these align-
ments. These elements are interpreted as the construc-
tive reinforcements of the monument superstructure 
clear (Fig. 6, E).

In its interior, the geoarchaeological study allowed 
us to identify other aspects related to the construction 
of the monument, from which an interesting line of re-
search has derived in relation to the palaeoenviron-
ments and the absolute chronology of the construction.

Three kinds of stones were used in the construction 
of the tholos of La Pastora – sandstone, lutite-sand-
stone and granite – each of which could come from 
the immediate geological surroundings: lutite-sand-
stone and granite from the Iberian Massif and sand-
stone from the Guadalquivir basin. The only exception 
is a diabase block of the roof of first section of the cor-
ridor that may not be associated with the original con-
struction. The lutite-sandstone have been popularly 

Fig. 12. Tholos-like structures documented during the bike lane construction in Mataherrera – La Pastora area.



379Monumental sector in the archaeological site of Valencina de la Concepción

Fig. 14. Schematic drawing of the coastal outcrop of bioeroded 
sandstones (Transicion Facies) from where much of La Pas-
tora roof slabs were extracted. Representation of two differ-
ent stages of erosion and coastal retreat (A and B) and the 
resulting progress of the marine colonization (modified after 
Cáceres et al. 2014).

called slates due to their plans of penetrating folia-
tion, although there are actually lutites and sandstones 
that alternate in stripes that may be millimetres. The 
walls and the whole corridor as well as the chamber – 
which only in its superior section has two layers made 
of sandstone blocks  – have been built with blocks 
from these rocks. The blocks rock present rombo-
hedric shapes and decametric size. The granite is used 
as large slabs for the cover, showing a curious alterna-
tion with the sandstones in the section that is closer to 
the chamber, the place where they concentrate. Gran-
ite outcrops are known in the so-called Batholith of 
Sierra Norte, which is about 15 km away from Valenci-
na. Nonetheless, geological research is now focusing 
on the positioning of the specific places and possible 
quarries from which they were extracted.

In the surroundings of Valencina, neogene materials 
of the Guadalquivir basin outcrop – whereby the pre-
historic site is directly placed over the so-called »Yel-
lowish Sands and Silt Unit« – originated during the 
Lower Pleiocene in a marine environment. The unit – 
known as »Transition Facies«, because it constitutes a 
gradual transition from the lower unit of blue marls to 
the sandier overlying unit – outcrops under this for-
mation. It is formed by the rhythmical alternation of 
clayey-silt and sandy-sandstones type terms, in whose 
upper sections sands and carbonated sandstones stra-
ta with ranges between 0.10 – 0.70 m of thick, alternate 
with others of clays with ranges between 0.10 – 0.30 m. 
These materials from the Upper Miocene have a ma-
rine origin (cáceres et al. 2013, 221).

The slabs that appear in the cover – twenty units – 
as well as the floor of the monument and the lintels 
and jambs of the doors are supposed to come from 
these carbonated sandstones strata. These rocks pres-
ent structures that are the result of bioturbation pro-

Fig. 13. Concentration of bioerosion structures on a roof slab 
in the tholos of La Pastora.

cesses during their genesis during the Neogene, some 
of which have already been explained as the result of 
human action (cup marks). Other more modern struc-
tures of marine origin generated by bioerosion have 
also been documented. Due to its study, we may de-
duce aspects of unquestionable geoarchaeological 
value, making possible the indirect dating of the mon-
ument by absolute methods as well as the palaeoen-
vironmental reconstruction of the place from which 
they were extracted.

Numerous structures of bioerosion with concentra-
tions that may exceed 200 in the same slab have been 
detected  (Fig. 13). They are mainly microgalleries, 
small borings and microchambers, resulting from the 
biological activity of sea worms, sponges and bivalves. 
The exceptional state of conservation of the most of 
the structures – some with great fragility – stands out. 
Among them, those living chambers made by lithop-
hagous bivalves known as Gastrochaenolites stand out 
due to their number. Exceptionally, in La Pastora, a 
large part of these chambers are occupied by the pro-
ducer bivalve, identified as Petricola lithopaga. This 
species represents an excellent environmental marker, 
given that it provides accurate information about the 
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environment in which its life takes place. It is associat-
ed with marine shallow environments of hard substra-
tum, which is rocky coast. In particular, the Petricola 
lithopaga has been described in intertidal marine en-
vironments, between the area of air exposition dur-
ing the low tide (where the bivalves protect themselves 
from desiccation in their perforations) and the sub-
merged one during the high tide.

In our sector, the confluence of this kind of rock for-
mation with the existence of an intertidal area should 
be found in the large sea inlet, which reached Va-
lenciná s outskirts during that period. The situation 
originated as a consequence of the Flandrian transgres-
sion (6,500 yr BP), whereby flooding of this broad sector 
corresponds to the present flood plain of the Guadalqui-
vir river, constituting the territorial marker analysed for 
investigating the possible points of localisation.

Therefore, in a coastal sector of that sea inlet an out-
crop of Transicion Facies had to exist with the alterna-
tion of levels of carbonated and cemented sandstone 
and non-cemented clay. After the wave erosion, the clay 
levels disappear, with the sandstone (more resistant) re-

maining as platforms or hanging and finally fragment-
ing and collapsing  (Fig. 14). The marine colonisation 
described above means that this circumstance took 
place in the intertidal area where these organisms lived, 
in a context of easy access for their acquisition by the 
man during low tide. This should happen in succession 
since the excellent preservation status of the structures 
of bioerosion and the bivalves – with individuals in dif-
ferent ontogenetic states – are indicators of the brevity 
between the moment when the bioerosion was taking 
place under the sea and the extraction of the rock. The 
absolute chronology of these lithophagous bivalves is 
an indirect way for the dating of the extraction of the 
slabs for its collocation in the monument of La Pasto-
ra. The dates obtained by radiocarbon of three samples 
analysed to date suggest that the most probable age for 
rock extraction and the subsequent construction of the 
monument was between 4780 and 4400 cal yr BP (2830− 
2450 cal BC) (cáceres et al. 2014).

Aside from this noteworthy peculiarity, two ele-
ments supposing a distortion of the structural homoge-
neity that the monument presents have been identified.

An interfacie of the destruction of the wall with a 
later closing made with a re-used slab and mainly with 
heterogeneous blocks of rocks non-levelled or regular-
ised on their visible side can be observed in the northern 
wall of the starting section of the corridor. A rough mor-
tar of lime and sand is used as agglutinative. It presents 
an aspect of careless manufacture in which neither the 
original verticality of the wall nor its highest level are re-
spected but is exceeded to support the slab that stands 
in this place. Curiously, it is also the only slab that is lith-
ologically different from the rest, a diabase that does not 
fit in the original position but is superimposed over the 
adjoining slabs, reflecting an unequivocal sign of being 
an element associated with an event that was subsequent 
to the original construction (Fig. 15).

Fig. 15. Corridor area where the discovery entrance to La 
Pastora was placed.
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Fig. 16. Niche showing the different elements found during the 
constructive analysis (See text for the meaning of numbers).
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Additionally, in the circular chamber, the existence 
of a niche that was traditionally connected with the 
original construction of the monument is also known. 
However, just like others, we think that it is possible to 
bring up certain doubts about this supposed original-
ity  (ruiz 2013, 207). The constructive analysis high-
lights elements that clearly differ from the structural 
uniformity of the rest of the chamber since it was nec-
essary to follow the next steps to fulfil the hollow of 
the so-called niche:

 ù The turn of the block of the bottom, hiding the side 
of reddish tone that appears as a visible side in the 
rest of the blocks (Fig. 16, 1).

 ù Consequently, the upper block remained with-
out base in one of its sides and with a visible line 
of separation between the reddish side arranged 
to be seen and the other that was originally hid-
den  (grey tone), highlighting the place that the 
original block should occupy before its extrac-
tion (Fig. 16, 2).

 ù The sides and base were recovered with a different 
bonding made out of slabs and vertical masonry, in 
a disposition that has only been confirmed in this 
place (Fig. 16, 3).

 ù The stratigraphic interfacie is also highlighted by 
the presence of a very compact dark grey mortar, 
completely different from the polished brown clays 
with some vegetal substance that we could identi-
fy in the interstices of the masonry of the original 
construction, as agglutinative material.

Finally, the revision of original sources that described 
the monument right after its discovery and several years 
later does not mention anything about this element that 
should have certainly attracted their attention. We do 
not think that it could have gone unnoticed for Tubino 
or Cañal, who did not mention any thing about its ex-
istence in their detailed accounts, despite the fact that 
in the case of its discoverer he detailed the presence of 
small sea shells on the floor or between the upper blocks 
of the chamber (tuBino 1868; cAñAl 1894).

DIScuSSIon AnD concluSIonS

In the eastern sector of the archaeological site of 
Valencina, the preservation of a main environment 
shaping a real monumental prehistoric landscape 
stands out, not only by the presence of the powerful 
tholos of La Pastora but also by the numerous large 
structures that have been identified as well as the great 
ditch detected, which gives it the role of a transition-
al element. It is basic in the development of future 
research as well as the urban planning of this rural 
sector trapped by the urban development of the mu-
nicipalities of Valencina and Castilleja.

The results obtained following the geomagnetic re-
search show unquestionable complex scenery, not only 
due to the different individualised morphologies but 
also owing to their spatial distribution and the dia-
chronic image that it gives. The comparison of the ev-
idence by means of digging has put into context this 
chronostratigraphic and interpretative quandary, 
identifying different archaeological contexts tempo-
rally ordered by the new seven provided dating. The 
geoarchaeological research in La Pastora offers a more 
accurate view of its structural configuration for both 
the outside and inside. At the same time, it is the first 
absolute dating obtained for the monument construc-
tion and concurrently for the reconstruction of the 
surrounding environment at the time.
1. The parallel alignments of the west are a convinc-

ing vertebrador element of the southern and east-
ern side of the archaeological site. They belong to 
the outer prehistoric system of ditches that has 

been documented to date. They show a double or 
even triple pattern that extends a stripe of 25 m 
in width, with minor interruptions and a signif-
icant cut with a lateral extension that frames the 
most western alignment from the south. Its course 
leads into the lower heights of the riverbed of 
Las Cañadas and with the other end into the sec-
tion of the PP Matarrubilla and its extension into 
the Algarrobillo School, developing a total length 
of over 1 km (vArgAs 2013, 550 – 551 fig. 9). With 
this, it represents the south-eastern close of inte-
rior scenery characterised by productive activi-
ties (nocete et al. 2008; vArgAs et al. 2012b fig. 2). 
The principal and most monumental known fu-
nerary constructions are placed in the south and 
east of the former area. There are not only bur-
ials in this area. As previously mentioned, after 
the excavation in PP4-Montelirio, the number of 
non-funerary structures is higher than the num-
ber of funerary structures  (MorA  et  al. 2013, 
266 – 272 fig. 12).

The identification of an interruption of the 
ditch – re-marked by the presence of a lateral an-
nex – possibly points to the existence of an access 
that coincides with the place where ancient fos-
silised ways meet, detected by geophysics (Fig. 6). 
This area between the elevation of El Cuervo and 
the riverbed of Las Cañadas has a more favoura-
ble topography and allows a shorter and easier pass 
towards the central zone of the settlement, which 
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showed a primitive plateau where the most an-
cient place of establishment in the archaeological 
site was surely located. The morphology of the an-
nex that stands out of the ditch towards the south-
east reminds the studied figures of the openings of 
the outer courses of contemporary archaeological 
sites, such as Perdigoes (Márquez et al. 2011) or 
Fuente de la Mora (díAz del río 2003). If our the-
ory was confirmed, this would be the main entry 
to the area of the ditches of Valencina, due to the 
spaces that it would directly connect.

According to the results obtained after the exca-
vation, the ditches do not seem to be contemporary, 
or at least their silting records are not. The dating 
of the upper section of the filling of ditch 206 (unit 
206/ 401/ 32) is 2874 – 2585 cal BC (Tab. 1). Its coin-
cidence with the dating for the same event in the 
section studied of the smelting quarter (2886−2568/ 
2850−2472  cal  BC, nocete  et  al. 2008) shows a 
planned and systematically fulfilled process of can-
cellation of the ditch in at least 1 km, a distance that 
divides the two locations.

After comparing the dating of this sector with 
the dating of the use of passage grave of Montelir-
io (2880−2630/ 2580−2460 cal BC) (Fernández/ Ay-
cAr 2013) as well as the dating of the construction of 
La Pastora (2830−2450 cal BC) (cáceres et al. 2014), 
it seems clear that this ditch 206 (not its filling) is 
previous to Montelirio but perhaps not to La Pas-
tora. We will have to wait for further analysis to 
specify this scenery since  – as previously men-
tioned – reality is more complex than it might ap-
pear. Only by excavation and dating every one of the 
constructions will we be able to establish synchro-
nies and thus functionally specialised areas.

2. In the southern half of the researched area, large 
circular plans whose dimensions are between tens 
of metres and 60 m of diameter appear. Their con-
centration – with at least twenty examples count-
ed – and the high degree of definition of some of 
them stand out. Two cases of large size stand out 
in opposed endings and in their surroundings the 
smaller figures that spread out with no apparent 
order and not showing intersections in such a way 
that – synchronic or not – the figures respect the 
surrounding elements. In the centre of this area, 
there is only a case in which the lines of these 
circumferences cut among themselves, whereby 
only in this case could we establish temporal re-
lations of superposition (Fig. 6, F). It is a »field« of 
circular structures that we can relate with the el-
ements found in this place – masonry walls and 
covers of large slabs  (lópez  2015) – or with the 
near finds of Roquetito or the documented ele-
ments of Ontiveros (Fig. 3). Stone circles, tumulus, 

ditches, chambers or corridors need a more  
precise definition but can be perfectly drawn 
thanks to the definition that the detected anom-
alies show. Their connection with the prehistor-
ic necropolis is highly probable, being a principal 
part of it with unknown dimensions aside from 
the tumulus of the largest monuments, La Pastora, 
Matarrubilla or Montelirio.

3. The small circular anomalies (1 – 2 m in diameter) 
regarding the excavation of the public plot can be 
classified into three groups according to the na-
ture of the preserved records: first, structures that 
hold monofacial deposits with a preponderance of 
clay matrix, a scarcity of archaeological material 
and high degree of fragmentation; second, elements 
that present two only depositional units, ceramic 
remains with a good percentage of preservation and 
an abundance of animal bones, some of them with 
anatomic connection; and finally, pits that hold bur-
ials and the verification of an associated funerary 
practice. In our excavations, we found early  (unit 
105/ 412/ 29: 2919−2874 cal BC), intermediate (91/ 86/ 
29: 2872−2495 cal BC) and recent chronologies as in 
the burial (435/ ROH 437: 2573−2350 cal BC), which 
close the documented sequence.

4. Regardless, a spatial articulation derived from the 
existence of a broad band of respect on the monu-
ment of La Pastora, the concentration of the large 
circles in the southern stripe with a minimum con-
tact between them, the sectorisation of the pits, the 
course of the ditch or the presence of clear emp-
ty occupational spaces are evidence. Furthermore, 
in general the minimum degree of interference be-
tween each of these elements denotes the presence 
of known and respected limits. For this reason, we 
cannot consider that the global view of the twelve 
researched hectares would correspond with a cha-
otic and badly structured scenery but rather simply 
the opposite.

5. A prominent concentration of irregular anom-
alies placed in both sides of a more regular and 
continuous course are visible over the highest 
part of La Pastora and the northern slope. We 
have associated this course with the ancient path, 
which – after the discovery – was consolidated by 
the constant bustle of people and the intense ex-
ploratory activity of treasure hunters, which are 
already mentioned in sources of the period (tuB-
ino 1868). Among them, an anomaly of large ex-
tension stands out, which corresponds with the 
opening that gave rise to the discovery of the dol-
men and through which people acceded during the 
first years. This is the way in which it is  reflected 
in the drawing made by Tubino and accompa-
nied the report of 1868 in which he introduced the  
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monument. The geoarchaeological research al-
lowed us to verify this circumstance by identifying 
in this place the only rock that is significantly dif-
ferent from the lithological norm that repeats in the 
whole monument, namely granites and sandstones 
in opposition with this diabase, which stands over 
the horizontality plane of the roof and is support-
ed by the original rocks (Fig. 15). The verification 
in this place of an interfacie of destruction of the 
lateral wall of the corridor – and its reparation 

20 m0

Fig. 17. Restoration of the internal structure of the tumulus that covers the tholos of La Pastora.

with different materials bonding  – certify that 
this was the discovery dolmeń s entrance, closed 
and later repaired in a date earlier than Cañal ś 
account, which mentions the closure of this en-
try (cAñAl 1894).

Likewise, we do not think that the niche in the 
upper part of the chamber belongs to the original 
construction. The structural analysis has been es-
sential in determining a characterisation that clearly 
 differs from the structural uniformity of the rest of 
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the construction, although it is still an element that 
is not mentioned in the detailed account by Tubino 
or Cañal.

6. La Pastora is a monument of complex appearance. 
The tumulus is a planned construction with a struc-
tural design through three surrounding rings and 
radial axis that cross it. The first ring draws an oval 
plan that slightly separates from the chamber and 
the corridor, closing in the west just in the middle 
of the total length of the monument. This creates a 
container that reinforces the internal nucleus, sure-
ly to raise this final part of the tumulus. A series 
of radial axis – which in their course connect with 
a second ring to end in the external circle – also 
double, start from the first ring. A circular figure 
about 85 m in diameter emerge from its measur-
ing, corresponding to the maximum attributable 
area of the tumulus of La Pastora. The strength of 
the described elements – three rings, two of them 
with double pattern and radial alignments – sug-
gest a design whose function supported a tumulus 
of prominent magnitude. They would be elements 
for the attachment and containment of the internal 
fillings in a compartmentalised structure (concen-
tric rings/ radius), which allows a higher develop-
ment in height, guaranteeing not only the stability 
of the filling but also reducing the impact of the ef-
fect of the erosion of the slopes (Fig. 17).

The absence of structural evidence in a broad 
area around it – of no less than 50 m metres – is 
significant, singularising the entity of the con-
struction and its pre-eminence in the territorial 
context where it is placed. No other cases of the re-
searched area or the exposed interventions in the 
surrounding present an area as wide. With this, the 
visual impact of the construction in the landscape 
where it is placed and its hegemonic role in respect 
of the structuration of the surrounding territory 
had to be very important.

7. The sandstone slabs used in the construction of the 
monument of La Pastora maintain significant trac-
es of marine bioerosion. They come from a neogene 
formation of the surroundings in which alternating 
soft materials – easily eroded – and other more re-
sistant  (sandstones) ones from whose strata were 
extracted, whereby these slabs were mainly used in 
the cover and the floor of the monument. Different 
marks and structures originated by different organ-
isms have been documented. The small chambers 
of the identified bivalve Petricola lithopaga stand 
out among them. This species represents an excel-
lent environmental marker due to its association 
with marine shallow environments of rocky coast. 
In particular, it has been described in intertidal ma-
rine environments between the area of air exposi-

tion during the low tide (where the bivalves protect 
themselves from desiccation in their perforations) 
and the submerged one during the high tide. The 
palaeoenvironmental context would establish a 
rock coast in which the previously-described al-
ternating formation outcrops. There, coastal ero-
sion would mean that the resistant levels remained 
as platforms or stood out as more or less developed 
overhangs, until they collapsed over the lower plat-
form (Fig. 14). In these rocky seashores belonging 
to the large sea inlet – which would reach Valenci-
ná s outskirts  – there would be outcrops of this 
kind, where the colonisation of the marine organ-
ism took place, a context of easy access for their 
acquisition by the man for quarrying. The excel-
lent state of conservation of the bioerosional struc-
tures and the producer bivalves are indicators of 
the brevity between the moment when the bioero-
sion took place under the sea level and the extrac-
tion of the rock. Consequently, the dating of these 
lithophagous bivalves is an indirect way for the dat-
ing of the extraction of the slabs for its collocation 
in the monument. The dates obtained by radiocar-
bon of three samples analysed to date suggest that 
the most probable age for rock extraction and the 
subsequent construction of the monument was be-
tween 4780 and 4400 cal yr BP (2830−2450 cal BC). 
Finally, for the specific location of the quarry site in 
some of the banks of the current Guadalquivir riv-
er associated with the probable shoreline of the pre-
historic coast, cáceres et al. (2014) proposed the 
outcrops between La Puebla del Rio and Coria del 
Rio, two villages only 15 km south from the archae-
ological site, where the slight incline towards the 
south of the sandstone formation would make it co-
incide with the sea level in that period.

8. All of this confers an exceptional value  – from 
both a scientific perspective as well as its inherit-
ed significance  – on this place between Valenci-
na and Castilleja de Guzmán. Therefore, taking 
into account its current situation, it is indispen-
sable to plan its spatial insertion in the urban 
framework of the area where it is placed the met-
ropolitan area of Seville, where it is subjected to 
the derived pressures and risks from the growth 
that any city of the 21st century can experience. In 
this line, our proposal is to create an archaeolog-
ical park that guarantees effective protection of 
the subsoil. This figure would strengthen the land-
scape values of this sector and exalt its essentially 
educative usage. This is the only way to guarantee 
its future preservation, deactivating any develop-
ment proposal out of this  sociocultural public in-
terest. Since 2008, the Municipal Regulation of 
Archaeological Protection and  – in 2010  – the  
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decree of Cultural Interest have supported this 
line of work. We hope to consolidate these inter-
ventions and progress to reach the objective that 

we think would permanently resolve this situation 
of uncertainty that still hovers over this monu- 
mental sector of the prehistoric site of Valencina.
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Towards other Atlantic shores: reviewing Senegambian megalithism

Luc Laporte, Homady Bocoum

AbSTr Ac T

Senegambian megalithism appeared in the European sci-
entific literature at the beginning of the 20th century. It cur-
rently comprises around 17,000 monuments and 2,000 sites 
scattered over 30,000 km². These monuments appear today 
as standing stone circles, with a single front stone or a row 
of several monoliths to the east. The current study of Wanar 
megalithic cemetery, listed as a Unesco World Heritage site, 
sheds new light on this topic. The standing stone circles repre-
sent the remains of a façade, made elsewhere of rubble, and 
sometimes partly of adobe. These frontal monoliths were not 
always erected at the same time as the rest of the monuments. 
Some could indeed be related to memorial-like deposits. This 
architectural sequence could be preceded by the destruction 
of the house of the dead, or even by the construction of an 
adobe building above the sepulchral pit location. This pit can 
appear as a silo, used as the chamber of a collective burial; 
other successive deposits could only be accounted for by the 
presence of a structure in perishable materials at the base of 
larger pits, in the manner of a house of the dead. In all cas-
es, the accompanying dead, by no means systematic, appear 
in rather unusual circumstances. All these elements contrib-
ute to reconsidering this singular type of megaliths in a wider 

context of funerary practices, specific to Protohistoric people 
in Western Africa. They also draw attention to unexpected 
features that could occur within some of the Western Europe 
Atlantic megaliths, at other times and other places.

Keywords: Megaliths, Architecture, Funerary 
practices, Western Africa, Senegal

The aim of this paper is to make a succinct presentation of 
the results of collective research on Senegambian megaliths, 
in particular through the study of the Wanar cemetery in 
Senegal. This is part of a volume of contributions from a col-
loquium entitled »Megaliths, Societies, Landscapes – Early 
Monumentality and Social Differentiation in Neolithic Eu-
rope«. The megaliths presented here are not on the same con-
tinent as those in Atlantic and Northern Europe. They are 
not particularly early. Some were erected between the 5th and 
the 3rd millennia BC, under a temperate climate, while oth-
ers were built over the course of the past two millennia, in the 
inter-tropical zone. They are separated by several thousands 
of kilometres and represent totally different historic and cul-
tural atmospheres. Therefore, it appeared pertinent to begin 
by defining what we mean here by the term megalith.

mEgAlIThS

The term megalith seems to appear during the first 
half of the 19th century (Mohen 1989). At that time, it 
designates several large stones, clearly manipulated by 
Man, which still dot the Western European countryside 
today. Some of them only appear to rise towards the 
sky, whereas others – although they are at times bur-
ied – are assembled according to a process that seems 
to defy the laws of gravity. The structures made up by 
these enormous rock fragments seem to be extreme-
ly rudimentary, in keeping with the allegedly »primi-
tive« nature of the men and women who contributed to 
making them. Prior to this, in 1798, notes and sketch-
es from Easter Island completed on La Pérouse’s ships, 
on the other side of the world had been published (cAu-
We  2011). Long before the discovery of painted Palaeo-

lithic caves, the discovery of engravings in the Gavrinis 
monument (MériMée 1836) contributed to discussions 
on the status of prehistoric Man. Several decades later, 
r. gAlles (1868) crossed the Mediterranean to try to 
explain the presence of megaliths in Algeria, after his 
works on the Saint-Michel tumulus, at Carnac. This was 
the period of diffusionist theories and colonies.

Patient survey work began at that time on all the 
continents. In 1857, for example, an expedition from 
the orographic commission of Colombia discov-
ered the San Agustin site (codAzzi 1863) in the An-
des. In 1872, J. Fergusson published a book entitled 
»Rude stone monuments in all countries«. This noted 
the existence of constructions in distant lands made 
from similar materials and with similar shapes to the 
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 European megaliths. Several decades later, W. Gow-
land (1897) explored the abundant megaliths in Japan, 
after several works on Stonehenge, in England. Ethno-
graphic reports also appeared. The widely published 
photographs of the transport of a large megalithic slab 
on the Island of Nias, in Indonesia, were taken at the 
very beginning of the 20th century (schröder 1917). 
The work of Hutton on the Nagas in Myanmar was 
published in 1921. In Africa, the first explorations of 
Père Azaïs focusing on the megaliths of Ethiopia date 
to roughly the same period (AzAïs/chAMBArd 1931). 
Several years beforehand, on the banks of the Gam-
bia River, Todd and Wolbach  (1911) had conducted 
their first excavations in strange circles of standing 
stones (Fig. 1). These are only a few examples.

About a hundred years after the work of Fergus-
son, R. Joussaume (1985) in turn published a book en-
titled: »Des dolmens pour les morts«, where he defines 
the characteristics of these different types of con-
structions throughout the world, their chronology and 
the funerary practices and material culture of those 
who erected them. If proof were needed, no doubt re-
mained; these monuments were erected by popula-
tions who did not know each other, and at different 

periods of their respective histories. Twenty years lat-
er, R. Joussaume (2003) emphasized the singularity of 
each of these regional megalithisms, taken separately, 
rightly advocating the use of strictly local names to de-
scribe their different forms. At the same time, A. Gal-
lay (2006a) attempted to provide a global explanation 
for what could only appear to be a simple technical 
convergence. This latter work, entitled »Les sociétés 
mégalithiques« contains conceptual borrowings from 
the world-economies of the historian F. Braudel (1979). 
It refers in particular to the theories of the anthropol-
ogist A. Testart (2004, 2005), underlining the existence 
of shared social structures among past or present pop-
ulations erecting megaliths  (Fig. 2). Although these 
proposals explicitly diverge from many Anglo-Saxon 
authors, they nonetheless follow an avenue of research 
that C. Renfrew and P. Bahn  (1996) had associated 
with the notion of monument.

Then, emphasis was placed on the effort made by 
the whole group for tasks that did not, at first sight, 
appear to be crucial for its biological survival. From 
this perspective, megaliths no longer only seemed 
to be a particular case of monumental construction. 
Such an approach led to comparisons between very 

Fig. 1. Dr. Jouenne’s installation during surveys of one of the standing stone circles of Diam-Diam. Glass plate photograph, 
probably taken around 1910 (IFAN archives).
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distant constructions in time and space, which are 
not all necessarily megalithic  (gronenBorg  2006; 
jAckson/Wright 2014). In regional studies as well, 
such perspectives sometimes tend to water down the 
outlines of the reference object (Furholt et al. 2011; 
rzepecki 2011). What is a megalith? Th e works cit-
ed in the preceding paragraph at least bestow a spe-
cifi c singularity on these monuments  (lAporte/
scArre 2015). But others prefer, for example, to em-
phasize the unique history of each place, of each 
monument, refl ecting a singular long-term biogra-
phy (diAz guArdAMino et al. 2015). What is a mon-
ument? Is it really any clearer than the notion of 
megalith? In Senegal, certain Baobabs are also classi-
fi ed as national monuments.

In some academic contexts, for example in Korea
and Japan  (Byung-Mo  1999; nespoulos  2003), 
like in Indonesia or Micronesia  (MorgAn  1989; 
AdAMs 2004; koestoro/virAdnyAnA 2007; Mccoy/
Athens 2012), the current use of the term megalith 
covers at times very diff erent realities. Moreover, meg-
alithic representations may also have evolved through-
out time (Fig. 3). For our part, we mean by the term 
megalith any construction involving the use of very 
large stone blocks moved by Man, whether standing, 
juxtaposed or assembled, with forms generally remi-
niscent of their natural outcrop, at least for us. By ex-
tension, it is common practice to associate similar and 
contemporaneous constructions in a given place, par-
ticularly in dry stone.

Fig. 2. On this map published by A. Gallay (2006), strongly based on F. Braudel’s notion of »world-economies«, according 
to the author the black dots indicate the »megalithic societies« present in the world between the 16th and 19th centuries of our 
era. N°1 corresponds to the megaliths of Senegal and Gambia, which are however from an earlier period.
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In this way, megaliths are differentiated from 
the chaos of natural blocks resulting solely from an 
 intellectual construction, for example for a privileged 
astronomical orientation. They are also differentiated 
from monoliths, even from several monolithic statues, 
where all the »natural« surfaces have been trans-
formed in such a way that only the form of the rep-
resentations that they bear or personify, appears. They 
are different too from »cyclopean« dry stone construc-
tions, where large cut blocks were carefully shaped 
then adjusted to fit into each other. It may not be con-
tradictory not to consider certain monolithic statues 
from ancient Egypt as megaliths. However, how must 

we interpret the stelae erected at the site of Axum, 
in Ethiopia (joussAuMe 2003), where some were left 
natural with no modification after extraction from the 
outcrop, whereas other contemporaneous stones were 
totally worked? Conversely and in spite of a surface as-
pect vaguely reminiscent of natural outcrops, the large 
broken menhir of Locmariaquer was nonetheless to-
tally shaped. Like any definition, the one that we will 
use for the rest of this paper presents, at times, some 
inevitable ambiguities. But at least it presents the ad-
vantage of outlining our field of study. From this point 
of view, the architectural structures that we study in 
Senegal are definitely megaliths.

mEgAlIThS From SEnEgAl AnD gAmbIA

The megaliths from Senegal and Gambia appear as 
stones standing in the open air. Most of them are po-
sitioned in a circle  (Fig. 4). We have known for more 
than a century that such arrangements denote the 
site of underlying graves (jouenne 1918). Stones were 
also erected in a frontal position, to the east of funer-
ary monuments, including a number of these standing 
stone circles. Some of the frontal stones are isolated. 
Others are grouped in the same place, with no appar-
ent order. Others are made up of one or more rarely 
two parallel alignments, with a north-south orienta-
tion (thilMAns et al. 1980). This is how they current-
ly appear to the observer. In all cases, and as for many 
of the megaliths throughout the world, they are in re-
ality only the ruins of an arrangement with a very dif-
ferent form in the past. We estimate that about thirty 
thousand blocks of laterite were extracted, transported 

then erected in Senegal and in Gambia. Many of them 
weigh more than a tonne, and more rarely up to several 
tonnes. Isolated or together, they form nearly seventeen 
thousand monuments. In this way, about two thousand 
megalithic cemeteries occupy a vast distribution area of 
thirty thousand square kilometres, nearly exclusively lo-
cated on the north bank of the Gambia River (MArtin/
Becker 1984). This distribution range is traditionally di-
vided into three parts. In the eastern zone, only several 
standing stones are visible in a frontal position of funer-
ary monuments. They are mounds, at times with very 
variable dimensions, only covered by a stone shell. The 
western zone contains more standing stone circles than 
the others. The megalithic cemetery of Wanar, which we 
have been studying for the past ten years, is part of this 
zone. The rare available radiocarbon dates, and the anal-
ysis of the associated objects, seem to place this form of 

A B

Fig. 3. Two representations of a same type of European megalith (Western France): A. Representation from the end of the 
20th century of the La Haye »chromelc’h« at Saint-Gravé, in Morbihan (after Fouquet 1875, in L’Helgouach 1964), B.  Repre- 
sentation from the end of the 20th century of the Cous »dolmen« at Bazoges-en-Pared, in Vendée (after Joussaume 1981).
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Fig. 4. Circle of standing stones from monument VIII at Wanar graveyard (Mabo rural community, District of Kaffrine) in 
Senegal (photo: L. Laporte).

Fig. 5. Restoration of the architecture of monument XIV at Wanar graveyard, based on data acquired during the excavations 
carried out between 2005 and 2015 (photo: L. Laporte).
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megalithism between the 7th and the 15th centuries of 
our era  (gAllAy 2010a; holl 2013).

We showed in previous publications that the 
stone circles are part of the façade of a monumen-
tal platform. This latter could also be built in dry 
stone (lAporte et al. 2009). The standing stones on 
the edge of the platform were then more clearly op-
posed than today to the stones standing separately in 
a frontal position (Fig. 5). Funerary platforms such as 
these were present for several millennia, in different 
forms, in the whole Saharan-Sudanese band  (pAris 
1996; honegger 2014, 57). Bordered by vertical slabs, 
they are also recorded in the Guinea Forest Region, in 
Sierra Leone or Liberia, sometimes for very recent pe-
riods (roBert 1997). Others are built in dry stone by 
some of the populations living in the Mandara Moun-
tains in Cameroon (vincent 1995; tchAndeu 2009, 
fig. 25). The only known comparison with a decora-
tive round roof pottery from the site of Wanar  (Fig. 
6 A1 and B) comes from this latter site. It was com-
pared to those that the Kapsikis sometimes deposit 
in the centre of their funerary monuments (seigno-
Bos 1990; delvoye et al. 2011). Indeed, still in Cam-
eroon but a little further south, in the Grasslands, 
such platforms support a construction in perishable 

materials (notué 2009, fig. 25b). As for the standing 
stones in frontal position of the megaliths in Senegal 
and Gambia, R. Mauny  (1962) cautiously envisaged 
comparisons with post alignments, some of which are 
sculpted, making up the altar of the ancestors in cer-
tain Tenda-speaking populations, as well as for the 
non-Tenda speaking Manjaks in Guinea-Bissau (teix-
eirA dA MotA 1954). During the excavation of a large 
grave pit with a tumulus infill, on the megalithic site 
of Mbolop Tobé, A. Gallay (1982) opted for a similar 
comparison with the staked post to the east of the Ser-
eer graves; in this latter case, the tumulus fill covers 
the roof of the house of the dead which was erected on 
its tomb (MArtin/Becker 1982). The works of A. Gal-
lay were the first to identify the existence of digging, 
accounting for the presence of human bones underly-
ing such raised architectural structures.

Thus, discussions focusing on the type of sepulchral 
practices associated with the megaliths of Senegal 
and Gambia developed for a long time in the absence 
of any stratigraphic data. Certain examples, such as 
that of Sarré Diouldé in eastern Senegal, were first 
of all interpreted as resulting from human sacrific-
es (thilMAns et al. 1980). These same data were then 
interpreted as signifying the presence of  accompanying 

Fig. 6. Kapsikis funerary monument, in the Mandara Mountains in Cameroon, and ridge pottery ornaments sometimes de-
posited on the tomb (A). For comparison, ceramic ridge ornament found at the base of monument I at Wanar graveyard, in 
Senegal (B) (after Seignobos 1990; Tchandeu 2009; photo: Arch’antique).
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Fig. 7. Protohistoric funerary chambers excavated in the ground, in Senegal and Mali. Position of the access shafts: access to 
the sepulchral chamber leads directly towards the exterior in the case of the Famambougou hypogea (Circle, Mali), whereas  
it is sealed below the construction of the megalithic monument at Wanar (District of Kaffrine, Senegal). After Liesgang;  
Sanogo 1977 (photo: L. Laporte).
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dead (gAllAy 2006b). At the same time, other authors 
preferred to stress the existence of secondary graves, 
particularly in the western zone (holl 2006). On this 
point, the contribution of our own work was first of 

all to identify the existence of buried levels, contem-
poraneous with the construction or the ruin of these 
monuments. Then, we sought to identify the digging 
carried out from this level. Some of this digging cor-

Fig. 8. Multiple combinations: the example of monument XIX, at Wanar. A. A silo-shaped funerary chamber, similar to that 
of Monument XIV (cf. previous figure), is dug into the base of a wider pit with a mound fill, similar to that of Mbolop Tobé. 
The complex is capped by the construction of the megalithic monument. B. Sepulchral level in the upper fill of the funerary 
chamber. C. Opening of the lateral recess in the eastern wall of the funerary chamber. (photo: L. Laporte).
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responds to sepulchral pits (lAporte et al. 2012). At 
Wanar, the sepulchral pit is most often shaped like a 
silo. Sometimes, it comprises a lateral recess. Gener-
ally, the pit opening is located roughly at the centre of 
the circle of standing stones (Fig. 7 A). The diversity of 
the observed funereal practices is comparable to that 
in any collective grave (chAMBon 2003; dudAy 2005). 
Moreover, different types of funerary actions inter-
vene at different levels of the fill of the sepulchral pit, 
but also sometimes during subsequent digging. Dis-
cussions of the types of funerary practices associat-
ed with these megaliths thus take on an entirely new 
meaning: the presence of accompanying dead, pend-
ing new fieldwork, seems to be reserved to or at least 
cannot be excluded from the central zone of Senegam-
bian megalithism (gAllAy 2010b; cros et al. 2013).

At least two main types of sepulchral chambers 
can be associated with megaliths in the western zone. 
For the time being, the central and eastern zones are 
less well known. Some of them seem to have been 
built in perishable materials, at the base of large pits 
with a mound fill. Others present a much narrow-
er opening, with shaft access that then widens out 
in the form of a silo. They sometimes contain a later-
al niche: this latter type of sepulchral chamber is also 
attested over more extensive geographic areas than 
those reserved for the megaliths of Senegal and Gam-
bia (lAporte et al. 2012). We will take two aforemen-
tioned examples here. The funerary platforms built by 
the Kapsikis of the Mandara Mountains, in Cameroon, 
cover funerary pits with similar forms (Fig. 6 A2). The 
same applies to the sepulchral pits dug out by the 
Manjaks in Guinea-Bissau, although these were only 
indicated on the surface by the presence of a small 
earth dome. The hypogea in the south of Mali are also 
part of this more general context (MAuny 1961; sA-
nogo/couliBAly  2013). Those of Famambougou 
were frequented between the 6th and 11th centuries of 
our era. They contain the bones of several individu-
als and are indicated on the surface by a pile of laterite 
blocks which do not seem to have seized excavators’ 
attention (liesegAng, sAnogo 1977). Access to these 
hypogea was through a vertical shaft, off-centre in re-
lation to the underground chamber, thus leading di-
rectly to the exterior  (Fig. 7 B). The architecture of 
Senegambian megaliths definitively seals the access 
to the underlying sepulchral areas. The architecture 
of the roughly contemporaneous hypogea of Mali and 
Burkina Faso is different, mainly on account of the 
permanent link established between the world of the 
dead and the world of the living.

During the excavation of six out of the twenty-one 
monuments in the Wanar megalithic graveyard, we 
identified three distinct and complementary sequenc-
es. The first concerns the burial of the deceased and all 

the sepulchral practices associated with the treatment 
of the corpse (cros et al. forthcoming); the second is 
related to the monumentalization of each of these par-
ticular places, involving the efforts of a whole segment 
of society  (lAporte  et al.  forthcoming); the third is 
linked to a commemorative dimension, which we sug-
gest is associated with the erection of frontal stones and 
the adjoining ceramic deposits (delvoye et al. 2016). 
If, on the whole, these three sequences follow on from 
each other, each one also contains elements subject to 
multiple, and at times complex combinations (Fig. 8). 
None is really independent of the others. We will il-
lustrate this latter point with several new observations 
concerning the existence of a western stone in some of 
these standing stone circles in the western zone, which 
previously went unnoticed. At Wanar, the digging of 
the chamber, then the first deposits of bodies or human 
bones were accompanied by the erection of a first iso-
lated standing stone (lAporte et al. 2015, fig. 2), which 
is smaller than all those subsequently erected in this 
place. This open-air standing stone was initially located 
several metres to the west of the opening of the sepul-
chral pit. The monumental platform was built during a 
second phase, after the definitive fill of the pit. It is only 
at the end of the monumentalization process that the 
western stone was then tipped towards the east, there-
by taking a singular position among all those erected 
around the edge of the funerary platform.

In the light of these new data, several ethnograph-
ic links arouse our curiosity  (pAulMe  1954; lest-
rAnge 1955). Here, we will take the example of Manjak 
funerary practices, near the Guinea-Bissau coasts, 
about two hundred kilometres south of the Gam-
bia River. A little further inland, on the Bafata pla-
teau, Teixeira da Mota (1954, 128) pointed out – with 
no further details – the presence of laterite »pilares«. 
Davies  (1967) associated them with graves  (Fig. 9 D). 
Let us point out straight away that we are by no means 
attempting to attribute the erection of the Senega-
lese and Gambian megaliths to the ascendants or the 
ancestors of such or such a group currently living in 
the region. To our knowledge, these monuments have 
not been built for at least the past five hundred years. 
The language, religious beliefs or funerary practices of 
those who made them have definitively disappeared, 
or are at least no longer the same as they were during 
different stages of the past. However, current records 
can shed new light on our discoveries. For the Man-
jaks, there are three, often temporally distinct, stages 
of social activities after the death of a person (teixi-
erA 2007). Burial is the first. Several months, even sev-
eral years went by between the death of the person and 
the burial of the body. For each human being, at birth, 
bones would be transmitted by the father and flesh 
by the mother. Several authors mention skin remov-
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Fig. 9. A.  »Forquilhas da Alma« at Pandim, in Guinea-Bissau; B.  V-shaped standing stones erected in front of monument XVIII 
of Wanar, in Senegal; C.  Stones with sphere-shaped extremities from the megalithic site of Gaudio, in Gambia; D.  First  
outline of a map presenting the megaliths of Senegal and Gambia in their regional context: 1 »Megalithic circle«, according 
to the terminology of Martin and Becker; 2 Other protohistoric sites with frontal stones; 3  Presence of monoliths in laterite 
from an unknown period reported by Teixeira da Mota (1954);4  Names of current populations with wooden posts staked 
on tombs, or on the altar of ancestors, sometimes compared to the frontal monoliths of the Senegambian megaliths (after 
Jouenne 1930; Texieira da Mota 1954; Martin/Becker 1984. Background map: NASA/ JPL/ NIMA –  
http:/ / photojournal.jpl.nasa.gov/ catalog/  PIA04964).
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al as a sufficiently frequent form of corpse prepara-
tion to avail of the presence of one or two specialists 
in each village  (Meireles  1960, 116). The deceased 
were totally wrapped up and finally placed in a later-
al recess, at the bottom of a shaft dug out for the oc-
casion (teixeirA 2001). However, today, the decision 
to dig a grave for the deceased depends on divinatory 
rites. If the latter are not favourable, the body can be 
placed in a grave previously dug out for another fami-
ly member (teixierA 2007, 54). The bones of the latter 
are then gathered in the centre of the shaft. The fabri-
cation of amulets from human bones shows the prac-
tice of other types of modifications.

The second stage in Manjak funerary rites is the 
»important funeral service«  (teixeirA  2012). This 
is reserved for people with many descendants. In the 
past, these »funeral services« could entail the slaughter 
of more than five hundred heads of cattle (cArreirA 
1947). Nowadays, as probably in the past, they still in-
volve certain forms of necromancy in which the dog 
plays a very specific role. The latter expressed the will 
of the dead, in a way, in the preparation of these fes-
tivities  (teixeirA  2012, 1111). In the last stage, also 
deferred in time for up to several years, the image of 
the father finally stands in the altar of the ancestors. 

These are the »forquilhas da alma«, already evoked by 
R. Mauny in comparison to the frontal stones of Sen-
egambian megalithism  (Fig. 9 A). It seems that to-
day the altar of the ancestors is located within each 
familial »large house« (teixeirA 2012, 1114). Photo-
graphs taken in the 1950s show that they were (also?) 
formerly placed in the immediate vicinity of grave-
yard mounds (Meireles 1948, 631). This was in par-
ticular the case for the royal graves of Pandim, with 
a genuine concern for the permanent maintenance of 
these structures in perishable materials  (teixeirA 
dA MotA  1954). The Manjak funerary rites thus in-
volved three stages. Three stages which are not un-
like the three sequences inferred from our fieldwork 
observations, during the excavation of the megalith-
ic graveyard of Wanar. This sheds a whole new light 
on the very distinctive role of the dog’s remains, asso-
ciated with the bodies of individuals buried at Mbol-
op Tobé (cros et al. 2013). But one single example is 
insufficient. These new data must be integrated in a 
more general historical framework (gAllAy 2013). For 
now, it could be a little premature to make such conclu-
sions, given the rapid renewal over the past years of our 
knowledge of the megaliths of Senegal and Gambia.

mADE oF STonES, wooD AnD cl Ay

Through the comparisons presented above, among 
other possible cases, the megaliths of Senegal and 
Gambia reclaim their rightful place on the African 
continent. There is no longer any question of consid-
ering them as »chromlec’hs«, to use the customary 
19th century term in Europe. Although they are only 
rarely cited, references to the henges of the British 
Isles, in particular, are implicitly present in all the lit-
erature concerning these African megaliths. Their in-
terpretation as astronomical observatories, advanced 
by Jouenne (1930) at the beginning of the 20th centu-
ry clearly shows this (Fig. 10). It may not always have 
been common practice in studies focusing on the meg-
aliths of western Africa to consider each of them as 
the ruins of disappeared structures. The complemen-
tary use of dry stone walls and standing stones now 
appears to be obvious for European megaliths. On the 
other hand, it is a point for which we have had to mul-
tiply the elements of proof for the megaliths of Senegal 
and Gambia (lAporte et al. 2015, fig. 11). As for the 
idea that such stone funerary platforms could have, at 
least sometimes, served as a support for elements of 
construction in wood or perishable materials.

It must be said that unfired earthen architecture 
is still prevalent today in Western Africa. Our own 
works on the megalithic cemetery of Wanar reminded 

us of that in a rather unexpected way. Constructions 
in unfired mudbrick first appeared to us as rubefied 
fragments gathered from the upper part of the inter-
nal fill of the standing stone circle. The Wanar cem-
etery contains two types of monuments. The first are 
made with slender and narrow monoliths  (type A), 
while the others are made from short and thick mono-
liths (type B). The fragmented and rubefied remains of 
unfired earth architecture are particularly abundant 
in the upper fill of two out of the three studied type 
A monuments (delvoye et al. 2011). They are nearly 
totally absent in the three type B monuments exca-
vated up until now. The latter have yielded the in situ 
remains of earth constructions which seal the open-
ing of the sepulchral pit. They make up a quadrangu-
lar-shaped mass, with rounded angles and two or three 
base bricks in unfired earth (Fig. 11). Do they represent 
the foundations of a house of the dead? Or are they the 
remains of a »pitch«? A pitch is a narrow raised area 
in the open air, made in wood or earth, on which men 
gather, lie down, sleep or chat. At Wanar, the sequence 
corresponding to the functioning of the buried sepul-
chral chamber thus finishes with the raised construc-
tion of an overlying unfired earth mass.

The remains of similar earthen constructions have 
also been identified between megalithic monuments. 
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a b

Fig. 10. »Double« circles from Sine Ngayen and Wanar. The »double« circle at Sine Ngayen (A and B) was interpreted by 
Jouenne (1930) as a »solar temple«, in the same way as some of the interpretations advanced at the time for Stonehenge, in 
England. That of Wanar (C) clearly corresponds to a monument similar to the previous monuments, coupled with a perista-
lith: the collapse of the blocks, as well as the presence of in situ ceramic deposits, attests to the existence of an empty space  
between the monoliths of the external circle (hammered all over), and between these and the internal circle (only hammered 
on their external side). On the other hand, the internal circle was at least partially filled by the mound of a raised platform 
(after Jouenne in Holl, 2014; photos: L. Laporte).
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Fig. 11. Quadrangular massif with rounded angles, built in mudbrick, sealing the opening of a sepulchral pit located at the 
centre of monument XX, at Wanar. The stones laid out in a circle on the façade of the megalithic monument were not yet 
in position. Only the western stone was standing at that time. It was dismantled when the construction was completed and 
stands opposite the frontal stones later erected to the east (photo: L. Laporte).

Diverse post or peg holes, pits and earthen construc-
tions contribute to filling the space between each 
standing stone circle (Fig. 12). They are clearly contem-
poraneous with the construction of the stone architec-
ture, as shown by the objects found in the fill of some 
of these hollows, which sometimes include whole pot-
tery vessels. They provide evidence of multiple activi-
ties undoubtedly linked to the funerary or ceremonial 
domain. For none of these remains points to the pres-
ence of clearly domestic remains, mixed with those of 
the cemetery. Ultimately, earthen constructions ap-
pear to be omnipresent in this megalithic graveyard, 
either as a material of substitution, or for the con-
struction of specific edifices, or as dismantled mate-
rials. On reflection, there is nothing very surprising in 
this given that earthen structures are among the most 
widespread traditional technical solutions in Western 
Africa. Note that the workmen recruited from the ad-
jacent village were the first to spontaneously recognize 
the existence of these earthen architectures among 
the remains uncovered by the excavations. They iden-
tified several techniques rarely used today, but which 
they had seen used locally during their youth.

Could this study of African megaliths also contrib-
ute to renewed reflections on other megaliths else-
where in the world? We will take the example of the 
question raised above concerning the possible comple-
mentarity of construction materials, in stone or earth. 
In Western Europe, this line of thinking is generally 
reserved for opposing constructions in stone (perma-
nent) and wood (perishable). During the Neolithic on 
the Atlantic seaboard, it has been acknowledged for a 
long time that the first were reserved for the house of 
the dead and that the second were used for the house 
of the living. The British Isles already provided ex-
amples of funerary monuments structured by facing 
made with sods of grass (scArre 2005). In the West 
of France, south of the Seine estuary and north of the 
Gironde River, the discoveries of several rare monu-
ments structured in this way were naturally compared 
to their British counterparts  (Burnez  et  al.  2003). 
The recent discovery of massive earthen architec-
ture dating from the 5th millennium BC, on the shores 
of the Channel and in the Garonne Valley in France 
somewhat changes the situation. These latter ex-
amples first of all concerned the remains of ditched 
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 enclosures (de chAzelles et al. 2012) and domestic 
habitation zones (lAporte et al. 2015b).

In the West of France, the trapezoidal shape of large 
megalithic monuments, where the widest of the small 
sides is generally east-facing, raised questions for a 
long time  (lAporte  et  al. 2002). These are the only 
ones bounded by lateral quarries (lAporte 2013). We 
were able to demonstrate in this case that the struc-
ture of the tumulus mass corresponded to the resolve 
to raise the height of the construction of an architec-
tural project of standardized width. This standard-
ized width undoubtedly resulted from constraints 
due to the reach of covered areas for wooden archi-
tecture  (lAporte  2015). Could they have been built 
as representations of the house of the ancestors, fol-
lowing the model of LBK houses? This idea has been 
advanced several times for other regions of Europe, 
sometimes in very different forms (childe 1949; Mig-
dley  1992; BrAdley  2003). However, in the west of 
France, this hypothesis encountered a chronologi-

cal problem, as nearly five hundred years separate the 
two terms of comparison (lAporte et al. 2011). In the 
cemetery of Fleury-sur-Orne, during recent preventive 
excavations, monument 29 turned out to be built al-
most exclusively of earth, with just an eastern façade in 
dry stone. This structure is limited in height by ver-
tical walls and presents a trapezoidal form. It is also 
bounded by lateral quarries on each of the elongat-
ed sides  (ghesquière  2015). The dates obtained 
place this monument, built with earthen walls, in 
the intermediary time zone separating the wood-
en houses, habitat of distant ancestors, from their 
stone representations, containing a megalithic cham-
ber (lAporte et al. forthcoming).

Is it possible that some of the records relating to 
the megaliths of Atlantic Europe could have escaped 
us on account of the unexpected and much more la-
bile nature of constructions in unfired earth? We may 
perhaps never have asked this question without a com-
parison of the experience acquired on two distinct 
continents. A first confirmation of this came from ex-
cavations carried out on the Chousa Nova 1 megalith, 
in Galicia (BovedA FernAndez/vilAseco vAsquez 
forthcoming). A large stone cist is closely surrounded 
on three sides by a massive, probably overlain, earthen 
structure. This is interrupted on the small side which 
has a movable slab. During the whole period of funer-
ary use, this megalith was thus part of a structure built 
in earth, in the same way as others elsewhere were in 
dry stone. However, these remains are largely eroded 
and are often very difficult to detect. More generally, 
only the vast bulk of the mound covering the complex 
has received any attention. The hypothesis of earth-
en walls on dry stone foundations was admittedly ad-
vanced for a monument such as La Velilla, in Central 
Meseta  (zApAtero de cAstro/deliBes  1996). But, 
up until now it does not seem as though that led to 
a wider reconsideration of the observations made for 
other monuments in the Iberian Peninsula (Los Mil-
lares, Anta grande de Zambujeiro, etc.).

Indeed, the latter are different from many of the 
megaliths recorded a little further north on the Euro-
pean Atlantic seafront, due to the absence of any ac-
tual raised stone facade (lAporte/scArre 2015). In 
this respect, would it be totally absurd to raise the 
same question for the Portal Dolmens, in Ireland? In 
the British Isles, in France and in the Iberian Pen-
insula, we observe very different representations of 
what could perhaps have been a single and same top-
ic of study. This uncertainty can only be addressed by 
new field observations. Our experience acquired in the 
study of megaliths in Senegal and Gambia thus opens 
new perspectives, including at times in Europe; creat-
ing avenues of research that are not solely limited to 
anthropological approaches.

Fig. 12. Constructions in mudbrick uncovered outside the 
megalithic monuments (photo: L. Laporte).
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concluSIonS

Megaliths were erected by humans on practically all 
the continents, in diverse regions of the world, for at 
least seven or eight thousand years. They are general-
ly the work of farming, agricultural or pastoral socie-
ties, some of which use metal and more rarely writing. 
Most of the human groups involved do not seem to 
have been subject to State control. Today, like for the 
advent of agriculture or writing all over the world, no 
global theory can explain in a truly satisfactory man-
ner the existence of megaliths in such diverse places, 
and their construction at such different periods. In Af-
rica, the megaliths of Senegal and Gambia were con-
sidered to be an incongruity, a singular curiosity, for 
a region of the world with a long architectural tradi-
tion of unfired earthen structures. Through recent-
ly obtained knowledge, they now regain their rightful 
place on the African continent. A lot still remains to 
be done in this direction. But they must be taken into 
account in this way, first of all for the construction of 
more securely grounded regional historical sequences. 

It is also in this way that they can be compared, if per-
tinent, to arrangements or ruins that appear today in 
similar forms, elsewhere in the world. A first stage in 
archaeological megalithic research was to identify the 
existence of remains that appear at first glance to be 
counterparts, but which sometimes belong to very 
different periods. After that, followed a long phase of 
»regionalist« studies, which first of all aimed to stand 
apart from the former excesses of »primitivist« and 
»diffusionist« approaches. This results in much more 
in-depth knowledge, which still however remains very 
disparate in different regions of the world. As for the 
populations providing the most frequently cited eth-
nographic examples, they often live in some of the 
least studied sectors in the domain of archaeology. Re-
gional sequences of megalithic studies have still to be 
established over vaster areas. Almost everywhere in 
the world, this work is now ongoing. Let us hope that 
the renewal of knowledge in Western Africa will also 
contribute to this.
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AbSTr Ac T

This paper resumes the research on megalithic complexes 
in different highland areas of Sumatra, including the Pase-
mah plateau, the highlands of Jambi and Lima Puluh Kota 
in the highlands of West Sumatra and the Batak highland 
in North Sumatra. Due to systematic field research during 
the last two decades, it has partly become possible to revise 
the dating for these complexes, clarify their archaeological 

contexts and improve assumptions on their historical mean-
ing and social function. The temporal and spatial re-contex-
tualisation of the megalithic remains sheds new light on the 
diversity and dynamics of cultural developments in the high-
lands and helps to conceive the megalithic phenomena in re-
lation to political and economic processes in other parts of 
the island.

InTroDuc TIon

The landscape of Sumatra  (Fig. 1)  – the world’s 
sixth largest island  – is characterised by the sharp 
contrast between high mountains and large alluvi-
al plains. Nearly one-third of the island is dominated 
by the Barisan mountain range in the west, which was 
formed by the collision of the northward-moving In-
dian plate with the Asian continent 60 million years 
ago. The western range of mountains is more or less 
continuous, with elevations averaging about 2,000 m, 
while the eastern one is more broken, with elevations 
ranging from 800 to 1,500 m. Between the two rang-
es lies a tectonic depression, referred to by scholars as 
the Semangko Graben or Median Graben, which forms 
a series of highland rift valleys. To the west of Bukit 
Barisan, the narrow strip of coastal plains is often in-
terrupted as the mountains drop directly down into 
the sea. By contrast, the large riverine systems emerg-
ing in the eastern foothills have carried masses of al-
luvial deposits, leading to the formation of extensive 
plains in this part of the island over time. While hu-
man life in the swampy lowlands has always been chal-
lenged by hot tropical climatic conditions, diseases, 
flooding and shifting river courses and unstable coast-
lines, the fertile valleys of the Barisan mountain range 
offer a much more agreeable environment for human 
occupation. These valleys are considered the original 
homelands of a number of Sumatran ethnic groups 
(Miksic 1985, 425; reid 1997).

Megalithic remains are mainly clustered in three 
highland regions: the Pasemah plateau in South Suma-

tra; Kerinci, Serampas and Sungai Tenang in the High-
lands of Jambi in the southern part of West Sumatra; 
and Lima Puluh Kota in the Minangkabau Highlands 
in the north of West Sumatra. The morphological diver-
sity of the stone sculptures in these vast and remote re-
gions suggests the existence of different cultural units 
in the prehistory of Sumatra. They emerge in the iso-
lated context of geographically demarcated micro-en-
vironments, while being connected to supra-regional 
developments. However, research interests in this di-
rection were long hindered by the preconceived dis-
tinction between a prehistoric past  – to which the 
highland megaliths were assigned – and the early his-
toric period or › Classic Era ‹ in the lowlands, as histo-
ries of different regions which – according to common 
perceptions – apparently never coincided.

The term › megalith ‹ and the concept of megalith-
ic cultures are constructs of 19th-century Europe-
an prehistoric archaeology. At the beginning of the 
20th century, ethnologists adopted it to explain the 
phenomenon of the human-made stone complex-
es in the Indonesian archipelago (Kalimantan, Su-
lawesi, Flores, Sumba, Java, Sumatra, Nias). Among 
other scholars, the Vienna ethnologist Robert Heine- 
Geldern (1928) advanced diffusionistic theories to de- 
monstrate the connections between them, extending 
his treatment as far as the megaliths in Assam (North 
India) and the Eastern Mediterranean. The concept  
of a › megalithicum ‹ arose, which was maintained 
by Indonesian archaeologists until the end of the 

megalithic landscapes in the highlands of Sumatra

Dominik Bonatz
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20th century (e.g.  MullA  1981; sukendAr  1996). As 
a result, most of the megalithic complexes were ban-
ished to a prehistoric past and disconnected from his-
torical developments in other parts of the Indonesian 
archipelago. In this context, the term › megalithic ‹ it-
self also needs to be problematised, at least insofar as 
it is considered to represent a certain stage of devel-
opment and is treated as a homogeneous block of cul-
ture from a Western standpoint (glover/Bronson/
BAyArd 1979). A striking case that counters this view 
is the megalithic remains in the highlands of Sumatra.

Europeans were attracted to the highland mega-
liths as early as the start of the 20th century. Th e fi rst 
information on the large stones to be found in the ar-
eas of Kerinci and Sungai Tenang was provided by 
AdAM (1922), de Bont (1922) and WitkAMp (1922). 
Th eir observations were later paralleled by van der 
Hoop’s survey of the megalithic remains on the Pase-
mah plateau in Southern Sumatra (hoop 1932). How-
ever, after these initial steps towards the archaeology 
of Highland Jambi, this and the other highland regions 
became a peripheral concern for archaeologists and 
historians. Research interests defi nitely shifted to the 

early lowland polities, which were »depicted as out-
posts of civilization at the edge of jungles inhabited by 
barbarians« (Miksic 2009, 10).

It is only within the frame of new Indonesian, 
French and German archaeological research activi-
ties in this area since the late-1990s that this picture 
changed and new approaches towards the under-
standing of the Sumatran megalithic heritage have 
been advanced. Accordingly, I will refer to these re-
cent investigations and their results in the follow-
ing three sections of this article. Each of the relevant 
highland regions will be considered separately, al-
though the outline of describing and analysing their 
megalithic remains will essentially be the same: their 
geographical context, their phenomenology, their 
chronology and their socio-economic context. In a 
fourth section, the perception and transformation of 
the megalithic heritage in the Sumatran highlands 
will be briefl y addressed. A résumé at the end of the 
article aims to contrast the archaeological evidence 
and sketch a diff erentiated perspective on the devel-
opment/dynamics of megalithic landscapes in high-
land Sumatra.
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pASEmAh

The Pasemah plateau in South Sumatra stretches 
about 70 km in a northwest-southeast direction be-
tween the Barisan and the Gumai mountain rang-
es  (Fig. 2). Half-way along this plateau, towards the 
Barisan, rises the dominant volcanic crest of the 
mountain Gunung Dempo. The crater-top of the vol-
cano is 3,150 m high and the altitude of the plateau at 
its eastern foot ranges between 700 and 750 m. Two 
rivers – the Air Lintang and the Lematang – drain the 
water towards the eastern lowland, where they join the 
Musi. In geo-political terms, the rivers form the natu-
ral access to the lowlands, including South Sumatra’s 
ancient and modern capital Palembang and the distant 
coast of the Malacca Strait.

Hundreds of sculptured stones, upright aniconic 
stones, square stones with hollows resembling »stone 
rice-mortars« (lesung batu), stone avenues and dol-
mens are scattered at different locations on the pla-
teau. In the same area, there are also megalithic tomb 
structures built as stone chambers (rumah batu) with 
wall-aligned stone slabs and covered by large elongat-

ed stones (hoop 1932, figs. 155 – 164, 168 – 175). The 
tombs are buried under the ground, meaning that 
they are not visible on the surface. In a few tombs, re-
mains of paintings decorating the inner walls of the 
stone cist were found (e.g. hoop 1932, figs. 167 – 177). 
The iconography of these paintings resembles the hu-
man- and animal-shaped stone sculptures (see be-
low) and thus it can be assumed that the people who 
had been buried in the tombs were those who erect-
ed the megalithic stone sculptures. By contrast, the 
spatial and functional connection between the stone 
chamber tombs and the dolmens is quite unclear. The 
latter comprise one large cap-stone, resting on sever-
al smaller stones (hoop 1932, figs. 126, 189 – 191). Fol-
lowing Thomassen à Thuessink van der Hoop, it seems 
unlikely that these megalithic monuments were used 
as graves because the supporting stones are usually 
so low that there is almost no space between the cap-
stone and the ground (hoop 1932, 126 – 127). The only 
other element to which the dolmens can be related are 
upright stones (»menhirs«), which are occasionally 

Fig. 2. Archaeological map of the Pasemah Region (Laurence Billault, IRD Orléans, from: Guillaud/Forestier/ 
Simanjuntak 2009, fig. 18–1).
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erected about one or two metres in distance from the 
dolmen (hoop 1932, figs. 189 – 190).

Aside from Thomassen à Thuessink van der Hoop’s 
archaeological survey in 1931 (hoop 1932), no systemat-
ic research has been conducted in this region. Indonesian 
archaeologists pursued documentation work and a few 
small-scale excavations were in the 1990s (kusuMAWAti/ 

Fig. 3. Pasemah, Pematang, stone sculptures on the plateau 
(Hoop 1932, fig. 34). 

Fig. 4. Pasemah, Pematang, »buffalo rider« (Hoop 1932, fig. 39).

sukendAr 2000) and more recently a Franco-Indone-
sian team carried out a single stratigraphic excavation 
at the earth mound of Benua Keling Lama (guillAud/
Forestier/siMAnjuntAk  2009). However, the ar-
chaeological contexts of the megalithic monuments 
remain poorly understood. They are not directly con-
nected to the megalithic tombs, although it is implic-
itly accepted that all of the megalithic remains in the 
Pasemah region belong to more or less the same type 
of society and period (guillAud/Forestier/siMAn-
juntAk 2009, 420).

At present, the only possibility to approach a dat-
ing and functional interpretation of the megaliths is 
through the phenomenology and iconography of the 
sculptured stones. These appear in two types: large 
natural stones with carvings in low relief all around 
the surface and three-dimensional sculptures. Male 
human figures and animals are represented, mostly 
buffalos and elephants. Following van der Hoop’s sur-
vey, 46 sculptured or carved stones can be counted for 
this area. Several stones were found later, although 
only few of them appear in international accessi-
ble publications (e.g. guillAud/Forestier/siMAn-
juntAk 2009, fig. 18 – 3). Furthermore, a considerable 
loss of stone monuments has to be taken into account 
because the surviving monuments are often heavi-
ly damaged and parts of them are re-used as building 
materials. Many of the human figures can be identi-
fied as warriors because they wear a helmet, a sword 
or dagger and shin guards (Figs. 3 – 5). At least 31 of 
the images represent warriors. They often ride buffa-
los (Fig. 4) or guide elephants (Fig. 5). In the case of the 
famous »elephant stone« (Fig. 5) – based on which the 
nearby village Batugaja (meaning »elephant stone«) re-
ceived its name – the body of the elephant matches the 
contours of the stone, thus creating a vivid expression 
between a sculpture in the round and a two-dimen-
sional relief. This monument – which has a warrior 
image on each side of the animal – shows a specific 
object that provides a clue for dating the whole group 
of stones, namely the drum-shaped object with con-
cave sides carried on the back of the warriors (Fig. 6a). 
This artefact is apparently meant to represent a 
bronze kettledrum (Fig. 6b). On another stone called 
batu tatahan, the same object is depicted between 
two opposed standing human figures (guillAud/
Forestier/siMAnjuntAk 2009, fig. 18 – 3).

The bronze kettledrum is a hallmark of the Dong-
son tradition. It is supposed that most of these large 
drums were moulded in a specific area of North  
Vietnam – the region of the Mekong where the epo-
nym site of Dongson is located – and were dissemi-
nated as regalia or objects of power among the various 
societies of the archipelago. In the Dongson area, the 
centres of metallurgy and power arose around 500 BC, 
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while according to peter BellWood (1985, 272) the 
networks that they generated remained active until 
AD 500 or later in Indonesia.

No actual kettledrum has been discovered to date 
in the Pasemah region. However, fragments have been 
found in neighbouring regions like Lake Ranau, Bungur, 
Kota Agung near Lampung, South Bengkulu and near 
Lake Kerinci (hà truc cân 1989). Therefore, it can be 
assumed that such drums were not only represented 
but very probably present in the Pasemah region itself.

Unfortunately, the archaeological excavations in the 
Pasemah region have not yet yielded any further evi-
dence for the chronology of the megalithic remains. 
The aforementioned excavations of a French-Indo-
nesian team at Benua Keling Lama investigated one 
of the earthen grave mounds that densely cluster in 
this region (see Fig. 2). They found a burial dated to 
the 14th century AD by means of radiocarbon dating 
(guillAud, Forestier And siMAnjuntAk 2009, 
423 – 424). The burial itself had been dug in a much old-
er occupation level dated between 300 and 800 AD. The 
deepest level reached in this excavation contained a 
polished stone tool that – in association with a radio-
carbon dating from the same level – was dated around 
1550 BC. Although the excavations thus document-
ed an interesting yet interrupted sequence of occupa-
tion from the Neolithic to the so-called Metal period, 
no connection was made between one of these occupa-
tion levels and the megalithic remains in the area. The 
appearance of the megalithic stones and tomb build-
ings merely fits into the picture of changing settling 
dynamics and social landscapes in the Pasemah high-
land. I assume that they predate the complex of the 14th 
century earthen grave mounds and flourished dur-
ing the early- and mid-1st millennium AD. Thus, the 
megalithic period could have partly coincided with the 
rise of Srivijaya’s first city-state at Palembang in the 7th 
century AD (MAnguin 2009). In general, the image-
ry of the stones – which includes prestigious exchange 
goods like the kettledrum and other metal ornaments, 
weapons and the bead-necklaces worn by the warriors 
(Fig. 5) – indicates strong economic ties with the east-
ern lowlands. They attest to a network of exchange and 
power, which would have fostered the development of a 
heterarchical society. The images of warriors – boost-
ed by the presence of elephants and buffalos – stress 
power relations that are also transferred into the con-
struction of the monumental stone chamber tombs. 
Ancestor beliefs could have been one stimulus for 
erecting the sculptured stones (cf. hoop 1932, 95 – 96), 
although with their rather this-worldly/earthly ap-
pearance they could equally have been vivid manifes-
tations of powerful individuals. Like in other highland 
regions of Sumatra, the Pasemah people still maintain 
a strong sense for ancestor relations, especially for their 

Fig. 6a. Detail from the »elephant stone« showing the kettle-
drum on the back of male figure (Hoop 1932, fig. 93).

Fig. 5. Pasemah, Batugaja, »elephant stone« (batu gaja) 
(Hoop 1932, fig. 89).

Fig. 6b. Bronze kettledrum in the National Museum Jakarta 
(Hoop 1932, fig. 96).
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Fig. 7. Location of megaliths and other archaeological sites in the Highlands of Jambi (© Highland Jambi archaeological project. 
Execution: Arne Weiser).

 founding hero to whom they connect one of the holy 
grave mounds at Benua Keling Lama (guillAud, For-
estier And siMAnjuntAk 2009, 429 – 430). The holy 

graves thus appear in line with the earlier megalithic 
monuments, as relicts of historic personalities that are 
blended with ancestral beliefs.
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Fig. 9. Highlands of Jambi, Bukit Batu Larung, cylindrical 
stone with human representation at the front. The stone has 
been turned by 90° to the left hence the figure should be  
imagined in an upright position (photo: Dominik Bonatz).

Fig. 8. Highlands of Jambi, Dusun Tuo, cylindrical stone with 
front and lateral decorations (photo: Dominik Bonatz). 

hIghl AnDS oF JAmbI (kErIncI, SEr AmpAS AnD SungAI TEnAng)

The valley of Kerinci is one of the large fertile rift 
valleys surrounded by the two parallel ranges of the 
Barisan Mountains (Fig. 7). The name Kerinci derives 
from both Mount Kerinci (Gunung Kerinci) – which 
at 3805 m above mean sea level is the highest volcano 
in Indonesia – at the northern end of the valley and 
Lake Kerinci (Danau Kerinci), situated at 783 m in el-
evation in the southern portion of the valley. The lake 
drains eastward into the Merangin River, which forms 
the main access to the lowlands along the banks of the 
Tembesi River and the great Batanghari River. South 
of Lake Kerinci stretches a very hilly terrain inter-
spersed with deep river valleys. Here, Kerinci direct-
ly borders the remote and thus less-known region of 
Serampas, which is also adjacent to the south-eastern 
Sungai Tenang region. Together, these three regions 
form the most westerly, mountainous part of the mod-
ern regency of Jambi and are collectively designated 
the Highlands of Jambi.

During several archaeological surveys by a Ger-
man-Indonesian team from 2004 until 2008 (BonAtz/
neidel/tjoA-BonAtz  2006; BonAtz  2012), 21  meg-
aliths were documented at their original site  (Fig. 7). 
Although some further stones might be hidden in the 
forest, it is unlikely that much more existed. With the 
exception of the megalith in Renah Luas – which was 
broken by locals in the search for gold that was believed 
to be cached in the stone – none of the other stones 
show traces of violent destruction and none of the 
known stones seem to have been removed from their 
original position. The megaliths appear as single monu-
ments at different locations, mostly on elevated plateaus 

or slopes. They are not fallen »menhirs«, as the early 
Dutch archaeologists suggested (hoop 1940, 203 – 204). 
All of them lie horizontally with a flat underside on the 
ground. They show an orientation towards the most 
prominent hilltop (generally a volcano) in their im-
mediate surroundings. The strong connection to these 
landmarks is well expressed in a local legend about the 
so-called batu meriam (stone-canon) in Lempur. It tells 
of a battle between Hindu gods inhabiting the moun-
tains, who used the megaliths as projectiles to fight 
each other.

The lengths of the megaliths range between 
2.10 and 4.55 m and their shape varies between conical 
and cylindrical stones. Most megaliths have carvings, 
which in the case of the cylindrical stones are applied 
in full relief on the drum-like ends of the stone. Fron-
tal human figures or human faces are depicted. On the 
conical stones, a low relief usually covers the whole 
surface. In rare cases, there is a combination of fron-
tal and longitudinal reliefs on a single stone (Fig. 8). 
It shows figures with raised arms and bent legs next 
to geometric and floral motifs such as discs, concen-
tric circles, wavy-lines and loops. Certain motifs are 
transformed into a comprehensive design area on the 
whole surface of the stone, creating a more or less 
symmetrical zoning of similar patterns (tjoA-Bon-
Atz 2009, 198 – 203).

The symbolism of the decoration is difficult to de-
tect. However, the relatively high degree of consistency 
and redundancy in the main design patterns such as the 
schematic figures and the concentric circles suggest cul-
tural and social connections  (tjoA-BonAtz 2009, 203). 
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The human figures with raised arms are striking, appar-
ently indicating a gesture of adoration. The same ges-
ture characterises the figure on the end of the megalith 
in Bukit Batu Larung, which is depicted in profile and 
raising a hand towards a circular disc that could be in-
terpreted as a sun symbol (Fig. 9).

Confronted with the longstanding uncertainty 
about the absolute age of all of the megalithic remains 
in the Sumatran highlands, the main concern of the 
German-Indonesian fieldwork in the Highlands of 
Jambi has been to expose archaeological contexts that 
yield a comprehensive sequence of object assemblages, 
architectural features and data for chronological con-
clusions. Given that virtually none of the sites in the 
highlands provide conditions for stratigraphic excava-
tions allowing for the modelling of relative chronolo-
gies, the approach had to be multi-local. Excavations 
and surveys were pursued at several sites and in dif-
ferent areas to obtain a maximum of comparable ev-
idence, which was later set in spatial and diachronic 
relation (BonAtz 2012).

The two sites – each of which contains a single meg-
alithic monument at its centre – were chosen for large-
scale excavations: one on Bukit Batu Larung near Renah 
Kemumu in Serampas (Fig. 9) and the other close to the 
village of Pondok in Kerinci (Fig. 10). Among other re-
sults, these excavations were important in yielding con-
curring evidence in the form of 14C and luminescence 
(OSL and TL) dates as well as object-related chronologies 

(i.e. from Chinese ceramic styles and Indo-Pacific glass 
beads), which allow us to propose an absolute date for the 
› megalithic period ‹ in Highland Jambi that runs at most 
from the late-10th until the 14th century AD and apparent-
ly had its peak during the 12th century (BonAtz 2006, 67; 
tjoA-BonAtz 2009, 203 – 204; BonAtz 2012, 58 – 60).

The excavation at Pondok also demonstrated the 
existence of a house unit next to the megalith. The di-
mensions of the house are precisely known from the 
alignment of postholes in the ground. It measures 
15.50 × 9.90 m with an additional 3.10 × 3.30 m entrance 
at the front, supported by two posts. The spatial rela-
tion between the house and the megalith becomes vis-
ible in the three-dimensional reconstruction of this 
building (Fig. 10). Both the house entrance and the 
narrow end of the conical megalith point towards the 
Mount Gunung Kerinci at the far end of the Kerin-
ci valley, as well as towards the nearby river running 
from south to north, which is also the orientation of 
the house façade. The same geographical connections 
are repeated in every place that is marked by a mega-
lith. Given that the vast majority of sites with a stone 
monument are located on elevated plateaus, hilltops or 
slopes, the interaction with the landscape becomes a 
striking issue with strategic and symbolic meanings. 
In this context, it is important to note that among the 
sites surveyed in the Kerinci region there is a paucity of 
sites with megaliths in comparison to other, likely con-
temporary, archaeological sites that contain no meg-

Fig. 10. Three-dimensional reconstruction of the house next to the megalith (in front) in Pondok (execution: Zámolyi Ferenc).
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aliths (BonAtz  2004, 125 – 127, 133 – 134). Therefore, 
from an archaeological perspective, there are indica-
tions for a hierarchical settlement structure in which 
settlements have an overriding ideological importance 
as well as a leading position in the control of territories.

The possible political dimension of the megaliths 
is implicit to the hypotheses of a few anthropologists 
and historians who have been concerned with later 
historical periods in the region. For Heinzpeter Znoj, 
they mark the founding villages of the federations that 
controlled the trade routes between the highland and 
lowland markets (znoj 2001, 303; 2009, 360 – 362). As 
Barbara Watson Andaya has highlighted, the associa-
tion of megaliths as well as natural stones with the su-
pernatural powers of legendary founding ancestors 
such as the famous Si Pahit Lidah emerges as a topic 
in 19th-century stories (AndAyA 1993, 11 – 12). More 
general accounts in South-East Asian history and an-
thropology state that such founder-focused cults of-
ten operated to stabilise property rights and inflate the 
value of local land (BellWood 1996, 28 – 32; o’con-
nor 2003, 277 – 279). However, all of these conclusions 
were developed from external sources that are much 
more recent than the archaeological remains them-
selves. With the advantage of new archaeological data 
at hand and reliable clues for determining the age of the 
megaliths, it has only recently become possible to find 
an explanation for this apparent augmentation of the po-
litical dimension in its contemporary historical context.

The era of the megaliths in the Highlands of Jambi 
coincides with the period of Srivijaya’s hegemony in the 
eastern Sumatran lowlands. Since at least the 7th centu-
ry, the Hinduistic-Buddhistic kingdom of Srivijaya was 
engaged in international maritime trade with the Arab 
world, India and China, profiting from natural resourc-
es obtained from the Sumatran highlands (WheAt-
ley  1961, 32). Items in high demand by the Chinese 
included beeswax and honey, ivory, hornbill casque, 
rhinoceros horn, gaharu resin and aromatics such as 
benzoin and camphor. Gold that was mined or panned 
on the rivers originating in the highlands of Kerinci 
and further north in Tanah Datar – in the land of the 
Minangkabau – was a primary stimulus for trade.

While the capital of Srivijaya was originally in 
Palembang on the Musi River, historical documents in-
dicate that in the 11th century the Melayu polity in Muara 
Jambi on the Batanghari River took over the political 
leadership (coedès  1968, 178 – 180; Miksic  2009,  76). 
From the new capital and other trading ports along the 
Batanghari, the quickest access to highland resources 
would have been via the Batang Merangin and the Ba-
tang Tembesi into the regions of Kerinci, Sungai Tenang 
and Serampas. As such, this political shift probably en-
hanced economic activities and encouraged the exten-
sion of trade networks into these highland areas.

5 km5 km

Fig. 11: Map of Lima Puluh Kota, the clusters of megalithic 
sites are schematically indicated without referring to the 
actual number of sites (draft: Dominik Bonatz; execution: 
Arne Weiser).

It is possible to gain an idea of the exchange goods 
that were sent upstream from the imported objects 
found in the archaeological contexts of Highland Jam-
bi. First of all, Chinese porcelain from the Song-Yu-
an period (12th to 14th centuries) – in addition to glass 
beads of the Indo-Pacific type and metal tools – have 
been found associated with the megalithic sites (Bo- 
nAtz/neidel/tjoA-BonAtz  2006, 495, 499 – 500). 
These items show that the circulation of prestigious 
goods reached as far as the remote hinterland of Suma-
tra. Taking all of the trading resources of the highlands 
into account, the role of this area in the wider world of 
economic exchange takes on greater importance.

Setting the megalithic remains in this wider so-
cio-economic and historical context, the following sce-
nario can be developed: in covering an area of about 
1,810 km2, the megaliths mark the activities of some po-
litically salient groups in the Highland Jambi region. The 
creation of a political space through symbolic icons – 
i.e. the stones  – becomes evident from the individu-
al locations of the megalithic sites. They cluster in four 
geographically separated regions south of Lake Kerinci 
(Fig. 7), each of which is centred between the interface of 
the eastern drainage – i.e. the access to the lowlands – 
and the highland valleys with their rich natural resourc-
es. In Serampas, three single stones are each erected at 
sites on the flanks of deep river valleys. They not only 
mark the centre of small living environments with nat-
ural boundaries, but also stand within feasible walking 
distances from each other along the main north-south 
route. In conclusion, the settlement structure seems to 
reflect patterns of communication and territorial control.
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However, this is not to suggest that local economies 
and subsistence strategies were less important for hu-
man occupations. Nonetheless, as swidden or shift-
ing agriculture was still the common way to produce 
food crops and rice had not yet been introduced into 
this area, mobility among peasants was consequent-

ly high. Therefore, village territoriality should rather 
be defined in relation to competing socio-econom-
ic interests. These interpretations fit with the concept 
of founding cults and individual prestige mediated 
through the erection of a megalith.

3. mAhAT In lImA puluh koTA

The Mahat valley is situated in the remote 
north-eastern part of the Minangkabau Highlands, 
about 25 km north of Payakumbuh, the district capital 
of Lima Puluh Kota (Fig. 11). The valley covers an area 
of about 50 km2. It is surrounded by steep mountain 
ridges reaching an elevation of about 1,600 m, while 
the altitude of the valley is about 450 m (Fig. 12). The 
Mahat River – which rises in the western mountain 
slopes – crosses the valley in a north-easterly direc-
tion. It flows through a deep gorge, after which it con-
tinues to the north until it debouches into the Kampar 
River in the eastern lowland. Although the river thus 
forms the natural connection with the lowland, it can-
not be considered an easy-to-follow traffic route in 
either the present or the past. In any case, the strict 

geographical borders of the valley create a small en-
closed microenvironment with rich natural resources 
such as fertile soils, albeit one that is difficult to access 
from the outside world.

Today, there is only one road through this area, lead-
ing from Payakumbuh through the Sinamar valley and 
then over a high pass on the northern ridge of the Ma-
hat valley. In Sinamar and Mahat, several megalithic 
remains have been documented by the Indonesian ar-
chaeological services (tri WurjAni 2013, 40 – 47; see also 
Miksic 2004). During our own survey in Mahat in Au-
gust 2014, we added several new megalithic sites to this 
heritage list. Overall, eighteen sites with megaliths can 
be mapped in the relatively small area of the valley. The 
number of megaliths at any one site ranges from 6 to 368. 

Fig. 12. Mahat valley, from north to south. The headwater of the Mahat River in the image foreground (photo: Anselm Kissel).
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However, the picture of variously sized megalithic sites in 
Mahat is heavily distorted by the fact that at most plac-
es stones were destroyed and moved away to use them 
as building material in modern times. We counted 788 
megaliths, although the actual number must have been 
much higher. The fields of megaliths cluster in four dif-
ferent areas of the valley (Koto Tinggi, Ronah, Ampang, 
Koto Gadang), with the highest concentration being in 
Koto Gadang, with nine sites. These areas are situated on 
plateaus that are geographically separated from each oth-
er by the Mahat River and its smaller tributaries (Fig. 12).

The megaliths are made from andesite stone. They 
are erected vertically, with their height ranging be-
tween 0.50 and 3.60 m (cf. Figs. 18 and 14). The sides of 
the stones are broad and rather flattened and the top 
is curved. They have rather flattened broad sides and 
a curved top end. The curving is mostly artificially 
made, whereas natural stones of this shape have only 
rarely been used. The quarrying process of the stones 
can be reconstructed from a quarry site in the valley of 
the Mahat River (Fig. 13). Here, the outlines of a curved 
megalith are clearly visible on the face of a large natu-
ral rock at the side of the river bed. This stone was not 
quarried from the rock, for unknown reasons, although 
the context nevertheless offers an example illustrating 

how a megalith would have been quarried in the riv-
er valley and later transported to its place of erection, 
which is usually on an elevated plateau or hilltop.

A rather low percentage of all the megaliths have 
carved decorations (Figs. 15 – 20). There are no figurative 
elements. Geometric and vegetative elements are com-
bined. Pairs of volutes that grow from a thin stem or are 
attached to triangles are common (Figs. 15, 17). While 
triangles are usually depicted in rows (Figs. 16, 19), they 
can also create specific motifs such as a cross resem-
bling a Maltese Cross (Fig. 17). Furthermore, there are 
spiral friezes (Figs. 16, 19) and a guilloche motif (Fig. 15), 
nowadays called silang. On one stone (Fig. 20), the com-
plex motif shows a triangle combined with a pair of up-
right volutes at its base and a pointed standard on its 
top. Two shield-like elements frame this composition, 
which evokes an architectural space.

The volutes on a stem recall the botanical motifs with 
leaves ending in volutes. Today, the design of the paired 
volutes is regarded as a symbol of fertility. Volutes with 
an outward-curved spiral (sulur) are considered to sig-
nify female fertility, while those with inward-curved 
spiral (pakis) signify the fertility of the earth.

The rows of pointed triangles recall a common de-
sign on Indonesian textiles, nowadays called tumpal. 

Fig. 13. Mahat, Lubuah Kubang. Rock at the Mahat River with relief of unfinished megalith (photo: Dominik Bonatz).  
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In Payakumbuh  – one of the traditional centres for 
Minangkabau weavings – tumpal-designs are a stand-
ard element on scarfs (selendang) for women and hip 
cloths (sampiran) for men (leigh-theisen/Mitter-
sAkschMöller 1995, 101 – 103 figs. 101 – 102; khAn 
MAjlis 1984, 40 – 41). Similar to some of the triangle 
motifs on the Mahat megaliths, tumpal patterns on 
textiles can also be combined with crotchets or vo-
lutes. The continuity in the use of certain ornaments 
on textiles may reflect long-lasting cultural traditions. 
This does not necessarily help us to specify the sym-
bolic meaning of such ornaments, although a common 
background for their popularity can be assumed. The 
rows of upright triangles on the megaliths often seem 
to indicate mountains. The connection to mountains 
makes sense with respect to the natural setting of the 
stones. With their curved top, they are all oriented to-
wards the most prominent mountain in the region, 
namely Gunung Sago. Here, › mountain ‹ means vol-
cano, reflecting what creates the dramatic, powerful, 
magical and often mystical impression of the highland 
landscape. They are dangerous and can cause cata-
strophic disasters, yet are also emblematic for the fer-

tility of the landscape. They symbolise life, as does 
the modern tumpal on textiles. Several origin myths 
range around volcanos. For example, the Minang-
kabau who live in this area relate their origin to the 
volcano Gunung Merapi: their ancestors came down 
from this volcano when they started to settle in the 
highland valleys. Moreover, volcanos were an impor-
tant focus in the ritual practice of the late Buddhist 
kings on Sumatra (as well as on Java). They were wor-
shipped and regarded as holy seats of supernatural 
powers, they were retreats for ritual practices and as-
sociated with water and the distant seas.

A cautious interpretation of the design patterns 
on some of the Mahat megaliths may thus be pro-
posed: the triangle patterns indicate mountains/volca-
nos. They tend to be carved near the base of the stone 
and they also stand over a continuous row of spirals, 
which could designate the sea (Figs. 16, 19). Even far 
away from the highland valleys, the sea obviously held 
strong importance for cosmological conceptions. Some 
of the volcanos in the Minangkabau highlands can be 
prominently viewed from the sea or – vice versa – the 
sea can be viewed from their crest. In addition, even at 

Fig. 14. Mahat, Padang Tabaka, one of the highest megaliths 
in the valley (photo: Anselm Kissel).

Fig. 15. Mahat, Bawah Parit, megalith with relief (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).
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the risk of speculation, the triangles from which a pair 
of volutes emanates may be interpreted as an image of a 
volcanic eruption or – at least – as a symbolic motif al-
luding to the aspects of life and fertility granted by the 
power of the volcano.

In as much as the pictorial vocabulary of the mega-
liths challenges symbolic interpretations, the shape of 
the stone itself demands explanation. In all of the meg-
aliths in the Mahat valley, the orientation of the curved 
end is towards the mountain Gunung Sago. This vol-
cano rises to the south of the Sinamar River close to 
the city of Payakumbuh (Fig. 11). Despite the fact that 
the volcano is not visible from the bottom of the Ma-
hat valley, it is in the minds of everyone living in this 
area and the presence of the megaliths clearly indi-
cates that it was also perceived as a symbolic landmark 
in the past. The hundreds of stones in the valley com-
municate with this prominent mountain, which is the 
region’s natural symbol of life and power. A commu-
nicative agency also seems to be embodied in the shape 
of the stones. They allude to humans, even if in a very 
abstract way. This interpretation is reinforced by a cou-
ple of stones with the end sculpted in the form of a hu-

man head. The most striking example of this type is a 
megalith in Lubuah Ikua (Fig. 21), which clearly shows 
a human face with eyes and nose and a triangular hat 
or helmet crowning the head. Transferring this obser-
vation to all of the other stones, their curved or bent 
end can be regarded as an abstraction of a human face 
looking in the direction of the mountain Gunung Sago.

One additional iconographic hint underlines the 
possibility that the megaliths incorporate human con-
cepts. Two stones – one of which stands among a group 
of aniconic stones on the hill Bukit Domo (Fig. 18) – 
bear a relief image depicting the same type of stone, 
which points in the opposite direction from that of the 
actual stone. This picture-within-a-picture composi-
tion conveys aspects of interhuman relations, namely 
protection and regeneration.

In terms of the archaeological and functional con-
text of the megaliths, two small-scale excavations were 
pursued by Indonesian teams in Bawah Parit in the 
Mahat valley in 1995 and 2005. The archaeologists dug 
up human skeletons buried under the stones, where-
by their function as grave markers and the identifica-
tion of the megalithic sites as burial fields seems to be 

Fig. 16. Mahat, Bawah Parit, megalith with relief (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).

Fig. 17. Mahat, Tanjung Bunga, megalith with relief (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).
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proved. The analysis of the bone material from three 
skeletons provided different 14C ages: one sample was 
dated to 2070 – 2130 BP (Aziz/siregAr 1997, 20) and 
the other two between 3000 and 1500 BP (tri WurjAni 
2013, 44). The latter dating does not seem reliable, given 
that it lacks laboratory reference and has an unaccept-
ably broad time range. Hence, the only reasonable dat-
ing would point to the 1st century BC when – at least 
at Bawah Parit – megaliths were erected over graves. 
However, this single date does not provide any clue re-
garding the chronological range of the Mahat meg-
aliths. It can only be compared with the results from 
Indonesian test excavations at two megalithic sites in 
the nearby Sinamar valley. In Sati, human bone sam-
ples from graves yielded 14C ages of 1370 +/- 170 BP and 
1730 +/- 140  BP respectively, while at Guguk Nuang 
a charcoal sample from a grave context was dated to 
980 +/- 120 BP. Consequently, a time span from the 1st 
century BC to the 9th/10th century AD must be taken 
into consideration for the whole megalithic complex in 
Lima Puluh Kota, although obviously much more evi-
dence is needed for a credible evaluation.

Fig. 18. Mahat, Bukit Domo, megalith with relief (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).

Furthermore, the 2014 survey in the Mahat valley 
demonstrated the existence of settlement sites next 
to the fields of megaliths. The ceramic sherds collect-
ed from the surface of these sites date back at maxi-
mum to the late-10th or 11th century, for which finds of 
Song Dynasty (AD 960 – 1279) ceramic sherds are the 
most relevant reference points. Only systematic exca-
vations in this area will be able to clarify the period of 
the megalithic burial grounds and the settlement se-
quence in Mahat, as well as providing an answer to the 
question of how they relate to each other.

Nevertheless, first, the function of the megaliths 
as grave markers seems to be evident from the result 
of the Indonesian excavations; second, their symbol-
ism can be detected at least with a certain plausibility; 
and, third, the existence of ancient settlements in the 
area of the megaliths has been demonstrated, whereby 
some hypotheses on the social and cultural landscape 
of Mahat can be postulated.

The potential settlement sites to which the megalith-
ic burial fields belonged have been identified especially 
in the area of Koto Gadang. These settlements are sit-
uated at the edges of the plateau. Their main entrance 
is from the centre of the plateau, whereby one first has 
to pass the burial fields with megaliths when entering 
or leaving the village. However, the simultaneous de-
velopment of the settlement sites and the megalithic 
burial fields is not yet proven. The surface pottery from 
the settlement sites includes items that are distinctly 
younger than the 14C dates from the burials in Bawah 
Parit and thus it does not help to fix the chronology of 
the megaliths. Nevertheless, the burial fields with meg-
aliths and the ancient settlements both testify to an im-
portant process in the evolution of human presence in 
the Mahat valley. They attest to a sedentary way of life 
and strong claims for territories in a naturally bounded 
environment. One may also regard the megaliths as a 
sign of competing groups or clans in the valley, reflect-
ing a symbol of their power and continuity. This would 
also explain their density in a relatively small-scale area. 
Not every individual would have had a burial with meg-
alith, but rather only those who could afford it. With 
the help of the family and other members of the com-
munity, the erection of the megalith in the context of 
the funerary ritual would have become a public event 
stressing the social ties between these group mem-
bers. With every erection of a stone, the village group 
would ritually and visually enlarge its power, showing 
it to be as strong as or even stronger than the neigh-
bouring group. The competitive attitude of the Mahat 
communities towards each other can also be traced 
from the geostrategic and highly defensive location of 
the settlements on the plateaus, which is also distant 
from the watercourses and fertile fields along the river 
valley. Furthermore, competition among the members 
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of one settlement group or clan seems to be obvious 
from the different size of the megaliths and the partly 
decorated stones. On the other side, the quarrying of 
the stones and their transport obviously must have in-
volved more people than were available from the family 
group. Hence, the extensive process of erecting a meg-
alith must be regarded as a cooperative clan or village 
activity. The complex relation of intra- and inter-com-
munity group identities and competitive structures 
arising in this context of prehistoric megalith building 
is essentially in line with ethnoarchaeological perspec-
tives on recent megalithic traditions in Eastern Indo-
nesia, especially in West-Sumba and the Toraja area of 
Sulawesi, which reveal the strong relevance of megalith-
ic tombs and stones as markers of competition (see Ad-
AMs 2009 and AdAMs in this volume). All of this points 
to the conclusion that even if internal factors – one may 
also consider them as factors of social stress – led to the 
megalithic phenomenon in the Mahat valley, it can be 
structurally related to other megalithic practices in the 
Indonesian archipelago and beyond.

However, the ancient Mahat people did not live in 
an isolated world, as demonstrated by the import of 
Chinese ceramics in later periods (from the 11th cen-
tury on) and the distribution of the same type of meg-
aliths over the nearby region of Sinamar. As in the 
case of Pasemah and the Highlands of Jambi, trade 
with the lowland polities would have augmented so-
cial prestige in the small-scale societies of Mahat and 
Sinmar and thus reinforced hierarchical and compet-
itive structures. The exchange partners in the east-
ern lowlands settled along the Kampar River (Fig. 1), 
at least from the 10th century onwards, when a Bud-
dhist religious centre emerged in Muara Takus at the 
headwaters of the Kampar, close to its confluence with 
the Mahat River, henceforth marking the border be-
tween the lowland and highland autonomies. How-
ever, another highland region must have also become 
very important for supra-regional developments. In 
the mid-14th century, Srivijaya-Melayu’s last independ-
ent ruler Ādityavarman (1343 – 1375) moved its capital 
to the highland of Tanah Datar, which borders Lima 
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Fig. 19. Mahat, Ateh Sudu, megalith with relief (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).

Fig. 21. Mahat, Ikua Labuah, megalith with anthropomor-
phic head (photo: Anselm Kissel).

Fig. 22. Tanah Datar, Bukit Kincir, grave stones over ceme-
tery (photo: Johannes Greger).

Fig. 20. Mahat, Ateh Sudu, megalith with relief, revers (photo: 
Anselm Kissel).
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 Puluh Kota to the south-west. The control of one of 
the main centres of gold production in Tanah Datar 
could have been one of the main stimuli for this shift 
(Miksic 2009, 96), although there are probably other 
politically and religiously motivated factors behind 
this decision (kulke  2009). In any case, Ādityavar-
man’s highland kingdom in Tanah Datar represents 
the earliest known instance of a centralised political 
hegemony in the Sumatran highlands.

The supposed centre of Ādityavarman’s realm at 
Bukit Gombak – close to the later royal seat of the Mi-
nangkabau in Pagarruyung  – was excavated by our 
German-Indonesian team in 2011 and 2012 (Bonatz In: 
tjoA-BonAtz in press). The large settlement site was 
occupied from the 14th to 17th centuries AD, when it 
also had a cemetery on the slope of the adjacent hill 

Bukit Kincir (Fig. 22). The burials are marked by small 
stones, all of which are oriented towards the mountain 
Gunung Merapi to the north of the settlement mound. 
Although these stones measure at maximum 50 cm in 
height and are not sculptured, their context, orienta-
tion and shape – with a slightly pointed and curved 
end – clearly set them in the tradition of the mega-
lithic remains in Sinamar and Mahat. In an opposite 
direction, the presence of the new political system in 
Tanah Datar – surrounded with an aura of econom-
ic wealth and religious authority – would necessarily 
have had an impact on the neighbouring regions. In-
deed, it is in this historical context that new alliances 
and identities among Minang groups were shaped and 
traditions were intermingled, as will be shown at the 
end of the next section.

4. bATAk (norTh SumATr A)

The Batak live in the area of the Toba Lake – In-
donesia’s largest volcanic lake – in northern Sumatra. 
They are divided in six principal groups: the Karo, the 
Pakpak, the Simalungun, the Toba, the Angkola and 
the Maindailing. The latter two groups converted to 
Islam long ago, while the others became Christians by 
the end of the 19th century.

The question of whether the Batak have megalithic 
tradition is very difficult to answer for several reasons. 
First, no systematic research on the stone monuments 
in the Batak highlands has been pursued yet and ar-
chaeological investigations that could help to clarify the 
origins and development of a megalithic tradition are 
completely lacking for this area. The German missionar-
ies who engaged great efforts to describe Batak religion 
and customs strangely omit the stone monuments from 
their accounts (WArneck 1909; Winkler 1925). Thus 
far, the only systematic but mostly art historical attempt 
to describe all of the stone monuments from the Batak 
highland was made by BArBier (1983; 1988; 1998).

Second, Batak sculptures – like other Batak »art« ob-
jects – have long been highly demanded in the mostly 
illegal antiquity market. As a result, most of the mon-
uments that appear in early-20th century accounts have 
been moved from the original place and are now kept 
in museum and private collections without knowing 
their exact provenance (compare BArBier  1998,  91). 
Furthermore, having become attracted by the business 
that they could make with the sale of their cultural her-
itage, the Batak started to produce forgeries of their tra-
ditional stone sculptures, which are sometimes difficult 
to distinguish from the originals and are nowadays also 
placed in the villages for tourist attraction.

Third, it is entirely questionable the extent to 
which the Batak stone monuments and sculptures 

can be used to define a megalithic culture or tradition 
in this area of Sumatra (see also siBeth 1990, 77 – 79). 
van Heekeren’s statement that the stone monuments 
on the Samosir island in the Toba Lake point to a 
»vivid megalithic culture that goes back to prehisto-
ry« (heekeren 1958, 78) is based on Schnitger’s early 
account of the stone monuments in the Toba-Bat-
ak area of which no one can clearly say how far they 
date back to the past. The monuments that Schnit-
ger describes are mostly sculptured stone sarcopha-
gi and urns (schnitger 1939, 137 – 139). Reviewing 
such objects in other cultural contexts, one would 
not necessarily speak of a megalithic culture (com-
pare BArBier 1998, 81). In fact, the sculptured stone 
monuments of the Batak must be seen in line with 
the great mass of extremely appealing wooden sculp-
tures that thematically all relate to death, ancestor 
and magic practices. However, the stone monuments 
are much less numerous than the wooden art works. 
They rather occur as regional phenomena and only 
rarely can be studied in their original context. Hence, 
whether one wants to include them in a comparative 
analysis of megaliths or megalithic cultures depends 
on the personal scientific perspective. This critical re-
mark has to be made before I proceed to describe the 
importance of the Batak stone monuments in respect 
to the megalithic remains in the highlands of Suma-
tra discussed above.

The Batak stone monuments comprise large sar-
cophagi, urns, statues and grave mounds with stone 
facing. All of these monuments are placed over the 
ground and at public spaces of the village communi-
ties. The visibility of these monuments is an essential 
aspect of their existence and their visual impact is re-
inforced by their sculptural elaboration.
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The front of the lid of the sarcophagi is crowned 
with the giant head of a mythological figure that com-
bines a human face with elements of a snake and a buf-
falo (Fig. 23). Sometimes the cist of the sarcophagus 
rests on the four feet of this creature, which nowa-
days is called Singa. It is assumed that the Singa cor-
responds with the snake-like underworld dragon Naga 
Padoha, which in Batak mythology is believed to sup-
port the world on its back (BArBier  1998,  89 – 91). 
Hence. it is probable that the Singa-shaped sarcopha-
gus symbolise a protected underworld space on which 
the world of the descendants rests. Two squatting fig-
ures – one placed on the top of the sarcophagus, the 
other frontally under the head of the Singa – interme-
diate between these two spheres. Depending on their 
sex, they are believed to represent the chief (raja) of a 
village as the owner of the sarcophagus or his wife or 
daughter. The bowl – which is placed on the head of 
the top figure and sometimes in the hands of the front 
figure – serves for offerings (esp. betel nut, but also liq-
uids). It also can be regarded as a medium for commu-
nication with the deceased.

Village chiefs – who usually commissioned their own 
stone sarcophagus already during their lifetime – were 
not the only persons to be buried in this monument. 
Several descendants of his lineage followed him, not im-
mediately after their death but within the context of a 
large and costly secondary burial ceremony (called man-
gongkal holi-holi) dealing with the transfer of the human 
bones (or the human skulls only) to their final destina-
tion. Thus, the stone sarcophagus functions as the ossu-
ary (called parholian) of the chief’s family clan (marga), 
as the publically viewed focus of its ancestor cult. With-
in the traditional Batak society, each village forms an 
independent political cell led by the marga of the chief 
(raja) (vergouWen 1964, 115). The monumental and 
richly decorated stone sarcophagus obviously demon-
strates the power and wealth of the marga. At the lo-
cal level, it competes with the monuments of other chief 
families, but as a whole the group of sarcophagi in one 
village also reinforce the reputation of the village in 
comparison to the neighbouring villages.

Most of the sarcophagi can be dated to the 19th cen-
tury. The last pieces seem to have been commissioned 

Fig. 23. Toba Lake, stone sarcophagus (photo: Gabriel Barbier- 
Mueller, from: Barbier 1998, fig. 105).

Fig. 24. Simalungun, stone urn (Tichelman/Voorhoeve 
1938, fig. 146).
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about 100 years ago (BArBier 1998, 81, 92 – 93). Their 
production ceased after the Dutch finally took con-
trol over the region and when the Batak started to 
build ossuaries in the style of their traditional hous-
es (rumah adat) from the 1920s onwards, first from 
bricks and nowadays from concrete embellished with 
glazed tiles (siBeth 1990, 80 – 84 figs. 81, 91). This type 
of publicly staged and costly grave building (called 
tugu) might be different from a formal point of view, 
although functionally and symbolically it continues 
the tradition of the stone sarcophagi. The tugu-ossu-
aries scatter in the area of the Toba and Simalungun 
at prominent places where they still mirror the strong 
competition for power, wealth and prestige among the 
leading marga groups.

As indicated above, the stone sarcophagi can hardly 
be dated earlier than the 19th century. It is possible that 
they are pre-dated by the large, free-standing stone 
urns (e.g. Fig. 24) that occur in the same area, although 
genealogical records likewise point to the 19th centu-
ry for several of the remaining monuments (BArBier 
1998, 99). Their purpose is essentially the same as for 
the sarcophagi. They contain the bones and skulls of a 
secondary burial, evidently of more than one individ-
ual (see siBeth 1990, fig. 79) but possibly also just of 
one important ancestor.

The basic form of the urns is rectangular or circu-
lar. They are covered by a pointed lid with a sculptured 
knob. The design of the knob can be ornamental or in 
the shape of a squatting human figure that resembles 
the sculptures on the sarcophagi (Fig. 24). This figure 
is generally considered as a portrayal of the deceased. 
Furthermore, stone urns occur in the region of the Pa-
kpak west of the Toba-Batak, although they differ from 
the neighbouring Batak regions as their lid is often 
crowned with the sculpture of a bird and because they 
contain the ash of one or more deceased. The people in 
this region relate their cremation practice to an Indian 
influence (BArBier 1998, 101).

It is impossible to reconstruct the original num-
ber of stone urns because many seem to have been lost 
or destroyed. Most of the remaining pieces lack their 
lid. Their spatial distribution and original contexts 
are largely unclear. However, in the case of the Kal-
asan Batak, interesting information conveys that the 
urns were once associated with the image of a »rid-
er« (BArBier  1998,  101). The »rider« statues are the 
most remarkable creation of the Batak stone sculp-
tures (Fig. 25). Unfortunately, none of these stat-
ues have remained at their original place and no 
piece has been documented by means of archaeolog-
ical excavations. The little available information re-
lates them to the grave monuments (BArBier  1988;  
BABier 1998, 106 – 121). Like other stone statues (see 
below), the rider statues were presumably erected over 

the grave mounds of local chiefs. These grave mounds 
present another prominent type of burial in the Bat-
ak area. They are often cobbled with stones and thus 
may be regarded as a sort of megalithic tomb building. 
The decision to make a grave monument in the shape 
of a mound, a sarcophagus or an urn remains unclear, 
since all three of these types of burial belong to the 
past. However, the functional and symbolic link be-
tween these burial types is also attested through the 
iconography of their sculptures.

The animal on which the rider sits is nowadays of-
ten confused with a horse. However, the elements 
that this animal comprises  – mainly the large loll-
ing tongue (see Fig. 25) – make it most probable that 
it represents the same Singa or Naga Padoha, which 
also underlies the iconographic concept of the stone 
sarcophagi (BArBier  1998,  113). In some cases, the 
head of the Singa used for riding also has a human face 
(e.g. BArBier 1988; BArBier 1998, fig. 159).

Barbier counts sixteen stone rider statues or groups 
of stone riders for the Toba and Pakpak area, al-
though their original number must have been much 
higher (BArBier  1998,  121). He also points to the 
fact that similar rider statues can be found among 
the stone monuments on the Pasemah plateau (BAr-
Bier 1988, 63). However, in the case of the Pasemah 
sculptures, the riding animal is a buffalo (Fig. 4) or el-
ephant (Fig. 5); thus, it is rather an earthly, spatio-tem-
poral relation, which underlies the conception of these 
images than the afterworld relation, which is clearly 
indicated through the mythological Singa of the Bat-
ak stone riders. There is also a great temporal gap be-
tween the Pasemah and the Batak monuments. The 
only way to link them is due to the extraordinary sta-
tus that the rider achieves through its riding animal. 
In the case of the Batak, as mentioned it is the privi-
lege of the (deceased) village chief to have such an im-
age, while in the case of Pasemah a similar high status 
can be assumed for the riders. This brings us back to 
the point that in Batak society only the highest members 
would have survived as ancestors through means of an 
eternal stone image. Another type of stone image relates 
to this observation, which I will only briefly discuss here 
(for further details, see BArBier 1998, 121 – 128).

Female ancestor statues or statuettes form part of 
the iconographic program of the stone sarcophagi, but 
they also occur as single pieces associated with the 
stone riders. Couples of male stone riders and seated 
female statues  – often depicted naked  – can still be 
found at a few places of the Toba region (BArBier 1998, 
figs. 170 – 171, 187). Like their counterparts on the sar-
cophagi, they are believed to represent either the wife, 
mother or daughter of the chief. Thus, the affiliation to 
the ruling marga of village is also a conditio-sine-qua-
non for this type of image.
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The last type of stone images are the so-called mag-
ic statues (BArBier 1998, 128 – 136). They are smaller 
and less elaborated than the other stone images and 
they were placed at several locations of the village, es-
pecially on hills or hidden between trees. These statues 
or statuettes are considered as parga, which is actually 
the term for any kind of object that had a magical pow-
er. The magical effect does not come directly from the 
image, but rather from the »medicine« or essence em-
bedded in the image (also in the case of wooden im-
ages). One of the most effective and common forms of 
»medicine« – called pupuk – was made from the fat 
and bowels of a sacrificed young girl. The parga served 
for »wihte« and »black« magic purposes. Embedded in 
a stone image, they are generally assumed to have a 
protective or prophylactic function for the village or a 
certain village clan. However, stories also exist that a 
pagar-statue was made to kill a disliked person such as 
a Dutch official (BArBier 1998, 135).

To summarise, Batak stone monuments strongly 
mirror the ancestral and magical beliefs of the tradi-
tional Batak society. The ancestor and grave statues, 
the sarcophagi and urns are exclusively made for sali-
ent personalities. As enduring monuments of impor-
tant and partly divine ancestors, they also had a great 
value for the village’s identity and prestige. However, 
their production involved a distinct class of people, 
which I did not mention before. In every traditional 
Batak village, the magician (datu) presents the most 
important individual next to the chief. Aside from 
their magical and medical knowledge, several magi-
cians also acted as stone carvers called datu pang-
gana (»magician sculptor«). Without the help of the 
datu panggana, the grave monument would have nev-
er been executed and charged with its spiritual pow-
er. It is known that the datu panggana travelled over 
long distances to fulfil their job and improve their 
skills (BArBier 1998, 91). This also explains the dif-
fusion of sculptural styles and motifs over regional 
boundaries. Returning to the question of whether the 
Batak stone monuments can be considered as meg-
aliths, this special alliance of the commissioner of 
the stone monument (the village chief) and its sculp-
tor (the datu panggana) would rather speak against a 
typical megalithic practice. In contrast to other meg-
aliths in Sumatra and other areas in the archipel-
ago, the erection of the Batak monuments certainly 
lack the involvement of large labour forces. Without 
doubt, the quarrying and transport of the large stone 

Fig. 25. Stone rider, collection Barbier-Müller, Geneva (Bar-
bier 1998, fig. 147).

blocks from which a monumental sarcophagus or urn 
was carved must have required more people than the 
main responsible magician sculpture. However, the 
expenditure of human labor seems to be rather man-
ageable. Furthermore, no records exist that feasting 
would have been an important aspect of the quarrying 
and transport process. Putting the stone monuments 
of the Batak highland in comparison to the other meg-
aliths discussed in this article, they certainly show 
basic functional similarities concerning their use as 
grave monuments (compare Mahat and Pasemah) and 
their symbolic meaning in the context of competing 
power and prestige relations. However, in my opinion, 
these similarities are not sufficient to ascribe a meg-
alithic tradition to the Batak area. For a rather short 
time span, the stone monuments formed part of the 
particularly rich imagery of Batak religious and mag-
ical beliefs. As explained above, they are distinct for 
the highest members of the Batak communities, while 
others may have used images and graves (also sarcoph-
agi) made from wood. Therefore, extraordinary as they 
are, the stone monuments are – like in other non-meg-
alithic cultures – a salient feature of the material cul-
ture but not of a megalithic culture.

ThE mEgAlIThS In moDErn hISTory

In contrast to other regions in Indonesia such as 
Nias, Sumba and among the Torajas in Sulawesi, where 

the megalithic heritage still forms part of commu-
nal life, the megaliths in Sumatra are clearly detached 
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from modern history. Among the people in Pasemah, 
Highland Jambi and the Minangkabau area, there is 
no instance where they relate to local histories. For 
example, the Rejang people in Pasemah tell that their 
ancestor Atung Bungsu had come from the kingdom 
of Majapahit on the island of Java and was married in 
Srivijaya before he founded his new place on the Pase-
mah plateau (guillAud, Forestier And siMAnjun-
tAk 2009, 426). The story matches historical events in 
the 14th century when Majapahit took control over the 
territories of Srivijaya and movements of strong polit-
ical leaders created spheres of new identities and po-
litical interests. A historical parallel is the highland 
kingdom of Ādityavarman in Tanah Datar, which was 
founded in the mid-14th century and apparently gave 
rise to the identity of the Minangkabau as a national 
group. In oral histories, the Minangkabau root their 
origin in the times of Ādityavarman and the area of 
the mountain Gunung Merapi in Tanah Datar. Both 
perceptions – in Pasemah and Tanah Datar – set peo-
ple apart from the megaliths. They appear as a striking 
visible feature in the landscape from an archaeological 
perspective, although when viewed from a local per-
spective the megaliths are – if acknowledged at all – 
banished to a legendary past and not recognised as 
being relevant for the local communities’ own tradi-
tion. Only Batak retain a memory on their stone mon-
ument heritage, although as argued above this heritage 
does not really fit the definition of a megalithic society.

The spread of Islam over the highland regions from 
the 16th century onwards may have also caused a nega-
tive attitude towards the erection of large-sized stones. 
Interestingly, the early Islamized Batak regions of the 
Angkola and Maindailing lack any kind of monu-
mental stone image. In the area of Kerinci, a conflict 

between cultural traditions and newly-introduced reli-
gious practices can be assumed from an edict (piagam) 
dated to AD 1778 in which the Sultan of Jambi exhorts 
several depati of Kerinci to refrain from the worship 
of spirits and stones (WAtson  1985,  162 – 163). Nev-
ertheless, the region of the Minangkabau in Tanah 
Datar provides an interesting instance in which the 
functional and formalistic aspects of the megaliths 
were adopted in a new social and religious milieu. 
From about the 17th century onwards, Islamic graves 
in this region are decorated with tombstones that 
have the same shape with a curved end as the previ-
ous megalithic gravestones (Fig. 26). These stones are 
mostly erected in opposed pairs with the larger stone 
facing towards Mecca. By contrast, the megaliths al-
ways point towards the most prominent mountain in 
their area and they can be much larger than the Islam-
ic tombstones. Nonetheless, they still have much in 
common. In the ancient »megalithic« context, one of-
ten finds a much smaller stone next to the larger stone, 
probably because the small stone functions as a sup-
porting stone for the larger one. The erection of these 
stones in pairs could have been a model for the pairs 
of stones on the Islamic tombs, which could have been 
intended for the ritual practice of placing a vessel in 
front of the stone. This practice remains prevalent in 
some regions of Tanah Datar (Fig. 27) and it is attested 
in a few archaeological contexts in which potsherds of 
vessels were found directly at the foot of the megaliths. 
At any rate, the transfer from megalithic gravestones 
(today called batu tagak) to Islamic tombstones (batu 
nisan) is obvious (see also Miksic 2004). It confirms 
the continuity of certain formal elements in the cul-
tural landscape of the Sumatran highlands that have 
been fitted to changing social and religious milieus.

concluSIonS

Although significant progress has been made in ar-
chaeological work on the megalithic remains in Suma-
tra, many questions concerning their chronology and 
settlement contexts remain unsolved. For example, 
with much more evidence of burials containing skel-
etal material connected to the stones in Lima Puluh 
Kota – i.e. the Mahat valley – it would be possible to 
start systematic research into the development of the 
megalithic phenomenon in this region, including as-
pects of the related settlement patterns, rituals and 
human anthropology. Surveys and excavations at the 
potential settlement sites are necessary to clarify their 
relation with the megalithic sites. Despite the need for 
additional investigations, some basic conclusions can 
be made based on the archaeological work and obser-
vations conducted to date.

The megalithic complexes in Pasemah, the high-
lands of Jambi and Lima Puluh Kota cover a time 
span from approximately the end of the 1st millenni-
um BC to the 14th century AD, whereby they gener-
ally appear to be more recent than is often assumed. 
Although they overlap chronologically, they did not 
all originate in the same period but rather at certain 
moments of history when social milieus changed due 
to internal developments and external stimuli. Giv-
en that no megalithic complex phenomenologically 
mirrors another and as the style and function of the 
stones can be quite diverse, there is no reason to be-
lieve that the custom spread through migration or 
direct intra-highland connections. Instead, the repet-
itiveness of the phenomenon derives rather from the 
influence through economic alliances with the east-
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ern lowlands, which exhibit different phases of inten-
sity due to the development of the lowland polities 
and the politics of overseas markets. Such influences 
prompted new systems of status and prestige, power 
and territoriality in the highlands, which in some way 
or other were affirmed by the erection of megaliths. 
As such, the megalithic phenomenon in the different 
highland regions occurs foremost as an autonomous 
and regional process. It is not syncretistic nor does it 
reproduce elements of a foreign culture. For each re-
gion, it was embedded in an indigenous and independ-
ent cultural and political milieu, which from the 1st 
millennium onwards developed parallel to the grow-
ing political systems of the lowlands. Considering the 
megaliths of the highlands as a sign of the remoteness 
of this area is a serious obstacle to historical research. 
Instead, the phenomenon in all of its diversity marks a 
dynamic process that coincides and partly intersects 
with the emergence of the lowland polities, the so-
called      ›  classical era ‹ in Indonesian archaeological ter-
minology. Nonetheless, it produces, retains and alters 
its own characteristics, at least until the beginning 
of the 15th century when new political and religious 
systems reshape the cultural landscapes of high-
land Sumatra and megalithic traditions cease to exist 
or – regionally – are transformed for new utilitarian 

Fig.  26. Tanah Datar, Makam Raja Raja Saruaso, royal cemetery ground, c. 18th – 20th century (photo: Dominik Bonatz).

Fig. 27. Tanah Datar, Bukit Kapalo Gombak, modern Islam-
ic grave (photo: Dominik Bonatz).
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uses. Such developments also open the perspective to 
view the ancestral and funerary stone monuments of 
the Batak as the late outcome of political demonstra-
tions in a pre-existing religious system. From an ar-
chaeological perspective, the diversity of megalithic 

landscapes in the Sumatran highlands indeed offers a 
clue that permits us to not only problematise differ-
ent megalithic phenomena in a similar geographic en-
vironment but also confront it with other megalithic 
traditions in South-East Asia and beyond.
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Gesellschaftsstruktur und kulturhistorische Beziehungen 
(Bonn 2014).
ISBN 978-3-7749-3910-3; 270 S., 333 Abb., zahlreiche Tab., 
72 Karten

Band 7
S. Mahlstedt
Das Mesolithikum im westlichen Niedersachsen. Untersu-
chungen zur materiellen Kultur und zur Landschaftsnut-
zung (Bonn 2015).
ISBN 978-3-7749-3991-2; 227 S., 74 Abb., 69 Tab., 21 Karten, 
18 Taf.

Band 8
H. Dibbern
Das trichterbecherzeitliche Westholstein. Eine Studie zur 
neolithischen Entwicklung von Landschaft und Gesell-
schaft (Bonn 2016).
ISBN 978-3-7749-3989-9; 303 S., 129 Abb., 13 Tab., 62 Taf.

Band 9
J. P. Brozio
Megalithanlagen und Siedlungsmuster im trichterbecher-
zeitlichen Ostholstein (Bonn 2016).
ISBN 978-3-7749-4013-0; 528 S., 175 Abb., 8 Tab., 238 Taf.

Band 10
A. Bock / M. Mennenga
Wasser, Landschaft und Gesellschaft – Studien zum Res-
sourcenmanagement der Trichterbechergesellschaften 
(Bonn 2016).
ISBN 978-3-7749-4015-4; 246 S., 129 Abb., 41 Tab., 21 Taf.

Band 11
F. Hage
Büdelsdorf/Borgstedt. Eine trichterbecherzeitliche Klein-
region (Bonn 2016). (Zwei Teile, Teil 2 als Beilage auf CD)
ISBN 978-3-7749-4043-7; Teil 1: 383 S., 316 Abb./Tab., 
97 Taf., Teil 2 auf CD: 678 S., zahlr. Pläne u. Diagr., 296 Be-
fundtaf.

Band 12
K. Schmütz
Die Entwicklung zweier Konzepte? Großsteingräber und 
Grabenwerke bei Haldensleben-Hundisburg (Bonn 2017). 
ISBN 978-3-7749-4051-2; 393 S., 104 teils farb. Abb., 22 Tab., 
3 List., Befundkat., 165 Taf., Beilage: 2 Faltpläne, 1 CD-ROM

Band 13
M. Mennenga
Zwischen Elbe und Ems. Die Siedlungen der Trichterbecher- 
kultur in Nordwestdeutschland (Bonn 2017). 
ISBN 978-3-7749-4118-2; 435 S., 270 meist farb. Abb., 
27 Tab., Befundkat., 41 Taf., Anh.: Beiträge von F. Bungen-
stock, S. Schwank, K. Struckmeyer.

Band 14
L. Lorenz
Kommunikationsstrukturen mittelneolithischer Gesell- 
schaften im nordmitteleuropäischen Tiefland, Teil 1 und 2 
(Bonn 2018). 
ISBN 978-3-7749-4065-9; Teil 1: 217 S., 155 meist farb. Abb., 
28 Tab., CD-ROM mit Anhhang, Beilagen, Datenbank; 
Teil 2: 724 S. mit 716 Taf, s/w.



Band 15
S. Diers
Mensch-Umweltbeziehungen zwischen 4000 und 2200 
cal BC: Vegetationsgeschichtliche Untersuchungen an 
Mooren und trichterbecherzeitlichen Fundplätzen der Alt-
mark (Bonn 2018). 
ISBN 978-3-7749-4130-4; 228 S., 83 meist farb. Abb., 41 Tab., 
8 farb. Diagr. u. 2 Tab. als DIN A3-Faltbeilagen.

Band 16
J. Menne
Keramik aus Megalithgräbern in Nordwestdeutschland – 
Interaktionen und Netzwerke der Trichterbecher- 
westgruppe (Bonn 2018). 
ISBN 978-3-7749-3910-3; 472 S., 126 meist farb. Abb., 39 Tab., 
68 Taf., Muster- u. Fundstellenkatalog.

Band 17
Chr. Rinne
Die Megalithgräber im Haldensleber Forst (Bonn 2019).
ISBN 978-3-7749-4201-1; 169 S., zahlr. farb. Abb., 
29 Tab., Fundstellenkatalog und 47 Tafeln.
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