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IC“Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neo lithic” 

presents papers fr om two ses sions of the conference of the European 
Association of Archaeologists held in 2011 in Oslo . The papers of  this 
volume describe new r esearch on t he relationships between landscape, 
history and society in the northern European Neolithic. They focus on the 
Funnel Beaker complex and related Neolithic contexts, with case studies 
extending from Poland and the Czech Republic to Norway and Scot land. 
Several case studies e xamine the signifi cance of enclosures – from early 
causewayed enclosures in the north associated with the very beginnings 
of the Neolithic to the signifi cance of palisaded enclosures constructed 
towards the end of  the Neolithic in Scot land and Sweden. T he volume 
also includes new studies on the origins, signifi cance and interpretation of 
Neolithic burial and megalithic architecture found in a range of landscapes 
across northern Europe.  
Importantly, the volume also out lines the signifi cance of other kinds of  
places that were not monumentalised in the same ways, such as fens, the 
seashore and t he wider envir onment, in t he construction of Neolithic 
worldview. Finally, it concludes with a series of articles that consider the 
signifi cance of particular forms of material culture – axes, grinding stones, 
pottery and food – in social reproduction in the Neolithic of northern 
Europe. Overall, the volume presents an important body of new data and 
international perspectives concerning Neolit hic societies, histories and 
landscapes in northern Europe.
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Within the scope of meetings of archaeologists in-
terested in megaliths and societies at the Oslo Euro-
pean Conference of 2011, a joint publication of con-
tributions was planned as a sign of cooperative work 
on monuments and societies in northern and Cen-
tral Europe. Consequently, the papers of three dif-
ferent sections of the Oslo Conference are published 
here through the collaboration efforts of the editors. 

While providing a first impression by offering a 
mosaic of very valid contents, this book might also 
be handled as a kind of small handbook on the state 
of research concerning new questions on material 
culture, megaliths and societies within the indicat-
ed spatial frame. The contributions deal with top-
ics which extend from Mesolithic developments and 
adaptations of innovations associated with social 
and ritual behavior that transpired in the realm of 
the 4th millennium BCE to changes observable dur-

ing the Younger Neolithic, when the main ideologi-
cal transformations of material culture, monuments 
and environments – as media of communication in 
non-literate societies – had shifted once again to a 
different mode of reception. 

As the editor of this series, it is my pleasure to 
thank all the editors of this book in succeeding to 
unite the contributions to such an admirable vol-
ume. It also demonstrates the strength of networks, 
which, triggered by ritual activities, did not only ex-
ist about 5000 years ago but also those that are cur-
rently triggered by research activities. Both, the ed-
itors and the further Kiel team, including Eileen 
Küçükkaraca, Ines Reese and Karin Winter, are to 
be thanked for scientific and technical editing.

Kiel, July, 4th, 2014
Johannes Müller

Preface





Introduction
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Foreword:
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic 

Doris Mischka, Martin Furholt, Martin Hinz, Gordon Noble and Deborah Olausson

During the Neolithic period of northern Europe, 
monuments and artefacts of many new forms sig-
nalize a range of innovative practices, forms of 
social organisation, and perceptions of place and 
landscape. Although not regionally and tempo-
rally uniform or coherently distributed, many of 
the phenomena under study can be found in the 
British Isles, in Scandinavia, northern Germany 
or Poland, thus in regions today showing very dif-
ferent traditions of research. The histories told by 
archaeologists in these regions are diverse, and 
the interpretations of these modelled societies can 
appear incompatible at times, yet in the framework 
of a European research community, the dialogue 
between regionally different schools has intensi-
fied during the last few years.

This publication presents papers from two ses-
sions of the conference of the European Association 
of Archaeologists (EAA) held in Oslo in Septem-
ber 2011. Gordon Noble, University of Aberdeen, 
United Kingdom and Deborah Olausson, Depart-
ment of Archaeology and Ancient History, Lund 
University, Sweden coordinated a session called 
“A new sense of place: Landscape and monuments 
in the northern European Neolithic” on Septem-
ber 15th. Martin Furholt, Martin Hinz and Doris 
Mischka, all Institute of Pre- and Protohistory Kiel 
University, Germany and members of the Prior-
ity Program of the German Research Foundation 
“SPP 1400 Early monumentality and social differ-
entiation” together with Marzena Szmyt, Instytut 
Wschodni of the University Adama Mickiewicza in 
Poznań, Poland, organised the session “The Funnel 
Beaker complex: Multiple landscapes, histories and 
societies” two days later.

During the conference we noted that partici-
pants in the two sessions were nearly identical and 
the aims of the sessions closely related. Clearly the 
talks addressed the same audience and the sessions 
addressed similar research topics. Thus, during the 
conference, the session organizers decided to join 
the contributions into a single publication.

Johannes Müller from Kiel University kindly 
supported the present volume by accepting it for 
the new monograph series of the Priority Program 
of the German Research Foundation „SPP 1400 
Early monumentality and social differentiation“. 
The editing work was coordinated in Kiel and car-
ried out in two groups according to the sessions. 
Doris Mischka contributed significantly to the 
editing and realization of the project.

The volume contains contributions from eight 
countries: Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, 
Germany, Norway, Poland, Scotland and Sweden. 
Ninety-one single sites, located in an area extend-
ing from Finland to Poland and across the conti-
nent to Scotland (Fig. 1) are discussed.

The volume begins with an introduction fol-
lowed by four sections organised according to the 
nature of the source material. In the introduction, 
Martin Furholt provides a broad discussion pre-
senting one of the focuses of the volume — the 
“Funnel Beaker complex” — as a supra-regional 
term referring to specific Neolithic societies, thus 
separating them from other northern European 
societies. Furholt explores and at times questions 
the validity of this term in Neolithic studies.

In the first section of the volume the focus is cen-
tered on “The Significance of Enclosure”, in which 
monumental enclosures of the Neolithic period 
are discussed along with the interpretive chal-
lenges that the phenomenon of enclosure presents. 
These enclosures date from the earliest to the final 
stages of the Neolithic period. In the first chapter, 
Håkon Glørstad and Lars Sundström present an 
Early Neolithic enclosure site from Hamremoen in 
southern Norway. The monument represents some 
of the earliest traces of the Neolithic in this region, 
dated to the time span from 3900–3600 cal BC, 
and the authors interpret the enclosures as an indi-
cation of the influence of the Funnel Beaker com-
plex on late hunter gatherers in southern Nor-
way. The focus then shifts to the coastal area of 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.
Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 11 – 16
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Fig. 1. Sites focused on in more detail within the different articles. In brackets author’s names. 
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Ostrobothnia in Finland, to the so-called ‘giant’s 
churches’ in this region. The research history and 
the current results of surveys and excavations of 
these monuments, which are dated to the Mid-
dle and Late Neolithic (3600–2000 cal BC), are 
described by Jari Okkonen. Among the so-called 
giant’s church sites, stone enclosures and cairns as 
well as house pits and dwelling sites can be found. 
These sites are interpreted as playing an impor-
tant role in the rise of more complex societies in 
the Middle and Late Neolithic. Turning to south-
ern Scandinavia, more precisely southern Sweden, 
Kristian Brink reflects on the function of palisaded 
enclosures dated to the first half of the third mil-
lennium BC, social change, and the nature of the 
activities taking place within these monuments. 
Among the activities he mentions are fish dry-
ing, the use of new types of pottery and increased 
flint axe production. The fourth article in this sec-
tion turns the focus more to the west, to the large 
palisade enclosures of Forteviot, Leadketty and 
others in lowland Scotland that share many simi-
larities to the enclosures described by Brink. The 
authors, Gordon Noble and Kenneth Brophy, pre-
sent the sites, dating to the early part of the third 
millennium BC, their regional context and discuss 
the incredible expenditure of labour that went into 
the creation, maintenance and destruction of these 
sites, the ritual activities conducted there and the 
possible significance of the activities for the socie-
ties once living there.

The second section of the volume relates to tra-
ditions of monumental burial sites constructed 
in the Neolithic of northern Europe. In the first 
chapter in this section, the evidence for distinc-
tive traditions of megalithic burial on the island 
of Rügen are outlined. In the study, Anja Behrens 
presents the archaeological and archaeobotani-
cal results from two sites labelled Burtevitz 1 and 
Burtevitz 2. Behrens demonstrates that the mon-
ument biographies are very complex with many 
additions and that changes have been made to the 
monuments in the Neolithic and the Early Bronze 
Age. She proposes that the monuments were uti-
lized by small local communities cultivating local 
traditions visible in a special entrance construc-
tion technique but also influenced by distant com-
munities, reflected in changes in the architectural 
details. On a broader scale, Georg Schafferer analy-
ses the architecture of about 200 megalithic graves 
in Schleswig-Holstein and Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern, northern Germany. He focuses on particular 
styles of architecture and their spatial distribution, 
with the aim of distinguishing local and regional 
building traditions. In a similar vein, Anne Brigitte 
Gebauer analyses a group of megalithic graves sit-
uated next to two Neolithic enclosures at Lønt in 
Denmark. In her article, Gebauer identifies dif-
ferences in the building materials, architectonical 

details and the spatial connections between the 
monuments as expressions of social identity. The 
next article deals with the architectonical expres-
sions of megalithic tombs. Here, Almut Schülke 
uses northwestern Zealand in Denmark as a key 
area when she compares the traditions of dolmen 
and passage graves with traditions of single inter-
ment. The primary aim in her study is to ascertain 
if there is a chronological sequence within the dif-
ferent traditions of interment.

The aim of Doris Mischka’s investigation in the 
following contribution is to identify the chron-
ological relationship between dolmens and pas-
sage graves in northern Germany, using a series of 
AMS-dates related to the building and use of meg-
alithic burials in Flintbek. Comparing with pub-
lished dates from Scandinavian sites, she con-
cludes that the primary building phase for dolmens 
falls between 3650/3600 cal BC and 3350 cal BC, 
with polygonal chambered types perhaps amongst 
the oldest monuments, while passage graves date 
mainly between 3300 and 3100/3000 cal BC. The 
region of Soester Börde in the Westphalian Basin 
in Germany forms the study region in the next arti-
cle, by Kerstin Schierhold, who interprets the sig-
nificance of gallery graves in the rise of early mon-
umentality. Schierhold examines her region in 
relation to Funnel Beaker Culture sites to the north 
and west, along with late Michelsberg sites with 
huge enclosures, during the period between 4100 
and 2700 BC. Andrzej Pelisiak connects the archi-
tectural form of long barrows in Poland to the tradi-
tions of domestic architecture. He seeks character-
istic features within settlements in the form of long 
barrows, investigating relations with landscape and 
interpreting the construction and positioning of 
the long barrows within the landscape as a ritual 
reflection of the domestic sphere. Finally, Johannes 
Müller, Hauke Dibbern, and Franziska Hage 
explore long-barrows in northern Central Europe 
and South Scandinavia. The architectural biogra-
phy of such sites reveals the phenotypical expres-
sion of ritual and ideological changes. The authors 
outline two types of monuments: Type 1 shows 
the constrcution of a long mound as one architec-
ture and a possible alteration from non-megalithic 
to megalithic grave architecture, whereas type 2 
is described as several segmented mounds finally 
combined in one long mound.

In the third section – “Other kinds of places” – 
such as consumption locations, settlements, fens 
and the seashore, are examined. In the first chapter 
of this section, Marek Nowak provides an outline 
of the Funnel Beaker culture settlement history in 
the Upper Vistula River in southeast Poland. He 
interprets the Funnel Beaker complex as devel-
oping from the Lengyel-Polgár culture, which 
changed to a more hierarchical society during the 
beginning of the first half of the fourth millennium 
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BC. In his article, Lars Larsson also points out the 
importance of transformations, particularly in the 
environment, during the transition from hunt-
ing and gathering to farming. He posits that cer-
tain places were seen as links between this world 
and a metaphysical world. At such places, objects 
were transformed by fragmentation or burning, as 
occurred during the early, middle and late Mid-
dle Neolithic at causewayed enclosures and pali-
saded enclosure sites. Depositions in wetland sites 
are also interpreted as important transformative 
places. Martin Hinz presents a regional study of 
settlement and landscape use in the northern Ger-
man Lauenburg area from the Late Mesolithic to 
Late Neolithic periods. He demonstrates the local 
nature of socio-environmental interaction, whose 
main transformations cut across supposedly estab-
lished archaeological periods. Jan Turek focuses on 
Early Funnel Beaker longhouses. He compares the 
new discovery of more then ten longhouses from 
the excavation at Líbeznice in Central Bohemia 
to other longhouse plans in Poland and Germany. 
In the following chapter, Åsa Berggren suggests 
that we pay greater attention to the special sen-
sory experiences afforded by places like the Hind-
bygården fen and the Hindby mosse in the area of 
Malmö in Sweden, where depositions took place 
during the Neolithic. Marginal locations in the 
landscape are also the focus for Kristina Jennbert, 
who reflects on sites located at the seashore in Pit-
ted Ware culture contexts. Her point of departure 
is Jonstorp in northwest Scania, where the people 
living on the coast were skilled in seafaring and 
using the coastal environment for subsistence. The 
development of these coastal sites took on different 
trajectories to those located inland.

The final section is comprised of articles on var-
ied types of finds, their meanings in context and 
their special treatments or biographies. Susan 
Hydén opens this section with a study of an often 
disregarded find category: grinding and polish-
ing stones. Her focus is on the finds from two Early 
Neolithic long barrows at Almhov in southern 
Sweden, where fragments of grinding and polish-
ing stones were found at the facades of these mon-
uments and along with burials. These stones were 
used, she suggests, both for polishing axes and 
were fragmented in order to fix social relations in 
time and place. Deborah Olausson then examines 
finds attributed to the Battle Axe culture (2800–

2350 cal BC) at one dolmen and 20 passage graves 
from the Funnel Beaker period in Scania, southern 
Sweden. She concludes that the artefacts are not a 
result of burial practices at the megaliths, but rather 
represent ritual activities during which objects were 
deliberately broken or damaged at the tombs. Two 
articles then deal with pottery. First, Tine Schenck 
investigates the reasons for the introduction of pot-
tery around 4000 BC in hunter-gatherer groups in 
Norway. The sites Slettabø, Vestgård 3 and Vest-
gård 6 are presented in detail. Using experiments, 
Schenck tests some possible functions of pots — 
storage, cooking and beer brewing. Her conclu-
sions emphasise symbolic aspects within social 
networks, rather than simply practical functions. 
Agnieszka Przybył then focuses on the final stage 
of the Eastern Group of the Funnel Beaker complex 
on the Polish Lowlands and in Central Poland. In 
her study, she employs typological classifications 
using formalized descriptions and chronological 
ordering of the pottery finds. Przybył distinguishes 
the “Konary-Papros subgroup” as a direct successor 
of the tradition of the Eastern Group. Finally, Lars 
Larsson and Sven-Gunnar Broström examine a site 
called Stensborg, located on a former island south 
of Stockholm in Sweden. The site is notable for its 
surface finds of intentionally fragmented stone axes 
from the Early Neolithic Funnel Beaker period. 
During excavations at the site, a large amount of 
carbonized cereal was found. This was interpreted 
together with the other finds as remains of ritual 
activities similar to those seen in enclosures.

Most of the articles in the volume deal with the 
early or later phases of the North, East or South-
east Group of the Funnel Beaker complex (Brink, 
Behrens, Berggren, Furholt, Gebauer, Hinz, 
Hydén, Glørstad/Sundström, Larsson, Larsson/
Broström, Mischka, Nowak, Pelisiak, Przybył, 
Schafferer, Schenck, Schülke, Turek). Two deal 
with later phenomena such as the Battle Axe cul-
ture (Olausson) or the Pitted Ware culture (Jenn-
bert). Others focus on regions south of the Funnel 
Beaker North Group (Schierhold) or on the Neo-
lithic communities of the west (Noble/Brophy) or 
on monumentality of hunter-gatherers in Finland 
(Okkonen). Overall, we hope the volume provides 
both a broad perspective on the landscapes, histo-
ries and societies of northern Europe as well as illu-
minating points of connection between the region-
ally diverse research traditions.

Note

The terminology regarding chronology and cul-
tural groups differs widely, depending on the 
regional research history. Therefore, we decided 
to unify the terminology and to use the follow-

ing names or abbreviations at least for the phases 
of the Funnel Beaker complex (FBC) in the north 
(Fig. 2):
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Fig. 2. Chronology of the Neolithic in northern Europe. Abbreviations: LN = Late Neolithic; YN = Younger Neolithic; MN = Middle 
Neolithic; EN = Early Neolithic; BB = Bell Beakers; BC = Baden Culture; CW = Corded Ware; GA = Globular Amphorae; FBC = 
Funnel Beaker; ZC = Złota culture; grey shaded cell areas: Central Funnel Beaker groups.

Younger Neolithic   – YN
Middle Neolithic V   – MN V
Middle Neolithic IV   – MN IV
Middle Neolithic III   – MN III
Middle Neolithic II   – MN II
Middle Neolithic I   – MN I
Early Neolithic II   – EN II
Early Neolithic I   – EN I

In Schierhold ś paper, the Younger Neolithic is 
used according to the Neolithic Phases outlined 
by Lüning 1996. It is partly contemporaneously to 
the northern Early Neolithic of the Funnel Beaker 
complex.

The terminology used for megalithic burial 
architecture is also very heterogenous. Here, we 

have retained the local terminologies, but we cau-
tion the reader to look carefully at the figures and 
ground plans when making comparisons of the 
grave types between regions. In Scandinavia, for 
example, it is often the form of the barrow — round 
or rectangular — which is used for the classifica-
tion into round dolmen and long dolmen. In Ger-
many the architecture of the chamber is used to 
differentiate between closed dolmen (Urdolmen), 
open dolmen (or extended or enlarged dolmen), 
grand dolmen (or big dolmen or large dolmen) and 
polygonal dolmen. The youngest grave type in all 
areas under discussion is the passage grave. These 
monuments are characterised by a passage enter-
ing the chamber, usually from the southeast, into 
one of the long sides instead of the narrow sides, as 
can be the case with dolmens.
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uniform social groups with common beliefs and 
habits within a certain geographical area – is still 
virulent in the archaeological debate, and espe-
cially in the communication of archaeology to the 
public. Studies relying on the pre-defined units of 
the culture concept are bound to find differences 
between these units without reflecting on whether 
the criteria delimiting them were correct in the first 
place. To answer the question if the term “Funnel 
Beaker Complex” may be useful to denote those 
Neolithic societies that are located outside the 
loess areas of the primary Neolithisation zones, 
this paper examines, in short, settlement patterns, 
grave monuments, material culture and subsistence 
economy within what we call the FBC. However, 
none of these parameters serve to characterize the 
Funnel Beaker complex in a uniform or exclusive 
way, leaving only the presence of some overall ideas 
on vessel forms and decoration types. Taking into 
account that this volume presents different studies 
in several regions of Europe, which emphasize the 
multiplicity of practices and phenomena under the 
“label” of the FBC, the author of this paper argues 
for a use of the term FBC to denote an archaeo-
logical period of time in a defined space, while it 
cannot meaningfully refer to any single unit or 
group of social phenomena or material remains.

What is the Funnel Beaker complex?
Persistent troubles with an inconsistent concept

Martin Furholt

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 17 – 26

The Neolithic period in northern Central Europe 
and southern Scandinavia is characterized by 
high internal variability and multi-dimensionality 
of social phenomena, material goods and land-
scapes, a fact blurred by the contemporary use of 
the archaeological culture concept. The “Funnel 
Beaker Culture”, coined by Gustaf Kossinna in the 
early 20th century, was used to denote a supposed 
social unit including common identity, even 
biological relatedness. Today, although biological 
and ethnic interpretations are largely omitted, the 
use of the culture concept still limits the ability to 
explain social phenomena occurring within the 
spatiotemporally large realm of the FBC. Also, 
the use of the term “Funnel Beaker Complex” as 
opposed to “Funnel Beaker Culture” only seems to 
solve this dilemma on a very superficial, nominal 
level. The author examines the pitfalls of clinging to 
the culture concept. However, given the necessity 
to create units of archaeological material in space 
and time, what might be coined a “New culture-
historian archaeology” accepts the significance of 
material culture variation while at the same time 
aiming to model cultural change and dynamics 
on a more sophisticated, theory-based level. Still, 
however, the most obvious flaw of the culture 
concept – the temptation to interpret cultures as 

Abstract

Introduction

One of the sessions published in this volume posed 
the question whether the „Funnel Beaker Complex” 
could be characterised by the heading „Multiple 
Landscapes, Histories and Societies”. The aim 
behind this question was to highlight the internal 
variability and multi-dimensionality within this 
period in northern and northern Central Europe in 
order to challenge the use of the term “Funnel Beaker 
Culture” as it is commonly implemented in contem-
porary archaeology. There is a peculiar inconsist-
ency in the theoretical treatment of archaeological 

cultures, whereby most colleagues agree in regarding 
this concept as deeply problematic. The practical use 
of the concept often disregards all the aforemen-
tioned concerns. When reading through the papers 
of this volume, one clearly gains a good impression 
how divergent approaches to the “Funnel Beaker 
Culture” have developed. By switching from the 
heavily biased “culture” to “complex”, we, as session 
organizers, wanted to introduce a more neutral, 
hopefully less biased term. But is this really possible, 
does it help only to switch labels? 
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models (Kristiansen 1989; Anthony 1992; 
Prescott 2012). This entire trend in culture-histor-
ical archaeology is to be highly welcomed, since 
the situation some years ago could be described as 
more of a division between the theorizing proces-
sual and postprocessual schools in the West and 
undertheorised antiquarism with a culture-historian 
background in Central and western Europe. As the 
mainly English-speaking processual and postproces-
sual schools, having other research agendas, were less 
interested in the investigation of regional groupings 
of material culture, they left this field to the tradi-
tional culture-historians. This had the effect that the 
only archaeological units available, when regional 
comparisons were to be made, were the poorly 
defined, conceptually flawed archaeological cultures. 

Thus, any current archaeological discussion – 
whether it is referred to as processual, postproces-
sual, culture-historian or whatever primary concern 
it might have – needs to deal with the topic of creating 
units of the archaeological material in space and time 
and how to handle such units. This can, however, not 
be done in a manner totally unhampered by the still 
dominant concept of archaeological cultures. New 
culture-historical archaeologists often argue that this 
concept may be unproblematic as long as it is seen 
as a heuristic, technical tool used for the ordering 
of material culture and practices in space and time. 
But this view is problematic in two ways. First of all, 
when archaeological cultures are mentioned, a lot of 
colleagues and, even more so, the interested public 
do not share this view, but continuously characterize 
archaeological cultures as if they were peoples in a 
nineteenth-century understanding of the concept. 
Second, even a supposedly neutral reference to 
(archaeological) cultures as units of classification 
entails conceptual pitfalls inherent in the term. It’s 
a commonplace that classifications are, of course, 
never “neutral” but the concept of archaeological 
culture especially incorporates far-reaching premises 
concerning the modes of classification applied. 

In European archaeology, there is a variety of theo-
retical schools, not least among those colleagues 
dealing with different aspects of Southern Scandi-
navian and northern Central European societies, 
commonly subsumed under the terms “Funnel 
Beaker Culture” or “Funnel Beaker Complex”. In 
Central and eastern Europe, approaches with a long 
tradition are dominant which may be characterized 
as “traditional culture-historian archaeology”. This 
would be characterized, among other things, by the 
view of archaeological cultures as representations 
of real social units, preferably culturally uniform 
ethnic groups (Trigger 2006; Veit 1984; Wotzka 
1993). The definite strength of this perspective rests 
upon the vast number of available antiquarian inves-
tigations in the literature and data bases of different 
kinds. What has been rightly criticized is the rather 
narrow set of explanatory models for cultural 
dynamics, the lack of theoretical foundations and 
the weakness of central concepts, particularly the 
concept of archaeological culture itself.  

A different school could be denoted as “New 
culture-historian archaeology”, which has had an 
effect on theoretical and practical work. Early repre-
sentatives of this school of thought are Lüning 
(1972), Eggert (1978), Shennan (1989), 
Kristiansen (1989), Anthony (1990; 1992) 
and Wotzka (1993; 1997). More recently, the 
works of Burmeister (2000), Müller (2001), 
Burmeister/Müller-Scheessel (2006); Na- 
koinz (2005; 2008; 2013); Roberts/Vander 
Linden (2011) and Prescott (2012), among 
others, seem to have provided new dynamics to this 
way of thinking. These works have accepted the 
critiques on culture-historical archaeology when the 
concepts of archaeological cultures and approaches 
towards cultural change and individual agency are 
concerned, but they emphasize the significance of 
material culture variation in space (and time). Some 
of the authors especially would like to re-install 
migration and diffusion as explanatory factors for 
cultural change, while using more sophisticated 

Drawbacks of the Culture Concept

The culture concept is, in fact, a highly contami-
nated construct that was created in the extreme 
nationalistic context of early 20th-century Germany, 
where social groups could only be imagined as 
culturally (and supposedly racially) uniform iden-
tity groups, sharing common beliefs and habits 
and covering one neatly delimited geographical 
area. Gustaf Kossinnas idea was that such cultur-
ally uniform peoples must have a similarly uniform 
record of material remains. He did not consider 
other forms of identities or modes of interactions. Or 
rather, he was not willing to discuss such objections 
coming from several colleagues (Kossinna 1919). So, 

even those archaeologists today, who would clearly 
reject any ethnic interpretations of archaeological 
cultures as such, conserve through their use of the 
concept the major flaw that Kossinna established, 
namely the premise of homogeneity and coherence. 
We might be aware that the Funnel Beaker culture 
– or as we put it here, the Funnel Beaker complex – 
is a heuristic term used for classification and dating, 
but we are constantly tempted to fall prey to the 
coherence pitfall inherent in the term. We ask, for 
example, what is the typical pattern of settlement of 
the Funnel Beaker complex (assuming there is one 
for the whole thing), or we want to know what type 
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of burial ritual was implemented and how the social 
organisation of the Funnel Beaker complex was set 
up. In addition, we compare what we find with other 
cultures (or complexes for that matter). The defining 
trait of the Funnel Beaker complex is a set of pottery 
vessels that have been defined as belonging to one 
more or less uniform stylistic group. The same is true 
for the great majority of other European Neolithic 
archaeological cultures. Seldom, if ever, have explicit 
efforts been made to verify whether there really is 
a coherent distribution of house forms, burial rites, 
weapons, tools, and ornaments “constantly recur-
ring together”, as was formulated by Gordon Childe 
(1929), forming “strictly bounded cultural areas”, as 
stated by Kossinna (1919, translated by author). In 
several cases, where this has been attempted, a lack 
of coherence is the result (Vander Linden 2007; 
Furholt 2008a; 2008b; 2009; 2014). 

Defenders of the concept of the archaeological 
culture often refer to the seminal work of Ulrich 
Fischer (1956) on Central German Neolithic 
burials. Fischer came to the conclusion that every 
archaeological culture had its specific burial custom, 
for example, by referring to the deposition of the 
dead. Ulrich Fischer obtains additional credibility as 
he explicitly started out to resolve the “…confusing 
multitude of archaeological cultures (Fischer 
1956, 254, translated by author)” through an identi-
fication of overall trends in burial rites. If you look 
at Fischer’s line of arguments, however, it becomes 
clear that his conclusion – that every culture has its 
own specific burial rite – cannot be taken as an argu-
ment for the validity of Kossinna’s culture concept, 
because it is rather the outcome of a circular argu-
ment. Fischer looked at the burial deposition 
standards of every archaeological culture (defined 
through pottery styles) and found, considering the 
side on which the bodies have been interred, the 
orientation of the bodies in general, and the position 
of hands, that every culture showed its specific set of 
traits. The problem with this is that he had taken pre-
defined units (the pottery cultures) and then posed 
the question what burial standard was connected 
to each of these units. He had a set of ten cultures 
defined by pottery, and 21 different traits recorded 
for about 2000 graves. Whenever you have a pool 
of things that exhibit a large number of different 
characteristics and you separate your pool into a 
number of units, each of the units is likely to have a 
specific combination of traits, different from that of 

the others. And thus, although Fischer found “recur-
rent red threads concerning some elements”, he 
concluded that “accordance in the whole complex” 
could not be found (Fischer 1956, 255, translation 
by author). In other words, although the majority of 
the pottery styles in question are associated to flexed 
individual inhumation burials in simple oval pits, 
you will always find a difference in some detail if you 
only look hard enough. That is of course true, but it 
is also a tautology. In this way you could pick units 
defined by other criteria, for example regional areas, 
or, to make it more drastic, you could separate the 
burials by the first letter of their modern place names 
and you would again mainly find specific burial 
customs for each letter.

It is interesting that also more recent investiga-
tions have fallen for the same circular argument. In 
an article on Ancient DNA and the “Key Stages in 
the Formation of Central European Mitochondrial 
Genetic Diversity”, Brandt et al. (2013) conclude 
that they have found a „[...] biological cohesiveness 
of archaeological cultures such as the LBK (Line-
arbandkeramik), FBC (Funnel Beaker), CWC 
(Corded Ware) and BBC (Bell Beaker) cultures [...] 
(Brandt et al. 2013, 261).“

Again, the archaeological cultures of Central 
Germany were taken as pre-defined units, in this 
case even treated as biological populations, whose 
mitochondrial haplotype compositions were then 
compared. In result, so it is claimed, each of these 
pre-defined units would exhibit a “specific” set of 
mitrochondrial haplotypes. Regardless of the fact 
that the majority of haplotypes are common (see 
Brandt et al. 2013, fig. 3) to all archaeological 
cultures – and the sample size is low – differences in 
the quantitative haplotype composition connected 
to each archaeological culture’s “population” leads to 
this far-reaching conclusion that equals Kossinnas 
view of archaeological cultures representing biologi-
cally distinct groups of people.

It is hard to imagine a better illustration of the 
pitfalls that the concept of archaeological cultures 
holds through the a priori assumption of cultural 
homogeneity. Arguably, the authors of that 
otherwise brilliant study had other aims than an 
in-depth discussion of culture theory, but the path 
they took with regards to the choice of their units of 
classification ignored 100 years of anthropological 
research and conceptual progress by taking Koss-
innas concept as a starting point. 

Benefits of the culture concept

The problems referred to are not so virulent in 
situations where there is only a small number of 
archaeological cultures present at the same time. 
So when southern Scandinavian colleagues refer 
to, for example, the Funnel Beaker culture in 

Denmark, this basically means a chronological 
period, including the Early and Middle Neolithic 
in that region. Problems start to appear, when the 
“transition” to the Single Grave culture is concerned 
or in regions and periods where Pitted Ware culture 
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forms a contemporaneous entity. Problems get 
urgent when, like in Central Germany or southern 
Poland, there are several contemporaneous archae-
ological cultures (see Behrens 1973). Not only 
can blurred borders or overlapping phenomena 
between cultures not be properly represented when 
using this concept but the danger of short-circuit 
interpretations of these archaeological cultures as 
correspondingly uniform societies is still high. 

On the other hand, one might respond, from the 
perspective of the informed New Culture-Historian 
Archaeology, being aware of the weaknesses and 
pitfalls, the term „Funnel Beaker Complex“ actually 
does mean more than a pottery style. It refers to a 
meaningful unit of archaeological finds and features 
related to a set of Neolithic societies sharing certain 
traits, separating them from those connected to other 
archaeological units. The Neolithic denoted by the 
term “Funnel Beaker Complex” is clearly different 
from the Neolithic of the Danubian circle or that of 
other regions to the east, the west and the north. Any 

interpretation concerning collective identities set 
aside, the Funnel Beaker complex, one could argue, 
denotes the kind of Neolithic societies that are 
located outside the loess areas of the primary Neoli-
thisation zones. It refers to the specific Neolithic 
lifeways established by originally Mesolithic people 
(maybe together with some immigrants) who 
rejected their neighbours’ Neolithic way of life for 
over 1000 years, and this specific geographical and 
historical setting has led to some general common 
characteristics that do make the term Funnel Beaker 
complex meaningful. This should lead us to main-
tain the term despite the risks of falling into the 
ethnic pitfall. 

But is this really the case? Let us look closer at 
what we are subsuming under the “Funnel Beaker 
Complex” and ask the question, in what aspects of 
human activities does this term denote something 
genuine and at the same time distinct from other 
regions or periods. 

Funnel Beaker complex: what does it refer to?

Settlement patterns

One striking pattern of the societies referred to by 
using the term Funnel Beaker complex is the diffi-
culty to account for settlements in the archaeological 
record. The reason for this appears to be the domi-
nance of small, unstructured settlements with light, 
often even hut-like structures (Andersson 2004; 
Jensen 2001; Müller 2011). Rectangular, post-
built houses are also known, but again, in most of 
the Funnel Beaker complex area, there is not a single 
convincing case where they would represent a larger 
settlement area, not to mention even form a regular 
settlement outlay. On the contrary, in cases where 
traces of more than single house structures could be 
accounted for, they do not exhibit uniform shapes 
and show a rather random distribution on the settle-
ment surface (e.g. Andersson 2004; Brozio et al. 
2013). Most Funnel Beaker settlement sites do actu-
ally consist of thin occupational layers with scat-
tered remains of pits. One could argue that this lack 
of large, structured settlements would be a common 
feature connected to the Funnel Beaker complex, 
but it is obviously problematic to use the absence of 
something as an argument for uniformity.  Instead, 
various kinds of settlements with internal organiza-
tion principles, house forms and settlement patterns 
with diverse regional settings are notable within 
the Funnel Beaker complex (Müller 2012). What 
is more, exceptions to the pattern of scarce and 
unstructured settlements appear to exist, especially 
in the Southeast Group (Kruk/Milisauskas 1990; 
Kruk 1973; Kulczycka-Leciejewiczowa 2002; 
Nowak 2009). Here, large fortified settlements 

are known containing Funnel Beaker pottery 
and typical tool types. This has been observed in 
connection to the preceding and neighbouring 
Danubian cultures/complexes (Kadrow 2011; 
Nowak this volume). From a regional perspective, 
this kind of argument seems reasonable for Poland, 
as the settlements in question actually do show a 
hybrid character, where patterns known from the 
Danubian cultures are found together with mate-
rial culture denoted as originating from the Funnel 
Beaker complex. But you obviously again run into 
severe danger of circular arguments when you first 
define Funnel Beaker complex as one unit with 
a certain settlement pattern and then treat every 
deviation to this pattern as an anomaly, or even an 
“outside influence”.

Additionally, the absence of more numerous 
substantial house structures or clear-cut settlement 
patterns is not only restricted to the Funnel Beaker 
complex but is also a characteristic of the Early 
Neolithic societies in Western France, Northwestern 
France and the British Neolithic. In fact, what was 
just referred to corresponds well to the concept of 
a “Northwest European Neolithic” as described 
by Sherratt, where (1) settlement is “insubstantial 
and dispersed” (Sherratt 1990, 150) and (2) grave 
structures take monumental form. 

Thus, the statement that the term Funnel Beaker 
complex refers to a distinct pattern of social organi-
zation, as reflected in light, possibly non-stand-
ardized and dispersed settlements, is actually not 
true because this is first, not restricted to this area 
and second, not even true for all Funnel Beaker 
complex regions.
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motifs increased sharply. Indeed, one could argue 
for a temporal division of the Funnel Beaker 
complex, separating the rather scarcely decorated 
Early Neolithic pottery styles with swayed profiles 
from the richly decorated, precisely formed styles 
in the late Early and Middle Neolithic period, 
3500–2900 BC.

Especially for the late fourth millennium, 
it becomes very hard to argue for a uniform 
pottery style reaching from the Netherlands to 
southeastern Poland, or from eastern Sweden to 
southern Norway. On the contrary, the forms and 
decorations are distinctly different, leading to the 
divisions into several regional groups of the Funnel 
Beaker complex (Midgley 1992). But what links 
the pottery of these groups? One factor is surely 
the presence of funnel necked beakers or bowls. 
But these do not make up the majority of vessels, as 
there is a great variance in their quantitative impor-
tance. Also, apart from the overall neck form, the 
vessels in question display such an abundant vari-
ance of different forms that you can hardly mean-
ingfully classify them as a uniform vessel type. 
Of course, there is an abundance of vessel forms 
recurring in several regions of the Funnel Beaker 
complex, such as pedestalled bowls, collared flasks, 
biconical jars, clay discs, and others, but it is in fact 
never possible to find a form that is present in all 
Funnel Beaker complex regions, let alone repre-
sented in a comparable quantity. This, however, 
would be the requirement for using pottery style as 
the defining (and delimiting factor) of the Funnel 
Beaker complex.

In order to assess the measure of coherence and 
the shape of regional stylistic groups, a quantitative 
approach to the variance of vessel forms and deco-
ration motifs has been applied to the later period 
pottery (3500–3000 BC) of the Funnel Beaker 
regional groups of the Netherlands, Northern 
Germany, Denmark and Southern Sweden (Fig. 1, 
after Furholt 2012). Although temporal variance 
within this 500 year-long period might blur the 
picture, the differences between the regional groups 
were clearly visible. The West group (Netherlands 
and northwestern Germany) could be clearly sepa-
rated from the North group (northern Germany, 
Denmark and southern Sweden) and the Central 
German groups of Salzmünde Walternienburg and 
Bernburg. However, when changing the perspec-
tive from vessel shapes to decoration forms and 
back (Furholt 2012, Fig. 4–5), different regional 
interconnections appeared which clearly hinted to 
a polythetic layout of the regional pottery pattern 
within the Funnel Beaker complex. Also, in contrast 
to what usually is assumed for the northern Funnel 
Beaker regional group, a clear differentiation 
between the Danish Isles and Mecklenburg (north-
eastern Germany) against the surrounding regions 
of Jutland, Schleswig-Holstein and southern Sweden 

Grave monuments

The second characteristic mentioned by Sher-
ratt (1990) – substantial grave monuments – are 
also associated with Northwest Europe and the 
Funnel Beaker area. Long mounds and megaliths are 
common in both regions as well as round barrows. 
The origin of the first is still controversial, as the 
early dates from Sarnowo in Poland are actually 
termini post quem (Midgley 1985; 2005). Presently, 
northern France might be considered the cradle of 
this monument form (Rassmann 2011), while mega-
lithic buildings, as such, surely have their origins 
in western Europe (Furholt/Müller 2011). 
But within the huge area of monumental graves, 
there are distinct regional differences in monu-
ment forms. Henge monuments, steles, or gallery 
graves are concentrated outside the Funnel Beaker 
complex area (Scarre 2010; Müller 2011, 6ff.). On 
the other hand, long barrows, passage graves and 
dolmens are common features of northwest Europe 
and the Funnel Beaker area. Furthermore, inside the 
Funnel Beaker area there is considerable regional 
variation of the existing burial monuments. Round 
burial mounds with dolmens and long barrows with 
dolmen chambers do not share the same distribu-
tional gravity points (Sherratt 1990, 161). Within 
northern Germany, there are marked differences 
between the presence and abundance of dolmens 
dominating certain regions and passage graves 
dominating others (Rassmann/Schafferer 
2012). This becomes even more highly pronounced, 
when details of construction elements are consid-
ered (ibid.). In Poland, only very few megaliths are 
known at all, but non-megalithic long barrows are 
abundant (Rzepecki 2011; Król 2012). 

Thus, the grave monuments can neither be associ-
ated with a specific character of the Funnel Beaker 
complex in comparison to neighboring regions, nor 
do they characterize the Funnel Beaker complex as 
exhibiting a uniform set of monumental forms.

Material culture

The Funnel Beaker complex was coined by 
Gustaf Kossinna (1922), named after a type of 
vessel that shows a large formal variability in 
space and time and that is associated with an even 
bigger variety of other types of forms. Within the 
Funnel Beaker complex, a large number of distinct 
pottery styles have been defined, as formal vari-
ability is high between regions and between 
chronological periods. During the Early Neolithic 
in southern Scandinavia and northern Germany, 
different styles have regional significance, and in 
the following Middle Neolithic phase, shapes and 
decoration types changed drastically. Moreover, 
the richness and variability of forms and decoration 
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Fig. 1. Visualisation of a network analysis of Funnel Beaker complex regions based on similarity of pottery vessel forms and decoration 
elements, line thickness representing similarity between regions (after Furholt 2012).
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for pottery types should be kept separate from the 
process of typological classification. Those consider-
ations should be made after establishing typological 
groups and chronological stages. It might well be 
that Globular Amphora pottery indicates a different 
identity than Funnel Beaker pottery, but given the 
large typological overlap and the abundant associa-
tion of these types, it is also very likely that the same 
people deposited both Funnel Beaker and Globular 
Amphora vessels, even if those two styles are more 
clearly separated in other regions (Szmyt 1999). 

Subsistence

The Funnel Beaker complex is commonly 
connected to food-producing societies present 
in all regions for which this term is applied. In 
Northern Europe, it is even connected to the advent 
of this kind of economy. However, this connection 
relates to a much larger process of expansion of the 
Neolithic economy beyond the borders of the fertile 
loess soils of Central Europe in the fifth millennium 
BC, to which it had been previously restricted, and 
we observe the establishment of Neolithic societies 
in the Central European regions close to the Alps, 
on the coastal areas of northern Germany and the 
Netherlands as well as in southern Scandinavia 
and on the British Isles (Schier 2009, 19ff., 35ff.; 
Müller 2011, 59ff.). Moreover, even if the topic 
is still understudied, there are clear indications of 
variability in subsistence strategies both within and 
between regions connected to the Funnel Beaker 
complex. For example, the ratio of wild animals 
in the settlement assemblages of the northern 
German and Danish Funnel Beaker complex show 
not only regional differences but also huge diver-
gences between neighbouring sites (Steffens 
2005; Kápolnási 2012). There are also variances 
in the role of the implemented cereal composi-
tion (Kirleis/Klooss 2014) and, in addition, of 
innovations like the ard, which was most probably 
not introduced until the mid-fourth millennium, 
thus marking a severe turning point in subsistence 
economy (Müller 2011, 59f.; Mischka 2013). This 
does not take place at the beginning, but rather 
during Funnel Beaker complex developments. In 
any case, subsistence economy is not the deciding 
factor that links the Funnel Beaker complex.

was clearly marked, again blurring the seemingly 
neat regional separation into West, North, North-
east (Hallgren 2008), South and Southeast 
groups that appear to be established in the literature 
(Bakker 1979; Midgley 1992, 36). 

What does this analysis tell us? Although it was 
carried out for totally different reasons, it clearly 
indicates that there is more to the stylistic patterning 
of pottery vessels than a two-dimensional regional 
separation. Rather, by classifying vessel forms and 
decorations and surely also pottery technology in 
a polythetic framework, a multidimensionality of 
patterns seems to appear not only but also in rela-
tion to regional patterns. In any case, to state that 
the Funnel Beaker complex has a uniform pottery 
style is simply incorrect, and such uniformity is 
even not the case within the regional groups and at 
best a stark simplification.

A further problem with the definition of the 
Funnel Beaker complex through pottery is that it 
implicates clear spatial and temporal borders of style 
although such borders can often not be pinpointed. 
A good example is the relation of Funnel Beaker 
pottery to Globular Amphora pottery in north-
eastern German Mecklenburg. Because a Globular 
Amphora culture has been defined elsewhere, the 
abundant occurrence of such vessels in megaliths 
generally thought of as “belonging to” the Funnel 
Beaker complex is generally interpreted as “foreign 
intrusions” or as a “reuse of the megaliths”. Lorenz 
(2012), however, could demonstrate that typologi-
cally there is no sharp boundary between late Funnel 
Beaker pottery and Globular Amphora pottery in 
these graves. With reference to Müller’s and Staude’s 
(Müller/Staude 2012) work at the settlement site 
of Triwalk, where the application of correspondence 
analysis of pottery typology, stratigraphic analyses 
and a Bayesian model of radiocarbon dates enabled 
the authors to establish an independent sequence 
of pottery types, Lorenz could classify the pottery 
in the northeastern German megaliths into three 
successive stages denoted as “Pottery from Megaliths 
in Mecklenburg (MMK)” stages 1–3. Stage MMK 3, 
ranging from 3050–2800 BC, contained vessels tradi-
tionally classified as Funnel Beaker pottery as well as 
vessels traditionally classified as Globular Amphora 
pottery. Questions concerning cultural identities 
and social backgrounds that are indicated or even 
implicitly inherent in the use of the culture concept 

Conclusions 

So what is left of the Funnel Beaker complex and 
which defining set of traits would separate it from 
other units? Neither pottery, settlement patterns, 
grave monuments nor economy are able to char-
acterize the Funnel Beaker complex in a uniform 
or exclusive way. The Funnel Beaker complex was 

originally defined by pottery, but in reality pottery 
is so diverse within and between the different 
regions of the Funnel Beaker complex that it cannot 
be upheld as the defining parameter. It is only the 
presence of some overall ideas of form and deco-
ration types that are again blurred by such a high 
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degree of variation that it is really hard to exclu-
sively define this phenomenon.

The overall concept of a Funnel Beaker culture 
or a Funnel Beaker complex on a European scale 
is obviously a consequence of certain develop-
ments of research history overemphasizing specific 
emblematic elements of vessel forms, and talking 
about a Funnel Beaker complex on the global scale 
is misleading, especially when it is meant to denote 
a social equivalent. But also, when it is reduced to 
its material components, to use the “presence” of a 
Funnel Beaker complex both in southeastern Poland 
and on the Swedish east coast as an argument of any 
kind of similarity would definitely be also misleading. 
In any case, one is obliged to argue by the comparison 
of concrete finds and data, irrespective of its cultural 
classification.

On the other hand, we have seen that on a smaller 
scale, the use of the term Funnel Beaker complex 
is close to denoting a chronological stage. On a 
regional scale, as in the example shown above, 
in northern Germany the term “Funnel Beaker 
Complex” comes very close to meaning “Funnel 
Beaker period”, denoting the early phase of the 
Neolithic on the Lowlands. Talking about a Funnel 

Beaker period would also facilitate the interpretation 
of phenomena, such as the incorporation of differ-
ently classified pottery styles in megaliths or settle-
ment contexts, as shown in the example on Globular 
Amphorae. Discussions relating to the presence of 
more than one pottery style at the same time in the 
same contexts, which eventually comes down to a 
higher variability in pottery forms and decoration 
motifs in such a spatio-chronological context, will be 
much less biased by unjustified a priori assumptions 
than in the context of pre-supposed archaeological 
cultures. Also, any judgment on contacts between 
distant regions, like the example of eastern Sweden 
and Southeast Poland referred to above, only gains 
significance when it is based on more than a similar 
culture label.

Thus, even if this volume does assemble different 
studies which are connected to the label “Funnel 
Beaker Complex”, we nevertheless wanted to high-
light the multiplicity of practices and phenomena 
connected to different spheres of social practice in 
several regions, marking a diversity of landscapes. 
To this end, the Funnel Beaker complex should be 
seen as denoting a period in a defined space, espe-
cially when arguing on a European scale.
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Abstract

This article presents an Early Neolithic site from 
Hamremoen in Vest-Agder county in southern 
Norway, excavated in 2010 and 2011. The exca-
vation revealed an enclosure which resembles 
some of the Neolithic enclosures of the Early and 
middle Neolithic Funnel Beaker Culture (FBC). It 
is dated to the Early Neolithic, 3900–3600 cal BC. 
Vest-Agder, or the southernmost parts of Norway, 
are areas not normally included in the discus-
sions about the FBC. Consequently, the excava-
tion results from Hamremoen indicate that the 
FBC-influenced areas were much larger than most 
scholars seem to think, stretching towards the 
North Sea coast of Norway. The site can be inter-

preted as a monument created to materialize a 
new social order or new ideas. Such a construc-
tion is very different from the material culture 
of the Mesolithic in this area. So far, a proper 
understanding of the cultural environment of the 
Hamremoen site is lacking. The nature of the FBC 
complex in Norway is also disputed. Still, the site 
could be of general importance for understanding 
the FBC complex. It represents a possibility to 
study Early Neolithic monuments and the process 
of Neolithization independently of the substan-
tial agrarian agenda that most often defines our 
understanding of the FBC.

FBC and the monuments of the hunter-gatherers 

This article presents an Early Neolithic site from 
Hamremoen in Vest-Agder county in southern 
Norway, excavated in 2010 and 2011 (Fig. 1). Accord-
ing to our interpretation, the excavation revealed 
an enclosure which resembles some of the Neo-
lithic enclosures of the early and middle Neolithic 
Funnel Beaker Culture (FBC). Vest-Agder and the 
southernmost parts of Norway are areas not nor-
mally included in discussions about the FBC. Con-
sequently, the excavation results from Hamremoen 
indicate that the FBC-influenced areas were much 
larger than most scholars seem to think, stretching 
towards the North Sea coast of Norway.

The site revealed similarities with but also dif-
ferences to the more well-known enclosures in 

southern Scandinavia. In our discussion we 
therefore wish to highlight the qualities of the 
site as a monument. The formation history as 
well as the cultural history of the site is import-
ant for claiming that the site is a monument. So 
far, a proper understanding of the cultural envi-
ronment of the Hamremoen site is lacking. The 
nature of the FBC complex in Norway is also dis-
puted. Still, we think that the site could be of gen-
eral importance for understanding the FBC com-
plex. It represents a possibility to study Early 
Neolithic monuments and the process of Neoli-
thization independently of the substantial agrar-
ian agenda that most often defines and delimits 
our understanding of the FBC.

Hamremoen – an enclosure for the hunter-gatherers? 

Håkon Glørstad and Lars Sundström

The Early Neolithic of southern Norway

The Early Neolithic in southern Norway is 
defined by archaeologists according to two sys-
tems or schemes. The eastern part of this area fol-
lows a slightly modified southern Scandinavian 

system, where the transition from the Mesolithic 
to the Neolithic is fixed at 3900 cal BC. Archae-
ologists consider the Middle Neolithic to start at 
3400 cal BC (e.g. Østmo 1988; Glørstad 2010). 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.
Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 29 – 48
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Fig. 2. (right) Distribution of stray finds from the Early Neolithic FBC complex in southern Norway (black dots). The line around the 
concentration of finds around the Oslo fjord area denotes the traditional interpretation of the impact of the FBC complex in Norway. 
The different vegetation zones are displayed as a background. FBC finds are closely associated with the boreonemoral vegetation zone of 
eastern Norway. The nemoral vegetation zone found in the southernmost part of the country has very few finds (source data for vegeta-
tion: miljostatus.no; source data for FBC: Glørstad 2010).
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In the western part of southern Norway, archae-
ologists define the Mesolithic-Neolithic transi-
tion at 4000 BC and the transition to the Middle 
Neolithic at 3500 cal BC (Olsen 1992; Nærøy 
1993; Bergsvik 2002). Both systems are based 
on changes in dated artefact assemblages and not 
the presence of agriculture or other changes in the 
subsistence economy. The presence of FBC, defin-
ing the Early Neolithic of southern Scandinavia, 
is therefore not decisive for defining a Norwegian 
Neolithic. The presence and nature of this archae-
ological complex is, however, one of the great 
debates in Norwegian Stone Age research and a key 
issue in the understanding of the process of Neo-
lithization. By Neolithization we here mean the 
development or adoption of a technology, social 
organization, ritual life, cosmology and/or subsis-
tence differing significantly from the patterns of 
the Mesolithic (Thomas 1991; 1996).

Fig. 1 illustrates a climatic and cultural bor-
der on the Scandinavian Peninsula, the Limes 
Norrlandicus, first defined by Carl von Linné. In 
Sweden it has been commonly acknowledged that 
the FBC complex can be found south of this border 
(HulthÉn/Welinder 1981; Knutsson 2004; 
Hallgren 2008). In Norway the FBC complex 
was identified in the Oslo fjord area around the Sec-
ond World War (Fig. 2; Hinsch 1955). The pres-

ence of a Megalith culture was already acknowl-
edged by the beginning of the twentieth century 
in the same area (Brøgger 1906; Gustafson 
1906). Ritual wetland depositions, megaliths and 
grave ceramics of typical FBC types have been 
found (Hougen 1946; Hinsch 1955; Østmo 
1986; 1988; 2007). Today at least three dolmens 
are identified along the fjord, one in Skjeberg and 
two at Hurum (Fig. 3).

In the traditional interpretation of the Norwe-
gian Neolithic, the FBC complex ended on the 
west side of the Oslo fjord (Fig. 2; Hinsch 1955; 
HulthÉn/Welinder 1981; Østmo 1988, dis-
cussion in Glørstad 2009). Beyond this border, 
people continued their lives as hunters and gath-
erers. There are some arguments in favour of this 
interpretation. First, the typical graves and the rit-
ual depositions from this period are only found 
inside this area, and second, the density of stray 
finds from the FBC complex is unquestionably 
largest here. It is also in this area only that south-
ern Scandinavian FBC pots have occasionally 
been found (Østmo 1986; Østmo/Skogstrand 
2006; Volker/Simonsen 2010). The presence 
of agriculture was also part of the argumentation. 
The Oslo fjord area is the best agricultural dis-
trict in Norway. The climate is favourable and ara-
ble land is found in some quantity. Here, indicators 
for farming, such as cereal pollen and plantago lan-
ceolata, have been regularly detected in pollen dia-
grams. The oldest dates stretch back to the tran-
sition from the Atlantic to the Sub-Boreal period 
(Mikkelsen 1984). Research done in the 1970s 
had also concluded that the nemoral forest, grow-
ing on brown earth only, could be found in the 
largest quantity in this area of Norway. Accord-
ing to the research, this was the biotope for FBC 
farming. Their simple farming technology did not 
allow expansion outside the brown earth and the 
nemoral forests. Therefore, the farmers met a nat-
ural or ecological border in the Oslo fjord district 
(HulthÉn/Welinder 1981; Østmo 1988).

There were, however, some problems with this 
model. The pollen diagrams, considered as an indi-
rect source for identifying farming, have given 
ambiguous results. Early farming indicators, both 
for cereal growing and grazing, have regularly been 
found in bogs along the coast from the Oslo fjord 
to the east and as far west as Lista (Fig. 3). This is a 
much wider area than is suggested by the presence 
of the typical FBC elements such as megaliths and 
grave ceramics (Glørstad 2010). In Sweden, the 
early non-megalithic FBC has a wider geographi-
cal distribution than the later megalithic FBC (e.g. 
Becker 1947; Hinsch 1955; Sundström 2003; 
Sjögren 2003; Knutsson 2004; Knutsson/
Knutsson 2009). This might be the case in Nor-
way too. An option could therefore be that early 
farming and some FBC elements were spread along 
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the south Norwegian coast to Lista or even to the 
Norwegian west coast in the Early Neolithic. In 
some districts there are indications for a “de-neo-
lithization process” or abandonment of farming in 
the second half of the FBC period (e.g. Hinsch 
1955; Østmo 1988; Heimann 2005). This is, how-
ever, not a generally recognized trend. In sum, 
such evidence could imply a much more compli-
cated social process than a simple advance wave of 
southern Scandinavian farmers into the Oslo fjord 
area. An alternative could be that the development 
of an agrarian subsistence economy and FBC cul-
tural manifestations oscillated in the areas north 
of Scania. Following up such arguments, it is per-
tinent to question whether an agrarian subsis-
tence economy and the spread of FBC artefacts and 
practices always have to be considered as interre-
lated phenomena. Even from Continental areas, evi-

dence could indicate hunter-gatherer adoption of 
FBC and artefacts but no agricultural subsistence 
(Lübke et al. 2009).

So far, not even in the Oslo fjord area have the indi-
cations of early agriculture from the pollen diagrams 
been matched by other sources (cf. Prescott 
1996). Neither have any agrarian settlements been 
found, nor any direct evidence for cereal growing 
and husbandry. By direct evidence we mean fossil-
ized cereals or bones from domesticated animals. 
The Early Neolithic sites excavated have all been 
sites for hunting and gathering (Glørstad 2009). 
The correct interpretation of the pollen diagrams 
from the coastal areas is therefore still disputed.

There are other problems with the traditional 
model too. The main areas of nemoral vegetation 
and brown earth are actually far south of the Oslo 
fjord (Fig. 2; Holtedahl 1953). This is also far 
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away from the area traditionally defined as influ-
enced by the FBC in Norway. In so far as brown 
earth is a decisive factor for Early Neolithic farm-
ing, the Oslo fjord area is not more suited than the 
rest of the southern Norwegian coastline. What dif-
fers though is the total amount of land suitable for 
agriculture. The Oslo fjord area has much larger 
areas with moraine, river and sea deposits than the 
southern coastline down to Lista. However, a very 
high percentage of the deposits along this south-
ern coastline have well developed brown earth and 
nemoral vegetation because of a favourable climate. 
So, even though arable land is scarcer to the south, 
it should have been more than sufficient for Neo-
lithic farming.

Finally, stray finds of axes from the FBC complex 
have also been found much more widespread than 
just in the Oslo fjord area (Fig. 2; Østmo 2004). 
Although it is correct that the Oslo fjord area rep-
resents the largest accumulation of Early Neolithic 
flint axes, such axes also appear on the west coast of 
Norway (Bergsvik 2006, 108; Bergsvik/Østmo 
2011) and in the Trøndelag area (Østmo 2000, the 
provenance of these artefacts could, however, be 
questioned). Single finds are also recorded in north-
ern Norway (Roll Valen 2007). Admittedly, the 
number of Early Neolithic flint axes found outside 
the Oslo fjord area is not very high, but if all types of 
artefacts from the FBC complex are included in the 
overview, it is quite evident that the artefacts of the 
FBC were quite widely distributed (Hinsch 1955; 
Østmo 2004; Glørstad 2005; Bergsvik 2006; 

Østmo/Bergsvik 2011; Roll Valen 2007). The 
question is, therefore, whether the distribution of 
FBC artefacts inside the Oslo fjord area should be 
interpreted differently from the general distribution 
of such artefacts in Norway. Several researchers, us 
included, have questioned the model of expand-
ing farmers ending their advance wave in the Oslo 
fjord district because of ecological limitations 
(Mikkelsen 1984; 1989; Indrelid/Moe 1983; 
Indrelid 1994; Hallgren 2008; Glørstad 
2009). An alternative interpretation of the FBC 
complex has been to explain it as a continuation of 
the social networks developed along the Swedish 
and Norwegian coasts in the Late Mesolithic (Mik-
kelsen 1984; 1989; Sundström 2003; Knuts-
son 2004; Glørstad 2005; 2009; Hallgren 
2008). As part of the post-processual influence on 
Scandinavian archaeology (e.g. Bender 1978; 
Hodder 1990; Thomas 1991; Tilley 1996), focus 
has shifted from economical and adaptive inter-
pretations of the Neolithization process to more 
socially- or symbolically-motivated explanations. 
In this framework, the Early Neolithic FBC in Nor-
way need not be so much about farming economies 
as it is a network of socially-motivated exchange 
and contacts (Glørstad 2005; 2009). The main 
channel of communication was along the coast, 
where few natural thresholds restrained communi-
cation (Glørstad 2011). According to this inter-
pretation, agriculture was part of this social fabric, 
but not the main reason why people made contact 
and exchange.

The Hamremoen site

The debate about social developments in the Early 
Neolithic of Norway has mainly been based on 
archaeological sources such as stray finds and exca-
vated settlement sites for hunting, fishing and gath-
ering (Østmo 1988; Mikkelsen 1989). Most of 
the sites of importance to the discussion are situ-
ated in the Oslo fjord area (e.g. Glørstad 2004) or 
on the west coast of Norway (Olsen 1992; Nærøy 
1993; Bergsvik 2002) and they are all open-air 
sites exposed to weather erosion. It has therefore 
been decisive to try to find sites in other areas and 
sites where the conditions for preservation could be 
more favourable, in order to get a fuller presentation 
of social and cultural variation. This opportunity 
arose as a result of a rescue excavation done in 2010–
2011 in the municipality of Kristiansand, in Vest-Ag-
der county (Sundström et al. 2012. All infor-
mation about the site is based on this report). The 
site, Hamremoen, is situated on the southern side 
of the estuary of the River Topdal, close to the city 
of Kristiansand in south-eastern Norway (Fig. 4). 
Today the site is situated 11 metres above sea level, 
at a mighty river bank. The River Topdal transports 

large quantities of fine sediments from the valley 
behind, and the sand forms an unstable and shifting 
peninsula at the estuary. This process has developed 
continuously from the end of the Ice Age until today.

Vest-Agder county, where the site is situated, has 
little arable land (today approximately 2.8 % of the 
county is considered suitable for agriculture), but 
around the rivers through the valleys Topdal and 
Lyngdal, the River Otra and on the flat moraine 
brim of Lista (Fig. 3), excellent conditions for agri-
culture can be found. Stray finds from the south-
ern Scandinavian FBC are not common, although 
a few axes have been recorded (Mikkelsen 1984; 
Amundsen 2000). Quite close to the site (seven 
kilometres to the east, Fig. 3), a pollen diagram 
from a bog core shows indications of cereal grow-
ing and grazing from the Early Neolithic (Høeg 
1982). Additionally, several such diagrams have 
been published from the Agder counties with some 
indications of Early Neolithic agricultural activities 
(Fig. 3, overview in Glørstad 2010). The impor-
tance of this agrarian activity for the subsistence 
economy is not well understood.
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Fig. 5. Our interpretation of the sequence of events. Wave action deposited a sand ridge on the riverbank (dashed line). A ditch was cut 
through this ridge, forming a dike on the northern side. The thick cultural layer was deposited on the dike surface and stones were placed 
on top of this. At some stage posts were erected on the southern side of the ditch, probably part of some sort of fence delimiting the cultural 
layer from the ditch. Stone packing and traces of a cultural layer were also found at the bottom of the ditch. Our interpretation is that the 
former was intentionally placed there while the cultural layer is an erosion feature due to the collapse of the fence. 
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Fig. 4. The location of the Hamremoen site in Vest-Agder County, Kristiansand municipality. 

The situation of the site at the estuary on a well-
drained river bank is very typical for Norwegian 
Stone Age sites, and stone artefacts were collected 
on the surface of the sandy peninsula. The sand 
dunes deposited by the river made it very likely 
that cultural layers were preserved under a seal-
ing of sand. This was confirmed by making test 
pits through the quaternary layers. The stratigra-
phy was complex (Fig. 6), with oscillating sea lev-
els, and successive layers of sand and gravel, rep-
resenting sea and river depositions respectively. 
Above a thick marine deposit of clay-like silt from 
the Tapes (Littorina) transgression (in the Atlan-
tic climate period), a complicated stratigraphy of 
sand, gravel and cultural layers was detected. The 
shape and composition of the layers were not easily 
interpreted. The layers were, however, dated to the 
Early Neolithic by the presence of typical ceramics 
and several radiocarbon dates.

 As the excavation proceeded, it became clear 
that the site not only had a complicated stratig-
raphy, but also a relatively complex chorology. A 
20-centimetre-thick cultural layer with fire-cracked 
rocks, charcoal and large quantities of ceramics was 
found, covered by one and a half metres of sand. By 
using a combination of manual excavation and an 
excavator, a relatively large part of the cultural layer 
was exposed. The cultural layer ended abruptly on 
the top of a low dike. This way the dike defined the 
southern limit of the cultural layer. The dike could 
be identified through the excavation field, more 
than 70 metres long. It was situated more or less par-
allel to the present river, that is, in an east-west ori-
ented direction. This dike was crested or enhanced 
by stones and a few stone packings. In the area 
immediately south of the dike in the ditch, shallow 

The excavation and inventory of the site

Spatial organization

sand ridge

post holesstones
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Fig. 6. The complicated stratigraphy of the Hamremoen site; main stratigraphical units displayed: L2 wave depositions; L3 cultural 
layers; L5 tapes transgression; A crest of the ditch (the dike); B position of bigger stones (photo by L. Sundström, Museum of Cultural 
History).
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stone packings and single stones were found, sit-
uated in sand, at a lower level than the crest of the 
dike. In the same level, as small lenses in the sand, 
traces of the cultural layer could also be found.

The dike is part of a trench system dug into a 
sloping sand dune. The dike was created because 
the digging of the ditch had isolated the northern 
front of the sand dune from the rest of it (Fig. 5). 

The stone packings, the single stones and the small 
lenses of cultural layer found south of the dike were 
situated at the bottom of the ditch.

There were no indications that the ditch was dug 
through the cultural layer. It was not identified on 
the southern side of the ditch and it was observed 
that parts of the cultural layer had collapsed into 
the ditch after it was dug and left open. Because of 
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these observations, we concluded that the thick 
cultural layer and the ditch are part of the same 
construction, and that this layer must have been 
created a short time after the ditch was made. The 
most precise description of the construction is 
therefore that the ditch, and not the dike, delimits 
the cultural layer. The dike is the separated front 
of the natural sand dune overlain by the cultural 
layer.

From the shape and extent of the ditch, it is 
tempting to conclude that it delimits the area of 
intensive activity (Fig. 7). A profile dug through 
the dike showed that the sand dune was created by 
wave deposits after an initial clearing phase. The 
clearance was marked by a slim layer of charcoal-
rich organic matter, radiocarbon dated to the very 
beginning of the FBC phase in Scandinavia (see 
Fig. 10 p. 40; TRa-3153). This phase is considered 
as the first traces of human settlement at the site. 
Stratigraphical details from the ditch indicate that 
the site was reoccupied at least four times in the 
first part of the Neolithic. Each occupational layer 
was sealed by a new layer of wave-deposited sand.

There were many interesting details in the for-
mation history of the different parts of the ditch. In 
the eastern area of the site, the ditch was expanded 
(see Fig. 12 p. 42). The formation and refilling his-
tory of this part of the ditch was particularly com-
plicated. It looks like it was dug close to some kind 

of wetland, lagoon or brackish water. According to 
our observations, the wetland area and the ditch 
together create an eastern border secluding the 
cultural layers facing the river from the rest of the 
peninsula.

Posts and sticks were piled into the ditch in sev-
eral places (Fig. 8). Details from some of them indi-
cated that they could have been part of a fence or 
wall, placed on the north side of the ditch, delim-
iting the cultural layer and defining the south-
ern side of the dike. Such a conclusion is, however, 
only tentative. In other parts, stone packings were 
found. At several places, relatively large stones 
were placed on the northern crest of the ditch. The 
function of these stone packings and the single 
stones is so far not understood, but they too could 
have something to do with some kind of wall or 
fence construction.

In the bottom of the expanded ditch two logs that 
were hollowed like troughs were found (Fig. 8). 
They were badly preserved, but their shape was still 
visible. We do not know how they were used, but 
judging from their position and orientation they 
could have been part of some sort of wooden con-
struction in the ditch. The dating of the logs gave 
surprising results as the radiocarbon determi-
nations indicate that they were from the transi-
tion from the Late Neolithic to the Early Bronze 
Age (see TRa-3146 and TRa-3147 in Fig. 10 p. 12). 

A

C

B

Fig. 7. Interpretation of the ditch system. A ditch; solid line: the dike-like northern limit of the ditch; dotted line: southern end of the ditch/
pit; right: expanded part of the ditch; B area where the cultural layer was thick and the pottery found in a more or less complete fashion; 
dashed line: northern end of the thick cultural layer. No clearly-defined or sharp end of the layer could be identified in this direction. 
Instead the layer faded out into a thin lens or an eroded edge. It is likely that the layer was delimited by the river to the north. The river 
may have eroded the northern side of the cultural layer and/or the layer could have ended at the tidal zone. C possible habitation area 
where the cultural layer was very thin and the find material totally broken down (photo by L. Sundström, Museum of Cultural History, 
taken towards the north). 
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Microscopic analysis of the organic residue from 
the logs showed entirely decomposed tree or bark 
from a soft deciduous tree. It is therefore possi-
ble that the radiocarbon dating of the log actu-
ally dates organic material from the decomposi-
tion process and not the wood itself (Cook 1964). 
It must, however, be added that this interpretation 
has several source-critical problems. The age of the 
logs as indicated by the radiocarbon dates and their 
relation to the activity in the Early Neolithic are 
therefore still unresolved problems for the inter-
pretation of the site.

This kind of pot, that is coarse tempered goods 
with cord ornaments on the neck and rim, round 
bottom section and a defined neck, but with no 
abrupt transition from the neck to the belly, is very 
typical of Early Neolithic vessels in central Scan-
dinavia. In Sweden they are considered part of the 
FBC complex (Hallgren 2008). In our opinion, 
this is also the case for the Norwegian pots. This 
is, however, a controversial claim (Østmo 2008; 
2012). They are regularly dated to the Early Neo-
lithic (Olsen 1992; Østmo 2008), from about 
3900 BC (Glørstad 2004; 2009).

The second largest artefact category is flint arte-
facts. Flint is the main raw material for stone tool 
making in this part of Norway. Some cylindrical 
blade cores and several pieces of blades have been 
found. Some of the blades are reworked into tanged 
points. Early datings of this technology indicate 
contact towards western Norway, where cylin-
drical cores were developed on local raw mate-
rials at the very transition to the Neolithic, about 
4000 BC (Olsen 1992; Bergsvik 2002).

Of some surprise is the significant presence of 
quartz artefacts. Quartz is not a commonly used 

Fig. 8. Left: excavation of the trough-like logs from the expanded ditch; right: posthole and stick hole from the ditch (photo by L. Sund-
ström, Museum of Cultural History).

Posthole

Posthole

Artefacts from the site

The main artefact category found at the site is 
pottery (Fig. 9). The pots were decorated, mainly 
with cord impressions around the rim and neck. 
A few of the pots were almost intact and the 
majority of them were probably deposited as 
complete vessels in the Stone Age. Most sherds 
were found in dense clusters — interpreted as 
collapsed single pots.
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raw material in this part of the country. Early 
Neolithic sites in eastern Sweden, however, are 
dominated by this raw material for the making 
of small stone tools (Åkerlund 1996). It is, of 
course, tempting to see a geographical connec-
tion here, but it must be added that excavations 
in southern Norway could be biased towards the 
collection of flint artefacts because so much atten-
tion has been directed towards industries in this 
raw material (Carlsson 2001; Eigeland 2007).

As we mentioned above, ceramics constitute 
the largest artefact category at Hamremoen. This 

is not a normal pattern at Norwegian Neolithic 
foraging sites. Ten kilograms of ceramics and 500 
grams (507 pieces) of flint were recorded from 
the excavation of the site. Usually flint artefacts 
dominate quantitatively (Glørstad 2009). As 
much as 95 % to 97 % of all artefacts found on for-
aging sites are usually of flint (e.g. Boaz 1997; 
Glørstad 2004). The unusual quantitative rela-
tion between flint and ceramics on the Hamre-
moen site could indicate that the site is different 
from the sites for hunting, fishing and gather-
ing usually found (cf. Jonsäter 1984; Persson 
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Fig. 9. Selection of potsherds from the Hamremoen site. Cord impressions dominate (scale 1:2; photos by L. Sundström, Museum of 
Cultural History).
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1991). In this perspective it is interesting to note 
that pottery seems to be a much more substantial 
part of the find inventory on agrarian settlement 
sites from the Early Neolithic in southern Scan-
dinavia (Ebbesen 1975, 271). It must, however, 
be kept in mind that a thorough examination 
of source-critical factors concerning preserva-
tion of pots has not yet been done for Norwegian 
sites. There could be a chance that clay vessels are 
exposed to heavy erosion on open foraging sites 
(cf. Malmer 1969). The poor presentation of 
ceramics on such sites could therefore be due to 
natural destruction of the pottery sherds. Another 
complicating factor is that the coastal Pitted Ware 
sites in eastern Sweden have very large quantities 
of ceramics compared to other artefact categories 
(e.g. Bagge 1951; Åkerlund 1996, 46). Even 
though Pitted Ware sites are younger than the 
site discussed here, it can not be taken for granted 
that the dominance of ceramics over flint at Ham-
remoen exclusively denotes connections to agrar-
ian communities.

The stone artefacts and the clay pots from 
Hamremoen share some fundamental similarities 
with Neolithic cultures in southern and western 
Norway and in eastern Sweden. Such elements 
are the quality of the ceramic ware, the decora-
tion of the pots with certain cord impressions, the 
use of cylindrical cores for blade production and 
tanged points from such blades. Similar clay pots 
are found in this whole area. The stone artefacts 
have a more western distribution. This compo-
sition of elements from a widespread material 
culture shows the importance of wide-reaching 
networks in this period. Obviously, social networks 
comprised southern and at least parts of western 
Norway in the Early Neolithic (Glørstad 2005; 
Hallgren 2008; cf. Bergsvik/Østmo 2011).

Fire-cracked rocks are found in large quan-
tities on Stone Age inland dwelling sites occu-

pied in the winter (Boaz 1997). Their presence 
on Hamremoen, in the same area where the pots 
were deposited, should not, we think, be inter-
preted as traces of a typical winter site. The 
exposed location on the narrow brim between 
the river and the sea makes it much more likely 
that the site was occupied in the summer season, 
when the weather was warmer and more stable. 
It is therefore more likely that the fire-cracked 
stones would have been used in some large-scale 
cooking activity.

Surprisingly and disappointingly, considering 
that the mighty sand deposits should have created 
good conditions for preservation of organic 
objects (e.g. Skjølsvold 1977; Østmo 2008), 
very few artefacts or ecofacts of organic matter 
were found. A few bone and shell fragments were 
probably traces of the meals eaten on the site. A 
combination of large, wild terrestrial mammals 
and fish and molluscs from the sea is very typical 
for Early Neolithic foraging sites in Norway. As 
previously mentioned, traces of domesticated 
animals or cereals have so far not been found, 
and the location of such settlements points 
towards foraging activities (Hjelle et al. 2006; 
Glørstad 2009). Chemical analyses (lipid and 
isotope analysis) of the potsherds from Hamre-
moen gave results that could break this trend, 
because the analyses could indicate that milk 
was kept in some of the vessels. The Hamremoen 
site could therefore be the first Norwegian site 
with some direct evidence in favour of farming 
in the Early Neolithic (Isaksson 2012). Alas, 
these results have subsequently been questioned, 
because the analyses could also be interpreted as 
traces of fat from wild deer (Craig et al. 2012). 
Therefore, the question of whether or not farming 
took place along the south Norwegian coast in the 
Early Neolithic is still unanswered.

Formation history of the site – a mix of natural and cultural processes

The excavation team faced great difficulties 
in interpreting the formation history of the site. 
There was an intricate mix of natural processes 
and human settlement activity. This has to a large 
extent to do with the topographical conditions on 
the site. The peninsula of sand is created through 
two hydraulic processes. First, sand is transported 
from the Topdal valley into the sea. Here, the 
speed of the water is reduced, thus the sand is 
deposited in the estuary of the river. The domi-
nating direction of the wind and waves in this 
area is from south-south-west to north-north-
east, hence the wind and the waves push the sand 
up towards the shores on the southern side of 

the river, continuously creating and modifying 
the peninsula. Winter storms make the waves 
flush over the sand ridge and hence depositions 
and activity on the northern side of the penin-
sula are sealed by wave-transported sand. Conse-
quently, the Early Neolithic Hamremoen site was 
repeatedly covered with sand (Henriksen 2012). 
This process of covering and resettling seems to 
have taken place at least four times in the Early 
Neolithic. It also looks like the sand ridge was 
given a steeper shape after the first phase of occu-
pation, because the ditch is partially dug through 
the ridge that seals off the first layer of occupa-
tion or the initial clearance of the site.
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The Hamremoen site can be dated by artefact 
typology and by radiocarbon determinations of 
unburnt and charred material from the excavated 
layers. The typological dating will be presented 
first.

The artefacts, in particular the flint blade tech-
nology, the flint points and the pots, point towards 
a dating to the first part of the Neolithic (3900–
3400 BC, e.g. Olsen 1992; Bergsvik 2002; Glørs-
tad 2004; Hallgren 2008). No artefacts indicate 
earlier or later occupation of the site. Dating based 
on the finds, therefore, unambiguously points to an 
occupational phase in the Early Neolithic.

In order to evaluate the 23 radiocarbon dates 
from the site (Fig. 10), some source-critical remarks 
have to be made. The stratigraphy at the site was 
complex, but understandable: the silt layer was sit-
uated underneath the cultural layers and the layers 
of naturally-deposited sand. The cultural layers and 
the sand layers sealing them off must be interpreted 
as an ordinary stratigraphical sequence, where the 
oldest layers are situated deepest. Now, accord-
ing to this logic, all layers situated stratigraphi-
cally higher than the silt layer had to be younger. 
The silt layers had preserved wood excellently. Slim 
branches of oak and pine were dated to 5300 cal BC 
(sample T-20158, 6335±55 BP of oak and T-20159, 
6285±45 BP of pine). The silt layer is interpreted 
as having been deposited during the Tapes/Litto-
rina transgression in the Atlantic period. The water 
level must have been considerably higher than the 
level where the silt was deposited because such 
fine-grained sediments are only accumulated in 
still water. Consequently, human occupation of the 
site has to be at least some hundred years younger 
than the silt layer, or in other words, from the end 
of the Mesolithic or from the Neolithic.

As an attempt to make a solid absolute chronol-
ogy based on the stratigraphy at the site, organic 
matters from cultural layers and the wave-depos-
ited layers of sand were radiocarbon dated. Charred 
pieces of wood and nut shells were used as sam-
ples for dating. Of these dates, five samples were 
older than or contemporaneous with the dates 
from the silt layer (i.e. TRa-3274, 7940±75 BP, TRa-
3148, 7590±70 BP, TRa-3150, 6705±60 BP, TRa-
3272, 6680±35 BP, TRa-3265, 6280±35 BP in Fig. 10). 
Consequently, these dates cannot chronologically 
determine the human activity at the Hamremoen 
peninsula, because the area in this period was sub-
merged by several metres of water. Now, the ques-
tion then arises, what do these charred pieces of 
wood and nut shells represent? This query can be 
answered by looking at the formation history of 
the site. The charcoal from the sand and cultural 
layers with dates older than the Tapes transgres-

sion is interpreted as deriving from eroded settle-
ment sites higher up the river valley. Even today, 
Mesolithic sites with thick cultural layers that are 
cut by the river can be observed further up in the 
valley (Stylegar 2006). This organic material has 
then been transported down the river ending up 
in the estuary. The waves have finally washed the 
ancient charcoal, together with sand and gravel, 
over the settlement site and distributed old char-
coal randomly at the top of the cultural layers and 
in the sand layers. This must, as far as we can see, 
be the most likely explanation.

A second source-critical problem was the dating 
of the wooden objects from the cultural layers. 
As already mentioned, the dates taken from the 
best-preserved objects, the troughs, could be ques-

Lab. no Uncal BP +/- Sample material

TRa-3274 7940 75 Charred hazel nutshell

TRa-3148 7590 70 Charred unknown tree

TRa-3150 6705 60 Charred elm

TRa-3272 6680 35 Charred pine

T-20158 6335 55 Unburnt oak

T-20159 6285 45 Unburnt pine

TRa-3265 6280 35 Charred hazel

TRa-2364 5910 45 Charred hazel nutshell

TRa-3271 5790 35 Charred birch

TRa-3266 5400 35 Charred rowan

TRa-3153 5155 40 Charred spruce

TRa-3151 5130 45 Charred small elm

TRa-3149 5040 45 Charred hazelnut shell

TRa-3268 4960 35 Charred pine

TRa-3267 4955 35 Charred birch

TRa-3152 4950 40 Charred elm

TRa-3273 4885 35 Charred birch

TRa-2363 4860 35 Charred hazelnut shell

TRa-3269 4850 35 Charred birch

TRa-3270 4790 35 Charred hazel

TRa-3147 3570 45 Decomposed deciduous tree

TRa-3146 3335 40 Decomposed deciduous tree

TRa-3145 865 25 Charred spruce

Fig. 10. Radiocarbon dates from the Hamremoen site.

Dating of the site
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tioned because they turned out to be at least one 
thousand years younger than expected (TRa-3147, 
3570±45 BP, TRa-3146, 3335±40 BP). It was there-
fore decided to solely rely on charred samples from 
the cultural layers for dating the site.

With these reservations in mind, 13 radiocarbon 
samples are of relevance for dating human occupa-
tion at the Hamremoen site. Three of the samples 
are from the Late Mesolithic, but after the Tapes/
Littorina maximum (TRa-2364, 5910±45 BP, TRa-
3271, 5790±35 BP, TRa-3266, 5400±35 BP in Fig. 10). 
The rest are from the Early Neolithic. The regres-
sion trajectory of the sea level after the Tapes maxi-
mum in relation to the local isostatic movements is 
not known in the Hamremoen area. It is, however, 
an open question as to whether the site was dry 
land in the Late Mesolithic because we know that 
the Neolithic occupation was situated very close to 
the sea. Most likely the Late Mesolithic dates are 

eroded material from the river valley deposited 
on the beach in the Neolithic. It can, however, not 
entirely be ruled out that there has been sporadic 
occupation at the peninsula in the final Mesolithic 
that left no distinctive artefacts and later on was 
totally disturbed by the Neolithic activity.

Finally, there are ten samples that are dated to 
the Neolithic (TRa-3153, 5155±40 BP, TRa-3151, 
5130±45 BP, TRa-3149, 5040±45 BP, TRa-3268, 
4960±35 BP, TRa-3267, 4955±35 BP, TRa-3152, 
4950±40 BP, TRa-3273, 4885±35 BP, TRa-2363, 
4860±35 BP, TRa-3269, 4850±35 BP, TRa-3270, 
4790±35 BP). These samples are all taken from the 
cultural layers with ceramics and other Neolithic 
artefacts. In our opinion these dates represent the 
period of Neolithic occupation at the Hamremoen 
site.

The 13 radiocarbon dates that are younger than 
the Tapes maximum are summarized in Fig. 11. 
As can be seen from the figure, the majority of the 
dates are grouped in the time interval between 3990 
and 3530 cal BC. This represents quite precisely the 
Early Neolithic period (3900–3400 cal BC). Look-
ing a bit more closely at the statistics, the period 
between 3900 and 3620 BC seems to be a very prob-
able dating of the site. This represents the oldest 
part of the FBC in Scandinavia.

To sum up the chronological discussion; arte-
fact typology and ten out of 23 radiocarbon dates 
place human occupation at the Hamremoen site 
in the Early Neolithic, 3900–3600 cal BC. We do 
not know for how long a period or how many times 
during this time interval the site was visited. Strati-
graphical observations done in the ditch indicate 
at least four (short?) phases of occupation. The 13 
radiocarbon dates that are older or younger than 
the Early Neolithic can be rejected through a 
source-critical evaluation of the formation history 
of the site.
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from the Hamremoen site. Most likely it is only those younger 
than 4000/3900 cal BC that date the human occupation of the 
site. Calibration in OxCal 3.10. 

Discussion

The excavation of the Hamremoen site revealed 
several man-made structures, most notably a long 
ditch delimiting cultural layers with ceramics and 
fire-cracked rocks. There are good reasons to con-
clude that the ditch is contemporaneous with the 
cultural layers and that everything was made and 
used in the Early Neolithic. The size and shape of 
the ditch varies — but obviously they create some 
kind of border or line between the mainland and a 
beach facing the river.

Figure 12 shows a simplified overview of the exca-
vation. The ditch could be followed across the site 
from a wave-made sand dune in the west to a wet-

land area or lagoon in the east. The latter area was 
probably brackish in the Neolithic. North of the 
ditch, thick cultural layers with large quantities 
of fire-cracked rocks, more or less complete clay 
pots and a few stone artefacts were found. In the 
trenches and to the north, several stone packings 
and distinct postholes were identified. The area 
where the ditch was expanded, close to the wet-
land area, is marked on the figure. Figure 8 shows 
details from this area, where postholes and stick 
holes can be identified.

South of the ditch, a slightly elevated area was 
excavated. The cultural layer was very thin here, 
and the composition and shape of the finds assem-
blage was more typical of Neolithic settlement 

Preliminary interpretation of the Hamremoen site
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sites in Norway, that is small pottery fragments 
and flint/stone artefacts. Shallow postholes could 
be the remains of some kind of construction or 
building.

We interpret this latter area as a possible dwell-
ing area or settlement area. This interpretation is 
made in contrast to our understanding of the ditch 
and the area north of the ditch, facing the river. 
The ordinary settlement activity seems not to have 
taken place here in this northern part of the site. 
The preservation of very large potsherds would not 
have been possible with intensive everyday activ-
ity in this area. Instead the pottery is interpreted 
as the remains of intentionally left vessels intended 
to be used on future visits or some kind of sacri-
fice. It is hence notable that the absolute majority 
of these more or less complete vessels were found 
at the very top of the cultural layer. This leads to 
a quite interesting conclusion concerning the cul-
tural layer north of the ditch: it seems to be delib-
erately constructed as part of the secluded space 
and not just accumulated through human use of 
the area.

Figure 13 presents a preliminary reconstruction 
of the whole site. The sea level has been raised to 
the Early Neolithic level, approximately 10 me-

tres above the present level. The reconstruction 
is based on the present topography and geologi-
cal observations of the formation processes at the 
site: according to our reconstruction it looks like 
a considerable part of a small peninsula in the es-
tuary was secluded from the mainland by a man-
made ditch. The secluded area was separated from 
the surroundings by a thick cultural layer that was 
probably deliberately made as some kind of floor. 
Fence or wall constructions made of wood and 
stone, situated directly north of the ditch, could 
have enhanced the shielding effect.

How, then, should this site be interpreted? 
There are many factors to be taken into consider-
ation in such a context. The ceramics connect the 
site to one of the great changes in the Stone Age 
of the Scandinavian Peninsula, that is the intro-
duction of pottery to the areas north of Scania and 
Denmark, up to the Limes Norrlandicus. From the 
radiocarbon dates it looks like this technology was 
introduced at the same time as in the rest of central 
Scandinavia, approximately 3900 cal BC (Hall-
gren 2004; 2008; cf. Fischer 2002). In the Oslo 
fjord region and in central Sweden, the introduc-
tion of this craft is connected to the FBC complex. 
The almost synchronous introduction of this tech-
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Fig. 12. Simplified overview of the excavation. 
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nology to the Hamremoen site in relation to the 
rest of southern and central Scandinavia makes it 
very likely that it is the same social process that is 
observed. This impression is certainly enhanced 
by the noticeable similarities in the quality of 
the ware and the decorative style of the Hamre-
moen vessels and the pots, for instance, from 
eastern central Sweden and in the Oslo fjord area 
(Glørstad 2004; Hallgren 2008). This can be 
no coincidence.

There are also some interesting parallels 
between the local topography of the Hamre-
moen site and some of the FBC sites, namely 
the enclosures. Sites such as Aalstrup and Sarup 
in Denmark are both situated on peninsulas 
surrounded by wetland or streams. The site of 
Aalstrup (Madsen 2009), in particular, shares 
not only remarkably similar local topography but 
also similar ditches with remains of some sort of 
wall/fence in the ditch bottom.

There are further similarities between the 
enclosures of the FBC complex and the Hamre-
moen site, similarities that also make the Hamre-
moen site different from the commonly found 
Early Neolithic sites in Norway. The tradition of 
making trenches and pits with complex refilling 

histories is not typically observed on southern 
Norwegian hunter-gatherer sites. Pits, on the 
other hand, are a very typical phenomenon on 
Neolithic agrarian sites in southern Scandinavia 
(e.g. Jensen 2001, 278). So is the tradition of 
making secluded space for ritual activity (op cit.). 
The well-preserved pots and the large quantities of 
fire-cracked rocks also differentiate the site from 
an ordinary settlement site. Fire-cracked rocks 
are not uncommon on hunter-gatherer settle-
ment sites in Norway (Skjølsvold 1977; Olsen 
1992), but the dominance of this waste in combi-
nation with the fine pots and few other artefacts 
makes us think that the site could have been used 
for some kind of special, ritual activity, involving 
a large number of people. In sum there are several 
features that connect the Hamremoen site to 
the FBC tradition. We therefore interpret the site 
as an enclosure similar to the sites excavated in 
southern Scandinavia. In Scandinavia such sites 
are closely connected with the FBC, but similar 
sites from other parts of north-western Europe 
indicate a widespread and perhaps multifaceted 
spectrum of ideas connected to such construc-
tions (Müller 2011; Whittle et al. 2011).

Fig. 13. Preliminary reconstruction of the Hamremoen site in the Early Neolithic. The shape of the landscape is only tentative. The recon-
struction is based on field observation, the geological interpretation of the formation process and the present shape of the landscape.

N

reconstruction of extent of cultural layer

reconstruction of the Hamremoen peninsula

reconstruction ditch

man-made structures

0 50m

ditch

expanded ditch

thick cultural layer

dominating wind and wave direction

Neolithic sea level

sand ridge

peninsula

wetland

wetland/lagoon



44 Håkon Glørstad and Lars Sundström

of inheritance, land-rights and property (Engels 
1884; Meillassoux 1972). The material struc-
ture of the Hamremoen site could fit well into such 
claims. As far as we know today, it represents a new 
way of creating space, as well as a new way of divid-
ing the world in a clearly-defined sacral inside and 
a profane outside. We do not know precisely what 
kind of ideas, persons or events were commemo-
rated by the Hamremoen enclosure. It is, however, 
very tempting to conclude that outstanding deeds 
or new ideas were the reason why the site was con-
structed. It represents a clear break with the past 
and signifies familiarity with a world view that 
made clear divisions between nature and culture, 
inside and outside, where human presentations 
were different from nature. This could be termed a 
Neolithic world view.

Usually a monument is defined as a structure 
erected to commemorate a famous or notable per-
son or event, or a structure placed by or over a grave 
in memory of the dead. Such a definition seems to 
fit with the Hamremoen enclosure. We did not 
find any evidence for burials, but the construc-
tion of the site seems to be a deliberate attempt 
to make it into a place apart from everyday life. 
There must have been some mission integrated in 
the construction of the site concerning materializ-
ing an idea of a new type of society or a new form 
of social cult by reference to similar constructions 
in agrarian societies to the south. This act of delib-
erate materialization of memory, events, ideas or 
history is very different from social manifestations 
known from the Mesolithic of Norway. There are 
examples of collective undertakings of some scale. 
For instance, quarries, relatively large pitfall sys-
tems made for elk hunting, or solid hut struc-
tures dug into the ground with timber roofing, are 
known from the Late Mesolithic (Alsaker/Olsen 
1984; Bergstøl 2007; Glørstad 2010 with ref-
erences). It is also claimed that the coastal sites, 
and especially the middens accumulated from sea-
shells and debris from the settlements, can be con-
sidered as some kind of monument making social 
order manifest (Tilley 1996). Maybe so, but all 
such material manifestations are either part of 
subsistence strategies or accumulated through 
everyday life. The Hamremoen enclosure does not 
seem to fit into such a domestic or economic inter-
pretation. We have in earlier work emphasized 
that Mesolithic design in Norway never represents 
a break or forced deviance from natural forms 
(Glørstad 2002; 2010, Glørstad et al. 2004). 
On the contrary, social-material design seems to 
use and elaborate upon natural forms. In this way, 
significant elements in the appearance of the large 
prey, such as elk and red deer, are transformed into 
human tokens of prestige and power. Sculptures 
are created by enhancing forms already present in 
nature. Tools use the intrinsic qualities of natural 
objects, and so on.

By making an enclosure by a ditch cutting 
through the landscape, maybe with wooden walls, 
sealing a limited area off from the surroundings, a 
different type of material manifestation is created. 
Instead of making human presence part of nature 
and the surroundings, the Hamremoen enclosure 
represents an overt divide. This is something new. 
Julian Thomas has in several ways elaborated on 
Neolithization as new ideas about space, time, her-
itance and descent (Thomas 1991; 1996). His per-
spective also touches upon old yet not outdated 
theses from the materialists claiming that agri-
culture forces through an enhanced awareness 

The monumental qualities of the Hamremoen site 

The Hamremoen site and the world of hunter-
gatherers

Having reached such a conclusion, the agenda 
introducing this article should finally be addressed. 
This is not the occasion for a full discussion of the 
social and cultural context of the Hamremoen 
site. The suggestions made and the conclusions 
drawn are therefore only tentative. With these 
reservations in mind some remarks on the pres-
ence of the FBC and the local context of south-
ernmost Norway can be made. We have claimed 
that pottery craft was introduced to the south 
coast of Norway at the same time as such a prac-
tice was adopted in the whole of central Scandi-
navia south of the Limes Norrlandicus. The qual-
ity of the ware and the decoration of the pots 
bear strong similarities to ceramic traditions in 
other parts of central Scandinavia. Blade technol-
ogy points toward western Norway. This demon-
strates, in our opinion, widespread contacts and 
networks in the Early Neolithic. There is, how-
ever, no evidence that points towards long-dis-
tance direct contact towards southern Scandi-
navia. No polished flint axes are found, not even 
pieces of such tools. Neither is the quality of the 
ceramics similar to the vessels found in southern 
Scandinavia. We have previously shown that the 
distribution of Early Neolithic flint axes shows 
a gradual fall-off from the production centres in 
Scania and Denmark and along the western Swed-
ish and Norwegian coasts (Glørstad 2009; see 
also HulthÉn/Welinder 1981; Malmer 2002). 
This does not indicate any direct contact between 
the south coast of Norway and the FBC areas in 
southern Scandinavia. Instead it looks like Scan-
dinavia was knit together by many small-scale and 
regional networks, giving room for local variation 
and adaptation of style and livelihood. Immigrant 
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farmers coming from southern Scandinavia or the 
Continent seems to be a less likely option for two 
reasons. Firstly, it is hard to understand how the 
populations of southern Scandinavia could be of 
sufficient size to fuel a synchronous colonization 
of the whole area south of the Limes Norrlandi-
cus at the very transition from the Mesolithic to 
the Neolithic period. Per Persson has concluded 
that it was only after the adoption of agriculture 
that Scandinavia faced a considerable rise in its 
population (Persson 1999). This claim has been 
echoed in recent statistics on developments in the 
prehistoric European population (Shennan/
Edinborough 2007; Tallavaara et al. 2010).

Secondly, the presence and scale of farming 
along the Norwegian coast is still questionable. 
In so far as the pollen diagrams should be taken as 
proof of farming in this period (e.g. Høgestøl/
Prøsch-Danielsen 2006; Hjelle et al. 2006; 
Bergsvik/Østmo 2011) there must have been 
some adjustments in the economy. The scale of 
these adjustments is, however, questionable (cf. 
also Welinder et al. 1998, 90ff.; Midgley 1992, 
375ff. for a wider setting) because all the settle-
ment sites, as well as the tools, point towards 
heavy dependence on hunting, fishing and gath-
ering, just as in the Mesolithic period. There are 
no qualitative deviations in the artefact inventory 
of the Hamremoen site and the Neolithic sites for 
hunting, fishing and gathering, nor are there devi-
ations in the location of the sites. The main differ-
ence is the quantitative relations between the arte-
fact groups. The small number of stone tools and 
the abundance of ceramic pots at the Hamre-
moen site could perhaps be due to some kind of 
agrarian activity because a substantial presence 
of ceramic pots is also documented on agrarian 
sites. In opposition to this claim is our interpreta-
tion of the site as a monument and not a dwelling 
site. We think that the notable layout of the whole 
site could indicate that the largest transformation 
was actually a change in ritual practice and orga-
nization of space, not a fundamental change in 

the subsistence economy. Some ideas of agrarian 
communities were adopted, but it was integrated 
into a hunting-fishing-gathering way of life.

The question then arises as to whether these 
adoptions are enough to consider areas such as 
southern Norway part of the FBC. This is a big 
question not amenable to a full investigation 
here. A few concluding remarks can, however, be 
made. If we define the FBC as the Old-Neolithic 
(Malmer 1962, xxx, 739) material manifesta-
tions recorded in Denmark, Scania and northern 
Germany, then we should very likely not consider 
the south coast of Norway as belonging to the 
FBC. But such a definition would probably also 
exclude, for instance, the eastern Swedish archae-
ological record, and it would ignore the large vari-
ation that actually characterizes the FBC in a 
European setting (Midgley 1992). Likewise, such 
a model would make it hard to explain why the 
whole area south of the Limes Norrlandicus seems 
to adopt the craft of pottery and some agriculture 
at roughly the same time. An alternative sugges-
tion would therefore be that the FBC first and 
foremost was a social network that integrated, by 
numerous small-scale connections, a larger area 
than the social networks of the Late Mesolithic. A 
new subsistence economy may not have been the 
decisive factor in the creation and sustainment of 
this network, even though such ideas and prac-
tices were widespread.

In such a perspective, the Hamremoen site 
should be of interest outside the small context of 
Norwegian archaeology because it presents to us 
a Neolithic world where farming itself is put in 
the background of other social phenomena. These 
social factors could also be decisive for develop-
ments on the Continent. Here, however, their 
importance has been overshadowed by the strong 
archaeological interest in agrarian economies that 
came to have such overwhelming importance 
for the succeeding developments in prehistoric 
Europe.
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Monumental stone structures, so-called giant’s 
churches, cairns and large house pits, are typical 
Middle and Late Neolithic remains in the coastal 
area of Ostrobothnia, Finland. There are altogether 
43 giant’s churches in the region. Some of the sites 
have a long research history in which their nature as 
archaeological remains has been disputed. Howev-
er, the excavations and surveys have yielded a more 
detailed view of the giant’s church sites. Along with 

The expressions of monumentality
among the Neolithic hunter-gatherers in Finland

– Remarks on archaeology of giant’s churches

Jari Okkonen

the stone enclosures and cairns, the sites consist of 
house pits, heaps of fire-cracked rocks and dwelling 
sites, all dated to 3600–2000 cal BC. The recent in-
formation gained by digital mapping suggests that 
the inner part of the monument served as a founda-
tion for a building. The function of the enclosure, 
however, is unknown. Giant’s churches can be in-
terpreted as signs of rising social complexity within 
the hunter-gatherer societies in Northern Finland.

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 49 – 56

Abstract

Introduction

Monumental stone enclosures, known as giant’s 
churches (Fi. jätinkirkot), cairns and large house pits 
are typical Middle Neolithic (4000–2300 cal BC) 
and Late Neolithic (2300–1800 cal BC) remains 
in the coastal area of Ostrobothnia, Finland. Alto-
gether there are 43 registered giant’s churches in Fin-
land, and they are all situated in the coastal region of 
Ostrobothnia (Huurre 1983, 171; Forss 1991, 137–
155). The area is characterized by rivers flowing into 
the Gulf of Bothnia from the direction of the White 
Sea and the lake region of Finland (Fig. 1). The land-
scape of the coast is relatively flat and due to isostatic 
land-uplift the shoreline displacement was distinc-
tive and constant during the Holocene. The largest 
giant’s church is more than 50 metres long and 30 

metres wide (Fig. 2). Most of them are 30 x 40 me-
tres in size, having low walls of a height of 0.5 metres, 
with several openings and pits. There are remains of 
pit houses, cairns, dwelling sites and in some cases 
heaps of fire-cracked rocks in the vicinity of these 
enclosures (Núñez/Okkonen 1999, 105–115; Ok-
konen 2003, 105). Typically the giant’s churches and 
the cairns are situated on the stony tops of the low 
moraine formations and the house pits and dwelling 
sites on the sandy slopes near the bogs (Okkonen 
2003, 193). The first giant’s churches appear approx-
imately 3600 cal BC and they seem to be in use un-
til 2000 cal BC (Shulz 2009, 144–145; Sarkkinen 
2012, 63). 

Early research – From folklore to arguments between Europaeus and Ailio

According to local traditions, the giant’s churches 
were thought to be used as forts or ritual sites and 
there was an abundance of etiological folktales writ-
ten down at the end of the nineteenth century link-
ing the monuments with the giants, the ancient in-
habitants of the area. Also the toponyms reflect 

these old beliefs and traditions (Snellman 1887, 
124; Haavio 1935; 248–258; Huurre 1983, 171; 
Pääkönen 2009, 107–108). The most prominent gi-
ant’s churches were first studied by the early anti-
quarians of the late eighteenth to mid-ninteenth cen-
tury, who also found the stone cairns situated next to 
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Fig. 1. The distribution of giant’s church structures in Ostrobothnia, Finland: 1 Kiiminki Linnasaari, excavated in 1977; 2 Paavola Pesuan-
kangas, excavated in 1913; 3 Pikku Liekokangas, excavated in 1979 and 1980; 4 Raahe Kastelli, excavated in 1920 and 2001; 5 Raahe Ket-
tukangas, excavated in 1996; 6 Pedersöre Svedjebacken; 7 Pedersöre Jäknäbacken; 8 Vörå Höjsalträsk.

them. In this early phase of field research attention 
was focused solely on the wall structure and cairns; 
the other archaeological features had not yet been 
detected. The undocumented excavations did not 
yield any recognizable artefacts, although we may 
assume that the ordinary Stone Age finds, such as 
quartz flakes and burnt animal bones, were not even 
recognized as important evidence at that time. The 
earliest excavation at the giant’s church site was con-
ducted in 1783 at Pesuankangas in Paavola, where the 
vicar Christfried Ganander (1741–1790) opened four 
stone cairns (1960 [1789], 69), but no finds were dis-
covered. In Raahe Kastelli, one of the cairns at the 
northern part of the site was partly excavated in 1861 
by Johan Wiktor Calamnius (1838–1891), but again 
with the same disappointing result (Nordman 
1968, 13, 17; Calamnius 1868, 261).

The earliest archaeological assumptions regard-
ing the function of the rectangular stone walls, 
based on the unreliable evidence of the impro-
vised excavations and local folklore, suggested that 
they had been used as ancient fortifications, burial 
sites or ritual sites, or even perhaps as reindeer pens 
(Calamnius 1868, 218; Ailio 1923, 5). The archae-

ologist Hjalmar Appelgren (1853–1937) noticed that 
the giant’s churches are similar to the Iron Age 
house remains in Sweden and put forward the hy-
pothesis that the monumental wall structures in 
Ostrobothnia were also remains of houses. Appel-
gren’s chronological assumption was based on de-
tailed maps and the observation that the cairns next 
to the giant’s churches are similar to Iron Age cairns 
(Appelgren 1891, LXIII–LXV, LXXIII). He also 
presented the idea of giant’s churches as reindeer 
pens which was repeated later by Aarne Europaeus 
(1887–1971, Äyräpää from 1930) and Aarne Michael  
Tallgren (1885–1945). The convention of presenting 
two alternative hypotheses for the structures sub-
sequently gave  Julius Ailio (1872–1933) reason for 
the caustic note: “thus almost every scholar has their 
own explanation for the giant’s churches, and some 
even have two” (Ailio 1923, 8). It is notable that 
these early ponderings concerning the function of 
the enclosures have been recycled in archaeologi-
cal discussion up to the present (Korteniemi 1991, 
178; Sipilä/Lahelma 2007, 207). 

Europaeus excavated one giant’s church at the 
Pesuankangas site in Paavola, Northern Ostroboth-

0 100km

2

1

3
4

5

6
7

8

Bay of Bothnia



51The expressions of monumentality among the Neolithic hunter-gatherers

nia, in 1913 and found – to everyone’s surprise – ma-
terial typical of the Stone Age (Fig. 3). There was no 
evidence supporting the Iron Age house or hill-fort 
hypothesis (Europaeus 1913, 90-91; Nordman 
1968, 57). Referring to his findings first as a scientific 
dead end, he concluded later (Europaeus 1925, 152–
153) that the megastructures such as stone enclosures 
and cairns on the eastern coast of the Gulf of Both-
nia all belonged to the same archaeological Stone Age 
culture which he called the “giant́ s church culture” 
(Fi. jättiläiskirkkokulttuuri). He was criticized after 
the Pesuankangas excavation, however, the main ar-
guments being based on geological reasoning and the 
scarcity of finds inside the enclosures. Julius Ailio, the 
main sceptic, had visited the Kastelli site in 1901, and 
he later explained in a paper on the subject that he 
had not been able to “escape from blind faith in the ex-
isting authorities, who maintained that the magnificent 
regular enclosure with alleged burial cairns next to it was 
a man-made“ (Ailio 1923, 8). By 1920, however, he 
was mature enough to disagree with his senior asso-
ciates. According to Ailio, the rectangular wall struc-
tures could not be house remains, and certainly not 
from the Stone Age. As a geologist he doubted that 
they were archaeological remains at all. “Such features 
simply don’t fit with the general view I have of the Stone 
Age culture”, he wrote (Ailio 1923, 8). The criticism 
had a grave consequence. It ended the archaeological 
interest in the giant’s churches for 50 years. The topic 
was not seriously addressed again until the 1970s.

Stone Age expert Julius Ailio and his pupil Sa-
kari Pälsi (1882–1965) excavated some 30 square 
metres inside the wall structure of Kastelli in 1920. 
They found several fragments of slate tools, includ-
ing two arrowheads and quartz tools, with hun-
dreds of quartz flakes. But despite the finds, they 
were not convinced. On the contrary, Ailio high-
lighted the fact that inside the structure there was 
no visible cultural layer with charcoal or charred 
bones. They also dug through the wall of the gi-
ant’s church and noticed that the stone material 
was sorted in a way which appeared characteristic 
for geological formations. According to Ailio, the 
monument was a geological feature formed by the 
Holocene littoral forces and the finds only proved 

Fig. 2. Giant’s church in Raahe Kastelli (Photo: author).

Fig. 3. The excavation map of Paavola Pesuankangas giant’s 
church by Aarne Europaeus in 1913 (National Board of Antiqui-
ties archives, Helsinki).

that man had occasionally visited the place during 
the Stone Age. The pits and depressions in the wall 
were the work of random treasure hunters (Ailio 
1923, 8–11; Okkonen 2003, 190). The archaeologi-
cal finds that Ailio found from the 1920 Kastelli ex-
cavation were similar to the finds that Europaeus 
recovered from Pesuankangas in 1913, but the in-
terpretation was different. From our perspective it 
is fair to say that the stony ground with strongly 
leached podzol soil inside the giant’s church is not 
a place where archaeological material could accu-
mulate or survive in great quantities (Okkonen 
2003, 191). During the fieldwork in 1920, two cairns 
in the northern part of the site were excavated. It 
emerged that one of these two had been already ex-
cavated by Calamnius in 1861. Without finds, both 
structures were judged to be mainly geological fea-
tures (Ailio 1923, 12).
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In 1923 both Ailio and Tallgren applied for the 
professorship of archaeology in Helsinki Univer-
sity (Nordman 1968, 65). Tallgren, who had cited 
his friend Europaeus‘s dubious opinions concern-
ing the giant’s churches in his work, was appointed 
to the post. As late as 1931, he continued to maintain 

that despite Ailio’s observations, the status of these 
Ostrobothnian monuments was still unclear. He 
wrote: “Some of the features could be seen as the work 
of nature but it is obvious that they have been formed 
by man and thus they are archaeological sites” (Tall-
gren 1918, 28; 1931, 211-213).

Giants’ churches revisited – fieldwork conducted by the University of Oulu

The giant’s churches came back onto the fieldwork 
agenda in 1977 when the municipal museum of Oulu 
excavated inside the enclosure of Kiiminki Linna-
saari site. The research was continued by the archae-
ologists of University of Oulu and several sites were 
visited and surveyed by Aulis Forss (1946–2012). 
The excavation at Pikku Liekokangas in Raahe in 
1979–1980 and the discovery of asbestos-tempered 
pottery of the Middle and Late Neolithic (3100–
1900 cal BC) Pöljä-type confirmed the chronologi-
cal observations made by Europaeus some 60 years 
before. The cairns were also excavated, but they 
proved to be devoid of datable finds. Some quartz 
tools and flakes, however, were found on the min-
eral soil below the stone structures (Forss 1981, 77–
86). Several small-scale excavations were conducted 
inside the giant’s churches, but again finds were 
scarce – only some quartz material and fragments of 
slate tools – but all the evidence still pointed to the 
Stone Age (Forss 1991, 138–143). 

Yet the research focus was on the area inside the 
stone enclosure and cairns. Typically the main 
question dealt with the function of the monument, 
which was thought to be exclusive and incompa-
rable with other Stone Age remains in Finland. At 
first the explanations followed Ailio’s hypercritical 
model: giant’s churches were natural formations 
where Stone Age seal hunters and fowlers had set 
up camp seasonally. Cairns were seen as a result 
of deliberate clearance activity of the same visitors 
(Forss 1981; 1991). Eventually the way the archae-
ologists looked at the giant’s church sites and com-
pared them with other sites changed. At the end 
of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s, an abun-
dance of Stone Age pit-house remains was found in 

northern Ostrobothnia, in fact some sites consisted 
of hundreds of hut-depressions (Kotivuori 1993, 
131–134; Pesonen 2002, 14). In the 1990s progress 
was made in the mapping of the giant’s church sites, 
with attention paid not only to the stone structures, 
such as the monumental enclosures and cairns, but 
also to other features which had been detected by 
that time. These previously unfamiliar remains 
which occurred at several sites included house pits 
and heaps of fire-cracked rocks (Koivunen/Ok-
konen 1992, 4–5). It was evident that the archae-
ological traces of a pronounced human impact 
pointed out by Ailio in the 1920s were not to be 
found in the stony soil inside the giant’s churches 
but outside the structure (Okkonen 2003, 194). 

In 1991, the University of Oulu archaeologists 
started to gather field information on Middle Ne-
olithic house pit sites in Ostrobothnia. In the sur-
vey of Raahe Kettukangas site, which is located six 
kilometres south-west of Kastelli, together with 
a partly destroyed giant’s church, some 30 house-
pits and 16 heaps of fire-cracked rocks were docu-
mented in 1991 (Koivunen/Okkonen 1992). The 
fieldwork continued in 1996 and one of the newly 
discovered heaps was excavated (Forss 1998). Sev-
eral quartz tools and some fragments of imported 
flint and burnt animal bones were found from the 
ashy layer beneath the mound. Two radiocarbon 
datings from the charcoal suggest the dating of the 
shore-bound site to 3200–2890 cal BC (Hel-4032, 
Hel-4033), but the result is likely affected by the old 
wood effect. According to shoreline displacement 
chronology, the site can be dated a bit younger, to 
approximately 2800 cal BC (Forss 1998, 52). 

Recent knowledge of Raahe Kastelli giant’s church

Because of the prominent outlook and long re-
search history, Kastelli is still one of the most noted 
archaeological sites in Northern Finland. At the turn 
of the millennium it was even suggested as a potential 
candidate for UNESCO world heritage status. The 
total area of the site is approximately 3.4 hectares. The 
size of the stone enclosure is 52 x 30 metres (Fig. 4). 
In 2001 a small-scale excavation and survey was ar-
ranged by the Finnish National Board of Antiquities 
and sampling datable material was a priority. During 

the mapping, 43 heaps of fire-cracked stones were dis-
covered. There are also seven house pits and 19 cairns 
at the site (Okkonen 2003, 191–193). 

Heaps of fire-cracked rocks have so far been found 
in three giant’s church sites, Raahe Kastelli, Raahe 
Kettukangas and Pedersöre Jäknabacken. The dis-
tribution of the heaps in these sites is similar, which 
means next to the ancient shoreline. In Kastelli, 
mounds consisting of charred stones, weathered 
soil and charcoal are situated in an approximately 
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150 m long band-like formation along the 52-metre 
contour line. Heaps are undefined in form, and the 
height ranges from 30 to 70 centimetres. It is obvi-
ous that the distribution marks the ancient shore-
line and most likely the close access to the water was 
essential to the process in which the heated stones 
were used and the heaps were formed. The archae-
ological evidence clearly points to the fact that the 
mounds were piled up on the Stone Age beach. 
Probably they are linked to the seal fat processing 
— although the exact knowledge of the formation 
and the function of the structures is not fully under-
stood (Okkonen 2003, 195).

In order to get suitable material for dating, two of 
the heaps were opened and samples of stone, soil and 
charcoal were collected. In addition, quartz flakes, 
quartz tools and some burnt animal bones - most 
likely seal - were found. A distinguishable layer of 
coastal sand was found below the other of the opened 
heaps and from this layer OSL-samples were col-
lected (Fig. 5). This layer which was equivalent to an-
cient beach sand was at that time certainly free of veg-
etation and impacted by erosion caused by the flood 
waves, ice push and wind. OSL-dating suggests that 
this layer dates to 2800–2200 BC, the date represent-
ing the last time the deposits were exposed to sun-
light, before it was covered with soil, burned stones 
and burnt deposits (Eskola et al. 2003, 1289–1290).

The age of the sampled burned stones from the 
excavated heaps was studied by the TL-method, 
which points to the period 2600–2400 BC. Also 
two radiocarbon dates of the charcoal samples be-
longing to the same context as the fire-cracked 
stones inside the heaps were prepared (Hela-521 
and Hela-522). The result of 2890–2580 cal BC ac-
tually points to the time when trees later used as 
firewood died and can thereby be 100–200 years 
older than the archaeological remains (Eskola et 
al. 2003, 1289–1290).

Typical Stone Age dwelling site material such 
as quartz flakes, tools and burned animal bones 
emerged as a by-product of sampling. From the test-
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Fig. 4. General map of Raahe Kastelli giant’s church site based on 
the 2001 survey.

Fig. 5. Cross-section of the heap of fire-cracked rocks in Raahe 
Kastelli site. Radiocarbon dating, OSL and TL datings all point 
to an age around 2500 cal BC.
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pit dug in the house pit, a fragment of asbestos-tem-
pered pottery was found. Evidently it belongs to the 
same Pöljä-type of ceramics which was found in 1979 
excavation inside the neighboring Pikku Liekokan-
gas giant’s church. The pottery type is characteristic 
of the Eastern and Northern Middle and Late Neo-
lithic sites which can be dated roughly to 3100–1900 
cal BC (Okkonen 2003, 193; Eskola et al. 2003, 
1290). At the Kastelli site different dating methods, 
such as shoreline chronology, pottery typology, TL 
and OSL, together with 14C dating, all seem to point 
to the same date – the middle of the third millen-
nium cal BC. 

The house pits in Kastelli are evidently the re-
mains of semi-subterranean pit houses, perhaps 
some 30 metres in length and interconnected. 
Similar multi-room pit houses were common in 
North Ostrobothnia during the third millennium 
cal BC and some of them can be up to 50 metres 
long. Also very large pit-house structures of 26 x 
14 metres in size are typical of the Middle Neo-
lithic in Ostrobothnia. The giant’s churches are 
usually situated in clusters of sites featuring re-
mains of large dwellings and cairns (Okkonen 

2003, 195; Vaneeckhout 2010, 20; Costopou-
los et al. 2012, 41–60).

The latest information based on the detailed sur-
vey and digital surface models of the sites seems to 
indicate that the first daring hypothesis, presented 
already by Europaeus, but which he hesitated to 
reckon on, were in fact correct. Some of the stone 
enclosures had allegedly been built around typi-
cal Neolithic pit houses. In Southern Ostrobothnia 
there is an example of a giant’s church with multi-
room construction inside the double stone walls 
(Fig. 6). According to the recent information, it is 
reasonable to assume that the inner section of the 
giant’s church served as a pit house foundation. The 
purpose of the stone enclosure around the build-
ing is still obscure. Ailio’s geological reasoning 
was partly right – the stones have been gathered 
on the top of the geological formations and some 
of the features have been only slightly modified by 
man. The archaeological finds inside the structures, 
however, support the explanation. Though they are 
abundant in total number but scanty in quality 
of information they are characteristic Stone Age 
dwelling site finds.

0 15 30m 0 15 30m
N N

Fig. 6. Digital elevation models of the giant’s churches of Vörå Höjsalträsk (left) and Pedersöre Svedjebacken (right). Inside the enclosure 
wall-lines from typical Middle Neolithic pit houses are highlighted. 

Giant’s churches as signs of social complexity

The remarkable increase of house pits and dwell-
ing sites on the late Middle Neolithic shore line 
zones is apparent (Okkonen 2003, 171). The phe-

nomena could be interpreted as demographic expan-
sion or population aggregation which can be further 
linked to social changes (Fig. 7). Giant’s churches 
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can be seen as an indicator of the social and cultural 
changes which took place in the hunter-gatherer so-
cieties in Ostrobothnia during the Middle Neo-
lithic (Núñez/Okkonen 1999, 110–114; Okkonen 
2009, 7–15; Vaneeckhout 2010, 19–20; Costo-
poulos et al. 2012, 41–60). The increasing number 
of sites, the local expressions of monumentality with 
so called megastructures, is noticeable in the archae-
ological record around 3600–2000 cal BC. This de-
velopment is connected to the more complex social 
structures and it may indicate symbolic and ritual 
competition between the trans-egalitarian societies 
which were living in the coastal region of Northern 
Finland. The monumental stone enclosures, cairns 
and large dwelling depressions of the “giant’s church 
culture”, as noted by Europaeus in the 1920s, provide 
evidence of a change which occurred in the hunter-
gatherers’ world-view, ideology and social structure 
during the third millennium cal BC. These ideas 
were exchanged and shared among populations 
within the Baltic sphere of interaction (Zwelebil 
2006; Okkonen 2009). The societies inhabiting the 
southern shores of the Baltic Sea at that time were in 
a transitional phase or just adopting farming and the 
ideology that belonged to it.
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Abstract

In the early third millennium BC, local Funnel 
Beaker groups in southern Scandinavia were strongly 
influenced by Continental Corded Ware tradi-
tions. Encounters with people from the Continent 
affected local social and political relations, eventu-
ally forming societies now recognized as the Battle 
Axe culture, emerging from c. 2500 BC. The large 
palisaded enclosures of the early third millennium 
BC in southernmost Scandinavia were important 
arenas in this process of social and political change 
within Neolithic society. The role of the palisaded 
enclosures in processes of social change is discussed 
in detail through examples from southern Sweden. 
For a period of c. 200–300 years (c. 2800–2500 BC) 
several large palisaded enclosures were built within 
a small area of south-west Scania. In their local 
contexts the palisaded enclosures were places of 
diverse activities, shaping social and political rela-
tions. These relations were expressed and negotiated 
through space, action and material culture. 

The wooden walls enclosed seasonal or periodic 
activities that can be seen as fulfilling important 
needs of everyday life in local communities. For 
example, evidence at one of the sites located by 
the coast clearly shows that fishing was under-
taken on a large scale. Analysis has shown that fish 
were dried and perhaps distributed to surrounding 
settlements. But the enclosures were also places 

where contacts with the outside world beyond the 
local communities were undertaken. A new type 
of pottery was used for the first time in the region 
within the walls of the palisaded enclosures. Use 
of this new technique in making pottery is inter-
preted as the result of contact with skilled potters 
from outside the local area. Large amounts of waste 
from the production of flint axes made of flint from 
local resources have been found at two of the sites 
— Bunkeflostrand and Hyllie. It was deposited in 
pits or in postholes in specific parts of the enclo-
sures interpreted as the result of specific events or 
manifestations of specific groups of people within 
the local communities. The waste material has also 
been interpreted as representing large-scale tool 
production meant for long-distance distribution. 

People meeting within the wooden walls 
provided opportunities for social and political 
negotiation. Eventually, the enclosures as arenas 
of shaping and controlling local society became 
less powerful. New relations were formed by indi-
viduals or groups of individuals aspiring to power. 
They turned their backs on traditional leaders and 
traditional sites. Local social and political change 
was spread, literally, via the openings of the pali-
sades. After c. 2500 BC the great enclosures were 
no longer part of the life or landscape of the region 
and new forms of society were created.
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Introduction

In the early third millennium BC local Funnel 
Beaker groups in southern Scandinavia were 
strongly influenced by Continental Corded Ware 
traditions. Encounters with people from the Conti-
nent affected local social and political relations, 
eventually forming societies now recognized as 
the Battle Axe culture, emerging from c. 2500 BC. 
The large palisaded enclosures of the early third 
millennium BC in southernmost Scandinavia 
were important arenas in this process of social and 

political change within Funnel Beaker societies. 
It is this particular aspect of the palisaded enclo-
sures that will be the focus here. I will concentrate 
on examples from the Malmö area in south-west 
Scania, Sweden. For a period of c. 200–300 years — 
c. 2800–2500 BC — several large palisaded enclo-
sures were built within this region (Fig. 1 and 2). 
Before continuing with the palisaded enclosures, a 
short general introduction on social relations of late 
Funnel Beaker societies in the region will be given.

50km

Fig. 1. The palisaded enclosures of southernmost Scandinavia (from Brink et al. 2009, fig. 1). A few more palisaded enclosures or possible 
enclosures have been identified since this map was first published — one, uncertain, in the southwest corner of Scania (Andersson 2006), 
one, also uncertain, north of Scania on the west coast of Sweden (Svensson 2009) and one in the Malmö area. See Fig. 2 for a detailed map 
of the Malmö area (large triangle).

Funnel Beaker societies of the early third millennium BC

The two archaeological periods in focus here are 
the early Middle Neolithic (MN A, c. 3300–2800 
BC) and the late Middle Neolithic (MN B, c. 2800–
2350 BC). The early Middle Neolithic is tradition-
ally associated with the Funnel Beaker culture 

and the late Middle Neolithic with the Battle Axe 
culture. The transition from the Funnel Beaker 
culture to the Battle Axe culture is a classic issue in 
Scandinavian archaeological debate. Immigration 
or internal change, rapid or slow transition have 



59Palisaded enclosures as arenas of social and political transformation

been some of the components of this debate, which 
has run for the entirety of the twentieth century 
and is still continuing (see, for example, Malmer 
1962; 2002; Kristiansen 1991; Damm 1993). 

The late fourth and early third millennium is a 
period of change and negotiation of social rela-
tions across southern Scandinavia (Damm  1991; 
Larsson 1992; Andersson 2004; Svensson 
2004; Björhem/Magnusson Staaf 2006; 
Larsson 2006; v. Rostoványi 2007). Neolithic 
groups are considered to have lived in larger 
communities in parts of southern Scandinavia 
from the middle of the Early Middle Neolithic 
onwards until the very end of the period when more 
diversity in terms of sizes of sites can be identi-
fied (see Sandén et al. 2010 for a new interpreta-
tion of the settlement structure of the late Funnel 
Beaker culture in southernmost Sweden). The Early 
Middle Neolithic social group is considered to have 
been more important than the individual, with 
local communities led by an elite with authorita-
tive power controlling sacred, economic and social 
aspects of life (Damm 1991, 70–77; v. Rostoványi 
2007, 130). The time of the late Funnel Beaker socie-
ties in western Scania has through recent research 
been characterized as a period when the power of 
these traditional leaders was questioned by groups of 
people influenced by new ideas. The power of these 
leaders is said to have rested on ancestral veneration 
enacted through rituals performed at the old mega-
lithic tombs. This was now contested, and people 
broke out of this social strain, forming social groups 
that we identify through their material culture as 
the Battle Axe culture of the Late Middle Neolithic 
(Andersson 2004, 186–193; see Larsson 1992 for 
a similar interpretation in southern Scania). Rituals 
at the old megaliths are characterized as being more 
private during the Late Middle Neolithic, that is 
they were no longer performed as rituals involving 
large groups of people led by the old leaders of 

the community. This followed a general change 
towards more emphasis on personal skills and the 
possibilities for individuals and individual families 
to transcend their social position (Andersson 
2004, 198–199). In eastern Denmark, access to the 
old megalithic tombs opened up, making it possible 
for a wider social group to bury their dead in these 
tombs (Damm 1991, 72). This is suggested to have 
been a way of controlling social tension, preventing 
radical social change of the kind that had swept 
across Jutland where the Single Grave culture trans-
formed society from the early third millennium BC 
onwards. Of course, in spite of these attempts to 
deal with the new influences eastern Denmark and 
Scania was in the long run clearly affected by them 
on a fundamental level. The palisaded enclosures 
built in the region played an important part in this 
long-term process.

0 5 km

Fig. 2. The palisaded enclosures of the Malmö area. Another pali-
saded enclosure (a single row of postholes) was excavated in 2010 
at the site Dösemarken, located c. 1.5 kilometres to the east of the 
Bunkeflo palisaded enclosure (Berggren/Brink 2012).

Palisaded enclosures — arenas of social and political transformation

A short background on palisaded enclosures and 
a theoretical outline on cultural change

The palisaded enclosures of southernmost 
Scandinavia are part of a long and geographically 
widespread European Neolithic phenomenon of 
enclosing space with stone, earth or wood (see, for 
example, Andersen 1997; Gibson 2002; Sven-
sson 2002; Nielsen 2004; Thörn 2007; Brink 
2009). The south Scandinavian enclosures belong 
to a period of complex cultural relations, which is 
clearly manifest in the palisaded enclosures them-
selves. The first to be discovered was the palisaded 
enclosure at Hyllie, Malmö, investigated in 1989 
(Fig. 2). Soon several others started to emerge 

throughout the region. One of the investigators of 
Hyllie, Mac Svensson, later named the palisaded 
enclosures of this time the “second generation of 
enclosed sites” (Svensson 2002). The first genera-
tion being the well-known causewayed enclosures, 
named after the famous and thoroughly investi-
gated site of Sarup (Andersen 1997). 

The Sarup enclosures have been interpreted as 
important sites in elaborate death rituals of local 
communities surrounding these sites (Andersen 
1997). Archaeological remains other than the pali-
sades in the younger, second generation, of pali-
saded enclosures are often scarce. This has made 
interpretation of these sites in terms of general 
societal importance and use more difficult. As 
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a tradition there are both similarities and differ-
ences amongst the palisaded enclosures of 
southern Scandinavia, indicating varied use at a 
local level. 

The palisaded enclosures of southern Scandinavia 
have been linked to different cultural traditions in 
Denmark and Sweden — in one case connected to 
the Funnel Beaker culture (the Danish sites) and 
in the other to the Battle Axe culture (several of 
the Swedish sites). They are thereby also implicitly 
divided both in time and understanding in terms of 
social significance along the border of these Middle 
Neolithic cultures (Svensson 2002; Kaul et al. 
2002; Andersson 2004; Giersing 2004; Brink 
2004, 2009; Nielsen 2004; Thörn 2007; Brink 
et al. 2009). This division is, of course, founded on 
the archaeological evidence — pottery and flint — 
from the investigated sites, but implicitly also on 
the notion of clearly separable Neolithic cultures. 
Palisaded enclosures were built and used during 
the latest part of the early Middle Neolithic and 
the early half of the late Middle Neolithic, from 
c. 3100–3000 BC until c. 2600–2500 BC (Brink 
2009, 256–257; see also Nielsen 2004, 20 for a 
slightly different time frame). Radiocarbon datings 
of the Danish sites attributed to the late Funnel 

Beaker culture are largely equivalent to the datings 
of the Swedish sites attributed to the Battle Axe 
culture (Brink 2009, Table 1, 2, 14, 16, 19). The 14C 
datings can thus not be used to separate these sites 
of differing cultural traditions in time. 

If we turn to the evidence outside the wooden 
walls of the three large palisaded enclosures of 
the Malmö area dated to c. 2800–2500 BC, the 
problem of tradition and culture becomes evident. 
Evidence in the Malmö area does not include 
Battle Axe culture sites surrounding the enclosures 
(Brink 2009). Using the traditional archaeological 
cultural terms, what we have is late Funnel Beaker 
culture material culture. This is in accordance 
with the general evidence from Scania during this 
period (Edenmo et al. 1997). Turning to the classic 
evidence of Battle Axe culture presence — the well-
known burials — also suggests a less than straight-
forward picture. There are, as of yet, no secure 14C 
datings from Battle Axe culture burials from before 
2600–2500 cal BC in Scania. The Battle Axe culture 
burial culture can, in this respect, be firmly dated 
to the late part of the late Middle Neolithic and the 
early Late Neolithic (Brink 2009). The general 
evidence so far therefore supports the Battle Axe 
culture burials as being of a time when the large 
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Fig. 3. The palisaded enclosure at Bunkeflostrand.
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palisaded enclosures were no longer built or even 
used in the region.

Parts of the material evidence, for example, the 
small sherds of Battle Axe culture pottery and flint 
axes found at the palisaded enclosures in Scania, 
have been prioritized in the interpretation of the 
cultural traditions displayed at these sites. The enclo-
sures themselves, as part of a long unbroken tradi-
tion dating back from the late Early Neolithic Sarup 
enclosures, have not received the same attention 
(Brink 2009, 256–263). Looking at the evidence as 
a whole reveals continuity rather than change in the 
cultural traditions of the Scanian palisaded enclo-
sures. The material evidence should therefore be 
interpreted and understood as being part of a multi-
temporal world rather than static cultural catego-
ries (Olivier 1999). We are surrounded by mate-
rial culture — from small objects to the totality 
of landscapes — from different times, as were the 
people of the past. People, as individuals or as part 
of groups of individuals, are constantly negotiating 
social relations. These are produced and repro-
duced as well as changed, through active choices 
or through unintended outcomes. Material culture 
forms an active and important part in this negotia-
tion (Barrett 2001). This includes architecture in 
the form of different types of buildings (Parker 
Pearson/Richards 1994). Seeing the palisaded 
enclosures as part of a multi-temporal world is in 
this case formed on the notion that the cultural 
change from the Funnel Beaker culture to the Battle 
Axe culture was a process, and not a single event. 
The change is not to be understood as a rapid, direct 
change from one clearly defined (material) culture 
to another. It was part of a continuum of negotiated 
and renegotiated social, political and cultural rela-
tions in history.

The palisaded enclosures of south-west Scania, 
Sweden

The palisaded enclosure at Bunkeflostrand 
was excavated during the rainy autumn of 2006 
(Brink et al. 2009; Brink 2009). It was located 
in coastal, lowland landscape (Fig. 3). The excava-
tion revealed that the wooden walls had enclosed 
seasonal or periodical activities fulfilling impor-
tant needs of everyday life in local communities. 
Features and finds inside the walls, among them 
wells and storage pits, reveal intense episodes of 
use. At least four large entrances, and of course the 
two arms stretching towards what in the Neolithic 
was the beach or very close to the beach, reveal 
that access to the enclosure was possible from all 
directions, from land as well as from the sea.

The features contained finds of flint, pottery, 
animal bones, bone tools, hazelnut shells and 
grains. The flint material consists primarily of 

axe fragments, scrapers, burnt flint and flakes of 
which several are from the production of four-sided 
axes or chisels. Finds in the top soil reveal further 
activities in the area around the features. Finds 
and features can together generally be described as 
the result of settlement activities at the site. While 
hearths were almost non-existent, most features of 
this type can be assumed to have disappeared due 
to modern agricultural activities in the area, but the 
large amounts of burnt flint, bone and charcoal in 
both pits and topsoil show that they were an impor-
tant part of the site. 

One category of finds, the animal bones and espe-
cially the fish bones, tells of specific activities not 
often identified at Neolithic sites in southern Scan-
dinavia due to poor preservation. The animal bones 
from Bunkeflostrand are not only among the largest 
assemblages from the period in this region, they are 
also of the utmost importance in understanding 
the role of the site in local society. Evidence seems 
to support that fishing at the site was a seasonal 
activity. Groups of people from settlements of the 
surrounding area gathered here for parts of the year. 
Evidence suggests that fish was dried, which makes 
it possible that it was also distributed to settlements 
further inland. Their main source of food did not, 
however, come from the sea but from agriculture, 
including animal husbandry.

The palisaded enclosures were also places where 
contacts with the outside world beyond the local 
communities were materialized. Regional and 
supraregional contacts can be identified amongst 
the artefact assemblages found within the pali-
saded enclosures. Flint and pottery, and the way 
some of this material was deposited, is here seen as 
important in understanding and interpreting these 
contacts. 

Of special interest in interpreting social and 
cultural change is a new type of cord-ornamented 
pottery (Fig. 4). Within archaeology this pottery is 
designated to the Battle Axe culture, the regional 
variant of the Corded Ware tradition. This type of 
pottery is primarily found in graves of the Battle 
Axe culture, from c. 2500 BC. This is, however, some 
time after the use of the palisaded enclosures. The 
pottery from the enclosures is thereby among the 
earliest evidence we have of these types of vessels. 
At Bunkeflostrand the vessels were used in the 
everyday activities at the site. Ceramic analysis of 
sherds has shown that some of them were made in a 
technique previously not known or used in southern 
Scandinavia. The use of chamotte as a temper was 
introduced within a new tradition of making pottery 
(see also Larsson 2009). Use of this new technique 
is interpreted as the result of direct contact with 
skilled potters from outside the local communities. 
The new technology by which this pottery was made 
is of central importance. Form and ornament can 
be imitated without direct contact with the people 
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who made the originals, but technical aspects, invis-
ible to the naked eye, require more direct contacts 
(Hulthén 1977; 1986).

Depositions within the palisaded enclosures are 
interpreted as the result of specific events or mani-
festations of specific groups of people within local 
communities. The finds and the contexts in which 
they have been retrieved in and near the palisades 
are interpreted as expressions of social relations 
manifested, amongst other things, through ritual 
acts. Ritual, for example, in the form of deposi-
tions, is here regarded as a way to express and focus 
on social relations (cf. Thomas 1996; Bradley 
2005). Ritual is a social strategy that can function 
as social negotiation whereby relations between 
people and their shifting roles and responsibilities 
are expressed and shaped, for instance by links to 
specific places. In these contexts, material culture 
can be used in strategic ways by (groups of) indi-
viduals in order to create meaning through the 
production and use of certain types of objects, 
places, or raw materials. Depositions of special 
material are thus statements that ascribe particular 
meanings to places connected to special interest 
groups and their expectations. 

The manufacture and distribution of flint axes 
is interpreted as having been of great importance 
at several of the palisaded enclosures. Flint from 
southernmost Scandinavia is found distributed over 

large areas of Scandinavia (Svensson 2002, 49). At 
Bunkeflostrand and Hyllie, evidence of axe-produc-
tion comes in the form of large deposits of flakes 
from axe-production in postholes and pits. In large 
parts of southern Scandinavia there was a generally 
increased need for flint axes for rituals performed 
at megalithic tombs and elsewhere, which led to 
intensified exchange of flint from the areas where 
the raw material was available, and which simulta-
neously meant that control over this exchange was 
an important source of power in these Neolithic 
communities.

Acts of deposition as well as the general evidence 
of everyday activities can, as mentioned, be seen 
as residues of social relations. The meaning of the 
depositions was of relevance within the enclosures, 
but also expressed relations stretching outside the 
boundaries of the palisades. Depositions manifested 
prevailing social relations, but they also hinted 
at the expectations that people had surrounding 
activities within these sites. This is perhaps above all 
evident from the small space in the eastern part of 

Fig. 4. Cord-ornamented pottery from Bunkeflostrand. The sherd 
to the upper left is tempered with chamotte. Not to scale. Drawing 
by B. Wallebom.
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Fig. 5. The palisaded enclosure at Hyllie.
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0 4 8m

Fig. 6. The small eastern enclosure at the Hyllie palisaded 
enclosure.

or groups of individuals seeking to attain power. 
Social and political change was in this sense spread 
via the openings of the palisades. Eventually, the 
enclosures as arenas of shaping and controlling 
local society became less powerful. New social and 
political relations were formed within local socie-
ties by individuals or groups of individuals who 
turned their back on these traditional sites as places 
of importance. After c. 2500 BC these arenas were 
no longer built, and no other single buildings in size 
or collective effort were to be built for many genera-
tions in southernmost Scandinavia.

the Hyllie palisaded enclosure where thousands of 
burnt and unburnt flints were deposited around the 
posts closest to the entrance (Figs. 5 and 6). Flakes 
from the manufacturing of square-sectioned axes or 
chisels were the main component of the finds from 
this area. The flint from the postholes can in one 
sense be linked to the practical need to manufac-
ture tools when building the enclosure, but the clear 
spatial placing in this specific part of the enclosure 
may also indicate that certain individuals controlled 
the use of this space and that this space had a special 
significance in the architecture of the monument. It 
may have been a meeting place for craftsmen from 
the locality and a place where long distance visitors 
also met. This assumes that craft and craftsmanship 
was one possible avenue for attaining and expressing 
particular social modes and perhaps position. The 
depositions of flint around the posts demonstrate the 
possibility of expressing and reinforcing this identity 
through acts of deposition and the creation of archi-
tecture. It may be that certain individuals from social 
groups in the locality were able to manifest them-
selves and their significance at the palisades through 
such acts of deposition and construction. Outside 
the palisades these groups will of course have had 
other roles as well. They need not have belonged to 
the leading stratum in society, but their role in craft 
traditions may well have been an important resource 
in the control both of external contacts and social 
relations within the community. 

Concluding remarks

The palisaded enclosures of southernmost 
Scandinavia have in this article been interpreted 
as important arenas of social and political trans-
formation. In their local contexts the palisaded 
enclosures were places of diverse activities, shaping 
social and political relations, expressed and nego-
tiated through space, action and material culture. 
The aggregation of large groups of people meeting 
within the wooden walls — during everyday activi-
ties or at special events — provided opportunities 
for social and political negotiation amongst those 
who gathered. New influences in the form of mate-
rial culture as well as ideas were received by people 
in local communities and modified within the 
framework of local traditions and local relations. 
New relations were thus formed by individuals 



64 Kristian Brink

Andersen 1997: N. H. Andersen, Sarup 1. The Sarup Enclosures. 
The Funnel Beaker Culture of the Sarup site including two 
causewayed camps compared to the contemporary settle-
ments in the area and other European enclosures. Jysk 
Arkæologisk Selskab Skrifter (Aarhus 1997).

Andersson 2004: M. Andersson, Making place in the land-
scape. Early and Middle Neolithic Societies in two west 
Scanian valleys. Skånsk spår (Lund 2004).

Andersson 2006: T. Andersson, Spår efter en hägnad eller 
palissad invid Foteviken, Skåne, Vellinge socken, del af 
fastigketen Vellinge 38:7 och 58:2. Vellinge kommun. 
Riksantikvarieämbetet UV Syd Rapport 2006:7 (Lund 
2006).

Barrett 2001: J. C. Barrett, Agency, the Duality of Struc-
ture, and the Problem of the Archaeological Record. In: 
I. Hodder (ed.), Archaeological Theory Today (Cambridge/
Malden 2001) 141–164.

Berggren/Brink 2012: Å. Berggren/ K. Brink, Dösemarken – 
Limhamn 155:501. Arkeologiska Slutundersökningar 2010. 
Sydsvensk Arkeologi Rapport 2012:19 (Malmö 2012).

Björhem/Magnusson Staaf 2006: N. Björhem/ B. Magnusson 
Staaf, Öresundsförbindelsen och arkeologin. Långhusland-
skapet. En studie av bebyggelse och samhälle från stenålder 
till järnålder. Malmöfynd 8 (Malmö 2006).

Bradley 2005: R. Bradley, Ritual and Domestic Life in Prehis-
toric Europe (London 2005).

Brink 2004: K. Brink, The palisade enclosure at Hyllie, SW 
Scania. Journal of Nordic Archaeological Science 14, 2004, 
35–44 .

Brink 2009: K. Brink, I palissadernas tid. Om stolphål och 
skärvor och sociala relationer under yngre mellanneoli-
tikum. Malmöfynd 21 (Malmö 2009).

Brink et al. 2009: K. Brink/ I. Kishonti/ O. Magnell, On the 
shore. Life Inside a Palisade Enclosure and Cultural Change 
during the Middle Neolithic B in Southern Scandinavia. 
Current Swedish Archaeology 17, 2009, 79–107.

Damm 1991: C. Damm, Continuity and Change. An Analysis 
of Social and Material Patterns in the Danish Neolithic. 
Unpubl. PhD thesis (Cambridge 1991).

Damm 1993: C. Damm, The Danish Single Grave Culture 
— Ethnic Migration or Social Construction? Journal of 
Danish Archaeology 10, 1993, 199–204.

Edenmo et al. 1997: R. Edenmo/ M. Larsson/ B. Nordqvist/ 
E. Olsson, Gropkeramikerna — fanns de? Materiell kultur 
och ideologisk förändring. In: M. Larsson/ E. Olsson 
(eds.), Regionalt och interregionalt. Stenåldersundersök-
ningar i Syd- och Mellansverige. Riksantikvarieämbetet. 
Arkeologiska undersökningar. Skrifter 23 (Stockholm 
1997) 135–213.

Gibson 2002: A. Gibson (ed.), Behind Wooden Walls. Neolithic 
Palisaded Enclosures in Europe. BAR International Series 
1013 (Oxford 2002).

Giersing 2001: T. Giersing, Et mellemneolitisk palisadeanlæg 
ved Helgeshøj, Østsjælland. Aarbøger for Nordisk Oldkyn-
dighed og Historie 2001, 7–34.

Hulthén 1977: B. Hulthén, On Ceramic Technology during 
the Scanian Neolithic and Bronze Age. Theses and Papers 
in North-European Archaeology 6 (Stockholm 1977).

Hulthén 1986: B. Hulthén, Några tankar kring “tidlig” respek-
tive “sen” stridsyxekeramik. In: C. Adamsen/ K. Ebbesen 
(eds.), Stridsøksetid i Sydskandinavien. Beretning fra et 
Symposium 28.-30.10.1985 i Vejle. Arkeologiske skrifter 1 
(København 1986).

Kaul et al. 2002: F. Kaul/ F. O. Nielsen/ P. O. Nielsen, Vasagård 
og Rispebjerg. To indhegnede bopladser fra yngre stenalder 
på Bornholm. Nationalmuseets Arbejdsmark 2002 (Køben-
havn 2002) 119–138.

Kristiansen 1991: K. Kristiansen, Prehistoric Migrations — 
the Case of the Single Grave and Corded Ware Cultures. 
Journal of Danish Archaeology 8, 1989, 211–225.

Larsson 1992: L. Larsson, Settlement and environment during 
the Middle Neolithic and Late Neolithic. In: L. Larsson/ 
J. Callmer/ B. Stjernquist (eds.), The Archaeology of the 
Cultural Landscape. Field work and research in a south 
Swedish rural region. Acta Archaeologica Lundensia. Series 
in 4°. No. 19 (Stockholm 1992) 91–159.

Larsson 2006: M. Larsson, A Tale of a Strange People. The 
Pitted Ware Culture in Southern Sweden. Kalmar Studies 
in Archaeology 2. Report Series 96, University of Lund, 
Department of Archaeology and Ancient History (Kalmar/
Lund 2006).

Larsson 2009: Å. M. Larsson, Breaking and Making Bodies 
and Pots. Material and Ritual Practices in Sweden in the 
Third Millenium BC. Aun 40 (Uppsala 2009).

Malmer 1962: M. P. Malmer, Jungneolithische Studien. Acta 
Archaeologica Lundensia in 8°, No 2 (Lund 1962).

Malmer 2002: M. P. Malmer, The Neolithic of South Sweden. 
TRB, GRK and STR. The Royal Swedish Academy of 
Letters History and Antiquities (Stockholm 2002).

Nielsen 2004: P. O. Nielsen, Causewayed camps, palisade 
enclosures and central settlements of the Middle Neolithic 
in Denmark. Journal of Nordic Archaeological Science 14, 
2004, 19–33. 

Olivier 1999: L. Olivier, Duration, memory and the nature of 
the archaeological record. In: A. Gustafsson/ H. Karlsson 
(eds.), Glyfer och arkeologiska rum — en vänbok till Jarl 
Nordbladh. Gotarc Series A, vol. 3 (Gothenburg 1999) 
529–535.

Parker Pearson/Richards 1994: M. Parker Pearson/ C. Rich-
ards, Ordering the World: Perceptions of Architecture, 
Space and Time. In: M. Parker Pearson/ C. Richards (eds.), 
Architecture and Order. Approaches to Social Space. A 
Fyssen Foundation Symposium 1993. Material Cultures. 
(London/New York 1994) 1–37.

v. Rostoványi 2007: A. v. Rostoványi, Öresundsförbindelsen 
och arkeologin. Stenålderslandskapet. Inte bara jägare och 
bönder. Malmöfynd 11 (Malmö 2007).

Sandén et al. 2010: U. Sandén/ K. Brink/ A. Högberg/ L. 
Nilsson/ P. Skoglund, Fester och festande vid Hyllie. Nya 
tolkningar av mellanneolitiska platser och bebyggelsemön-
ster i sydvästra Skåne. Fornvännen 105, 2010, 169–186.

Svensson 2002: M. Svensson, Palisade Enclosures — The 
Second Generation of Enclosed Sites in the Neolithic of 
Northern Europe. In: A. Gibson (ed.), Behind Wooden 
Walls: Neolithic Palisaded Enclosures in Europe. BAR 
International Series 1013 (Oxford 2002) 28–58. 

Svensson 2004: M. Svensson, The second Neolithic concept. 
3000–2300 BC. In: M. Andersson/ P. Karsten/ B. Knarr-
ström/ M. Svensson, Stone Age Scania. Significant places 
dug and read by contract archaeology. Riksantikvarieäm-
betet Skrifter 52 (Lund 2004) 191–248.

Svensson 2009: M. Svensson, En mellanneolitisk palissad i 
södra Halland? In Situ. Västsvensk Arkeologisk Tidskrift 
2006–2007, 65–74.

Thörn 2007: R. Thörn, Öresundsförbindelsen och arkeologin. 
Det ideologiska landskapet. Malmöfynd 12 (Malmö 2007).

Thomas 1996: J. Thomas, Time, Culture and Identity. An 
interpretive archaeology (London/New York 1996).

References

Kristian Brink
Sydsvensk Arkeologi AB

Box 134
SE-291 22 Kristianstad

kristian.brink@sydsvenskarkeologi.se



65

the most extensively excavated and studied monu-
ment complexes of Britain and Ireland — both in 
central Scotland — we explore the significance 
of the processes involved in the creation, mainte-
nance and destruction of large-scale monuments in 
the later Neolithic. In particular, we focus on the 
social significance of construction and on the long-
term history of a landscape that remained a focus 
for acts of monument construction and ritual prac-
tice over the course of a millennium or more. 

Construction, process, environment:
altering the landscape in Neolithic lowland Scotland

Gordon Noble and Kenneth Brophy

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 65 – 78

In northern Europe the construction of large-
scale ceremonial enclosures appears to have been 
a crucial element of what it was to be Neolithic. In 
this chapter we explore the significance of monu-
mental architecture during the third millennium 
BC in lowland Scotland. The construction of monu-
ments in this region involved the radical reshaping 
of the landscape through massive investments in 
labour that transformed the environment. Through 
a case study exploring the palisaded enclosures at 
Forteviot and at Leadketty — perhaps now one of 

Abstract

Introduction

In northern Europe the construction of large-
scale ceremonial enclosures appears to have been 
a crucial element of what it was to be Neolithic, 
with the erection of stone and timber monuments 
a recurring characteristic of Neolithic society 
beyond the loess of central Europe (e.g. Andersen 
1997; Andersson et al. 2004; Bradley 1993; 
1998; 2007; Gibson 2002a; Noble 2006; Tilley 
1996; Whittle 1996). Indeed it seems likely that 
large-scale monumentality and landscape trans-
formation was a trait of the Neolithic almost right 
from the beginning of the period (e.g. Whittle 
et al. 2011). Over the last two decades major new 
research projects and large-scale infrastructure 
projects as part of development-led archaeology 
have provided an immense upsurge in the levels 
of information available for interpreting the land-
scapes and monumental traditions that came to 
characterize northern European landscapes (e.g. 
Andersson et al. 2004; Noble/Brophy 2011a, b; 
Parker Pearson et al. 2006). These new projects 
have revealed a bewildering range of monument 

forms and provided a wealth of new information 
on the landscape contexts and long-term perspec-
tives on the development of monumental land-
scapes. A range of studies over the same period have 
also shown how monumentality can offer a crucial 
insight into the interpretation of Neolithic social 
structures and the emergence of social institutions 
in prehistory. In particular, an increasing focus on 
the creation of monuments (influenced strongly 
by Bradley 1993) offers insight into the capabili-
ties, structure and resources (in all the meanings of 
this word) of Neolithic communities (e.g. Barrett 
1994; Bradley 1998; Parker Pearson 2012). 

In this chapter, we will explore the current under-
standing of the creation of monumental landscapes 
of the Neolithic in Scotland.

In Scotland, as in Scandinavia, there were two 
main phases or ‘generations’ of monument construc-
tion: an earlier Neolithic phase dating broadly to 
3900–3500 cal BC and a later Neolithic phase c. 
3000–2500 cal BC (Noble 2006; Svennson 2002). 
Here we want to focus on the second generation of 
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monumentality in the later Neolithic of Scotland. 
The third millennium BC in Scotland, as is the 
case in many other northern European regions, 
appears to have been a period in which monu-
mental building took on a new vigour and purpose, 
transforming the landscape on an unprecedented 
scale. In this discussion we will focus on the monu-
ments made of timber, earth and, more occasion-
ally, stone in lowland Scotland. The construction of 
monuments in this region would have involved the 
radical reshaping of the landscape through massive 

amounts of labour, and concentrated ‘bursts’ of 
activity that transformed the environment. The 
impact of these monuments and associated acts of 
clearance had long-term implications for the local 
and wider landscape, both physically and psycho-
logically. We would argue that the past, present and 
future of monuments should be considered, and so 
we will consider how people reshaped and negoti-
ated lowland landscapes in the third millennium 
BC through the processes of creation, maintenance 
and destruction of large-scale monuments.

Lowland Scotland in the Late Neolithic

Many landscapes in Late Neolithic Britain and 
Ireland were characterized by the construction 
of what we might term ‘megastructures’, that is, 
grossly enlarged monumental forms. These mega-
structures could take the form of giant henge 
monuments, wooden palisades or massive stone 
settings, and research suggests that the largest 
monuments may only be one element of a network 
of sites that extended across the landscape (e.g. 
Parker Pearson et al. 2006). Examples of these 
megastructures and monument complexes include 
the world-famous ‘super-henges’ of Wessex or the 
giant megalithic tombs at the Bend of the Boyne in 
Ireland (Stout 2002; Wainwright 1989; Wain-
wright/Longworth 1971). In Scotland the best 
known Neolithic monument complex is the ‘Heart 
of Neolithic Orkney’ in the Orkney Isles, located 
off the northern coast of mainland Scotland (like 
the aforementioned examples, a World Heritage 
Site) (Card et al. 2007). This complex includes 
the great stone circles of Stenness and Brodgar, 
the Maes Howe passage grave, and a range of other 
monuments and settlement remains in the wider 
landscape. Orkney is rightly famous for its remark-
able preservation of stone-built monuments and 
domestic architecture of this period (e.g. Richards 
2005). This fame and sense of wonder has increased 
in recent years with the discovery of the Ness of 
Brodgar, where monumental stone buildings with 
painted architecture and walls surviving to signifi-
cant heights stand only a short distance from the 
stone circles of Brodgar and Stenness (Card 2012). 

On mainland Scotland, traces of Neolithic activi-
ties and monumental building have suffered greatly 
from the ravages of time due to more intensive 
ploughing and agricultural regimes in regions that 
have become the richest farming areas of Scotland. 
The poorer preservation is also due to the materials 
used to build more or less all monuments in these 
regions — timber and earth — drawn from the rich 
woodland and agricultural environment that formed 
the setting for the majority of lowland activity in 
Scotland in the Neolithic. In these regions, large-
scale Neolithic monuments or ‘megastructures’ also 

formed significant centres of power, ceremony and 
burial in the third millennium BC, and were clearly 
on a par with the better-surviving stone-built sites 
of Orkney, but form much less visible and acces-
sible elements of the modern landscape and so are 
less well-known. This lack of visibility (with most 
monuments only known in the cropmark record) 
has led to a paucity of archaeological engagement 
with later Neolithic ceremonial complexes in main-
land Scotland, with only relatively recent excavation 
campaigns led by Gordon Barclay and Julian Thomas 
matching in scale work carried out in Orkney.

Unfortunately, we have, as yet, a poor under-
standing of the character of other aspects of the 
Late Neolithic landscape in lowland Scotland. 
Again preservation factors have limited our under-
standing of the lowland settlement record. Unlike in 
Orkney, timber and perhaps turf and more ephem-
eral materials were the primary building materials 
for domestic structures on the mainland, and we 
know of perhaps a dozen or fewer Late Neolithic 
‘houses’ for all of mainland Scotland (Brophy 2013). 
The recent identification of a series of small circular 
timber structures with central four-post settings 
(including at Leadketty, see below) that find paral-
lels in domestic architecture known from elsewhere 
in Britain and Ireland may begin to fill the settlement 
lacuna, but uncertainty still reigns over the inter-
pretation of structures where plough truncation 
has removed many of the structural and artefactual 
details that are key to interpretation (Noble et al. 
2012). Developer-funded archaeology has routinely 
uncovered more ephemeral settlement traces of 
Late Neolithic activity such as pit scatters and stake-
defined structures that represent another dimension 
of Neolithic lifestyles (Brophy 2006; Brophy/
Noble 2011), but at present our understanding of the 
settlement context of Late Neolithic lowland Scot-
land is poor. Without a detailed settlement record 
the large-scale monuments of this period are all 
the more important as a resource for the interpreta-
tion of Late Neolithic society, especially in a region 
where the burial record is also poorly understood 
(though see below). 
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We are fortunate that all four of the confirmed 
sites have been excavated to some extent — 
Meldon Bridge by Colin Burgess in 1974–1977, 
Dunragit by Julian Thomas in the early 2000s, 
with Forteviot (2007–2010) and Leadketty (2012) 
excavated during our current programme of field-
work. Each monument consists of a very large 
enclosed space defined by a boundary of timber 
posts, with a narrow entrance avenue. The posts 
appear to have been free-standing at Forteviot and 
in the inner enclosure at Dunragit, but the pali-
sade at Meldon Bridge, Leadketty and two outer 
enclosures at Dunragit may have been contin-
uous ‘fenced’ boundaries (with the posts joined 
by planks or wattle and daub-covered fences). 
Three of the monuments — Forteviot, Leadketty 
and Meldon Bridge — have at least part of their 
boundary marked by a natural feature, either a river 
or an escarpment. Each monument has a diameter 
of between 250 m and 350 m, enclosing areas in the 
order of six to eight hectares. 

Radiocarbon dates from these excavations 
suggest that these monuments were constructed 
in the period c. 2800–2500 BC. However, some 
of these enclosures were built in locations of 
previous activity; Dunragit was situated in a loca-
tion where a timber cursus stood up to 1000 years 
earlier, while Forteviot enclosed a Middle to Late 
Neolithic cremation cemetery. These enclosures also 
became a focus for later activities, including henge 
building, pit digging, post erection, deposition and 

It is within this context that we carried out a 
series of excavations between 2007 and 2012 at two 
of the most extravagant lowland Neolithic monu-
ment complexes, Forteviot and Leadketty, in the 
Earn valley in Perth and Kinross, central Scot-
land (Fig. 1; see Noble/Brophy 2011a, b). Here, 
two Late Neolithic megastructures, both timber 
palisaded enclosures, are located within 4 km of 
one another. These sites survive now only as crop-
marks in arable fields, with no visible traces on 
the ground. Yet in the Neolithic these would have 
been places that undoubtedly commanded awe 
and were the focus for elaborate and extravagant 
acts of construction and destruction. The impact of 
these monuments and associated woodland clear-
ance had long-term implications for the local and 
wider landscape; at both Forteviot and Leadketty 
activities continued within and around the enclo-
sures even as they fell apart over the course of many 
centuries and perhaps millennia. Monuments such 
as the palisaded enclosures may have been a key 
focus of group identity in later Neolithic lifestyles 
and it is to these that discussion now turns. Fig. 1. Location map of sites mentioned in text.

The palisaded enclosures of Scotland: the giant monuments of the lowlands

The Late Neolithic period in Scotland, between 
about 3000 and 2500 BC, was a period where large-
scale monumentality was relatively commonplace, 
with the construction of hundreds of circular 
and sub-circular enclosures of earth, timber and 
stone. These include timber circles, henge monu-
ments and some early stone circles, but also a 
small number of so-called palisaded enclosures 
(Barclay 2005; Noble 2006; Millican 2007). 
The few palisaded enclosures identified thus 
far appear to represent the largest construction 
projects undertaken in Scotland in the Neolithic, 
massive expressions of Late Neolithic ideology. 
In terms of scale they are on a par with the ‘super-
henges’ of southern England and have close simi-
larities in scale, date and materiality with a series 
of palisaded enclosures found in southern Scan-
dinavia (Brink et al. 2009; Svensson 2002). The 
four palisaded enclosures of Scotland (Fig. 1) have 
all been recorded as cropmarks — two in southern 
Scotland at Dunragit (Thomas 2004) and Meldon 
Bridge (Speak/Burgess 1999), and the aforemen-
tioned sites in Strathearn at Forteviot and Lead-
ketty. Fragments of at least two other possible pali-
saded enclosures have been identified within the 
cropmark record, while an embanked enclosure in 
central Scotland, Blackshouse Burn, appears also 
to have shared traits with this tradition (Lelong 
/Pollard 1998) (Fig. 2). Wider parallels have 
recently been outlined in a different publication by 
the authors (Noble/Brophy 2011b). 

Leadketty
Forteviot

Meldon Bridge
Blackshouse Burn

Dunragit
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The Forteviot and Leadketty cropmark comp-
lexes were both discovered from the air during 
Cambridge University (CUCAP) reconnaissance 
flights into Scotland in the early 1970s (St Joseph 
1978). Leadketty, the most westerly of the two, was 
first recorded in 1970 and Forteviot in 1973, and 
a wonderful sequence of photos of the Leadketty 
complex was taken by John Dewar in 1975. After the 
establishment of an aerial survey programme by 
the Royal Commission on Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) in 1976, repeat 

reconnaissance was undertaken on a regular basis 
over both sites. For instance, at least 29 different 
sorties were flown over Leadketty between 1970 and 
2008. This fleshed out the details of both of these 
monument complexes, and revealed them both to 
be dominated by large palisaded enclosures with a 
wide range of pennanular and circular enclosures, 
and large pit features, both within and around their 
perimeter. Despite the significance of two similar 
monument complexes in such close proximity, little 
attention was paid to these sites in the literature and, 

Fig. 2. The palisaded enclosures of Scotland: a Leadketty; b Forteviot; c Dunragit; d Meldon Bridge. Image drawn by Kirsty Millican.

in probably all cases the establishment of Bronze Age 
cemeteries. It is likely these extravagant monuments 
were a final flourishing of large-scale monumentality 
in Scotland’s Neolithic (see also Needham 2012), 

and although evidence for the function of these 
enclosures is limited, they would have been places 
where a large number of people could have gathered, 
presumably to carry out a range of activities.

The Forteviot/Leadketty complex
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a putative causewayed enclosure (Barclay 2001). 
Excavations in 2012 targeted the junction between 
the entrance avenue and the eastern side of the pali-
saded enclosure and a four-post timber structure 
and henge monument inside the enclosure. 

where mentioned, they were dealt with individually 
(e.g. Gibson 2002b).

Our investigation of Forteviot and Leadketty 
commenced in 2006 as part of the Strathearn 
Environs and Royal Forteviot (SERF) Project 
(Driscoll/Brophy/Noble 2010). Initial work 
focused on Forteviot, where we carried out exca-
vations between 2007 and 2010, after which our 
attention shifted to Leadketty for a season of exca-
vation in 2012. The Forteviot palisaded enclosure 
measures c. 265 m in diameter, with a sub-circular 
plan defined by an irregular boundary of spaced 
postholes (Fig. 3). The western side of the monu-
ment appears to be defined for about 120 m by an 
escarpment (although this may be the outcome of 
more recent erosional events rather than an orig-
inal feature of the monument). A narrow entrance 
passage, some 16 m in length and 4–5 m wide, 
extends from the northern side of the enclosure 
with a NNW-SSE alignment. A whole series of 
cropmarks have been recorded within and around 
this enclosure including several henges, timber 
circles, pennanular enclosures and pit features, 
some of which have been excavated as part of the 
SERF Project (see, for instance, Brophy/Noble 
2012). Excavations at Forteviot focused on the 
entrance avenue of the palisaded enclosure and 
stretches of the northern and eastern sides of the 
enclosure perimeter. Two of the henge monu-
ments, a timber circle and a double-ditched enclo-
sure, were also excavated during four seasons of 
fieldwork in 2007–2010 (see Fig. 4 for a summary 
of dating of the main monuments discussed in the 
text). 

The enclosure at Leadketty has a boundary of 
similar character to that at Forteviot (at least as a 
cropmark), but it is rather more irregular and sprawls 
across a river terrace edge, enclosing an area meas-
uring some 400 m E-W by 250 m, with an escarp-
ment forming the southern boundary (Fig. 2 a). 
A single narrow entrance avenue protrudes from 
the northern side, similar in width to the avenue 
at Forteviot but 10 m longer, and aligned NE-SW. 
Cropmarks have revealed a series of enclosures, 
pits and pit-structures within the palisaded enclo-
sure, including three mini-henges, a barrow and a 
four-poster timber structure. Two circular ditched 
enclosures in the field immediately to the north 
may be Neolithic, one a possible henge, the other 

Fig. 3. Transcription of the cropmark complex at Forteviot.

Fig. 4. Estimated dates for construction and use of the major 
monuments excavated at Forteviot. The dates are based on 
Bayesian modelling (at 2 sigma) and based on artefact associa-
tions (in the case of Henge 2). 

Monument Date Artefact associations

Cremation 
Cemetery

2975–2755 cal BC Bone pins, leaf-shaped 
arrowhead

Palisaded 
Enclosure

2780–2485 cal BC n/a

Timber Circle 2620–2475 cal BC n/a
Henge 1 2385–2230 cal BC Beaker pottery 
Henge 2 2500–2300 cal BC Beaker pottery

Construction, process and environment

Our excavations at Forteviot and Leadketty have 
begun to shed light on a range of aspects of the 
construction, materiality and appearance of these 
huge palisaded enclosures, as well as allowing us 
to draw out similarities and differences and reflect 
on the enduring significance in prehistory of these 

special places. Our work at Leadketty is at an earlier 
stage than at Forteviot and post-excavation analysis 
for Leadketty is incomplete at the time of writing, so 
our commentary will necessarily lean more on the 
Forteviot evidence.
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Construction

At Forteviot, a total of 26 postholes of the pali-
saded enclosure were excavated, while we investi-
gated eight at Leadketty. The postholes were gener-
ally very large, up to 2 m across and 1.5 m in depth; 
some of the postholes on the Leadketty boundary 
were noticeably smaller, although the avenue and 
some boundary posts were as huge as those at Forte-
viot (the significance of this will be explored below). 
Each one of the postholes discovered would have 
been capable of supporting substantial timbers. 
Analysis of the charred material from the Forte-
viot palisade posts showed consistent results — all 
posts were oak with some postholes containing 
hundreds of fragments of charred oak timber in the 
lower fills (Ramsay 2010). The use of oak is part of a 
consistent pattern in the British Neolithic for monu-
mental structures (Noble 2006). In choosing this 
tree type, the Neolithic communities in the Earn 
valley were targeting the giants of the lowland Scot-
tish forests — oak trees would have towered over all 
the other canopy species and although not the most 
numerous species in all lowland woodlands, the 
oak trees would have formed a dominant presence 
in the canopy structure of many forests (Tipping 
1994). Indeed, the ‘ghosts’ of the tree trunks used in 
the postholes were present in the form of postpipes 
in some cases and timbers up to 0.8 m in diameter 
were used in some postholes; spectacular ‘decay 
cones’ and postpipes of a similar size were also a 
feature of the avenue posts at Leadketty (Fig. 5). 

The size of the postholes and postpipes at Forte-
viot suggests that whole tree trunks were being 
used to construct this monument. Estimating the 
height of the posts is difficult but can draw on estab-
lished calculations (e.g. Mercer 1981, 149n; Wain-
wright/Longworth 1971, 220–225) that suggest 
20–25 per cent of the total length of a post would be 
required to be below ground to support it. There-
fore, the deepest avenue postholes at the palisaded 

Fig. 5. Decay cone of one of the Leadketty palisaded enclosure 
postholes.

enclosure at Forteviot could have supported posts 
in the order of 3.5 m to 4 m height above ground, 
and some posts at Leadketty also had this poten-
tial. However, given truncation and the fact that 
large trunks have a low centre of gravity, this may 
well be a conservative estimate. Allowing for trun-
cation of up to 0.5 m in the vicinity, some postholes 
could have been up to 2 m deep. These could have 
supported posts that were up to 9 m in length, with 
7m above the ground surface (as has been suggested 
for Meldon Bridge (Speak/Burgess 1999). 
Posts of this size would have weighed anything 
from around one to five tons (Burgess 1976, 162; 
Gibson 2002b, 14; Mercer 1981, 152–153), repre-
senting a considerable challenge to move and erect. 
The presence of ramps at many of the Forteviot 
postholes, and some at Leadketty, is an indication 
of the weight and awkwardness of the posts used 
to construct this monument, and the cropmark 
evidence suggests that the rest of the perimeter was 
marked in a similar fashion.

Despite the similarities outlined here, there was 
a notable difference between what we found at 
Forteviot and Leadketty, as alluded to already. At 
Forteviot, posts were spaced from 3–6 m apart, no 
postholes or stakeholes were found in between, and 
all of the postholes would have been able to support 
huge posts. By contrast, at Leadketty, the spacing of 
the posts was very different (Fig. 6). The posts were 
much more closely spaced — a regular 2.6 m — but 
these alternated between very big postholes and 
much smaller ones. Therefore, it is likely that the 
post height along the boundary would have varied 
quite considerably, with some posts perhaps 4 m to 
6 m above ground level, with posts half that size in 
between. A third variation on palisade boundary 
style was identified at Meldon Bridge, where the 
big postholes were spaced up to 4 m apart, and two 
small postholes were identified in the gaps between 
the big posts (Speak/Burgess 1999). How might 
we interpret this (with the proviso that we have 
excavated less than 5% of the boundary at both 
Forteviot and Leadketty)? We would argue that 
this means that it is likely that the Forteviot pali-
saded enclosure was defined by a free-standing 
timber post boundary (and therefore not techni-
cally a palisaded enclosure), while Leadketty (as 
the excavators also suggested for Meldon Bridge) 
was some kind of stockade enclosure, with a fence 
or screen supported by smaller posts between the 
main structural posts. The implications of this will 
be discussed further below.

The ways in which monuments of this scale and 
character were constructed is not fully understood. 
Indeed, the processes behind the creation of timber 
monuments in the Neolithic are rarely considered 
in detail (Gibson 2005) whereas much ink has been 
spilt in discussing the movement and erection of 
megaliths. This is in part due to the nature of timber 
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been undertaken lightly. The felling of these giant 
timbers was obviously a purposeful and significant 
act and full of social significance in its own right. 
Once felled, the trees would also have to be dragged 
to the site, a feat that would have been on par with 
moving the stones that form megalithic monuments. 
Clearly the massive timbers used to make palisaded 
enclosures represented not just a daunting façade 
(whether fenced or not), but also a great deal of indi-
vidual and communal effort (see Gibson 2002b). 
The use of such giant timbers was clearly a signifi-
cant part of the purpose and effect of these monu-
ments. Individual posts weighing one or more tons 
were used at these sites, and hundreds of trees must 
have been felled, dragged, and re-erected (even if, as 
Gibson (ib.) suggests, two posts could have been 
sourced from some ancient oak trees). Although the 
outcome of these events was an enclosure, the very 
acts of construction (and movement of timbers) 
would themselves clearly have been loaded with 
a great deal of significance (cf. Richards 2004) 
and for a good deal of time these places would have 
looked like ‘construction sites’. 

But why were these monuments built in the first 
place? Our excavations at Forteviot have provided 
one of the most detailed sequences for monument 
construction and sequences of Neolithic activity 

monuments — we rarely deal with anything other 
than the highly decayed remains of these struc-
tures. The lack of engagement with the processes 
of construction may also be due to a wider trend in 
archaeology to merely consider the final form of a 
structure rather than the social narratives involved 
in building (Richards 2004). The oak trees used 
at Forteviot are most likely to have been sourced 
through felling using stone axes. Although traces 
of charring and burnt wood were found in many 
postholes this seems to have been due to the char-
ring of the bases of some posts rather than the use 
of fire for felling. The cutting of such large timbers 
by axe would have required extended episodes of 
felling (Coles 1979, 104; Coles et al. 1978, 26–32). 
In the Amazon it is reported that felling with stone 
axes could take days or even weeks for the larger 
trees (Descola 1994, 153). Experimental stone axe 
felling also suggests that felling activities have a 
great degree of risk associated: the larger the tree 
the riskier the undertaking (Olausson 1983, 56, 68). 
The time, labour and risk involved in the process of 
felling the larger trees suggests that this was not the 
expedient sourcing and use of raw materials or the 
byproduct of clearance for more mundane activi-
ties. On the contrary, this was a technically and 
physically difficult endeavour that would not have 

Fig. 6. Excavation shot of the Leadketty palisaded enclosure. The excavators are standing in the postholes of a short section of the avenue 
and palisaded boundary.
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available for a monument complex in Scotland. 
The excavations and, importantly, a detailed radi-
ocarbon-dating programme supported by Bayesian 
analysis has shown that the earliest element of the 
monument complex was the establishment of an 
unusual and rare Middle to Late Neolithic crema-
tion cemetery — discovered inside the palisaded 
enclosure during excavations in 2009. The status 
and context of the cremation cemetery may help 
explain why such a monumental undertaking was 
enacted in this lowland landscape in the first half 
of the third millennium BC, transforming the land-
scape forever. (At the time of writing, we have no 
radiocarbon dates for Leadketty).

The cremation cemetery at Forteviot was uncov-
ered during excavations of a henge monument 
and timber circle that post-dated the cemetery 
(Henge 1) (Fig. 3). The cremation cemetery is the 
earliest dated element of the overall monument 
complex with the exception of a few scattered pits 
and other ephemeral features. At least 18 individ-
uals were represented in the cremation deposits, 
a mix of adults and subadults, with many deposits 
representing the multiple burial of individuals 
whose remains were intermingled. These burials 
were found in a semi-circular setting of pits and 
cut features. The cremations were generally unfur-
nished, but a number of bone pins, a small pottery 
vessel and an arrowhead were found in associa-
tion with these deposits. Late Neolithic mortuary 
traditions in lowland Scotland are not well known 
and the Forteviot evidence now represents one of 
the largest assemblages of late Neolithic crema-
tions from Scotland. Only two other cremation 
cemeteries of similar character, at Cairnpapple 
and Balbirnie, are known in Scotland, but in a 
recent article Parker Pearson (et al. 2009) 
identified at least 14 Late Neolithic cremation 
cemeteries of a similar character at ten different 
locations across Britain. Some of these cemeteries 
were constructed as part of elaborate monument 
complexes including famous sites such as Stone-
henge, Llandegai and Dorchester-On-Thames. 
All three of these examples are the focus of exten-
sive distributions of monuments. Clearly some of 
these monument complexes were focused around 
or implicated in the creation of what remain 
unusual and rare examples of formal cemeteries 
in lowland Britain in the Late Neolithic. Indeed, 
Parker Pearson (et al. 2009) have argued that 
the Stonehenge cemetery was founded by a ruling 
elite whose hereditary hold on power was secured 
through a monopoly on subsequent monument 
building at Stonehenge and in the wider landscape. 

At Forteviot, we have argued that the establish-
ment of the cremation cemetery was the catalyst 
for the creation of the palisaded enclosure and 
extended periods of monument building and burial 
that extended across almost a millennium (Noble/

Brophy 2011a). The Forteviot enclosure appears to 
have been built as the use of the cremation cemetery 
was coming to an end (Brophy/Noble in prep.). 
The dragging of giant tree trunks to the site may have 
been undertaken to mark in monumental form the 
place of the cemetery as its use was being redefined 
and may even have formally closed the cemetery to 
further use — enshrining a place of the ancestors 
and fixing their identity in time and space. There 
may have been a competitive element to this process 
with various groups or individuals responsible 
for felling one of these giant timbers, competing 
to outdo one another in the size of post sourced 
(Richards 2004). Certainly, in the architecture of 
the monument there was no consistency to the size 
of postholes or the layout of small or larger posts. In 
the avenue, for example, the layout of the postholes 
was quite irregular, in spacing, diameter and depth. 
Clearly the processes surrounding the construction 
of the monument were more organic than often 
supposed. In this respect, the construction of the 
palisaded enclosure resembled earthwork or stone 
monuments where irregularities and discontinui-
ties in construction have been highlighted to suggest 
the participation of multiple groups (e.g. Andersen 
1997; Barrett 1994; Whittle et al. 1999; Barclay/
Maxwell 1998). The architecture of Forteviot pali-
saded enclosure may suggest that individual biogra-
phies and hierarchies in labour and social structure 
may have influenced the final form of the monument. 
Certainly, all of the groups participating in this mass 
project were contributing to an aggrandizement of 
a place of the ancestors. Access to the ancient burial 
ground now enclosed inside the palisaded enclosure 
may have been one of the prime sources of power 
and competition amongst those who gathered at 
this site. Competition and the desire to tap into the 
power of the ancestral dead may explain why people 
undertook these phenomenal feats of monument 
building, and the memorialization and restriction 
of access to this ancient cemetery was further devel-
oped by the construction of further monuments 
over time. 

Decline 

Once completed, these palisaded enclosures 
changed the lower Strathearn landscape forever, 
even if the meaning and significance of these 
enclosures and locations altered through time. 
The construction of the palisaded enclosures was 
but one (albeit dramatic) episode of construction 
in this landscape. Throughout the latter part of the 
third millennium BC, more and more monuments 
were added to this landscape — three henge monu-
ments, a timber circle and a number of Bronze Age 
burials within and around Forteviot, and we would 
argue several mini-henges and at least one barrow 



73Construction, process, environment: altering the landscape

the resulting void filled with broken stonework, in 
the upper fill of which a few fragments of cremated 
bone were found. A few other posts of the palisaded 
enclosure may have also been removed or even 
destroyed by fire. At Leadketty, the main avenue 
posts were burnt in situ, with one perhaps falling 
over while on fire, while the smaller boundary posts 
were left to rot, with again circumstantial evidence 
for an attempt to shore up at least one post, which 
could be interpreted as a running repair to the 
boundary. 

The differential treatment of posts suggests a 
piecemeal dismantling of these monuments, with 
some of the posts that had not decayed perhaps 
deliberately removed over time. Similar processes 
have also been identified at the palisade within the 
‘super-henge’ at Mount Pleasant, where Harris/
SØrensen (2010) have suggested the monument 
was deliberately “taken apart”: with some posts 
burnt down, others dug out and removed, and still 
others left to rot. Differential fates met by indi-
vidual posts echo the variable ways in which they 
were erected, with, for instance, inconsistent use 
of ramps, ramps of differing character and vari-
able ramp alignment. Hence, the ways in which 
individual posts were treated as they decayed 
may have been significant and an important part 
of the bio graphy of the monument and the people 
involved in its final lifespan and suggests certain 
fates were appropriate for certain posts. 

Over a period of perhaps eight to twelve gener-
ations, a monument that was once a bustling 
construction site with people crawling over it and 
that played host to large gatherings of people, 
became a ruin, an outline of its former self. 
Through time and without maintenance of the 
enclosure, shrubs, grasses and eventually trees 
would have recolonized this area. Fallen, broken 
and burnt stumps of posts would have been evident 
as this happened, and it seems likely that activities 
were scaled down to narrower zones of activity 
focused on the henges where activities continued 
throughout the second half of the third millen-
nium. There is a good chance that over the course of 
the third millennium BC, the posts of the palisaded 
enclosure boundaries were gradually subsumed 
back into the woodland and landscape from which 
they came, the monument continuing to be visible 
perhaps as a vestigial earthwork and as a series of 
voids where the posts had long since decayed.

One final point: should we expect all of the pali-
saded enclosures of Scotland to have the same 
purposes and biographies? Even within Strath-
earn we have identified variation — the work at 
Leadketty in 2012 represented the first season of 
investigation at the fourth confirmed palisaded 
enclosure of Scotland. Major differences to Forte-
viot were quickly apparent at this site, not just in 
terms of the boundary, as discussed above, but 

post-date the palisaded enclosure at Leadketty. 
In other words, monument construction and the 
placement of burials lasted for at least six or seven 
centuries after the construction of both palisaded 
enclosures, and significantly, in particular at Forte-
viot, the huge timber enclosure appears to have 
continued to dictate how the monument complex 
was used. This is despite the fact that in the centu-
ries after initial construction, these palisaded 
enclosures would have fallen into disrepair. 

The enduring significance of Forteviot dates back 
at least to the Middle to Late Neolithic cremation 
cemetery, and this itself clearly continued to be 
an influence on subsequent acts of building. For 
example, around the middle of the third millen-
nium BC, a timber circle and latterly a henge 
(Henge 1) monument was constructed to enclose or 
redefine the cremation cemetery (Brophy/Noble 
2012) (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4). These were the only major 
monuments built inside this palisaded enclosure — 
the other monuments were constructed outside of 
the palisaded enclosure to the north, and the burial 
deposits and types of material culture at each was 
different, perhaps related to locations either within, 
or outwith, the palisade boundary. Henge 1 (inside 
the palisaded enclosure and surrounding the 
cremation cemetery) was the focus of a spectacular 
Early Bronze Age dagger burial, located adjacent to 
the earlier cremation cemetery (Noble/Brophy 
2011b), whereas the monuments outside of the 
enclosure had more modest Beaker and Food Vessel 
burials, all placed in the period c. 2400–1900 cal BC. 
It may be that the palisaded enclosure continued 
to categorize different areas of the landscape and 
access to those areas according to status ordained 
through contact with the ancestors. Certainly all 
of the later monuments respected the boundary of 
the palisaded enclosure and it may have continued 
to operate as a boundary defining access to this 
landscape long after it was constructed though its 
appearance changed through time. 

During the course of the second half of the third 
millennium BC, the Forteviot palisaded enclosure 
would have gradually fallen apart. The presence of 
small postholes abutting a few of the large avenue 
posts may attest to an attempt to support ailing 
timbers. Yet the process of collapse and decay at 
this monument would have been part of the char-
acter of this place. Indeed, archaeological evidence 
suggests that in some cases the decay of the monu-
ment was not entirely a natural process. Like the 
processes of construction, the processes of decay 
and destruction may have also been socially signifi-
cant and focused on individual actions and events. 
Although some posts were left to rot, and probably 
collapsed where they once stood (perhaps several 
centuries after their erection), other select posts 
were treated differently. The most obvious example 
is a post in the avenue that had been removed and 
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also in relation to the roles these enclosures may 
have served. One of the notable aspects of Forte-
viot, for example, has been the dearth of artefacts 
recovered from the site in four seasons of excava-
tion. Certainly, there have been spectacular finds 
such as the gold and bronze daggers from the 
aforementioned Bronze Age cist burial found in 
Henge 1, but overall only a handful of artefacts 
were directly associated with the palisade, and 
artefacts in general were restricted in number 
and form at all monuments excavated. At Lead-
ketty, the excavations provide stark contrast, with 
a rich and varied assemblage of later Neolithic 
Grooved Ware pottery, undecorated pottery, 
lithics and charred objects in a variety of contexts: 
pits, structural postholes and palisaded boundary 
postholes. Inside the Leadketty enclosure, a four-
poster structure was excavated which finds close 
parallels in a range of Late Neolithic architec-
ture that includes both monumental buildings as 
well as domestic structures (Noble et al. 2012), 
and here too artefacts were abundant. But what 
can we make of these differences? It has recently 

been argued by Parker Pearson and others that in 
Britain, in the Neolithic, timber represented wood 
and life, whereas stone represented death and 
the ancestors (e.g. Parker Pearson/Ramili-
sonina 1998; Parker Pearson 2012, 6). Our 
excavations at Forteviot and Leadketty suggest the 
material associations in this river valley in the Late 
Neolithic were more complex and fluid. At Forte-
viot and Leadketty, set a few kilometres apart but 
linked by the River Earn, one giant wooden monu-
ment — Forteviot — appears to have been a place 
of the dead, while Leadketty (based on our excava-
tions to date) appears to have had closer connec-
tions with the living and the everyday. Clearly, 
these two monuments, although morphologically 
similar, had different traditions of deposition and 
a differing biography. It may be, though, that these 
two monuments were linked in the Neolithic and 
shared different, but complementary purposes in 
Neolithic society. Only further work will disen-
tangle all of the strands of connections, material 
significance and contrasts in use and purpose that 
existed between these two giant monuments.

Conclusions

Monument complexes, even those that are no 
longer visible above ground today, have much to 
contribute to our understandings of the dynamics 
of Neolithic society. Clearly, in the Neolithic of 
northern Europe, monuments were an important 
dimension of what it was to be Neolithic, and their 
changing form and use can tell us much about 
how Neolithic communities understood the world 
around them and attempted to cement, maintain 
and at times control (or at least try to control) the 
social relations involved in building, using and 
remembering these places in the landscape. These 
monuments expressed new perceptions and rela-
tions with the land, but as our work in Strathearn 
has illustrated, we should be wary of generalizing 
about the appearance and role of monuments from 
morphology alone, and we should also be aware 
that monument complexes were important before 
they became monument complexes (as indicated by 
the cremation cemetery at Forteviot), and retained 
significance even after their physical decline.

At Forteviot, through the placement of timbers in 
circular and linear settings, a humanly-constructed 
order was imposed on the landscape, an order that 
may have been intimately connected to defining 
access to the ancestors. The monument at Forteviot 
utilized materials that were a major component of 
the surrounding environment — the massive oak 
trees of the forest, which would still have domi-
nated lowland landscapes at this time in Scotland. 
In this way, the power structures responsible for the 
creation of these sites may have been naturalized 

through acts that reordered and recomposed the 
surrounding natural world, and the power and 
significance of these places were at least partly 
derived from the ability to modify and transform 
that world through acts of felling and building. The 
inclusion of ancient, and perhaps special, trees as 
posts, and living trees within this structure may 
have added to this legitimacy. Yet clearly the same 
or similar materials and architecture was used at 
Leadketty to define an enclosure that may have 
had very different roles to play in Neolithic society. 
The linkages in architecture and materiality would 
have enabled powerful connections to be made and 
maintained between Forteviot and Leadketty.

What is clear from the work at Forteviot and now 
Leadketty is the lengths to which people went to 
source the materials for the great monuments that 
survive for us as discolourations in the subsoil or 
differential growth patterns in cereal crops. The 
time and effort involved in felling large oak trees 
suggest that the materials were not simply gathered 
as incidental elements of more practical processes 
such as land clearance for growing crops, or as the 
outcome of natural weather (e.g. storms) and fire 
events. Oak trees, the giants of the lowland forests, 
were specifically selected, and undoubtedly the 
acts of felling such large timbers would have been 
invested with huge amounts of significance and 
prestige. Each individual or group responsible for 
felling one of these timbers would have been under-
taking a risky process with no guarantee of success. 
Undoubtedly, each person or group would have 
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the environment, but ultimately they altered the 
landscape according to contemporary concerns and 
ideologies. In contrast, at Leadketty the architec-
ture may have been built to define a community of 
the living and aggrandized a contemporary lineage 
or Neolithic community who were in part defined 
by the creation of monumental architecture, which 
in this case may have had more mundane, but none-
theless significant roles in defining a social group. 

Once constructed, big monuments continued to 
have resonance through time, and in some cases 
continued to dictate or at least influence how 
people subsequently used and perceived these 
landscapes. Perhaps the most obvious example is 
the Forteviot palisaded enclosure where differ-
ences in the use and significance of space between 
inside and outside continued to influence the use 
of the landscape throughout the third millennium 
BC. Indeed, in the first millennium AD when 
Forteviot became a royal site and a major early 
medieval cemetery, burial monuments were placed 
in close proximity to the enclosure boundary, but 
never transgressed into the space defined by the 
enclosure that by then must have been in a highly 
ruinous state defined by little more than a residual 
earthwork and perhaps some post voids. Through 
time the giant monuments of the Neolithic decayed 
back into the landscape. Nonetheless, even in a 
ruinous state, this place retained an air of power, 
perhaps ordained through the ability of long dead 
ancestors to manipulate the world on a truly monu-
mental scale. The evidence of this was materialized 
and locked into the landscape through the efforts 
and ideologies of previous generations who had first 
come to this landscape and defined it as a signifi-
cant place in the landscape in the Late Neolithic 
period around 3000 BC, almost four millennia 
before it was first recorded in history. 

had to draw on labour through influence, social 
standing and/or offers of reciprocal gifts to secure 
the help of others. In this respect, we perhaps miss 
much of the significance of these enclosures when 
we simply focus on the final form of these monu-
ments. As well as considering the final form and 
purpose of these structures, we also have to rethink 
the significance of the actual acts of construc-
tion themselves and the ways in which materials 
were used creatively in the architecture of these 
monuments. 

Clearly, Forteviot and Leadketty also show us 
that the significance of monuments does not only 
reside in the monuments themselves, but also in 
the relationships these monuments have with other 
structures (in space and time), as well as with the 
landscape itself. At Forteviot, our excavations have 
shown that the catalyst and impetus for building 
this giant enclosure may have been to define a 
place of the ancestors and perhaps limit or define 
access to an important site in line with social struc-
ture and ideologies of power in this lowland river 
valley. (We have not yet discovered an equiva-
lent founding activity at Leadketty.) Lineage and 
ancestry is a major source of memory and power in 
traditional societies, and through acts of building, 
control over this resource can be materialized and 
redefined (Lewis 1962). Redefinition and attempts 
to control this place and the memories associated 
with an ancestral burial ground clearly continued 
in this landscape for much of the third millennium 
BC when further monuments were repeatedly 
added to this place. The most direct examples were 
the timber circle and henge monument added in the 
period 2500–2300 cal BC which encircled and shut 
off from view the burial ground that by then was 
many centuries old. These acts of building drew 
part of their significance from older structures in 
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The megalithic graves of the Funnel Beaker cul-
ture (FBC) on the island of Rügen are exceptional 
within the North European region because of their 
distinctive architecture and their clustered occur-
rence. New investigations at two monuments near 
Burtevitz on the southeastern part of the island 
confirm differentiated utilization and structural 
modifications extending through the Neolithic and 
into the Early Bronze Age. Archaeobotanical and 

The complexity of megalithic graves on the island of Rügen

Anja Behrens

soil analyses provide information about the sur-
rounding landscape and the use of nearby resourc-
es for the construction of the monuments. This pa-
per includes an interim summary of the results as 
well as first interpretations of excavations carried 
out within the research framework of the SPP 1400 
priority programme on ”Early Monumentality and 
Social Differentiation”. 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 81 – 90

Abstract

Introduction

The island of Rügen is situated in northeastern 
Germany. It is part of the North European region, 
where, during the fourth millennium BC, approx-
imately 40 000 megalithic graves were built by peo-
ple of the Funnel Beaker culture (FBC) (Furholt/
Müller 2011, 19). The undulating, formerly glaci-
ated landscape (Gehl 1972, 109–110) is rich in natu-
ral resources. During the Early Neolithic, immigrant 
farming communities settled on the island alongside 
indigenous Meso lithic groups (e.g. Nilius 1971, 77; 
Jöns et al. 2007, 151). The tradition of erecting mega-
lithic graves began at c. 3600 BC in Northern Europe 
(Müller 2011, 15) and reached Rügen 100 years later 
(Terberger 2010, 28). Today, only 54 graves still ex-
ist (Schuldt 1971, 14), but they nonetheless repre-
sent in a distinctive way what must once have been an 
impressive concentration of monuments. The histor-
ical map of Friedrich von Hagenow (1829) shows 
that 239 graves were still visible in the early nineteenth 
century, including a marked cluster on the southeast-
ern part of the island. This implies that a much greater 
number must have existed in prehistoric times. Based 

on surveys and excavations by Sprockhoff (1938) 
and Schuldt (1971, 28), most of the graves were ex-
tended dolmens of rectangular shape with distinctive 
small entrance passages of a kind that only appear on 
Rügen and in Western Pommerania. By the middle 
centuries of the fourth millennium BC, the FBC of 
this region had its own defining architectural styles 
as Midgley (1992, 467–468) has already noted. But 
many questions remain so that within the framework 
of the priority programme SPP 1400 a project enti-
tled “Megalithic landscape on south-east Rügen” has 
enabled new investigations at two megalithic graves 
on Rügen in order to document the architecture of 
the monuments, to reconstruct the history of their 
construction and use, and to date the main phases of 
activity. How complex has been the burial rites dur-
ing Funnel Beaker times and which connections and 
influences were determined for this development? 
What can we say about social structures and the in-
teraction of the people living at that time? 

In this paper, I shall outline some of the prelimi-
nary results of our work. 
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Situated between the low hills of eroded reces-
sional moraines, seven extended dolmens can be 
observed between the villages of Lancken-Granitz 
and Burtevitz. They are arranged along the edge of 
a silted-up creek and form the remains of a cultural 
landscape that included no less than 19 graves in the 
nineteenth century (v. Hagenow 1829). As part of a 
more extensive research project on North German 
megaliths (Beltz 1972; Schuldt 1972a, b), archaeo-
logical excavations were carried out in 1965 and 1966 
at a selection of extant sites by Ewald Schuldt, the 
director of the Museum of Archaeology at Schwe-
rin. Schuldt documented five dolmens within cir-
cular mounds and two that were embedded in Long 
Barrows. The recorded finds suggest that the mon-
uments were used for burials during much of the 
Neolithic, with the final burials inserted during the 
Early Bronze Age when all the chambers were filled 
with sand and sealed by their respective mounds 
(Schuldt 1972b). The investigations focused on the 
chambers and the recovery of finds and paid little at-
tention to the examination of the mounds. More re-

cent research at megalithic sites across Europe has 
emphasized the importance of exploring the cover-
mounds in order to reconstruct the history of a mon-
ument. More locally, results from Flintbek and sites 
in the Altmark region (Mischka 2011a; Mischka 
2011b; Demnick et al. 2011) show the possible com-
plexity and continuous development of such graves 
which are essential for an understanding of Neo-
lithic societies and their burial traditions. Within 
the framework of the SPP 1400, it was therefore cru-
cial to carry out new excavations in order to expand 
the results obtained by Schuldt. Recent excavations 
and surveys were carried out in 2010 and 2011 (Fig. 1; 
Behrens/Reichler 2012), and were accompanied 
by archaeobotanical (Klooss/Kirleis 2012) and 
pedological studies (Emadodin et al. 2012). A key 
focus was placed on the extraction of datable mate-
rial for building absolute chronologies for each site. 
As a result, activities within the FBC horizon on Rü-
gen may be associated with those on the adjacent 
mainland, thereby creating a basis for interpreting 
social connectivity and context.

The megalithic graves of Lancken-Granitz and Burtevitz - old and new investigations 

The complexity of the Burtevitz site 1 monument

Of the seven graves between Lancken-Granitz and 
Burtevitz, Burtevitz 1 is the most southerly extended 
dolmen. According to Schuldt ś (1972b, 27–28) 
excavations, three capstones covered a rectangular 
chamber, measuring about 3.7 m x 1.8 m in length and 
width. The entrance faces the southwest and includes 
a typical short and small pre-entrance passage on the 
right side. Schuldt also uncovered the remains of a 
kerb about 1.2 m high which surrounded the cham-

ber at a distance of about 4 m. The whole monument 
was mounded-over during the Early Bronze Age (ib. 
28). Although the top of the mound is now so heav-
ily eroded that the capstones are visible, the relatively 
late phases of modification of the original structure 
mean that the main body of the monument outside 
the chamber is still fairly well-preserved. The new ex-
cavations revealed at least eight phases of construc-
tion, use and modification (Fig. 2).

History of the monument

Before the chamber was erected, the surrounding 
landscape was cleared (phase 1). The soil profiles 
show that most of the palaeosoil was removed, with 
remnants only preserved below the kerb and near 
the chamber. The floor of the chamber was exca-
vated to a depth of about 0.35 m into the burial soil. 
On top of the truncated palaeosoil, a layer of com-
pact fine sand was recognized. A similar deposit 
found at the megalithic grave of Lüdelsen 3, Alt-
mark has been interpreted to be the result of tram-
pling during building (Demnick et al. 2011, 246). 
Deposits and structures of phase 1 were sealed by a 
compact layer of stones (phase 2) that surrounded 
and encapsulated the chamber. The overall height 
of the mound created by these stones was about 1.5 
m; the capstones were covered about 0.3 m high. 
The stones vary in sizes between 0.2 m and 0.6 m 
lengthwise and are set within a matrix of clayish 

sand and gravel. A layer of sandy silt, about 0.2 m 
thick, covers this feature, and is in turn covered by 
a single layer of small round stones and an envelope 
of neatly prepared red sandstone slabs (Fig. 3–4).

As Schuldt recognized (see above), a kerb was 
erected to contain and define the monument at an 
early stage in its history, defined here as phase 3. The 
recent excavations show that the boulders forming 
the kerb were stabilized with smaller stones at the 
bottom as well as with sand. Amazingly, there is evi-
dence that the spaces between the stones were filled 
with dry-stone walls made from red sandstone. The 
remains of this feature were scattered within the 
planum, but a reconstruction suggests a minimum 
height of 1.5 m.

The space between the kerb and the central stone 
mound was filled by a further massive deposition 
of stones (size range 0.2–0.5 m lengthwise) in up to 
four layers (phase 4). Some of the stones were bro-
ken querns while others showed evidence of burn-
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ing, all indicators of the secondary use of material or 
perhaps ritual activity in the area.

Two horizontal layers of fine yellow sand suggest 
further elaboration and refurbishment of the mound 
within the limits defined by the kerb (phases 5a and 
b, barrow a and b). Within these deposits, a large 
stone, measuring about 0.9 m lengthwise, lay be-
tween two of the kerbstones. Since this stone was sit-
uated on top of the destroyed dry-stone walling of 
the kerb, it seems likely that it represents either a re-
pair to the edge of the monument or an intentional 
change of the monument́ s appearance.

The accumulated structure represented by phases 
1–5 were covered by a third mound (phase 6, bar-
row c). Charcoal extracted from eroded material 
from the edge of the mound suggests that this phase 
dates to the end of the Middle Neolithic 1. Addition-
ally, near the documented profiles, a stone covering 
of the phase 6 mound is visible which suggests peri-
odic refurbishment or a desire to protect the mound 
from further erosion and the activities of animals.

The final step in the history of Burtevitz 1 is 
marked by a fourth all-covering mound with a di-
ameter of about 16 m (phase 7). Radiocarbon dates 
suggest that this was built in the Early Bronze Age 
(KIA 45082, 3295±30 BP, 1608–1568 cal BC(1 sigma) 
when the chamber was possibly used for the depo-
sition of a cremation burial before being filled with 
sand (Schuldt 1972c, 118).
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Fig. 2. Burtevitz site 1. Northwest section of trench 4, illustrating the complex stratigraphy.

1 The samples were analysed by the Leibniz Laboratory in Kiel in 
June 2011 (KIA45080, 4065±30 BP, 2516–2500 cal BC (1 sigma); 
KIA45083, 4310±25 BP, 2923–2893 cal BC (1 sigma)).
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Fig. 3. Burtevitz, site 1, trench 4. View from the south. Clearly vis-
ible are stone packings with stone coverings as well as two boul-
ders of the kerb in the profiles with remaining dry stone walling 
in between.

Fig. 4. Burtevitz, site 1. Foundation of the stone covering of phase 
2 in trench 4.

Artefacts

The quantity of finds from the excavations was 
rather low and makes it difficult to determine cul-
tural associations (Fig. 5). Decorated pottery in-
cluded two corded pieces (Fig. 5.1) and one fir branch 
patterned piece (Fig. 5.2) as well as one ornamented 

handle (Fig. 5.4). All pieces can be attributed to local 
FBC styles. A similar handle is known from nearby 
graves (Schuldt 1971, fig. 18). Worked flints from 
Neolithic layers included five blades, two scrapers, 
remnant cores, and a borer (Fig. 5.6) as well as one 
broken thick-butted axe (Fig. 5.5). None of these are 
typochronologically distinctive.

Curious activities at Burtevitz 2

The monument of Burtevitz 2 is located approxi-
mately 30 m north of site 1 (see Fig. 1). It is a site for 
which there is no documented excavation and it 
is one of the few sites in the area not examined by 
Schuldt. However, Sprockhoff (1967, grave 505) 
shows two seemingly in-situ capstones and one miss-
ing capstone, which suggests at least one disturbance 

of the site. Due to the position and shape of the cap-
stones it can be assumed that the monument is an 
extended dolmen. The aim of the recent excavation 
was to investigate the structure for the purpose of re-
constructing its biography and to retrieve material to 
date the recorded elements. Altogether, five phases 
of construction and use could be identified.

History of the monument No preserved palaeosoil was found under the 
mound suggesting the complete removal of the 
topsoil before the chamber was erected (phase 1, cf. 
Burtevitz 1 above). Although most graves around 
Burtevitz and Lancken-Granitz have their en-
trances facing the south or southeast, at Burte-
vitz 2 the situation is unclear due to later distur-
bances. Only the remains of a broken red sandstone 
slab on the floor within the chamber imply an en-
trance opening to the southeast. Excavations on 
the southwest side of the chamber revealed an in-
tact dry-stone wall in the lower level, suggesting 
the presence of an undisturbed floor. Much less 
compact stone packing was found and only docu-
mented outside at the base of the mound. The ma-
terial found in-between, consisting of condensed 
fine sand, makes any interpretation of the detailed 
building sequence extremely difficult.
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Two yellowish brown layers of sand mark the ini-
tial elaboration of the mound (phases 2a and b). The 
upper level of the mound was covered by stones to 
protect it from erosion. Single close-set stones im-
ply the presence of a kerb, but it was not well pre-
served. 

At the back of the grave, opposite to the sup-
posed entrance, the mound appears to have been 
cut away to provide a secondary entrance (phase 3). 
The southern boulder, originally forming a cham-
ber orthostat, was moved aside to provide access 
to the chamber. Remains of disturbed dry-stone 
walling were found in the planum. Later, the make-
shift entrance was closed by the insertion of a large 
prepared red granite stone (0.7 m x 1.2 m x 0.25 m; 
Fig. 6). In front of the stone, silty-sandy material 
mixed with gravel (like at Burtevitz 1) and a pack-
ing of stones were placed to seal the chamber and 
restore the form of the cover-mound. 

The monument was subsequently covered by an 
envelope of greyish fine sand (phase 4). Pedolog-
ical analyses showed that this barrow was made of 
stacked turfs. The finds hint at an Early Bronze Age 
date for this activity. 

21

65

4

3

Fig. 5. Burtevitz, site 1. Selection of finds. 1–4 Ceramic, scale 1:2; 5–6 Flint, scale 2:3 (drawings by F. Hörnig, photographs by S. Jagiolla).

Fig. 6. Burtevitz, site 2, trench 8. Detail of the secondary entrance. 
The original boulders are located on the left and right sides and in 
the middle a secondarily placed boulder is visible). In the front a 
ring of stones was placed to seal the entrance.

Artefacts

Like at Burtevitz 1, the material retrieved from the 
excavations is rather scant. One filled triangle deco-
ration (Fig. 7.2), a chevron band ornamented piece 
(Fig. 7.3) and one stab-and-drag potsherd (Fig. 7.4) 
can be attributed to the FBC. Early Bronze Age pot-
tery from phase 4-deposits allowed the dating of these 
layers (Fig. 7.6). Rather remarkable is an assemblage 

of 689 pottery sherds from the refilling of the second-
ary entrance at the end of phase 3. Although quite 
fractured – 70% of sherds are smaller than 3 cm² – 
the specific and very different tempers allow more 
than three-quarters of the collection to be attributed 
to four vessels. One can clearly be identified as a fun-
nel-necked bowl (Fig. 7.1). From the distribution of 
sherds, a clear concentration could be observed di-
rectly in front of the entrance with the rest of the ma-
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Fig. 7. Burtevitz, site 2. Selection of finds. 1–4, 6 Ceramic, scale 1:2; 5 Flint, scale 2:3 (drawings by F. Hörnig, photographs by S. Jagiolla).

terial spread equally from that point in a semicircle 
(Fig. 8). Most of the pottery was found between the 
slabs of pulled out dry-stone walls and on top of the 
upper Neolithic barrow, connecting them closely 
with the sequence of activities associated with the 

construction, use, and sealing of the second entrance. 
A few pieces of worked flint from the same area in-
cluded six cores, five blades, one scraper and one 
transverse arrowhead (Fig. 7.5).

During the excavation, detailed botanical and 
pedological investigations took place within and 
around the sites in order to provide further insights 
and interpretations of the FBC landscape and its 

use. The analyses were carried out as part of the 
SPP 1400 programme by the Institut of Pre- and 
Protohistory and the soil science laboratory of Kiel 
University.

Reconstruction of the surrounding landscape and estimations of labour requirements 

Botanical analyses 

As expected, only a few macro plant re-
mains were found in deposits outside the graves 
(Klooss/Kirleis 2012). The appearance of 
herbs in Neolithic features, such as plantain (Plan-
tago lanceolata), dull-seed corn bind (Polygonum 
convolvulus), and chess brome (Bromus secalinus), 
imply an open landscape at the time. Remains of 
cereals, mostly identified as wheat and naked bar-

ley (Hordeum vulgare nudum), were retrieved from 
Neolithic layers and the preserved remnants of 
palaeosoil. Since no clear deposition context was 
visible apart from the vicinity of the secondary en-
trance, it can be suggested that the grains origi-
nated from re-deposited material and therefore 
give hints about land-use of the surrounding area. 
Only with the results of the pollen analyses, which 
are not yet available, can a satisfactory picture be 
developed. 



87The complexity of megalithic graves

Fig. 8. Burtevitz, site 2. Distribution of the four major ceramic vessels in trench 8 in front of the dolmen.

Augering in the area of Burtevitz 1 and 2 showed 
that most of the material for the structural elements 
of the monuments can be found as natural deposits 
close by, for example, layers of mixed silt and gravel. 
Accumulations of fine sand of the kind used for 

the barrows are widespread at the base of local mo-
raines. The moraines themselves contain plenty of 
erratic stones, useful for the construction of cham-
bers and kerbs. Geomagnetic prospection revealed 
that on top of the moraine there is a variety of differ-
ently shaped pit-like anomalies that could be the re-
sult of stone extraction. 
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Pedological analyses

Labour requirements

Taking the scale of the monuments and the avail-
ability of raw materials into account, it can be as-

sumed that labour requirements for the construc-
tion of the Burtevitz graves were not great. Stone 
and material for mound construction was available 
nearby so transportation was not time-consuming. 
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Megalithic monuments on Rügen appear to be 
clearly much more complex than suggested by the 
results of early excavations. Since the analyses of 
samples taken for radiocarbon dating are not yet 
complete, attention has to be focussed on strati-
graphically determined structural sequences with-
out the benefit of absolute dates to understand local 
traditions and regional contacts. 

During the Neolithic, both graves examined at 
Burtevitz were comprised of stone-built chambers 
set within round mounds and delimited by boulder 
kerbs. This construction style was not only found 
on Rügen, but also on the adjacent mainland in the 
Altmark and Mecklenburg (e.g. Schuldt 1972b; 
Grossnick 2010; Demnick et al. 2011, 242). The 
kerbs were added as borders of the mounds (Midg-
ley 2008, 51–52). Excavations at Burtevitz 1 show 
that the kerb was erected before the first mound was 
built (see above). This suggests an independency of 
elements, perhaps a regional characteristic which 
can be underlined by the presence of dry-stone wall-
ing between the kerb stones in a style known else-
where in Europe as post-and-panel construction. 
Corresponding construction elements are not yet 
known amongst excavated sites in North Germany. 

A second, regionally distinct constructional el-
ement comprises the short entrance passages that 
were already recognized earlier (e.g. Schuldt 
1972b, 27–28; Midgley 1992, 422). This type of 
entrance sometimes consists of two or three red 

sandstone boulders (e.g. at the site Dwasieden, 
Schuldt 1972 d) and is rather reminiscent of 
the arrangements at some Scandinavian passage 
graves. Other constructional similarities sup-
port such connections. First, the initial cover-
ing of the chambers by a dense silty layer, as rec-
ognized in Burtevitz 1, appears quite common in 
Denmark and is interpreted as an attempt to keep 
the chamber interiors dry. This is an element that 
seems to work successfully, as birch bark and other 
organic material has been preserved until mod-
ern times (Dehn et al. 2000; 2004, 163, fig. 14). 
Secondly, there are similarities in the presence of 
stone coverings over the initial layers, as for exam-
ple at Kong Svends Høj on Lolland (Dehn et al. 
1995, 32, fig. 31). According to Nielsen (2001, 146–
147), the passage graves in Denmark start to appear 
in the MN I period (ca. 3300 BC). Nevertheless, 
wood dated to 3500 BC from Prora on the east-
ern shore of Rügen implies a much earlier outset of 
megalithic building activities on the island (Ter-
berger 2010, 28), which might suggest that Scan-
dinavian influences originate in the lands south of 
the Baltic. Also relevant is the tradition of using 
edge-set stone slabs to subdivide chamber floors 
into discrete areas that has been observed in North 
Germany and Scandinavia (Midgley 2008, 105). 
However, as Schuldt (1972b, 59–60) proved, the 
placing of these strips in the floors occurred during 
late phases of chamber use.

Conclusion

Recent excavations at megalithic graves on south-
east Rügen reveal much more complex monumen-
tal structures than previously assumed. The suc-
cessive addition of constructional features outside 
and inside the chambers shows the long-term use of 
FBC graves which was continued by later cultures 
until the Early Bronze Age. It is suggested that the 
monuments in question were erected and used by 
small communities. Thus, many monuments could 
have been built in a short time which in part at least 
helps to explain the large number of examples re-
corded in the area. Architectural traditions com-
mon to FBC communities on the mainland were 
adopted by groups on Rügen only in part. Ele-
ments, such as the pre-entrance passage, appear to 
be unique to Rügen and Western Pommerania and 
assist in defining a regional building style (Midg-

ley 1992, 467–468). For later periods, contact with 
Scandinavia may be visible by means of the use of 
particular architecture devices, for example, divid-
ing chamber floors into sections and sealing cham-
bers on the outside with silt and stones. Much re-
mains to be determined by way of post-excavation 
analysis and interpretation. Essential is the devel-
opment of robust absolute chronologies and radio-
carbon dates in order to determine phases of mon-
ument construction and use. Signs of differentiated 
utilization and successive structural modification 
at megalithic monuments in the western part of the 
FBC north group have already been noted (Mül-
ler et al. 2010, 4, fig. 2). This information should be 
incorporated into the picture of activity on Rügen. 
In due course, it will allow new interpretations of 
FBC society and their burial practices. 

The monuments themselves are fairly small in com-
parison to passage graves or full-sized Long Barrows 
elsewhere. Building seems to have taken place in de-

fined stages and could have been spread over a con-
siderable period of months or years and undertaken 
by a relatively small community.

Complex structures – local traditions and regional contacts?
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Despite being one of the steadiest monument 
types of European prehistory and despite a long-
lasting research history, megalithic graves still pro-
vide a multitude of new insights. One basic aim of 
the priority programme SPP 1400 ‘Early Monu-
mentality and Social Differentiation’ (funded by 
the German Research Foundation — Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft) is the extensive recording 
of megalithic graves connected to the Early and 
Middle Neolithic Funnel Beaker societies. In Ger-
many, this has been a long-time desideratum. In 
particular, a standardised collection of the archi-
tectural features of graves and their analysis on a 
higher level than that of local and regional stud-
ies had not been compiled. Within the framework 
of the programme, a database system, MegaForm, 
was developed (Furholt et al. 2010). It secures a 
standardised record of megalithic graves based on 
the description of single architectural elements 
regardless of their traditional typological classi-
fications. MegaForm currently provides detailed 
information on the single architectural features 
of more than 400 megalithic graves in Germany. 

Apart from excavated and well documented graves, 
it also includes destroyed monuments of known 
position. This provides a broad database for spa-
tial analyses of the entire megalithic phenomenon. 
Currently, around 6500 megalithic graves in Ger-
many have been recorded in the programme’s data-
base (Fritsch et al. 2010).

The present analysis of the phenomenon of mega-
lithic graves in northern Germany is based, among 
other things, on the assumption that they repre-
sented socially defined areas of tradition or terri-
tories. The constructing and burying communities 
used the graves and their different architectural 
concepts to express their social identities. Further-
more, not only social but also temporal, environ-
mental, political and economic factors affecting 
grave locations have to be considered. These influ-
ences in sum led to the overall picture at hand.

The records within the modern states of Mecklen-
burg-Vorpommern and Schleswig-Holstein served as 
test regions to evaluate the feasibility of the database. 
A first analysis of 224 excavated graves (Ross 1992; 
Schuldt 1972) against the background of more 

Megaliths and landscapes – Grave architecture as spatial manifestations of 
tradition and social identities in northern Germany 

Abstract

The analyses of more than 200 megalithic graves 
in Schleswig-Holstein and Mecklenburg-Vorpom-
mern (northern Germany) reveals several prin-
ciple concepts of spatial distribution. It is shown 
that not only environmental conditions, but also 
socially determined decisions were responsible for 
the choice of megalithic grave locations. For site 
selection, the perception of natural regions and 
their characteristics (e.g. a preference for regions 
of poorer farming potential) played a role, as did 
the ready availability of erratic boulders as the 
main grave building material. A creation of different 
landscapes through the graves is apparent. A divi-

sion between settlement and burial areas and 
graves as topographical markers is also striking. 
Geo-statistical analyses of the graves’ architec-
tural features, represented here by the choice of 
material used for grave chamber floors, addition-
ally show that different concepts of grave design 
existed below the level of the traditional grave 
types, revealing further divergent spatial patterns. 
They represent distinctive architectural tradi-
tions. Together, these factors illustrate the nature 
of megalithic graves as spatial manifestations of 
tradition and social identities.

Research area and data set

Georg Schafferer

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.
Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 91 – 100
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than 2000 graves of known position was carried out 
(Fig. 1). The data is comprised of measurements and 
architectural features of entire monuments, includ-
ing various elements such as the grave chambers, 
and, if existing, the passages to the chambers as 
well as the enclosures and the mounds of the mon-
uments. Grave mapping reveals distinctive spatial 
patterns. There is no even distribution, but region-
ally and locally clustered patterns, revealing gaps 
with no megalithic architecture between the clus-
ters. 

It has to be taken into account that this picture 
contains the complete time span of the construc-

tion of megalithic graves — up to 500 years. The 
temporal factor itself with regard to grave distri-
bution over time must not be underestimated. In 
contrast to almost any other kind of archaeological 
remnants in Europe, megalithic graves are man’s 
most conspicuous relics. It must have been impos-
sible for successive generations and epochs not to 
perceive the presence of these constructions in 
their surroundings, if not intentionally avoiding to 
do so. Thus, the clustered placement of grave sites 
in space over time was certainly not accidental. 
Hence, this temporal factor of successiveness must 
be considered in an analysis of their distribution.

The representativeness of the modern distribution

In addition to the aforementioned chronologi-
cal aspects, in particular the temporal, successive 
ordering of the monuments as well as their types and 
architectural features, both the qualitative and quan-
titative ratios of preserved and destroyed mega-
lithic graves are a crucial issue. It leads to the ques-
tion whether the current distribution of graves (e.g. 
as in Fritsch et al. 2010) still represents prehistoric 
reality. Modern land consumption, the great extent 
of mechanised agriculture and, particularly, the 
construction of country roads are responsible for 
an extensive destruction of megalithic graves. They 

had to be cleared away and were used as a source for 
gravel in further construction projects. This devel-
opment started in a measurable manner during the 
19th century. For several regions in northern Ger-
many, old mappings of prehistoric monuments and 
cultural topographies are available. In the ‘Spezi-
alkarte’ by F. von Hagenow from 1829, 236 mega-
lithic graves were recorded on the Island of Rügen 
(von Hagenow 1829). Today, only 56 are still pres-
ent. The same degree of destruction applies for the 
Altmark region in Sachsen-Anhalt. Here, only 47 
of the 210 monuments documented in the early 19th 

 

Recorded megalithic gravesExcavated megalithic graves (after ROSS 1992 and SCHULDT 1972)

0 50km

N

Fig. 1. Distribution of actual and former megalithic graves with known position in northern Germany and bordering areas in Denmark 
and Poland as recorded in the central database of the SPP 1400 from August 2012.
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mentioned temporal factor shaping the presence 
or absence of megalithic graves must not be over-
looked.

Following, the analytical approach is divided into 
three different aspects. A fundamental question 
must be posed whether non-human and environ-
mental (so-called natural) circumstances or human 
and social (so-called cultural) causes are responsi-
ble for the graves’ spatial patterns. In this context, 
we have to ask to which degree environmen-
tal features and the availability of building mate-
rial determined the overall presence and absence 
pattern of monumental graves? While this is related 
to the environmental circumstances, the human 
causes have to be divided into recent and prehis-
toric aspects. A basic issue — as shown above — is 
the question to what extent did recent and modern 
societies interfere with the survived graves? Are 
there regions where modern activities and archi-
tecture totally ‘deleted’ Neolithic monuments? 
What kind of source filters blur our today’s view 
on the graves’ spatial patterns? These two aspects 
in mind leads to the core issues of studies on mega-
lithic graves: What was the graves’ meaning and 
social purpose beyond that of a container for the 
dead — or perhaps more important than that? Were 
graves an instrument to structure environment into 
landscapes and to create distinct social spheres? A 
further question arises whether the graves’ archi-
tectural features can be interpreted as a representa-
tion of communicational ties between regions and 
communities (see below and Schafferer forthc.)?

century are preserved (Fritsch/Mittag 2006). 
A slightly lower ratio between known and pre-
served megalithic graves is to be observed for the 
former Grand Duchy of Oldenburg in the present 
State of Lower Saxony. In 1895, a total of 150 mon-
uments was recorded. 80 years later, E. Sprockhoff 
counted 56 (Fansa 2000, 24). In the district of Uel-
zen in Lower Saxony, only 13 out of 236 megalithic 
graves recorded in 1846 were still present in the year 
2000 (Richter 2002, 153; 178; von Estorff 1846). 
Based on these numbers, a total loss of 63–94 % of 
the megalithic graves is to be assumed just within 
the last two centuries. Given older destructions in 
earlier times, the graves preserved until present rep-
resent perhaps only 10% of all constructions that 
ever existed. An even more extreme ratio has been 
observed in the case of Sarup and the Helnæs Bay 
by N. H. Andersen. Before his research, only three 
graves were preserved, afterwards the existence of 
122 could be reconstructed — in a rather small area 
of 12 km² (Andersen 1997, 94). This means that 
only 2 % had survived.

Interestingly, a comparison of grave distribution 
in the older sources and current mappings shows 
that grave destruction took place in a quite regular 
and even manner. Today’s areas and regions with a 
denser distribution overlap with the regions noted 
two hundred years ago. This also applies to those 
distributions with few or no monuments. An oppor-
tunity is therefore given to use the available records 
of graves as a representative image of the status 
ante, particularly for analyses on a supra-regional 
level. However, the destruction and the already 

The natural environment and the resources

The limits of megalithic grave distribution con-
nected to the Funnel Beaker communities are 
closely bound to the occurrence of erratic boulders 
transported by the Pleistocene glaciers through-
out the North European Plain. Outside this region, 
building material was mainly comprised of smaller 
fieldstones, gravel, or quarried stones, imitating the 
design of large boulders and slabs or the construc-
tion of graves followed different architectural tra-
ditions. The glaciation provided not only build-
ing material for the graves, but also defined natural 
regions (Meynen/Schmithüsen 1953). The basic 
factors for the classification of natural regions in 
Germany are primarily defined by geomorpholog-
ical, geological, hydrological, pedological, and bio-
geographical criteria.

A comparison of natural regions and the mega-
lithic grave distribution shows conspicuous patterns 
and suggests potential concordances (Fig. 2). This 
reflects ideally the three aspects mentioned before: 
Does the natural framework define the grave dis-

tribution? Is it a result of territoriality or the spatial 
expression of social organisation? Or are only spe-
cific source filters responsible for the patterns?

The picture shows an insular and clustered dis-
tribution, it reflects primarily the occurence of gla-
cial erratics in the North German Plain. Outside 
those areas the graves are less dense or absent. In 
north-western Germany the graves are bound to 
morainic, sandar regions (‘Geest’ and heathlands, 
Old Drift). These regions with higher grounds are 
surrounded by swamps and bogs, resulting from 
the bog growth starting around 6000 BC. Presum-
ably, a certain number of graves have been over-
grown during the expansion (Kramer et al. 2012, 
319, 321). The situation in the Baltic coastal area is 
basically the same. Here, the graves are situated in 
the morainic regions of the Younger Drift. With-
out the presence of large bog and swamp areas, 
the pattern is less insular. Additionally, in the case 
of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, grave distribution 
reflects clearly the courses of the different terminal 
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their borders is already visible in the spatial struc-
tures of prehistoric architecture. The question 
is whether the natural regions were already rec-
ognised by the prehistoric communities or the con-
vergence is caused by the fact that special spatial 
situations were chosen for the megalithic graves 
as well as they were for the borders’ definition. A 
second observation is that — on the large scale — 
apparently only natural regions with a poorer eco-
nomical, particularly farming potential, were used 
for the erection of megalithic graves.

However, this picture may be influenced by an-
other source filter. Especially in the Baltic coastal 
area (where bogs or swamps did not limit stable 
and dry construction grounds like in north-western 
Germany) the modern agricultural activities could 
have enhanced the impression of the close relation 
between graves and natural borders. Graves next to 
borders may had better preservation chances since 
those areas are harder to reach. This situation could 
be similar to the graves preserved in forests.

The rather medium and small scale question 
whether the occurence of building material or an 
intentional preferation of specific natural conditions 
by the constructing communities were responsible 
for graves’ locations cannot be answered with this 
broader perspective. In some areas a better resolution 
of information concerning the relation of resources 

moraines (Fig. 3). For the northern German mega-
lithic graves it is impossible to determine the origin 
of the building material. However, it is very likely 
to assume that readily available ressources were 
used preferably since the transport of the large 
slabs for cap stones and orthostats was the main 
effort during the grave construction (cf. Müller 
1990; 1991; 1996; Schafferer forthc.). Examples of 
other megalithic graves can help to estimate usual 
distances for material transport. For the almost 
concurrent Wartberg gallery graves in Hesse and 
Westfalia — constructed with quarried stones — 
the nearest corresponding outcrops are averagely 
in distances around 3 km or less, 16 km at most 
(Schierhold 2009, 42ff.). This may explain the 
overall patterns of grave distribution and the pres-
ence and absence of graves in specific areas, related 
to distinct geo- and topographical situations.

Furthermore, it is obvious that grave density is 
higher in the border zones of the natural regions. 
These are often defined by rivers, lowlands, or 
ridges. Calculating the distances between the bor-
ders and the graves, the results show that 25 % of 
the North German graves are situated within 2 km 
or less (Fig. 4). This observation suggests that such 
sites were preferred for the erection of graves that 
are situated in special locations. It is striking that 
the modern time definition of natural regions and 

Fig. 2. Spatial distribution of megalithic graves within the limits of the 2nd (solid line) and 3rd order (dotted line) of the natural area classi-
fication of the Federal Republic of Germany after Meynen/Schmithüsen (1953). 
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and megalithic architecture is available. Here, the 
case of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern is worth a closer 
look (Fig. 3). The graves show a spatial distribution 
with patterns of distinct concentrations and less 
dense areas in between. The question is whether 
current agglomerations reflect spatial patterns of 
prehistoric activities or not. Here, a comparison with 
two potential influencing factors is possible. On the 
one hand, evidence for modern disturbances and, 
on the other hand, the natural occurrence and the 
availability of the basic resource for the construc-
tion of the megalithic graves can be taken into 
account. The large boulders, slabs, and cap stones 
of megalithic graves derive from glacial erratics. The 
distribution of erratics mirrors the courses of the ter-
minal moraines, which, as mentioned above, con-
curs largely with that of the megalithic graves. Add-
ing information about a representative selection 

of further architecture with boulders (scheduled 
monuments up to modern times such as churches, 
barns, or wells regularly using megalithic graves as 
resources for building material), the results show 
that these spatial patterns still match former pat-
terns. The distribution of erratics, prehistoric mega-
lithic graves, and modern ‘megalithic’ architecture 
is largely similar when regarding agglomerations 
and empty areas. Thus, it supports the mentioned 
observation that the modern destruction of mega-
lithic graves has severely reduced their numbers, 
but has not changed their basic spatial patterns.

This leads to the conclusion that environmen-
tal conditions, which determined the choice of 
megalithic grave building sites, are also currently 
reflected in distinctive spatial patterns of the grave 
occurrences. These conditions could have deter-
mined that only those construction locations where 
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Fig. 3. Spatial correlation of glacial erratics and erratic blocks as building material within megalithic graves and recent architecture 
in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. The data for the fieldstone architecture derives from the current list of monuments (after Gehl 1972; 
Schuldt 1972, 262 map 15; monument information system of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern [Vers. 2005]).
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building material was easily available were actu-
ally used. In spite of this, it is evident that regions 
without adequately available building material were 
also used for burials. Therefore, the availability of 
resources is not a strict argument or the only rea-
son for the patterns, nor is it an exclusive argument 

for an inadequate inventory. As mentioned before, 
the chronological factor influencing the patterns 
at hand is always to be considered. In this regard, a 
look at the wider surroundings — including settle-
ment sites — also allows for a more detailed inter-
pretation of grave placement/distribution.
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Fig. 4. Histogram of the distances between the borders of natural regions (left: 2ndorder, right: 3rd order) and megalithic graves. The 
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Fig. 5. Spatial relationship between settlement areas and megalithic grave areas in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern.
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As the natural regions and the availability of errat-
ics defined an environmental framework, socially 
motivated decisions within these pre-conditions 
resulted in a structuring of the landscape by the 
megaliths, a built environment. This development 
can clearly be observed in the case of Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern. Here, a full record of more than 1000 
megalithic graves can be localised. Furthermore, 
based on the state’s monument information system, 
more than 3000 potential Early and Middle Neo-
lithic settlement sites can be recognised as repre-
sented by finds of fragmented flint adzes.

A GIS-based spatial analysis employing the 
largest empty circle algorithm results in a striking 
picture (Fig. 5; in detail Rassmann/Schafferer 
2012): a mainly dichotomic distribution of mega-
lithic graves and settlements. Both types of land-
scape — settlement areas and burial areas — cover 
around 6000 km2. Despite some local attenuations 

of this concept, an almost regularly mutual exclu-
sion of both landscape types can be observed. 
Furthermore, in some regions there is a tendency 
of megalithic grave placement on or next to the 
borders of the settlement areas.

The ensuing question is whether this division of 
space into clearly distinguishable, built landscapes 
was a representation of particular social groups 
(or communities) or not? Secondly, are the burial 
areas to be interpreted as dividers or connectors of 
settlement areas? A comparison of both settlement 
and burial spheres shows that they are not regu-
larly mutually exclusive. It seems that burial areas 
in some cases either connect otherwise not joint 
settlement areas, or overlay a settlement area in such 
a way as dividing it into different parts. To solve 
these questions, it is necessary to identify potential 
areas of specific and distinctive traditions reflecting 
the acting social groups and their identities.

The built environment and the division of landscapes

The grave architecture and areas of tradition

Throughout research history, the multitude of 
architectural expressions connected with mega-
lithic graves caused the creation of numerous clas-
sification systems (Pingel 1999). Even at the level 
of northern central Europe, several of these systems 
are used simultaneously (Furholt et al. 2010). 
However, their validity is mostly limited to sub-
regional or local levels. Additionally, the defined 
grave types are based on altering preferences for 
significant and diagnostic features represented 
by exemplary monuments. This results in a num-
ber of incomparable and unconnectable systems. 
The different traditional typologies are meant to 
describe the megalithic phenomenon in time and 
space (which, in fact, is hindered by their very lim-
ited scale). For example, the two different typolo-
gies for northern Germany presented by J. Ross 
(1992) for Schleswig-Holstein and E. Schuldt 
(1972) for Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (Fig. 5) are 
mainly based on the same types by name (both are 
derived from the system formulated by Sprock-
hoff [1938], in the case of Schleswig-Holstein con-
tinued afterwards by E. Aner [1963; 1968] and J. 
Hoika [1990; 1999]), however, their characteris-
tics are quite different. The resulting distributions 
of grave types were socially and spatially inter-
preted by Roß and Schuldt. Whereas in Schleswig-
Holstein no spatial patterns seemed to be actually 
visible, in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern a distinct 
clustering was stated. Furthermore, the latter was 
merely interpreted as a reflection of different social 
groups preferring different traditions (meaning 
architectural types) of megalithic graves. In both 

cases, possible temporal factors were not taken into 
particular consideration by both authors.

To overcome the limitations of the traditional 
typologies, an analysis of the megalithic graves has 
to take place on the level of the single architectural 
features. This has the potential to reveal spatial 
patterns that were masked by the formulation and 
application of former typologies with a monothetic 
approach. To recognise areas of tradition represented 
by the megalithic graves and embodied in their 
architecture, it is fruitful to look closer at specific 
details that were usually ignored in previous analy-
ses. For example, the mapping of the grave chamber 
floors and the used materials results in a clear pic-
ture of different spatial patterns (Fig. 6).

Accordingly, in the eastern part of the German 
Baltic region a combination of clay and red sand-
stone was mainly used for chamber floors. In the 
western part of this region, stones (especially peb-
bles) and flint were implanted in the floors. On a 
sub-regional level, this general picture is contrasted 
by areas with a higher diversity of materials. The 
spatial patterns suggest several regional groups with 
specific combinations. The graves on the Island of 
Rügen contained clay, red sandstone, and flint. On 
the adjacent mainland in Vorpommern, mostly clay 
and red sandstone were registered. To the west in 
Mecklenburg, pebbles, flint, and clay, partially com-
prised of red sandstone, were used in combination. 
Further west, between Mecklenburg and Holstein, 
a transition zone is visible, linking the two main 
templates of chamber floor design. Here, chamber 
floors contained pebbles, stones, flint, and clay. In 
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Holstein and southern Schleswig pebbles, stones, 
and flint were used. The region of the Eckernförde 
bay is exceptional due to a wider spectrum of mate-
rials, especially clay. Graves on the North Frisian 
Islands (especially Sylt) incorporated a combina-
tion similar to that of the Island of Rügen, includ-
ing clay, flint, and stones. Observations on the var-
iable usage of flint are quite interesting. Although 
it was easily available all over northern Germany, 
it was predominantly used in Holstein, southern 
Schleswig and Mecklenburg.

As a snapshot of all distributions, these examples 
hint, on the one hand, at areas of architectural tra-
ditions and, on the other hand, at the communi-
cational ties between the different areas. Further-
more, they show the existence of areas with higher 
and lower variations within the spectrum of used 
materials. Areas with a specific architectural tradi-

tion are defined by a regular set of constructional 
details. If the communicational range and ties of 
communities are limited, this should result in a spa-
tially and/or temporarily tangible and seperated 
occurence of a distinct pattern. But if communi-
ties are embedded in a far ranging network, with a 
multitude of different influences, the variability of 
architectural features should be higher. Under this 
assumption, regions with a higher diversity of mate-
rials and combinations are presumably regions with 
a more extensive communicational activity, mix-
ing and transmitting different traditions. In fur-
ther steps, such an analysis has to be geographically 
widened, applied to other architectural features 
and details (Schafferer forthc.), and should be 
crosschecked with similar studies concerning the 
ceramic and stone finds from the graves themselves 
(Lorenz forthc.).

Fig. 6. Usage of specific materials for the paving of the chamber floors of megalithic graves in northern Germany (after Ross 1992; Schuldt 
1972). The pie charts show the presence of the respective materials and combinations of materials for each grave area (hatched areas).
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Perception of environment, creation of landscapes, reflection of identities

A possible approach for the reconstruction of 
prehistoric landscapes and communities lies in the 
recognition of their areas of tradition and in identi-
fying social groups. Here, a promising method via 
burial architecture has been outlined. It results in 

the identification of community environments that 
were structured into particular landscapes. In a first 
step, the positive representativeness of the avail-
able data was confirmed, leading to the assump-
tion that the spatial distribution at hand can actu-
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ally be taken as a reflection of prehistoric reality. In 
a further step, three structuring factors responsible 
for the visible patterns were analysed.

It can first be stated that the natural features of 
the environment influenced the choice of the loca-
tion where the megalithic graves were built. For 
example, the ready availability of erratics as the 
main building material played a role. Such aspects 
defined the general framework for the spatial organ-
isation of the graves, illustrating the involved strat-
egies of perception and exploitation of land and 
materials. Secondly, these strategies led to a clear 
division of the landscapes into different spheres 
within a general structure. The sphere of graves and 
burials were plainly separated from the sphere of 
settlements and dwellings. This represents the exis-
tence of a conceptualisation of perceiving, structur-
ing and dividing the landscapes. And thirdly, on the 
basis of the graves’ architectural features and fea-
ture combinations, specific architectural traditions 
were revealed. They reflect different areas in a com-
municational network and the ties between them. 

Combining these three factors, the analyses of 
megalithic graves deliver basic information on social 
organisation and its spatial expression. The graves 
do not only represent the ritual sphere, but reflect 
social and economical organization in a spatial man-
ner. Regarding the concept of monumentalisation 
in Funnel Beaker societies in general, it remains 
necessary not only to look at the burials, but at the 
enclosures as well. Like the graves, they may also 
have served as topographical markers. In addition, 
the implementation of a broader scope of the pre-
sented analyses will clarify whether the revealed 
patterns and concepts apply to other areas con-
nected to the Funnel Beaker complex as well and 
if they are determined by general rules or if the pat-
terns are only valid on regional and sub-regional 
scales. Last but not least, it is crucial to establish 
reliable chronological sequences of the architec-
tural features and types of megalithic graves on dif-
ferent scales (Mischka 2011) to better evaluate the 
temporal factor of this phenomenon.
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As permanent monuments in the landscape, the 
megalithic tombs were cross-generational expres-
sions of group identity and visual legitimizations 
of a Funnel Beaker worldview. At the Lønt ceme-
tery, the spatial distribution and sequence of con-

struction of the megalithic tombs as well as the 
choice of raw materials, and the architectural de-
sign features are shown to have served as expres-
sions of levels of social identity.

Meanings of monumentalism at Lønt, Denmark

Anne Birgitte Gebauer

Abstract

Introduction

Monument building and ancestor worship is char-
acteristic of early farming communities in many 
areas of the world and is certainly a core element in 
the Funnel Beaker complex (FBC). Pertinent infor-
mation on social structure, which is based upon 
household organization and settlement structure, is 
unfortunately not sufficiently available from these 
huge investments of manpower and surplus pro-
duction. As an alternative, assessments of the work-
force needed to build the megalithic structures have 
been used as a means of understanding the scale 
and social organization of the society of the builders 
(Sjögren 2003, 237). Other proxies, such as human 
impact on the environment and the quantification of 
radiometric measurements, have been used for esti-
mations of the extent of human activities during the 
FBC period and as assessments of the possible social 
scenarios behind the construction of the megalithic 
tombs (Hinz et al. 2012). Population density has 

been estimated based on the size of the burial areas 
and the chronological distribution of grave goods 
(Müller 2011, 66–72). The distribution of mon-
ument clusters has often been mapped as indica-
tions of territorial divisions (Renfrew 1973; 1976; 
Andersen 1997, 100 fig. 130). One of these tomb 
clusters at Sarup shows a string of smaller groups 
of megaliths with a recurrent sequence of different 
tomb types. These tomb groups appear to be build 
up in tandem by social units who maintained a long 
term affiliation with each group of tombs as well as 
the burial area in general (Andersen 2009, 33). Sty-
listic analyses of pottery might indicate that social 
groups are represented at particular zones at Sarup 
II and at certain megalithic tombs (Andersen 1997, 
100). In addition, other stylistic analyses may sug-
gest that the affiliation of social groups within cer-
tain groups of monuments may have been long-term 
(Gebauer 1988).

The Lønt cemetery

In this paper, the spatial distribution of the meg-
alithic tombs as well as the choice of raw materials, 
and the architectural design features are analyzed 
as means of expressing levels of social identity. The 
sequence of construction and degree monumental-
ism are used to address questions concerning the 
socio-political significance of the megalithic mon-
uments. The investigation is based upon a cluster 
of 11 megalithic tombs found at Lønt on the south-

ern shore of Haderslev Fjord in southern Jutland 
(Figs. 1 and 2). The megalithic tombs are located in 
the immediate vicinity of two causewayed enclo-
sures, Lønt (I) and Langelandsvej (II), at a dis-
tance of 250 m and 600 m respectively. These tombs 
constitute a distinct necropolis with a maximum 
distance of no more than 180 m between any of the 
tombs. In comparison, the three nearest neighbor-
ing megalithic tombs are located at a distance of 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 101 – 112
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Fig. 1. Map of Denmark showing the location of Lønt (based on: www.naturalearthdata.com, state of 18.04.2011; graphical image by N. Bößl). 
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1.5 km – 3 km. The situation of a megalithic necrop-
olis next to causewayed enclosures is similar to that 
of constructions found at a number of other sites 
such as Büdelsdorf (Müller 2011, 29) and Sarup 
(Andersen 2010, 9 fig. 3). Aside from the Sarup 
area, where 122 megalithic tombs surround the 
enclosure, the largest cluster of megalithic tombs 
in Denmark is located at Lønt. The tombs were all 
investigated in 1987 by Erik Jørgensen, but never 
fully published (Jørgensen 1988a; 1988b; 2000; 
2003).

The megalithic cluster at Lønt was organized in 
four distinct units. Three units included three or 
four tombs each, designated in the following as 
the northern, the middle and the southern groups. 
The fourth unit comprised only one tomb, desig-
nated here as the eastern passage grave (Fig. 3). 
The structures are located on gentle elevations in 
the landscape, but there is no indication that the 
topography dictated the spatial arrangement of 
the tombs.

The northern group is made up of two round 
dolmens and a passage grave, tomb 8–10 (Fig. 4). 

The south side of these monuments was partly 
destroyed by road construction. Dimensions of 
the dolmen chambers suggest, however, that the 
western tomb, no. 8, had a closed chamber type Ib, 
whereas the middle dolmen no. 9, was probably an 
open chamber type IIb (Ebbesen 2011, 45). The 
third tomb is a passage grave with an oval chamber, 
no. 10, type A2 (Ebbesen 2011, 46).

A similar combination of tombs was built in the 
middle group (Fig. 3), including a closed chamber 
no. 11a at the center with an open dolmen no. 12, 
type IIb, and a passage grave no. 11, type A2, on 
either side (Ebbesen 2011, 45–46). The closed 
chamber no. 11A was built of eight stones and con-
siderably bigger than normal closed dolmen cham-
bers. This dolmen was apparently an unusual 
hybrid structure with megalithic walls, covered by 
a small hut with wattle and daub walls and perhaps 
a straw roof. The existence of this tomb appears to 
have been forgotten by the time the passage grave 
was built; part of the stone pavement covering this 
tomb was destroyed by activities related to the pas-
sage grave no. 11.
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The southern group likewise started out with 
two round dolmens with a closed chamber no. 13.I, 
type Ic, and an open grand dolmen chamber of 
Hjadstrup type, no. 13.II (Fig. 3; Ebbesen 2011, 
45). Another grand dolmen no. 13.IV was added on 
to the two round dolmens towards the east and a 
small passage grave no. 13.III, type A1, towards the 
west (Ebbesen 2011, 45–46). It is unclear in what 
order these two extensions of the monument were 
constructed, but eventually all four tombs were 
integrated into one large long mound.

The eastern passage grave no. 14 is the fourth unit 
at Lønt (Fig. 3). The oval passage grave is placed 
centrally in a long mound and located singularly at 
some distance from the other tombs.

Two levels of spatial organization seem to be re-
flected in the distribution of the Lønt megaliths. 
The most obvious interpretation of this spatial pat-
tern is that the cemetery as a whole and the indi-
vidual units reflect two levels of social organiza-
tion. In the following discussion, this assumption 
is explored by studying the megalithic building tra-
dition at Lønt in order to discover whether specific 
features are related either to the cemetery or to the 
groups of tombs.

Fig. 2. Map of the area showing the Lønt megalithic cemetery and 
the Lønt enclosure (I) 200 m to the north as well as the Lange-
landsvej enclosure (II) 600 m west of Lønt (based on Jørgensen 
2000, 102 fig. 56; drawing by J. Andersen, Museum Sønderjylland; 
graphical image by T. D. Price/ N.Bößl)
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Fig. 3. The Lønt cemetery with the three tomb groups to the north no. 8–10, in the middle no. 11a–12 and to the south no. 13 I–IV in addition 
to the eastern passage grave no. 14 (drawing by E. Jørgensen; graphical image by T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).
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Fig. 4. The northern group at the Lønt cemetery includes a possibly closed dolmen chamber no. 8, a possibly open chamber no. 9, and a pas-
sage grave no. 10. Dolmen no. 9 and the passage grave no. 10 are surrounded by a pavement of crushed flint. The pebbles surrounding dolmen 
no. 8 are either part of a similar sidewalk around the mound or eroded material from the mound surface grave (drawing by E. Jørgensen).

Shared features of construction at the cemetery level

The megalithic tombs at Lønt share a number of 
features in design and choice of materials that ap-
pear to be the result of selective preferences with-
in the general Danish megalithic building tradition 
(Fig. 5). All the chambers are buried in the ground 
at a depth between 0.1 and 0.5 m. Although buried 
chambers are found in relation to all types of meg-
aliths all over Denmark, they appear only in lim-
ited numbers (Ebbesen 2011, 256). It is certainly 

unusual to find 11 chambers in one place sharing 
this feature. All chambers at Lønt have been sealed 
with drywall. While this is standard procedure at 
grand dolmens and passage graves, dry walls were 
only sporadically used in relation to dolmen cham-
bers (Ebbesen 2011, 267).

In addition to the above-mentioned features, 
there were specific preferences in the choice of 
some raw materials. Three main raw materials were 
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integrated as floor material in Danish megalithic 
chambers: burned flint, cobble stone pavements 
and tiles. These three flooring types were either 
used alone or in various combinations. At the Lønt 
cemetery, all floors have a layer of burned flint, at 
times combined with tiles and clay (Figs. 5 and 7a). 
Approximately one third of Danish megaliths have 
similar floors (Ebbesen 2011, 276). Similar local 
preferences in the choice of floor materials have 
been found in megalithic chambers in northern 
Germany (Schafferer 2011). Furthermore, meg-
alithic chambers were also surrounded by packing 
material that served to stabilize the chambers, dis-
tribute pressure from the mounds and help drain-
age. At Lønt, all of the packings include clay: either 
pure clay or a combination of clay, stones and flint 
(Fig. 7b). Only about 11 % of Danish megaliths have 
a packing composition similar to that of the Lønt 
megaliths (Ebbesen 2011, 268).

The orientation of the Lønt tombs is strikingly 
similar (Fig. 5, 6). All the entrances are oriented 
between S and SSE, regardless of the type of the 
chamber. Only in the case of the last two chambers 
in the southern group (no. 13.III–IV) was the direc-
tion of the entrance dictated by the presence of 
other chambers and the orientation of the mound. 

Compared with the passage graves in neighboring 
regions of Jutland and Funen, the Lønt cemetery 
stands out not only due to the uniformity of the 
tomb alignments, but also regarding a very selec-

Fig. 5. Table with the characteristics of the construction of each tomb. 

Tomb number 8 9 10 11a 11 12 13.I 13.II 13.III 13.IV 14
Group northern northern northern middle middle middle southern southern southern southern eastern
Chamber
Tomb type Dolmen Dolmen Passage 

grave
Hybrid Passage 

grave
Dolmen Dolmen Grand 

dolmen
Passage 
grave

Grand 
dolmen

Passage 
grave

Ebbesen 2011
 Chamber type

Ib IIb A2 NA A2 IIb Ic V A1 V A2

Open/closed closed (?) open (?) open closed open open closed open open open open
Dry walls x x x x x x x x x x NA
Area 1.5 m2 NA c. 8.0 m2 5.2 m2 NA 2.2 m2 2.1 m2 4.2 m2 6.2 m2 4.5 m2 c. 8.0 m2

Orientation of south end 162 167 • 178 • 204 160 • • • •
Chamber floors
Sunken depth into subsoil 0.18 m 0.15 m 0.3 m  0.10 m  0.3 m 0.4 m 0.25 m 0.20 m 0.30 m 0.5 m  0.3–4 m
White burned flint x x x x x x x x x x x
Stone tiles • • • x • x • • • • x
Clay layer • • • x • • x • • • •
Chamber packing
Size of packing area 7.2 m2 NA 67.5 m2 22.5 m2 57.7 m2 31.4 m2 13.7 m2 14.4 m2 138 m2 33.4 m2 c. 38.5 m2 
Pure clay x • • x • • • • • • •
Clay and stones • x x • • x x x • • •
Clay. stones and flint • • • • x • • • x x x
Chamber passage
Length none none c. 3.0 m none 2.7 m none none 1.0 m 2.1 m 2.6 m c. 2.0 m
Orientation • • 158 • 168 • • 178 177 166 NA
White burned flint floor • • NA • x • • x x x NA
Threshold stone • NA none • none x • x x x NA
Possible door stone • • none • none none • x x x NA
Mound
Size of mound area 38.5 m2 95.0 m2 201.0 m2 58.0 m2 213.7 m2 132.7 m2 63.6 m2 50.2 m2 96.0 m2 88.0 m2 270.0 m2

Kerb stones x x x x x x x x x x x
Dry wall • x x • x NA • • • • NA
Side walk x(?) x x • • • • • • • NA
Stone pavement • • • 113.0 m2 • • • • • • NA

Fig. 6. Orientation of the entrance to the Lønt tombs with and 
without a passage as well as the orientation of the south end of 
the three closed chambers according to Fig. 5. The lines at 176–177 
degrees and 167–168 degrees both indicate the orientation of two 
tombs (graphical image by T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).
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tive preference for an orientation almost exclu-
sively towards the south. In Jutland, the entrance of 
passage graves is predominantly oriented towards 
the east, while the preferred direction of the pas-
sages on Funen is towards the southeast (Ebbesen 
2011, 218).

A prolonged period of megalithic construction 
took place at Lønt in comparison with the neigh-
boring areas in southern Jutland. About 50 % of 
the tombs at Lønt were later types such as grand 
dolmens and passage graves (Fig. 8). In southern 

Jutland, early dolmen types dominated and the 
frequency of passage graves is exceptionally low — 
only 10 % of megaliths can be classified within this 
type (Ebbesen 2011, 250).

A unique feature of Lønt is represented by small 
votive offerings of pottery that were found in rela-
tion to the closed dolmens no. 11a and 13.I with 
vessels having been placed in a circle around the 
mounds (Fig. 9). Later pottery depositions were 
usually placed outside the entrances (Jørgensen 
1988b).

Fig. 7. Selection of materials at the megalithic tombs at Lønt according to Fig. 5 and Danish megalithic tombs in general. a packing 
materials; b floor materials (graphical image by T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).
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Unique features of construction related to groups of tombs

A few features are related to singular units at 
Lønt. Probably the strongest expression of group 
identity is the integration of all four tombs in the 

southern group no. 13.I–IV into one big monument 
(Fig. 9; cf. Bradley 1998, 65; Jørgensen 1988a; 
1988b; 2000; Midgley 1992, 345; Mischka 2011; 
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Fig. 8. Frequency of chamber types at the Lønt cemetery (white) and in southern Jutland (black) (graphical image by T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).

The work effort invested in the different types of 
monuments has been analyzed by comparing the 
area in square meters of the chambers, the packing 
around the chambers and the area covered by the 
mounds. A comparison based on the size of boul-
ders used in the construction was not possible 

due to destruction of the monuments prior to the 
excavations. The graph shows the tombs aligned 
according to chamber size (Fig. 10a). Sorting by 
size separates the tombs according to types of 
chamber and to some degree also chronologi-
cally: the early closed dolmens to the left, the open 

Construction effort in each tomb group

Skaarup 1993, 109). Additionally, a local build-
ing tradition is seen exclusively at the southern 
group, involving a descending step of 0.2–0.5 m at 
the entrance to the chambers. A vertical stone slab 
marks the threshold between the horizontal floor 
of the passage and the chamber floor. The floor-
ing of burned flint in the passage is flush with the 
top of the stone slab, whereas the layer of burned 
flint on the chamber floor is level with the bottom 
of the threshold. Such a distinct difference in floor 
levels must express a concern about the most pro-
pitious way of accessing the ancestors. This special 
design is related to the interior of the tombs, invis-
ible to the outside world and probably only known 
to the builders and users of the tombs (Sjögren 
2003, 287). Only a few other Danish megaliths 
have similar chamber entrances. Ordinarily, dif-
ferences in the floor levels of the chamber, the pas-
sage and the outside area were managed by a slop-
ing floor in the passage (Ebbesen 2011, 256).

The tombs in the northern group no. 8–10, on 
the other hand, share a feature that enhanced 
their exterior and made their public appearance 
more impressive (see Fig. 4). The perimeter of 
the mound of the open dolmen no. 9 and the pas-
sage grave no. 10 is surrounded by a paved side-

walk made of a layer of crushed flint and cobble-
stones. A layer of cobblestones around the mound 
of the closed dolmen no. 8 might have been a simi-
lar enhancement but could also have resulted from 
erosion of a mound cover. Sidewalks are only found 
at a handful of other megalithic tombs in Denmark 
(Ebbesen 2011, 260). Finally, floor tiles are only 
used in two tombs in the middle group (no. 11A, 12) 
and in the eastern passage grave (no. 14).

In sum, two levels of social identity are expressed 
at the Lønt cemetery in the spatial distribution of 
the tombs as well as in the choice of raw materials, 
the architectural design features and ritual behav-
ior. A shared identity of all eleven tombs is docu-
mented by a number of features typical of the entire 
cemetery, whereas the distinct spatial tomb groups 
and certain architectural features reflect the signifi-
cance of lower levels of social organization.

Not knowing how selective the criteria were 
for someone to become an ancestor entitled to 
a megalithic burial, it is difficult to correlate the 
two levels with specific social groups. However, 
assuming that three or four social subgroups can 
be associated to the four units at the cemetery, an 
interesting question arises concerning how these 
groups interacted in terms of tomb building.
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dolmens and the hybrid tomb in the middle and 
the later passage graves to the right. It was expected 
that increased chamber size could be associated 
with similar increases in the size of the packing and 
the mound. However, a surprising zig-zag pattern 
affects this general trend.

A more transparent pattern appears when the 
data is sorted according to group (Fig. 10b). In the 
northern group a regular pattern of increasing size 
is found in relation to all three parameters. In the 
middle group the unusually large chamber in tomb 
11a disturbs the pattern of increasing chamber 
sizes, however the other two parameters show 
a pattern of increasing size. Both groups show a 
radical increase in the investment in mound size 
in relation to the passage graves. Only the effort 
invested in the long mound erected at the eastern 
passage grave surpasses the mound building in 
relation to the passage graves in the northern 

and the middle group. In terms of effort invested, 
certainly the eastern passage grave appears to have 
been the most costly monument at Lønt.

The southern group, on the other hand, repre-
sents a discount version of monumentality; each 
tomb is relatively modest in all dimensions. Even 
the final long mound integrating all four tombs in 
the southern group is smaller than the area of the 
total mound building in the northern and the mid-
dle groups. The southern group addressed the need 
for monumental burials differently. They achieved 
monumentality through the close spatial associa-
tion of the tombs and rather spent their resources 
on erecting one more tomb than the other groups. 
Therefore, a low-key attitude towards monumen-
tality is another shared value among the builders 
of the close-knit complex of tombs in the southern 
group.

0 5m

N

Fig. 9. The southern tomb group at the Lønt cemetery no. 13.I–IV. The long dolmen incorporates two round dolmens (1 and 2), a grand 
dolmen (3) and a passage grave (4). Distribution of pottery is marked by red dots. Note the circular pottery deposition along the pe-
rimeter of the round dolmen no. 13.I (Jørgensen 1988b, 13; drawing by J. Kraglund, Skalk).

Dynamics of the Lønt cemetery

The dynamics of the constructions at Lønt rep-
resent a very interesting topic. A preliminary view 
suggests that the Lønt cemetery started out slowly 
with a couple of tombs in the northern group 
nos. 8 and 9 followed by the erection of founder 
grave in the southern group no. 13.I and the middle 
group no. 11a during the EN II and the MN Ia peri-
ods from 3500–3200 BC (Fig. 11). Thus, the group 
structure of the cemetery was established very 
early and remained significant. Typically, the ear-
lier monuments were modest. More emphasis was 
put on the initial inception of a megalithic bur-

ial site, whereas less emphasis was attached to the 
exterior appearance of the tombs and the scale of 
ritual activities.

The final period of construction at Lønt dur-
ing the MN Ib period (3200–3100 BC) appears to 
have been highly competitive as expressed by the 
aggrandized exterior and public appearance of the 
monuments. Significant monument building took 
place at all four groups and these later monuments 
were by far the most costly and work intensive 
structures. Unfortunately, it can only be guessed 
whether the eastern passage grave no. 14 represent-
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ed the final, supreme effort of one or all three of the 
other groups, or whether a separate social group 
started to use the cemetery. Ongoing ceramic anal-
yses might possibly illuminate this issue.

Presumably, the construction of a new tomb was 
the most prestigious way to secure a megalithic 
burial, but reuse of chambers erected for other 

people was equally acceptable. Already during the 
MN Ib period, practically all the tombs, even of the 
closed type, were reused. This pattern of repeated 
reuse of the tombs demonstrates the permanence 
of the cemetery as a place of burial, ritual and wor-
ship in FBC society.

Fig. 10. Construction effort measured in terms of square meters of the area of the chamber (bottom line), area of the chamber packing 
(middle line) and mound area (top line). Construction effort sorted according a to chamber size; b to chamber size and tomb group 
(graphical image by T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).
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The cemetery and the enclosures

The Lønt cemetery is a necropolis associated 
with two causewayed enclosures (see Fig. 2; c.f. 
Andersen 1997, 268 fig. 284d; 270f; 273–5; 282; 
290; Jørgensen 1983a; 1983b; 2000, 102; Nielsen 
2004, 33; Pedersen 2010; Thorpe 2001, 197). The 
eastern enclosure Langelandsvej (II) appears to be 
a simple model. It is the oldest enclosure and was 
only used once. The location is atypical and there 
were no recuts of the ditches, no traces of activi-
ties in the interior and no megalithic tombs in the 
immediate vicinity (Witte 2007; Pedersen 2010). 
While the eastern enclosure flourished in one short 
event and was then forgotten, the Lønt enclosure 
(I) had a more lasting significance. The enclosure 
was rebuilt during MN Ib and the site was subse-
quently turned into a settlement during MN II. An 
interesting question is whether the Lønt enclosure 
and the cemetery were founded simultaneously — 
as seen at Albersdorf-Dieksknöll (Müller 2011, 29) 
— or if one of the structures was subsequently built 
as a result of the location of the first site. Both sites 
were founded during the Fuchsberg period (EN II); 
radiocarbon dates are not available from either site. 

Activities at both the cemetery and the Lønt 
enclosure were probably highly interconnected. 
Thus, the same intense social rivalry that led to 
prolonged building activities at the cemetery, 
most likely also produced the second enclosure at 
Lønt in MN Ib. The two enclosures and the mega-
lithic tombs served both complementary and 
contrasting roles in society. As mentioned above, 
the two types of structures were often built in 
close proximity to one another, both appearing at 
a time of agricultural expansion around 3500 BC. 
The construction of both types of structures seems 
to have been competitive and related to tensions 
and social rivalry, since both structures provided 
sacred places set aside from the profane world to 
facilitate negotiations between the living, the dead 
and another world.

However, the enclosures and the megalithic 
tombs operated at different scales both in terms 
of time and the size of the social groups. Today, 
it is clear that enclosures were ephemeral struc-
tures rather than regional centers, both because of 
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Fig. 11. The final expansion of the Lønt cemetery between 3200–3100 BC; tombs no. 10, 11, 13. III–IV, and 14 marked with an arrow. 
The unmarked tombs were built earlier and more gradually between 3500–3200 BC (drawing by E. Jørgensen; graphical image by 
T. D. Price/ N. Bößl).
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their numbers and the close spatial locations seen, 
for example, at places like Horsens Fjord (Mad-
sen 1982, 203 fig. 3b) and Kolindsund at Djurs-
land (Boas 2001, 8 fig. 10). At the enclosures, short 
term events on the community level helped to sta-
bilize social relations through sharing, feasting, 
and exchange, but might also have exacerbated 
tensions and rivalry through the competitive dis-
play of effort and the destruction of chosen items 
(Thorpe 2001, 199).

The construction of megalithic tombs, on the 
other hand, affirmed and enhanced the power of 
individuals and smaller social groups. As perma-
nent monuments in the landscape, the mega-
lithic tombs were cross-generational expressions 
of group identity and visual legitimizations of a 
Funnel Beaker worldview. At the Lønt cemetery, 
spatial organization, details of construction and 
degrees of monumentality served as expressions 
of several levels of social identity. Expansion of the 

cemetery took place in bursts of activity following 
a similar pattern in the individual tomb groups as 
mentioned above among the megalithic tombs 
near Sarup (Andersen 2009, 33). The symbolic 
expressions of two levels of identity suggest that 
these reflect important social groups in Funnel 
Beaker society (Sjögren 2003, 310). The fact that 
11 tombs are clustered in a cemetery seems to indi-
cate that the tombs did not serve primarily as terri-
torial markers in the landscape, rather they were 
brought together due to a more complex system 
of social relations such as lineages and clans. At 
least the later tomb construction appears to repre-
sent a period of increased rivalry and competi-
tion. Nevertheless, the long associations between 
the cemetery and the tomb groups suggest consid-
erable stability of the social structures of Funnel 
Beaker society during the construction period of 
the megalithic tombs.
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The present article discusses megalithic monu-
ments with regard to their different architectural 
expressions, on the basis of a case-study from 
Northwestern Zealand, Denmark. It is argued that 
analysing the architectural differences of the dol-
mens and passage graves can give insight into the 
possible different functions of the grave monu-
ments, both with regard to modes of handling and 
interring the dead and with regard to different ways 
of dealing with the dead and the grave monuments 
in life. Especially the dolmens show a variety of ex-
pressions with closed and openable chambers and 

Three concepts of burying the dead – different types of megalithic
monuments and their ritual and social significance

Almut Schülke

with rectangular and polygonal ground plans. The 
different functions that are discussed are the single 
interment versus the collective grave and the closed 
versus the open chamber. Three main types can be 
distinguished: the closed single grave, the openable 
single grave and the open collective grave. It is dis-
cussed how far these functional types can be seen 
as contemporary or as sequential. This discussion, 
though still without clear answer, can serve to un-
derstand the character and development of Funnel 
Beaker society.

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neolithic

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 113 – 124

Abstract

Introduction

One of the characteristic elements of the “north-
ern group” of the Funnel Beaker Complex (FBC) is 
the existence of megalithic monuments. But even 
though the construction of stone monuments for 
the interment of the dead can be viewed as a unify-
ing element, their architectural forms vary consider-
ably from region to region (cf. Thorvildsen 1941, 
64–69; Aner 1963, 13–23; Schuldt 1972; Midg-
ley 1992, 418–443; Tilley 1999; Sjögren 2003; 
Ebbesen 2007; Ebbesen 2011; Midgley 2008, 
56–81). The differences between the two main types 
– dolmens and passage graves – are often interpreted 
as a result of comprehensive social change that took 
place at the transition from the Early to the Middle 
Neolithic around 3300 BC (e.g. Andersen 2000; 
Müller 2010; Midgley 2010). Especially regard-
ing the dolmens, closer analyses of the various types 
have mainly been dedicated to aspects of typology 
and cultural historical questions such as the origin 
of certain types connected to cross-regional “in-
fluences” (Thorvildsen 1941, 69–77; Aner 1963, 
34–38; Ebbesen 2011, 168–205; 538–541). The obser-

vation that different architectural expressions could 
also have indicated different functions of the mon-
uments has been noted en passant (e.g. Aner 1963, 
28; 35; Nielsen 1984, 380), but this has not led to 
explicit discussions on possible different functions 
and meanings of these different buildings. In con-
trast, megalithic aspects in terms of the more gen-
eral social meaning of the monuments have been 
intensely discussed (e.g. Renfrew 1976; Hodder 
1994; Tilley 1995; for a summary cf. Sjögren 2003, 
33–47). M. Midgley (2008, 145–148; 2010), however, 
has repeatedly pointed to the huge potential that this 
manifold megalithic material possesses for a closer 
analysis of burial customs and ritual variety in the 
FBC.

The present article introduces some thoughts 
about the different architectonical expressions of 
the mega lithic monuments and their ritual and so-
cial significance. The aim is to point to aspects that 
literately “lie buried” in the material, but are often 
blurred, not least because of the prevailing desig-
nation of the monuments as “dolmens” or “passage 
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Kalundbord Fjord, located at the northwestern 
part of Zealand, lies embedded between two almost 
parallel moraine ridges, today observable as the ca. 
1 km broad and ca. 8 km long east-west oriented As-
næs Peninsula to the south of the fjord, and the ca. 
2 km wide and c. 12 km long Røsnæs Peninsula to 
its north (Fig. 1). The latter is characterised by a re-
markable elevation with heights up to 100 m. To the 
east, the moraine ridges join in a hilly plateau. The 
inland is divided into wetlands and bogs (drained in 

modern times). The area has an extended coastline 
with steep cliffs as well as flat beaches. Geological in-
vestigations have shown that the coastline was situ-
ated further inland in the Early Neolithic, at today’s 
2.5 m-contour line (Hede 2003). To the north, the in-
let Saltbæk Vig demarcates the foothills of Røsnæs 
Peninsula.

This area with a slightly over 100 km2 land mass 
has yielded an above-average number of archaeo-
logical sites from the Early and Middle Neolithic 
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Fig. 1. Map of the Kalundborg Fjord area with the Røsnæs and Asnæs Peninsulas. Map: Almut Schülke using the following sources: Lakes 
and wetlands: Danmarksjordarter 1999 – © GEUS: Digitaltkort over Danmarksjordarter 1:200 000 (1999); watercourses: AIS – Miljø- 
ogEnergiministeriet, Areal Informations System (1996–2000); contour lines: © Kort&Matrikelstyrelsen (Målestok 1:25 000) (2004). 

graves”. Four functional aspects will be emphasized: 
the single interment versus the collective grave, 
and the concepts of closure and accessibility as re-
flected in the monuments with closed chambers or 
those that more easily can be reopened 1. The idea 
is put forward that we can distinguish between at 
least three modes or concepts of burying the dead 

through combinations of these four aspects which 
reveal different social and ritual significances. The 
point of departure is a comprehensive regional anal-
ysis, based on the evidence of the area around Kalun-
dborg Fjord on the island of Zealand 2, Denmark, 
one of the areas with the richest find material from 
the northern group of the FBC.

The area around Kalundborg Fjord

1 Other architectural aspects, like the differing size of the rectangu-
lar chambers or the orientation of the entrance, will be discussed 
elsewhere.

2 The case-study presented here is part of a bigger study; see 
Schülke 2009b.
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(Mathiassen 1959, 26–39; Pl. XVI; Pl. XVII). In 
addition to settlements, bog finds and stray finds, 
204 megalithic monuments are known. The analysis 
of settlement patterns shows the sudden occurrence 
of a high number of megalithic monuments, which, 
together with a many settlements, indicate a break-
through of land clearing processes during the EN 
II–MNA I/II 3 phases (Schülke 2009b; Schülke 
2009c).

Megaliths are among the oldest known archae-
ological structures in the area: Megalithic monu-
ments were already systematically recorded in the 
1880s by archaeological surveys (“sogneberejsninger”) 
conducted by specialists from the National Mu-
seum in Copenhagen. The architectural traits that 
were observable above-ground were thoroughly re-
corded for many of the monuments. But only a few 
of the monuments were excavated and almost none 
of them with modern methods. This limits interpre-
tation possibilities, especially on a micro-level. Well-
excavated sites in other areas, such as Sarup on Fyn, 
Döserygg in Scania and Flintbek in Schleswig-Hol-

stein (Andersen 2009; Andersson/Wallebom 
2010; Mischka 2011) show the history and demon-
strate the complexity of the single monument and – 
in some cases – remnants of offerings (Tilley 1999, 
34–42; Holten 2000; Andersen 2000, 20–23). 
They also indicate how many monuments were de-
stroyed over time and that they can only be detected 
by careful survey. The rich, above-ground preserved 
material from Northwestern Zealand, however, can 
potentially help to interpret more general trends of 
development on a macro-level.

Before turning to the evidence, it is important to 
recall that the above-ground remnants of the mega-
lithic monuments have to be viewed as products of a 
living world that has not only constructed but often 
also reused, changed or destroyed the monuments or 
parts of them. The architectural traces that we cat-
egorize today from mere above-ground inspection 
have to be interpreted for what they are: categories 
of the end-products of monuments with long life-
spans. This, of course, implies not only typological 
problems, but also chronological uncertainties.

3 For the background of the period-divisions into EN I, EN II, MNA 
I/II see Schülke 2009c, 218.

Diffuse categories

In the study area, no graves from the Mesolithic 
period have been observed so far. Only two non-
megalithic long-mounds, at Lindebjerg and at Asnæs 
Foreskov, are registered (Liversage 1981; Nielsen 
1984, 285; Schulz Paulsson 2010, 1013–15; Ge-
bauer 1988). Furthermore, a few non-megalithic 
burials, also called “stendyngegrave” have been un-
covered, located in close vicinity to the Lindebjerg-
mound (Liversage 1981, 104–108).

204 megalithic monuments are known from the 
Kalundborg Fjord area. In Danish archaeological 
literature these have been traditionally classified 
as two main types: “dolmens” (“dysse”) and “pas-
sage graves” (“ jættestue”) (Thorvildsen 1941, 22; 
Midgley 1992, 418; Midgley 2008, 25; Ebbesen 
2011). Even though the architectural diversity of 
this material – in earlier days termed as rather “cha-
otic” (Midgley 2008, 108–109) – has been acknowl-
edged, described and classified in different ways (e.g. 
Aner 1963; Midgley 2008; Ebbesen 2009, 2011), 
this rough division is still often used to establish 
some overall order. In the following, I initially dis-
cuss the material from the Kalundborg area accord-
ing to these two main types. Subsequently, I attempt 
to differentiate these categories in order to discuss 
other ways of looking at the evidence.

Dolmens are characterised by rectangular cham-
bers built of three to five standing stones and a huge 

cover-stone, sometimes with an opening or entrance 
at the narrow end. They are either covered by long-
mounds (often with kerbstones) – so-called long-
dolmens (“langdysser”), by round-mounds – so-
called round dolmens (“runddysser”), or they occur 
without a mound. The chambers are elongated, in 
the study area measuring less than 2.5 m in length 
and less than 1.5 m in width. They are either closed 
or have an opening at one of their narrow ends. It is 
widely accepted that the rectangular dolmen cham-
bers were originally built to house a single corpse 
placed in a stretched position, equipped with some 
grave-goods (Midgley 2008, 56). But there are also 
quite a few examples where several individuals were 
buried within these chambers, either indicating a 
re-use of the monuments or the interment of several 
individuals at the same time (Nielsen 1984; Midg-
ley 2008, 110–114; Ebbesen 2011, 289–291). A spe-
cial type of dolmen – the polygonal dolmen cham-
ber – is relatively frequent in Northwestern Zealand 
(Aner 1963, 13–16). It has a polygonal ground-plan 
with at least 4 standing stones and an entrance 
which is often prolonged with a passage. Evidence of 
the buried is sparse, but there are indications that in 
some cases more than one individual was placed in 
one chamber (Nielsen 1984, 379–380). The polygo-
nal dolmen chambers are often but not always cov-
ered by a round mound.
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Passage graves are characterized by a monumental 
chamber, rectangular or oval, placed at a right angle 
to a stone-built passage that provides access to the 
chamber. There is no doubt that the passage graves 
were used as collective graves. How the dead were 
buried in these monuments is unclear, but due to dif-
fering evidence diverse procedures can be assumed. 
Both the interment of corpses (stretched out or in 
a sitting position) and the deposition of defleshed 
(eventually selected) bones have been discussed 
(compare e.g. Tilley 1996, 221–235; Midgley 2008, 
117–134; Sjögren 2010). In Northwestern Zealand 
we also find a special passage grave type: the double 
passage grave. It occurs with two detached cham-
bers, often with only one shared middle wall and 
parallel or almost parallel passages. Double passage 
graves are almost exclusively known in two regions, 
i.e., from Northern Jutland (Himmerland) and from 
Northwestern Zealand (Nissen 2009). Both pas-
sage graves and double passage graves were always 
covered by a mound (Hansen 1993, 18).

Dolmens are considered to be the oldest mega-
lithic constructions in the Danish Neolithic, dated 
to the EN II from c. 3500 and 3300 BC (Aner 1963; 
Nielsen 1984). Passage graves are generally dated to 
the MNA I/II between 3300 and 3000 BC (Dehn/
Hansen 2006). New analyses of the rather few 14C-
dates of the Danish megalithic monuments support 
the theory that the passage graves were built slightly 
later than the dolmens, from c. 3300 BC onwards 
(Schulz Paulsson 2010, 1010–115). Polygonal dol-
mens however are, as a consequence of their typo-
logical expression and a lack of datable evidence, re-
garded as a transitional form between rectangular 
dolmen chambers and passage graves, at least when 
looking at the Eastern Danish material. Thus it is as-
sumed that they date somewhere between the two 
archaeological “cornerstones”, i.e., dolmens and pas-
sage graves (Aner 1963; Ebbesen 2011, 248). 

Most of the megalithic monuments from the study 
area are not independently datable. Their possible 
period of existence can be determined by typologi-
cal comparison, which is, of course, problematic. In 
the following, some possible scenarios will be put 
forth, to suggest different conceivable modes of un-
derstanding the evidence.

Firstly, the monuments can be discussed accord-
ing to the traditional division between dolmens and 
passage graves, which also implies a division in two 
different periods or “time-slices”: the period of the 
dolmens during the EN II from ca. 3500 – 3300 BC 
(Fig. 2 a) and the period of the passage graves during 
the MNA I–II from c. 3300 BC – 3000 BC (Fig. 2 b).

In fig. 2 a, the 175 dolmens that are assumed to be-
long to the earlier megalithic phase, supposedly con-
structed somewhere between 3500 and 3300 BC, are 
mapped, among them 46 long dolmens, 50 round dol-
mens (including 10 polygonal dolmens), 30 dolmens 
without mounds and those where there is no infor-

mation on the character of the mounds (49). This pic-
ture speaks, statistically seen, for the construction of 
almost 0.8 new dolmens per year, or of 88 dolmens 
per century. It appears that dolmens were distributed 
somewhat evenly across the inland with concentra-
tions on the Røsnæs Peninsula and directly south of 
today’s town of Kalundborg. From parts of the east-
ern inland, the Asnæs Peninsula and the tip of the 
Røsnæs Peninsula no megaliths are known. Gener-
ally, dolmens were variously placed both close to the 
coast, on top of hills, on hillsides, in depressions and, 
conspicuously, on the east-west-extending moraine-
ridge of Røsnæs, where they are situated along an old 
communication route (Schülke 2009b, 81–82).

Fig. 2b shows the distribution of the 29 passage 
graves, among them 10 double passage graves known 
from the area around Kalundborg Fjord. Not only 
are they fewer in number, but they are also, though 
represented in many parts of the area, rather situated 
at the inner part of the Neolithic fjord and further in-
land from there. Supposing that the passage graves 
were erected sometime between 3300 and 3000 BC, 
about nine new monuments were built per century, 
which means less than one monument per decade. 
But, as for dolmens, it has to be kept in mind that it 
is not certain that these passage graves were erected 
evenly across time between 3300 and 3000 BC; it can 
also be assumed that they were built in „waves“. In 
sum, we can at least state that fewer passage graves 
were built than dolmens.

Therefore, the question arises, why the latter can 
be observed? What does this situation represent? 
Does it reflect a breakthrough of the custom of col-
lective burials implying a need for fewer, bigger, and 
more intensely used grave chambers? Does it indi-
rectly indicate a shift in population number? Or does 
it convey that only certain individuals were interred 
in the passage graves, while others were buried in 
modes that we have not grasped until today? Or fi-
nally, do we have to rethink the categories that we 
use and try to understand this picture in other ways?

Looking closer at the evidence, we can state that the 
monuments designated “dolmens” are much more 
complicated than the terms „long dolmen” or “round 
dolmen” imply: They differ in chamber form, mode 
of construction, often have openings that lead in dif-
fering cardinal directions, and have mounds with dif-
ferent forms and sizes, just to name some of the ar-
chitectonical aspects. To grasp the meaning of these 
megalithic monuments, it is important to take the 
“chaotic” evidence into account and recognize it as an 
important “pool” of information. Superficial terms, 
like “long dolmen” or “round dolmen”, contribute 
more to obscure the evidence than to provide clari-
fication. Therefore other architectonical aspects must 
be considered in order to interpret the monuments.

The functional differences of the dolmens have 
been acknowledged in earlier research (e.g. Aner 
1963, 28; Nielsen 1984, 380; Midgley 2008, 58; 



118 Almut Schülke

Midgley 2010), but the analysis can certainly be 
intensified. Thus the aspect of the single grave ver-
sus the collective grave and the concept of a closed 

chamber in relation to a grave chamber which can 
easily be reopened will be discussed in the follow-
ing. 

?

A B C

Fig. 3. Three concepts of burying the dead: A: closed single graves; B: openable single graves; C: open collective graves. Drawing: Almut 
Schülke

Four functional aspects – three differing burial concepts

Until the present, various suggestions have been 
made to classify Danish dolmen material in more 
detail: E. Aner (1963, 10) proposed a division into 
three types: 1. The “Parallellieger” as an oblong rec-
tangular dolmen chamber “meist allseitig geschlos-
sen” (“almost always closed on all sides”; translation 
by the author) and oriented in the same direction 
as the covering long mound; 2. The “Querlieger” as 
a rectangular dolmen chamber “stets offen[er]” (“al-
ways open”; translation by the author), placed al-
most always in a long mound and then at right 
angles to the covering mound; and 3. The “Polygo-
naldolmen” as an always open, polygonal-formed 
dolmen with a polygonal ground-plan, mostly cov-
ered by a round mound and occasionally by a long 
mound. This classification scheme relies on cham-
ber form and orientation and to some extent also on 
the difference between an open and a closed con-
struction. Even though Aner (1963, 28) stresses the 
functional difference between single graves (the 
first two types), collective graves (type no. 3) and 
between closed and opened chambers, his article is 
mainly concerned with the emergence of the cham-
ber types and their diffusion and not so much with 

questions of differing burial rites or social explana-
tions.

In recent reviews, K. Ebbesen (2007, 14–16; 2011, 
168–205) classifies the Danish dolmens according 
to chamber form. He distinguishes four different 
types: closed rectangular (I), open rectangular (II), 
open rectangular with a short passage (III) and po-
lygonal with a passage (IV). According to Ebbesen 
(2007, 20; 2011, 248), types I and II occur only in the 
late phase of the EN, while types III and IV both oc-
cur in the late EN and the MNIa. But Ebbesen does 
not discuss the possible meaning of these, in his 
opinion, at least partly contemporaneous architec-
tural differences.

For a more differentiated analysis of dolmens and 
passage graves it is in the following proposed to ap-
proach the material by asking for the different modes 
of usage of the graves. Thus four main functional as-
pects are discussed: single graves 4 versus collective 
graves, and the principally closed versus the princi-
pally openable chambers. Applying these four as-
pects on the megalithic monuments from northwest-
ern Zealand as described above, these graves can be 
divided into three main types, expressing three dif-

4 The term “single grave” is referring to the fact that the early closed 
dolmens are supposed to be built to house one extended human 
body (see above and Midgley 2008, 56). As there is evidence that 
there in some of the graves were buried more than one persons (see 

above), the term has to be seen as somehow permeable, also in-
cluding several “single” interments side by side, but reflecting the 
idea of the single burial.
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ferent modes or concepts of use (Fig. 3) 5.  These 
unveil differences but also parallels between dol-
mens and passage graves that often tend to be over-
seen and imply different concepts not only of han-
dling and burying the dead, but also of living with 
the graves in the monuments. Therefore, they are im-
portant for an understanding of the ritual and social 
background of the monuments:

A. Closed single graves: Closed rectangular buri-
al chambers (sealed stone cists) almost always 
covered by a mound.

B. Openable single graves: Rectangular buri-
al chambers with an opening at the narrow 
end either marked by a sill-stone or a passage, 
or both 6. As these chambers are measured in 
length and width to house a body in a stretched 
position and in most cases are not very high, 
they were not easily “entered” by living/mov-
ing, fully grown-up persons. Presumably, they 
served to facilitate direct contact with the dead 
body and/or to communicate with the buried 
person, or to reuse the chamber.

C. Open collective graves: This category encom-
passes the passage graves. The width and the 
height of the passages and the chambers allows 
them to be easily entered and left again by liv-
ing persons – both with or without goods, hu-
man bodies or parts of human bodies.

The polygonal dolmen chambers belong to some 
extent to both type B – as chambers that in some 
cases contain single graves and that were accessible, 
but in which there was not very much space to move 
around – and type C – as chambers that have yielded 
collective burials, and which in their form but not in 
their size, resemble more the passage graves. Conse-
quently their role is quite unclear yet.

It must be asked, why these three different modes 
of handling the dead were used and what they repre-
sent: Do we observe a gradual development from a 
community which buried their deceased (or at least 
some of them) in sealed, stone-built, monumental 
single graves 7 to a community that expressed the 
need of having access to the same single graves af-
ter burial, creating some sort of contact between the 
living and the dead or re-using the grave, finally cul-
minating in the building of enterable vaults (Midg-
ley 2008, 145) that enabled a more lively exchange 
between the world of the living and the departed 
(Holten 2009)? Or were all the single graves, both 

sealed and accessible types, contemporaneous, and 
herewith earlier than the collective graves? Or finally, 
do we, considering the still insecure chronological 
succession of monument types especially with regard 
to the dating of the polygonal dolmens (Aner 1963; 
Mischka 2013), observe a situation where all three 
concepts initially were practiced side by side?

These questions are difficult to answer. We can use 
the evidence from the Kalundborg Fjord area to pre-
sent ideas about possible synchronic and diachronic 
relationships of the different burial concepts.

Figs. 4a and b show the same evidence as figs. 2a 
and b, just categorized in a different way. In fig. 4a, the 
monuments that can be classified as “single graves” 
are mapped. It can be distinguished between “closed 
rectangular chambers” (concept A) and “rectangular 
chambers with opening” (concept B). Fig. 4b shows 
the “open collective graves”: the passage graves and 
double passage graves. Together with these the po-
lygonal chambers are mapped. Also the megalithic 
monuments that are not classifiable due to bad pres-
ervation are marked, as a contextual background 
and as a hint on how much material is still “hidden”.

Comparing the distribution of those graves that 
can be classified into one of the three burial types, 
the following can be observed: The twelve “closed 
single graves” are, with one exception, situated in 
the area of the northern moraine-ridge which leads 
into the Røsnæs Peninsula, both along the top of the 
ridge and in lower lying areas closer to the coast. One 
of the graves lies in the vicinity of the Early Neolithic 
long barrow at Lindebjerg. The ten “openable single 
graves” are located on Røsnæs, in most cases along 
the top of the ridge and scattered to the south in the 
hilly inland. Even though it is tempting to point to 
some kind of core area for the closed stone-cists, 
this notion has to be handled with caution, since 
the number of classified monuments is low and cer-
tainly a larger area should be analysed. Nevertheless, 
it is interesting to note that these single graves occur 
in almost all parts of the study area although with a 
clear main area on Røsnæs Peninsula.

Rather astonishing is fig. 4b. While the passage 
graves are situated along the ridge of Røsnæs and 
in the southeastern inland area around Ubby, seven 
of the ten polygonal dolmen chambers are placed 
like a belt on the north slopes of the northern mo-
raine. Could this indicate that the polygonal cham-
bers and the passage graves were possibly “contem-
poraneous”, erected in a landscape that at that time 
was fully used by FBC societies (Schülke 2009b; 

5 These concepts represent the main trends in the material. The au-
thor is currently working on a more thorough study of the materi-
al, which will be able to discern even more aspects that need to be 
taken into account in an interpretation of burial customs.

6 Type B is, in many cases, dependent on the preservation of the 
monument. Passages can be removed, so that only the open cist 

with its sill stone is preserved. Monuments without a passage and 
a sill stone but with an opening are classified here as uncertain, as 
they can also represent destroyed monuments of type A. 

7 The relationship to the burials in the earthen long mounds and to 
other flat graves of the Early FBC has to be discussed elsewhere; cf. 
Madsen 1979; Woll 2003.
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Fig. 4. a: single graves, distinguished as either closed or openable; b collective graves: polygonal chambers, passage graves and double pas-
sage graves. Map: Almut Schülke; Sources: as in figs. 1 and 2.
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2009c)? Do they maybe just express different build-
ing styles with slightly different functions? Could 
this strengthen the idea that we are dealing with 
two – contemporaneous – types of accessible grave 
vaults with different sizes?

Or – if polygonal dolmen chambers and passage 
graves do reflect a chronological development – in 
how far would this indicate a different use of dif-
ferent areas within the region of the study at differ-
ent times?

Single or collective – closed or open: Ritual and social significance

This review of the material from the Kalund-
borg Fjord area has resulted in more questions than 
answers. The analysis stresses that architecture should 
not just be seen as a topic in its own right, but that it 
also has a meaning and unveils different concepts, 
which can further a discussion not only on death ritu-
als, but also on everyday concepts of the relationship 
between the living and the dead and on questions of 
social structure as reflected in the construction of bur-
ial places. In conclusion, some thoughts about the rit-
uals and the social significance of the three different 
burial concepts shall be summarized.

Megalithic monuments certainly had complex 
meanings, and it becomes increasingly evident that 
many of the earlier interpretations of these construc-
tions are somehow relevant – side by side. In general, 
both single grave monuments and collective grave 
monuments, through their placement in the land-
scape, played manifold roles in people’s lives. This 
entails not only the construction of the monuments 
as social acts and places for gathering (Andersen 
2000, 42), but also the subsequent act of interment 
and the later visiting of the monuments. These mon-
uments are landmarks (Tilley 1995) and at the same 
time represent meeting places between the world of 
the living and the world of the dead (Holten 2009; 
Sjögren 2003, 311–348) – as memorial locations. Re-
cently, M. Midgley (2010) discussed the different 
megalithic modes of burial in northern Europe on a 
more general level and underlined the difference be-
tween the closed individual graves and the open col-
lective graves. She interprets both as re presenting 
an ancestor cult, but with different expressions and 
meanings in the two successive periods, i.e. during 
the beginning agrarian world in the Early Neolithic 
and during the developed agrarian world at the be-
ginning of the Middle Neolithic. The sealed meg-
alithic burial chambers in the Early Neolithic long 
mounds witness, according to Midgley, an idealized 
“mythological” ancestor pointing to the idealized 
farmers of the agrarian Danubian world. These sealed 
graves appear somehow far and abstract for the peo-
ple living amongst these monuments. In comparison, 
the collective open burials in the passage graves of 
the beginning Middle Neolithic should, as Midgley 
emphasizes, be viewed as a more close and familiar 
way of coping with the ancestors (the “local” ances-
tor), and hereby may also symbolize a comfort with 
the new, sedentary agrarian way of live. Especially the 
aspect of the different concepts of distance and close-

ness that Midgley respectively stresses for the sealed 
and the open graves is very interesting.

Looking at the evidence from the area around 
Kalundborg Fjord on a more regional level, it can 
be stressed that the two different modes of handling 
the dead – as expressed in the rectangular dolmen 
chambers, on the one hand, and in the open collec-
tive vaults, on the other hand – also imply, apart from 
different burial customs, different modes of social 
organization and interaction. Both speak of a very 
distinct mode of burying the dead, investing huge 
amounts of work and resources, marking the land-
scape in a generous manner and thereby changing 
it, both aesthetically but also in relation to everyday 
use. In addition, the individuals that were buried in 
the rectangular dolmen chambers (both sealed and 
unsealed), often with enormous mounds, were as-
cribed a rather special status. The living society in-
vested not only an enormous amount of work, but el-
evated certain individuals, ascribing them (burial-) 
space. They were, through being pointed out, also 
mighty and in this sense maybe also “far away” (“dis-
tant”) from everyday life.

Some of the single grave chambers, contempo-
raneous or not, had an entrance. These grave mon-
uments were revisited and passed in another mode 
than the sealed ones having an entrance or a front (a 
“façade”), a “resting point”. The two different types 
of single graves (A and B), though eventually repre-
senting the same mode of marking certain individu-
als, had different spatial significances. This implies at 
the same time the possibility of different ritual prac-
tices, the “opening” or entrance being a focal point. 
These two different concepts of burying the de-
ceased existed either side by side “at the same time”, 
as two different concepts of handling and memo-
rizing the dead, or occurred due to a development, 
where the rigid burial form in a sealed chamber was 
literally “broken up” and changed into a more fluent 
way of handling the departed.

The passage graves and the polygonal dolmen 
chambers were also erected with expertise and huge 
amounts of labour effort. But here, groups did not 
only erect monuments that in principal many people 
could have frequented, being attracted not only by 
the monuments but also by their entrances, but also 
monuments that could house many deceased. It ap-
pears that principally accessible open collective grave 
chambers show a more open, active and fluid form of 
administering the dead and the memory connected 
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to them. Both the living and, metaphorically spoken, 
also the dead could easily transcend the borders be-
tween the world inside the chamber and the world 
outside (Holten 2009). This could be interpreted 
as a sign that building and using the “open collective 
graves” points to an attitude that permits a “permea-
ble” society . The mode of burying the dead in single 
graves (be they closed or openable), seems in many 
ways to be much more determined (for a contrary 
view cf. Müller 2010). At the same time it has to be 
acknowledged that using collective graves points to 
highly estimated group-thinking which could have 
had both open and restrictive forms.

In the future, to investigate the diversity in bur-
ial architecture and the question of contempo-
raneity and development, further chronological 
aspects, other architectural details like cham-

ber measurements and passage orientation, and 
a comparison with grave architecture in other re-
gions are necessary. This would also include a dis-
cussion on associations to burials in non-mega-
lithic long mounds of the Early Neolithic. As the 
megalithic monuments of the FBC north group 
have different material expressions in different 
areas, which also seem to imply certain chrono-
logical differences, both concerning the develop-
ment of the different types but also the dating of 
types themselves, the possible interpretations of 
the monuments need to be discussed on regional 
levels, comparing these with more general trends 
to understand the manifold and complex world of 
monumental funerary rites, rituals and social con-
cepts, and not least the upkeep of burial places in 
the first phases of the Neolithic.
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Flintbek and the absolute chronology of megalithic graves 
in the Funnel Beaker North Group 

Doris Mischka

Abstract

Within the following article, it is questioned 
whether dolmens or passage graves represent the 
oldest megalithic architectural form from the North 
Group of the Funnel Beaker era. First, the new data 
series of all megalithic monuments in the micro-
region of Flintbek is summarised and discussed. 
Here, dolmens are the oldest megaliths, whereas 
passage graves are younger, although dolmens were 
used at least partly contemporaneous to the pas-
sage graves. Due to the number of dated neighbour-
ing graves, it is possible to determine the polygonal 
dolmen as the oldest megalithic form in Flintbek. 
To evaluate the Flintbek dates in the context of 
the general phenomenon of megalithic tombs, the 
results were compared to the published 14C dates of 
other areas within the North Group of the Funnel 
Beaker culture (FBC). There are probably regional 

differences, but the general trend remains the same, 
even if only a few 14C dates in southern Scandi-
navia are associated properly with the construc-
tion of megaliths. Dolmens were mainly built from 
3650/3600–3350 cal BC and passage graves some-
time between 3300–3100/3000 cal BC. At two or 
three sites it is questioned whether very early dates 
from the constructions of passage graves before 
3350 cal BC confirm an earlier beginning of this 
burial type. So far, only very early absolute dates 
for the polygonal dolmen labelled “Brutkamp” in 
northern Germany indicate the same early begin-
ning of this chamber form comparable to Flintbek 
LA 4. Further research must verify if the develop-
ment of megalithic tombs begins with the polygo-
nal dolmen under round mounds, as has been sug-
gested in earlier research.

Research question

It has been the subject of a long discussion 
whether dolmens or passage graves are the older 
burial construction type. One of the famous pro-
tagonists, Oscar Montelius (1874), considered 
dolmens as the earliest megalithic architectural 
form in Scandinavia and northern Germany. He 
devised a typological series from the wooden cist 
to the dolmen and subsequently to the passage 
grave and interpreted the series as a chronologi-
cal sequence. He emphasized the observations that 
dolmens had the widest distribution and that spe-
cial finds could be associated with burials within 
dolmens, in particular the so-called dolmen flask 
and the collared flask, which are older than the 
finds within passage graves. In contrast, Henry 
Petersen argued in 1881, among other contempo-
raneous and later studies, that passage graves are 
the earliest megalithic burial architectural form.

Often, the time of use of the megalithic graves 
has been ignored within the discussion. Of course, 
all the finds within the chambers primarily date 
themselves and neither the construction nor the use 
phases of the megalithic tombs. The majority of the 
finds are most likely younger or coeval to the con-
struction time of the graves, but sometimes there 
are indications for secondary depositions of older 
skeletal components and perhaps of older finds as 
well (Mischka/Fuchs submitted; Mischka 2011; 
Persson/Sjögren 1995, 68 and 75).

Within the following article, the results of the 
case study of Flintbek are presented and compared 
to the older discussion. Because of the carefully 
conducted excavations at the Flintbek sites by the 
State Archaeological Department of Schleswig-
Holstein from 1976–1996, it was possible to observe 
construction details and charcoal samples con-
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nected to the building of the tombs, which could 
be used to gain absolute AMS-dates together with 
probability statistics, using Bayes’ theorem (cf. 

Bayliss et al. 2007; Bayliss et al. 2011; Buck/
Cavanagh 1996) to add some new arguments to 
the old discussion.

The location of Flintbek and excavation results

Flintbek is situated only 8 km from the outskirts 
of Kiel and the Baltic Sea. Within the distribu-
tion area of megalithic burial architecture, the 
burial field lies on the southwestern periphery of 
denser areas located on the islands of Zealand and 
Fyn and their neighbouring regions (Fig. 1). Apart 
from several burials dating to the Later Neolithic 
and the Bronze Age, the cluster of megaliths of the 
FBC is remarkable. All together, six long barrows 
with megalithic dolmen chambers, non-megalithic 

mortuary houses or simple graves have been exca-
vated together with seven single dolmens and four 
passage graves (Fig. 2). The graves are oriented in 
the direction of the Kiel fjord, aligned in a south-
west to northeast direction (Fig. 3).

The monuments have been destructed to a large 
extent in modern times. Monument components 
on the surface have totally disappeared so that only 
the chamber floors and the pits of the orthostats 
attest to the existence of the megaliths.

Fig. 1. Distribution map of megalithic graves in southern Scandinavia/northern Germany and the Netherlands with the location of 
Flintbek (map made with Natural Earth. Free vector and raster map data @ naturalearthdata.com; megaliths from Fritsch et al. 2010).
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dolmen LA 6

passage grave LA 40

long barrow LA 37

N
0 5 10m

Fig. 2. Flintbek. Illustration of typical megalithic monuments at Flintbek: long barrows, dolmen from long barrows and passage graves. 
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A dating project was started in 2008 and for some 
of the burial monuments it was possible to build 
up sequential age models relying on Bayesian sta-
tistics for the 1-sigma-range of the standard devi-
ation. These sequential models of the calibrated 
dates allow the integration of a-priori-information 
provided by the building sequence of the monu-
ments. The results are more precise for a certain 
level of probability. For the example of Flintbek 
LA 3, with four dolmen sequentially erected and 
most if not all of them younger than the pre-meg-
alith burial sequence of several timber-built mor-
tuary houses and simple graves, it was possible to 

determine a quite short construction phase of only 
65 years from the initial grave to dolmen III. For 
the last dolmen, only samples of the use phase were 
available. Together with the use-related dates, the 
monument was implemented at least as a burial 
place for 140 years, which includes only about six 
generations.

For some of the Flintbek burials, it was easier 
to date the construction of the megaliths than the 
use phases. This is, on the one hand, exceptional 
because under the prevailing conditions single 
finds of charcoal underneath the megaliths can-
not usually be related without a doubt to the erec-

The age determination of the monuments: material and methods

N

Legend

Passage grave

Dolmen

Long barrow

Other sites

Fig. 3. Flintbek. Distribution of the megaliths within the micro-region (source:TK 50 Blatt [leaf] 1726 Kiel, changed).
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tion process and, on the other hand, charcoal sam-
ples could deliver old dates for the building phase 
because of old wood effects. Notably, the meg-
alith builders in Flintbek dug a pit and burned 
a fire within it. Ash layers of up to several centi-
metres (Figs. 4 and 5) as well as sporadic reddish 
burnt clay layers verify such activities. The orthos-
tats were subsequently raised and the ground of 
the interior chamber was paved carefully with peb-
bles of similar dimensions and then covered by 
a thick layer of burnt flint (sometimes compared 
with unburnt flint). Consequently, the megalithic 
tomb itself protects the ash layers underneath the 
younger disturbances.

It has to be mentioned that die AMS-laboratory 
of Kiel University had some difficulties in meas-
uring reliable dates. The communication of these 
problems to the scientific community was pub-
lished for a few months at the end of 2012 and dur-
ing the first months in 2013 on the webpage of the 
laboratory (http://www.uni-kiel.de/leibniz/). This 
notification is no longer accessible and was not pub-
lished in a quotable manner. According to the short 
comment on the web, visited in October 2012, it 
was mentioned that some of the dates are not relia-

ble, probably since September of 2010. In the spring 
of 2012, the laboratory team was sure that the prob-
lems ceased to occur, so that samples measured 
between September 2010 and the “spring” of 2012 
(possibly March?) should be treated with care. 
The dates may not necessarily be wrong, but some 
doubt remains whether one can build up far reach-
ing models on them without further measurements. 
From the Flintbek series of megalithic tombs, 125 
dates were measured before September 2010 and 
20 of these dates are affected by laboratory difficul-
ties. These belong to six sites (see Fig. 14 ps. 136–141, 
dates marked in bold from LA 3, LA 6, LA 18, LA 57, 
LA 58 and LA 167). Laboratory difficulties are, in 
general, a serious problem, due to lacking standards 
in the pre-treatment of samples and in measuring 
techniques leading towards comparable inter-labo-
ratory results (as last stressed by Sjögren for the 14C-
Laboratory at Uppsala, Sjögren 2011, 106, 109–112 
and see Fig. 10 p. 133).

Fig. 4. Flintbek LA 37, excavation plan 4, showing ash layers un-
derneath dolmen I from a southeastern direction (photo by D. 
Stoltenberg).

Fig. 5. Flintbek LA 37, detail of the excavation plan showing ash 
layers underneath the ground plaster of a dolmen (photo by D. 
Stoltenberg).

The age determination of the monuments: results

Within the following three graphs, the results of 
the calibrated and age modelled AMS-measure-
ments of mainly charcoal samples from the burial 
construction context of the Flintbek tombs are 
presented (Figs. 6–8; Mischka 2012, 139–141).

First, the data of the megalithic dolmen and the 
non-megalithic burials both integrated in — partly 
the same — long barrow are plotted on the calibra-
tion curve (Fig. 6). For better comparison, the two 
sets of data of the megalithic and non-megalithic 

burials are separated and drawn on two curves which 
have been shifted along the x-axis of the graph.

Nearly all dates from long barrows, regardless 
whether they are from megalithic or non-megalithic 
burials, range between about 3630–3350 cal BC.

One human bone sample from LA 37 (KIA-41718) 
was preserved by using glue (Mowilith). Thus, the 
high measurement should not be regarded as evi-
dence for an age measurement of the bone itself.

The archaeological sequence of Flintbek LA 4 
cannot be taken for granted, especially for the 
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sequence of the three initial simple graves. As a 
result, it cannot be excluded that the earliest dates 
of the non-megalithic burials have to be rejected as 
artificially constructed. Here, the limits of sequen-
tial modelling are reached because of the non-
secure a priori information.

Secondly, the data of dolmens which were not 
integrated into a long barrow were plotted on the 
calibration curve (Fig. 7). Once again, two curves 
are shown in the figure. On the left hand side, only 
the construction related samples are calibrated 
and, on the right hand side, only the use-related 
dates are visible.

The ranges of the dates are mainly to be found in 
the same time span as the dolmens within long bar-
rows (Fig. 6), thus from about 3630–3350 cal BC.

A polygonal dolmen from Flintbek LA 4 marks 
the beginning of this data range. Another quite 
early date (KIA-40273) comes from a pit (fea-
ture 105) covered by a dolmen at Flintbek LA 167 
(see Fig. 14 ps. 136–141). The dated sample from 
this pit (feature 105) builds the terminus post quem 
for the megalith. The first measurements of three 

samples of this site had to be redone because of 
mistakes during sample preparation at the lab-
oratory. For the new measurement, a new char-
coal sample from pit 105 was sent to the labora-
tory because the earlier sample was totally used 
for the first measurement. Unfortunately, this 
new sample was measured within the critical time 
period of the laboratory in October 2010. Due to 
the implemented Bayesian method, dates within 
the model at the beginning of data sequences have 
some influence on the a-posteriori dates pulling 
them — in this case — towards the early date. The 
measurement result of pit 105 may be correct, but 
further control measurements are necessary for 
verification. If it is too old, then probably not to a 
great extent, since other dolmens at Flintbek were 
built around 3600 cal BC, making the date at least 
plausible.

Only one date from Flintbek LA 18 reaches the 
plateau after the mentioned time span — but of 
course, statistically it can be from the beginning of 
this plateau and therefore also belongs to the range 
specified above.

Long Barrows (3630–3350 cal BC)

megalithic burials, construction related dates

megalithic burials, use related dates

non-megalithic burials

OxCal v4.1.7 BRONK RAMSEY (2010); r:5 Atmospheric data from REIMER et al. (2009)
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Fig. 6. Flintbek. Age-modelled, calibrated AMS-measurements of charcoal and skeletal remains of megalithic and non-megalithic burials 
within long barrows. For better comparison, the two data series are plotted on two calibration curves shifted on the x-axis.
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sequence are needed to bridge the gap. These do 
not exist so far.

Two dates of Flintbek LA 57 point to ages simi-
lar to the dolmens and non-megalithic burials from 
long barrows beforehand (Figs. 6 and 7). But they 
are so far singular dates which must not be taken too 
seriously until they have been confirmed by more 
dates. Altogether, three dates are available from the 
pavement of the passage grave chamber of LA 57, 
collected between the stones (feature 102;  see Fig. 14 
ps. 136–141). One sample (KIA-37961) taken from 
Corylus has a very young date calibrated to 2457–
2345 cal BC (1 sigma). Perhaps it entered the bur-
ial chamber during a visit of people from the Young 
Neolithic. The next date, KIA-40267, belongs to 
Quercus. With a calibrated age of 3646–3536 cal BC 
(1 sigma), it seems to be very old for a passage grave, 
and it cannot be excluded that there is an old wood 
effect as often supposed for Quercus dates. The third 
date, KIA-43280, from an Alnus charcoal is a little 
younger than the former one, but still dates before 

The use-related dates of these megalithic monu-
ments show, however, a much longer range from 
about 3630 cal BC until the middle of the third mil-
lennium BC (Fig. 7). Perhaps this is due to the spe-
cial architecture of these tombs. The dolmens in 
question are not integrated in long barrows. For 
some of them, no traces in the ground indicated 
a covering by a tumulus. Others have been cov-
ered by roundish barrows. Without tumuli, the 
graves were easily accessible over time so that the 
round mounds were perhaps attractive for the Sin-
gle Grave culture as they preferred burying some 
of their diseased in tumuli.

Thirdly, the last graph shows the dated sam-
ples originating from passage graves (Fig. 8). 
These dates pose the most problems because 
most of them are dated in the time of a plateau 
in the calibration curve between about 3350–
3100/3000 cal BC. Because of the length of the 
plateau, several dates from outside this range and 
running through it within a clear archaeological 

OxCal v4.1.7 BRONK RAMSEY (2010); r:5 Atmospheric data from REIMER et al. (2009)
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Fig. 7. Flintbek. Age-modelled, calibrated AMS-measurements of charcoal from dolmen not from long barrows. For better comparison, 
the two data series are plotted on two calibration curves shifted on the x-axis.
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the beginning of the plateau in the calibration curve 
at 3350/3300–3100/3000 BC within a range in which 
the samples of passage graves are normally dated. 
Thus, it can be assumed that we have dated the early 
beginning of the passage grave phenomenon with 
this sample. Nevertheless, the measurement was 
performed within the critical period of the AMS-
Laboratory at the Kiel University (see above). There-
fore, we need further confirmations for the early age.

In sum, the results of the Flintbek dating project 
indicate that the dolmens represent the older archi-
tectural monument type in comparison to the pas-
sage graves (Fig. 9).

In Figure 9, the x-axis specifies the absolute time 
scale. Above, the different types of monuments are 
marked differently. The grey bars belong to one 
grave each. Their length indicates the time range 
for the construction of the special tomb type. Thus, 
long bars mean a less accurate dating, short bars 
mark a better clipping of the building time. Under-
neath of each architectural grave type, the line end-

Fig. 8. Flintbek. Age-modelled, calibrated AMS-measurements of charcoal from passage graves.

Fig. 9. Flintbek. Summary of the dated types of monuments on the 
Flintbek burial field.
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ing in arrows symbolises the range of dates for all of 
these graves from Flintbek. This is the time inter-
val in which each specific type of architecture 
could have been erected. The time spans are prob-
ably too long due to the methodological restric-
tions of AMS-measurements, calibration and mod-

elling. Nonetheless, the statement that each kind of 
architecture was built within the given time spans 
is always true and represents an acceptable basis for 
further considerations.

Indeed, in some cases not one but several mon-
uments of the same construction type could 

Fig. 10. Distribution map of Scandinavian burial monuments absolutely dated after Persson/Sjögren 1995, 69 fig. 9.
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be dated with quite precise — short — inter-
vals. In this case, this means that this type of ar-
chitecture was erected over a certain time span. 
In Fig. 9, this is indicated by frames intersecting 
the grey bars. With a small uncertainty it can be 
stated that these kinds of graves have been con-
structed during the entire time range in question. 
Thus, it is possible to date the monuments on two 
levels of accuracy: First, one can take the sum of 
all dated monuments (lines ending in arrows un-
derneath each grave type in Fig. 9) for each kind 
of monument to detect the maximum time span 
during which — for an unknown duration of time 
— each grave type was common. Secondly, one 
can take several of the short-dated monuments to 
fix the minimum duration of time in which cer-
tain grave types were erected (frames intersecting 
the grey bars in Fig. 9). Here, of course, it has to 
be kept in mind that the beginning and the end of 
the ranges are perhaps a little bit too early or late 
and furthermore that these dates reflect the devel-
opment of the Flintbek micro-region which, in de-
tail, must not be the same as elsewhere.

If the frames intersecting the grey bars are taken 
seriously, then it is even possible to build up a se-
quence of grave types starting with polygonal dol-
mens (but with reservation since this relates to one 
feature and one date only; older than 3600 cal BC), 
followed by extended or great dolmen (DK: stor-
dysse) between about 3550–3500 cal BC, continued 
by small dolmen between about 3450–3375 cal BC 
and ending with the passage graves with one grave 
as early as about 3350 cal BC.

Discussion

The question on what is older — passage graves 
or dolmens — can so far be answered for the 
Flintbek region with the latter construction type, 
although some dolmens were also constructed 
contemporaneous to the passage graves. According 
to the results of this study, a hypothesis can be 
stated: Dolmens were built (only) in the Early 
Neolithic. Some of them were integrated into 
long barrows and some were not. The latter were 
particularly used more often for secondary deposi-
tions during subsequent centuries.

The oldest dolmen in Flintbek is — reconstructed 
from pits of the orthostats taken away at an unknown 
time — a structure with a polygonal shaped cham-
ber type which was covered by a round mound in 
its initial phase. This is interesting, because at the 
beginning of scientific research on megalithic bur-
ial architecture, two concurring concepts about 
its development were discussed. One hypothesis 
favoured an evolutionistic typology of the Urdolmen 
(original dolmens) proceeding to different rectan-

gular dolmen forms with access and aggrandizing 
burial chamber sizes and thereafter to the polygo-
nal dolmens which bridge to the oval chamber pas-
sage graves, and to the rectangular chamber passage 
graves in the Scandinavian and northern German 
(Schleswig-Holstein) distribution area influenced by 
connections to the big river systems of the Elbe and 
the Oder Rivers (e.g. Becker 1947, 246ff.; Ebbesen 
2011, 248). The other hypothesis regarded the round-
ish burial chambers (or the round mounds) as the 
oldest, deriving from the “Dolmens à couloir” from 
the “Atlantic Façade” of western France (e.g. Daniel 
1941; Aner 1963, 16; Mischka 2013).

To check if the observations from Flintbek are 
extraordinary or similar to other regions, it is nec-
essary to compare them for example with the well 
researched Scandinavian evidence. A high num-
ber of absolute dates of Scandinavian megaliths are 
available and discussed in the articles from Pers-
son/Sjögren 1995, Schulz Paulsson 2010 and 
Sjögren 2011.

100 km

Fig. 11. Distribution map of Scandinavian burial monuments 
indicating the regional quantity of dolmens and passage graves 
according to Persson/Sjögren 1995, 79 fig. 15.
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human bones from burial chambers or passages. 
Until 2011, the number of dates increased to more 
than 330 in Scandinavia (Sjögren 2011, 103). But 
for Sweden, for example, there is a disproportion 
between passage graves and dolmen (154:22) due 
to the more common passage grave type (Sjögren 
2011, 108 fig. 7).

For the dolmens, passage graves and gallery 
graves, Persson and Sjögren gathered data from 
bones of buried humans, in particular.

Two aspects must be discussed here:
1. There is a different geographical spread of 

the single grave types: Within the different 
geographical distributions of dolmens and 
passage graves, a chronological difference 
could be a plausible explanation for the devi-
ation. If, for example, the passage graves are 
an invention or habit preferred in the East-
ern Scandinavian or Swedish regions, which 
spread from there to the west and vice versa 
for the dolmen types, then the absolute dat-
ings should not be mixed up between the re-
gions to make this gradient visible. 

2. Bone samples do not necessarily date the 
construction time of the burial monuments 
but rather their use phases: The bones from 
the inhumations first of all date only them-
selves. Most of them probably indicate use 
phases of the burial chambers — so they are 
expected to be younger than the construc-
tion phase of the chambers, but there is evi-
dence for secondarily deposited bones as 
well — which can belong to individuals who 
died long before they were placed in mega-
lithic tombs (Mischka/Fuchs submitted 
with further citations).

Nevertheless, the graph of Persson/Sjögren 
(1995, 73 fig. 12) and Sjögren (2011, 106 fig. 4) is 
very helpful in order to observe the different use 
phases, but it is difficult to read the exact building 
times of the different grave types (Fig. 12; Sjögren 
2011, 106).

Therefore, a survey with the published 14C dates 
was conducted to see whether there are samples 
dated from a construction context of the different 
grave types.

The table (Fig. 13) shows an evaluation of the pub-
lished 14C dates for Sweden, Norway and Denmark 
for each grave type (long barrows, dolmen and pas-
sage graves). The best dates regarding the dating of 
the construction times are added. The calibrated 
range of the data using the one-sigma-range is indi-
cated and the youngest end of this range is taken 
as the terminus ante (or ad) quem for the building 
of the tombs. It seems to be more adequate for the 
discussion of the oldest burial type to take terminus 
ante (or ad) quem data than to take a mean or the 
oldest possible date within this range. Of course, it 

1 It has to be mentioned here that the terminology for the typology 
of the monuments confuses the discussion. In Scandinavian liter-
ature, dolmen in long barrows are labelled “long dolmen” which 
are separated from “round dolmen” covered by round mounds 
(see e.g. Sjögren 2011, 104 fig. 1). But in the summary graphs, only 
the term “long barrow” is indicated. It remains open, if it is a meg-

alithic (with megalithic burial chambers) or non-megalithic long 
barrow with simple burials or wooden mortuary houses. For the 
discussion of the construction times of megaliths this distinction 
is explicitly necessary. In the article, dolmens within long barrows 
are thought to be later extensions (Persson/Sjögren 1995, 82).

Long barrows

Dolmens

Passage graves

Gallery graves

4500
calibrated date

4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 BC

Fig. 12. Summary graph of radiocarbon dates grouped by grave 
type according to Persson/Sjögren 1995, 73 fig. 12.

Persson and Sjögren mapped the different fre-
quencies of passage graves and dolmens in differ-
ent parts of Scandinavia, showing a west to east 
gradient (1995, 79 fig. 15; see Fig. 11). In western 
and southwestern regions, mainly dolmen were 
built and more to the east, especially in Sweden, 
passage graves can be found more often in higher 
quantities (from more than 25 % up to nearly 100 % 
in Middle Sweden) in relation to all megalithic 
burials.

The summary graph (Persson/Sjögren 1995, 
73 fig. 12; Sjögren 2011, 106 fig. 4) identifies the 
long barrows as the oldest features with a span of 
the dates from around the middle of the 5th millen-
nium to about 3000 BC, dated by charcoal sam-
ples which are considered to be contemporane-
ous with the barrow construction. These dates are 
thought to represent the building time of these 
monuments from c. 4100–3500 cal BC (Sjögren 
2011, 105 fig. 3). The long barrows 1 are displaced by 
dolmen and passage graves which are to a greater 
extent contemporaneous from the mid 4th millen-
nium to about 2500 BC or even up to 1500 BC or 
later (Fig. 12; compare Sjögren 2011, 105 fig. 3). 
And finally starting at about 2500 BC, gallery 
graves become common. Except for the long bar-
rows, the main sample material is derived from 
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No. of sites No. of dates Std < 75 years construction rel. use rel. best (1σ) construction date oldest site

DK-Dolmen 11 17 3 3 7 3630–3350 BC > 3350 BC Vroue Hede IV

S-Dolmen 8 20 9 . 10 3490–3120 BC not clear Kinneved 21

N-Dolmen 2 2 . . 1 3625–3360 BC not clear Holtenes III

Flintbek-Dolmen 9 25 25 16 9 3440–3374 BC > 3374 BC LA 37

Flintbek-Dolmen . . . . . 3628–3599 BC > 3599 BC LA 167

DK-PG 10 14 9 10 1 3515–3345 BC > 3345 BC Hvalshøje

DK-PG . . . . . 3365–3115 BC > 3115 BC Raevehoj

S-PG 18 105 69 . 91

(with sequence models) 3 46 37 . 46 > 3360 BC Mysinge 2 / Gökhem 17

Flintbek 4 24 24 6 18 3365–3345 BC > 3350 BC LA 57?, LA 40

DK-ELB 10 27 7 6 . 3910–3540 BC > 3540 BC Rustrup II

(without facade)

S-ELB 4 8 2 3 . 3943–3705 BC > 3705 BC Kristineberg A

(without facade)

Flintbek .

Sum 79 288 185 44 183

Per cent Flintbek 16.5 17.0 26.5 50.0 14.8

Fig. 13. Above. Evaluation of the quality of dated samples of Scandinavian megalithic tombs related to the building of the monument. In 
some cases, an early and a late construction date are shown, indicating the time span in between these grave types were built. DK-Denmark, 
S-Sweden, N-Norway, PG-Passage Grave, ELB-Earthen Long Barrow. The sample material of the Danish passage graves is birch bark from 
the dry-walling between the orthostats.

Date of
measurement

Site No. Feature Feature 
No.

Find
ID

Sample No. 
Laboratory

Radiocarbon
Age BP

Standard 
Deviation

20.03.2009 LA 3 Dolmen II 8000 3 KIA-36398 4700 29

20.03.2009 LA 3 Dolmen II 8000 4 KIA-36399 4737 24

15.02.2010 LA 3 Dolmen IV, containt of dolmen flask 9012 2 KIA-39915 4626 26

15.02.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II 8000 1 KIA-40095 4816 26

15.02.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II 8000 7 KIA-40096 4863 23

29.03.2010 LA 3 Grave B, filling 3001 211 KIA-41581 4674 32

29.03.2010 LA 3 Grave D, filling 5001 210 KIA-41582 8328 45

29.03.2010 LA 3 Dolmen IV, filling 9030 207 KIA-41583 4727 29

29.03.2010 LA 3 Grave A, filling next to former wooden plank 6008 204 KIA-41584 4619 39

29.03.2010 LA 3 Dolmen I, ash layer at ground level 1011 198 KIA-41585 4644 35

29.03.2010 LA 3 Grave E, wooden plank in pit 4011; compare filling of pit 4004 4014 197 KIA-41586 4596 33

29.03.2010 LA 3 Dolmen III, charcoallayer on top of burnt clay (8506) 8507 191 KIA-41587 4663 30

29.03.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II, burnt flint debris layer underneath buried under a fallen orthostate 8034 187 KIA-41588 4672 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen IV, filling 9030 209 KIA-41589 3714 29

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen IV, filling 9030 208 KIA-41590 3638 29

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave A, from stone packing 6007 206 KIA-41591 4613 29

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave A, filling 6001 205 KIA-41592 4615 32

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave A, charred axe handle (?) 6018 203 KIA-41593 4648 33

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen I, burial layer 1024 202 KIA-41594 4662 32

06.05.2010 LA 3 Dolmen I, layer on top of floor pavement (1014) 1015 201 KIA-41595 5009 37

30.04.2010 LA 3 fire place 25 200 KIA-41596 4760 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 fire place 26 199 KIA-41597 4702 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave E, between plank and burnt flint layer 4015 196 KIA-41598 4539 30

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave E, NNE pit 4016 195 KIA-41599 4620 30

30.04.2010 LA 3 Grave E, burnt flint layer 4017 194 KIA-41600 4794 30

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen III, charcoal piece from outside the chamber next to the burnt flint layer 8524 193 KIA-41601 4631 29

24.05.2010 LA 3 Dolmen III, flint layer on top of pavement (8505) 8509 192 KIA-41602 4630 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen III, white burnt flint layer with charcoal pieces 8520 190 KIA-41603 4703 31

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II, earth dug out for the pit (8009) 8009 189 KIA-41604 4860 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II, fire indications at ground of pit 8011 188 KIA-41605 4584 28

30.04.2010 LA 3 Dolmen II, flint leyer on pavement (8007) 8012 186 KIA-41606 4705 27

19.07.2010 LA 3 Dolmen IV, see 2. plan 9001 9 KIA-41735 4718 40

24.10.2010 LA 3 Grave E, wooden plank in pit 4011, compare filling of pit (4004) 4014 197 KIA-43278 4944 33

24.10.2010 LA 3 Grave E, burnt flint layer 4017 194 KIA-43279 5009 34
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must not be stressed or discussed here in this arti-
cle that the shape of the calibration curve and the 
measurement precision of the samples themselves 
have a great influence on the dating results.

The Scandinavian data is not yet very clear. For 
the dolmens, only meagre data is available which 
can be connected to the monument constructions 
(Sjögren 2011, 106), but those which are available 
are comparable to the time ranges recognized at 
the Flintbek grave yard.

For the passage graves instead, most of the dates 
are related to the use of these tombs. They belong 
mainly — like in Flintbek — to the plateau in the 
calibration curve between 3300–3100/3000 cal BC 
(Sjögren 2011, 107–108). Nevertheless, there is one 
site from Denmark (Hvalshøje with dated birch 
bark from the dry-walling between the orthostats) 
and three sites from Sweden (Mysinge 2, Ansarve 
Hage and with some doubts of contamination: 
Gökhem 17) with slightly earlier dates than the 

plateau (c.f. Schulz Paulsson 2010; Sjögren 
2011, 106-107) (Fig. 13).

This makes the early construction of the passage 
grave LA 57 not unlikely, but this should be evalu-
ated by new and more measurements at this site as 
well as on other sites in the entire distribution area 
of this grave type.

A survey from 2009 attempted to find polygo-
nal dolmens or dolmens marking the initial phase 
of long barrows which were originally covered by 
a round mound and dated by 14C dates (Mischka 
2013). In Waabs-Karlsminde (Paulsen 1990) as 
well as in Rastorf LA 6a/c (Steffens 2009), no 
absolute dates are available so far. But the dolmen 
of “Brutkamp” at Dithmarschen in Schleswig-
Holstein could be dated recently. It was probably 
also established at about 3600 cal BC (Dibbern in 
prep.), which would confirm the very early begin-
ning of megalithic architecture with the polygonal 
dolmen.

δ13C δ13C Standard 
Deviation

Calibrated Dates
in 1σ range

BC/
AD

Sample Material Wood Species Comment

-21.51 0.16 3621 3378 BC human bone fragment

-19.90 0.17 3631 3385 BC human bone, skullfragment

-29.15 0.52 3495 3363 BC charred spelt wheat and organic substance

-17.97 0.19 3646 3536 BC human bone

-15.21 0.42 3660 3638 BC human bone

-23.60 0.09 3516 3373 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-26.02 0.12 7476 7350 BC charcoal Betula

-28.11 0.12 3628 3383 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.93 0.10 3498 3356 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-27.28 0.11 3499 3366 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.69 0.33 3494 3344 BC charcoal Alnus

-26.23 0.13 3511 3371 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.66 0.12 3515 3373 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.43 0.20 2191 2180 BC charcoal Tilia

-24.70 0.15 2034 1952 BC charcoal Tilia

-24.96 0.21 3494 3467 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-25.98 0.14 3496 3461 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-25.64 0.21 3499 3432 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-25.52 0.19 3512 3483 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-24.22 0.20 3910 3878 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-27.74 0.24 3633 3623 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.55 0.21 3621 3607 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-22.71 0.22 3360 3327 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.51 0.18 3496 3460 BC charcoal Alnus

-25.44 0.19 3638 3630 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-23.36 0.17 3497 3454 BC charcoal Corylus

-26.05 0.20 3497 3456 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-27.02 0.14 3623 3604 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.18 0.26 3692 3685 BC charcoal Quercus

-25.19 0.16 3488 3472 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-24.34 0.12 3622 3606 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-21.51 0.18 3628 3379 BC bone

-26.49 0.22 3763 3663 BC charcoal Alnus

-27.80 0.23 3909 3713 BC charcoal Alnus

Fig. 14. Below, both pages. List of 14C dates of the Flintbek monuments. Bold: dates with potentential but not necessary laboratory inconsistencies.
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Date of
measurement

Site No. Feature Feature 
No.

Find
ID

Sample No. 
Laboratory

Radiocarbon
Age BP

Standard 
Deviation

14.11.2008 LA 4 Dolmen I, filling, level of funnel beaker pots 101 2 KIA-36193 4760 32

16.03.2009 LA 4 Grave A, filling 201 4 KIA-36194 4796 50

20.03.2009 LA 4 Grave C, filling 301 6 KIA-36195 4569 24

20.03.2009 LA 4 Dolmen II, filling and burnt flint layer 401 8 KIA-36196 4448 28

20.03.2009 LA 4 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 402 9 KIA-36197 4744 27

20.03.2009 LA 4 Dolmen III, filling 501 11 KIA-36198 4661 32

20.03.2009 LA 4 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 502 12 KIA-36199 4811 28

15.02.2010 LA 4 Dolmen I, filling, level of funnel beaker pots 101 2 KIA-40125 4756 29

15.02.2010 LA 4 Grave A, filling 201 4 KIA-40126 4777 22

15.02.2010 LA 4 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 402 9 KIA-40127 4762 26

27.02.2010 LA 4 Grave C, filling 301 6 KIA-40264 4770 28

27.02.2010 LA 4 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 502 12 KIA-40265 4641 23

06.04.2009 LA 5 filling 101 14 KIA-37159 4509 26

15.02.2010 LA 5 filling 101 14 KIA-40128 4545 24

14.11.2008 LA 6 filling, layer 1.–6. 101 16 KIA-36200 3948 31

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 1.–6. 101 16 KIA-36200 4239 30

20.03.2009 LA 6 filling, layer 7.11. 102 17 KIA-36201 3980 22

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 7.11. 102 17 KIA-36201 4229 28

20.03.2009 LA 6 filling, layer 12.–13. 103 18 KIA-36202 4197 32

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 12.–13. 103 18 KIA-36202 4228 32

15.02.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 1.–6. 101 16 KIA-40129 4673 24

01.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 1.–6. 101 16 KIA-40129 4780 29

15.02.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 7.11. 102 17 KIA-40130 4498 31

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 7.11. 102 17 KIA-40130 4874 27

15.02.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 12.–13. 103 18 KIA-40131 4587 22

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 12.–13. 103 18 KIA-40131 4927 26

15.02.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 13. 104 19 KIA-40132 4703 28

15.10.2010 LA 6 filling, layer 13. 104 19 KIA-40132 4844 26

15.02.2010 LA 6 Dolmen, lower part of burnt flint layer 105 20 KIA-40133 4614 26

01.10.2010 LA 6 Dolmen, lower part of burnt flint layer 105 20 KIA-40133 4681 28

15.02.2010 LA 6 Grave A, lower layer filling 201 22 KIA-40134 9156 34

01.10.2010 LA 6 Grave A, lower layer filling 201 22 KIA-40134 9431 37

07.07.2009 LA 7 Megalithic chamber, lower burial layer 101 24 KIA-37949 4474 32

07.07.2009 LA 7 Grave A, filling 201 26 KIA-37950 834 21

15.02.2010 LA 7 Megalithic chamber, lower burial layer 101 24 KIA-40135 4520 25

15.02.2010 LA 7 Grave A, filling 201 26 KIA-40136 1934 21

07.07.2009 LA 11 Grave A, filling 101 30 KIA-37953 4471 25

07.07.2009 LA 11 Grave B, filling 201 32 KIA-37954 4667 27

15.02.2010 LA 11 Grave B, filling 201 32 KIA-40137 4461 25

07.07.2009 LA 17/171 burial layer 101 33 KIA-37955 484 19

23.02.2010 LA 17/171 burial layer 101 33 KIA-40138 354 19

29.04.2009 LA 18 Dolmen, burnt flint layer 101 36 KIA-37160 4727 34

15.10.2010 LA 18 Dolmen, burnt flint layer 101 36 KIA-37160 4811 31

29.04.2009 LA 18 Pit E 0.8 m/N 3.4 m 200 37 KIA-37162 5064 36

01.10.2010 LA 18 Pit E 0.8 m/N 3.4 m 200 37 KIA-37162 5222 28

15.10.2010 LA 18 Pit E 0.8 m/N 3.4 m 200 37 KIA-37162 5307 37

29.04.2009 LA 18 Pit N 4.7 m 300 38 KIA-37163 4847 39

15.10.2010 LA 18 Pit N 4.7 m 300 38 KIA-37163 5185 30

23.02.2010 LA 18 Dolmen, burnt flint layer 101 36 KIA-40139 4506 26

27.02.2010 LA 18 Pit N 4.7 m 300 38 KIA-40140 4575 27

02.03.2010 LA 18 Pit E 0.8 m/N 3.4 m 200 37 KIA-40266 4992 33

15.10.2010 LA 18 Pit E 0.8 m/N 3.4 m 200 37 KIA-40266 5184 30

24.10.2010 LA 18 Pit W 6.5 m 400 127 KIA-43281 5156 30

07.07.2009 LA 35 Grave B, filling 201 62 KIA-37956 4962 27

07.07.2009 LA 35 Grave A, filling 101 60 KIA-37957 4779 26

27.02.2010 LA 35 Grave A, filling 101 60 KIA-40145 4985 32

27.02.2010 LA 35 Grave B, filling 201 62 KIA-40146 5137 25

Fig. 14 (cont.). List of  14C dates of the Flintbek monuments. Bold: dates with potentential but not necessary laboratory inconsistencies.



139Flintbek and the absolute chronology of megalithic graves

δ13C δ13C Standard
Deviation

Calibrated Dates
in 1σ range

BC/
AD

Sample Material Wood Species Comment

-24.15 0.35 3634 3522 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-28.31 0.38 3643 3525 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-22.40 0.13 3367 3141 BC charcoal cf. Prunus

-23.98 0.33 3314 3024 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.11 0.13 3631 3390 BC charcoal Quercus

-25.93 0.27 3510 3370 BC charcoal Quercus

-23.31 0.13 3644 3536 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.64 0.20 3633 3521 BC charcoal Alnus

-24.76 0.43 3635 3530 BC charcoal Alnus

-25.35 0.21 3633 3524 BC charcoal Alnus

-24.03 0.02 3634 3526 BC charcoal Tilia

-26.15 0.15 3497 3367 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.95 0.17 3340 3111 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-22.80 0.26 3360 3129 BC charcoal Alnus

-27.19 0.28 2561 2350 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.90 0.17 2903 2780 BC charcoal Corylus second measurement on new prepared sample

-23.73 0.13 2561 2471 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.62 0.28 2898 2778 BC charcoal Corylus second measurement on new prepared sample

-25.80 0.14 2885 2704 BC charcoal Hedera

-25.73 0.11 2899 2763 BC charcoal Hedera second measurement on new prepared sample

-26.09 0.24 3514 3373 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-26.94 0.11 3636 3529 BC charcoal Fraxinus second measurement

-26.78 0.24 3334 3105 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-29.09 0.13 3693 3640 BC charcoal Pomoideae second measurement on new prepared sample

-24.73 0.26 3483 3348 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.21 0.18 3709 3658 BC charcoal Corylus second measurement on new prepared sample

-25.20 0.59 3622 3378 BC charcoal Corylus

-26.73 0.17 3655 3544 BC charcoal Corylus second measurement on new prepared sample

-26.85 0.13 3492 3360 BC charcoal Alnus

-28.09 0.09 3516 3376 BC charcoal Alnus second measurement

-25.35 0.21 8424 8294 BC charcoal Betula

-27.23 0.28 8758 8641 BC charcoal Betula second measurement

-26.80 0.08 3329 3094 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.91 0.06 1179 1251 AD charcoal Fagus

-22.12 0.38 3349 3117 BC charcoal Alnus

-24.35 0.17 29 115 AD charcoal Corylus

-25.78 0.23 3326 3094 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-25.92 0.12 3513 3372 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.98 0.29 3322 3030 BC charcoal Quercus

-26.82 0.14 1424 1439 AD charcoal Fagus

-24.47 0.22 1475 1620 AD charcoal Corylus

-24.85 0.34 3629 3382 BC charcoal Alnus

-30.67 0.42 3644 3535 BC charcoal Alnus second measurement

-23.76 0.26 3943 3801 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-25.11 0.09 4041 3986 BC charcoal Fraxinus second measurement

-24.93 0.12 4229 4054 BC charcoal Fraxinus third measurement on new prepared sample

-24.85 0.33 3693 3538 BC charcoal Corylus

-28.67 0.16 437 3965 BC charcoal Corylus second measurement

-28.16 0.26 3338 3108 BC charcoal Tilia

-26.22 0.11 3482 3140 BC charcoal Alnus

-23.57 0.14 3796 3710 BC charcoal Fraxinus

-23.57 0.14 437 3965 BC charcoal Fraxinus second measurement

-27.44 0.18 4032 3951 BC charcoal Corylus

-26.50 0.14 3769 3706 BC charcoal Populus/Salix-Type

-27.59 0.08 3635 3531 BC charcoal Betula

-23.48 0.25 3787 3711 BC charcoal Alnus

-21.45 0.39 3980 3849 BC charcoal Pomoideae
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Date of
measurement

Site No. Feature Feature 
No.

Find
ID

Sample No. 
Laboratory

Radiocarbon
Age BP

Standard 
Deviation

29.04.2009 LA 37 Dolmen I, ash layer on the pavement 101 67 KIA-37166 4734 36

29.04.2009 LA 37 Dolmen I, burnt flint layer 102 68 KIA-37167 853 27

29.04.2009 LA 37 Dolmen II, ash layer underneath pavement (id to 201?) 202 71 KIA-37168 4747 38

29.04.2009 LA 37 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 401 74 KIA-37169 4682 35

27.02.2010 LA 37 Dolmen I, ash layer on the pavement 101 67 KIA-40147 4657 27

27.02.2010 LA 37 Dolmen I, burnt flint layer 102 68 KIA40148 4765 26

27.02.2010 LA 37 Dolmen II, ash layer underneath pavement (id to 201?) 202 71 KIA40149 4658 25

27.02.2010 LA 37 Dolmen II, burnt flint layer 401 74 KIA40150 307 24

19.04.2010 LA 37 Dolmen I 100 26 KIA41718 5065 29

07.07.2009 LA 38 Dolmen, ash layer under pavement 101 78 KIA37958 4683 25

07.07.2009 LA 38 Dolmen, filling 103 80 KIA37959 4649 24

27.02.2010 LA 38 Dolmen, ash layer under pavement 101 78 KIA40151 4824 29

27.02.2010 LA 38 Dolmen, filling 103 80 KIA40152 4855 38

17.11.2008 LA 40 Grave A, coffin grave, bottom filling 1002 82 KIA36209 4436 28

23.03.2009 LA 40 Passage grave, burnt flint layer (= 1402) 1601 85 KIA36210 4440 29

20.03.2009 LA 40 Passage grave, older filling underneath tiles 1700 86 KIA36211 4467 29

20.03.2009 LA 40 Passage grave, younger filling on top of tiles 1701 87 KIA36212 4485 29

20.03.2009 LA 40 Passage grave, younger filling on top of tiles at          W 0.45 m/S 3.4 m 1702 88 KIA36213 4524 30

13.04.2010 LA 40 Grave A, coffin grave, bottom filling 1002 82 KIA-40153 4646 29

27.02.2010 LA 40 layer 10 1010 83 KIA-40154 4577 26

27.02.2010 LA 40 Passage grave, burnt flint layer (= 1402) 1601 85 KIA-40155 4586 28

27.02.2010 LA 40 Passage grave, older filling underneath tiles 1700 86 KIA-40156 4494 27

17.11.2008 LA 52 Passage Grave, lower burial layer 1401 99 KIA-36214 4476 34

20.03.2009 LA 52 Passage Grave, burnt flint layer 1402 100 KIA-36215 4554 29

20.03.2009 LA 52 Passage Grave, ash layer underneath loamy layer (1403) underneath burnt flint layer (1402) 1404 102 KIA-36216 4515 29

20.03.2009 LA 52 Passage Grave, underneath loamy covering 1408 106 KIA-36217 4569 26

20.03.2009 LA 52 Passage Grave, between section seperation (1405) and burial layer (1406) 1411 107 KIA-36218 4773 29

23.02.2010 LA 52 Passage Grave, lower burial layer 1401 099 KIA-40157 4439 31

23.02.2010 LA 52 Passage Grave, between section seperation (1405) and burial layer (1406) 1411 107 KIA-40158 4374 27

23.02.2010 LA 52 Neolithic settlement pit E 87 m/N 9,6 m (=P–Q ) 2000 112 KIA-40159 4217 27

29.04.2009 LA 53 Dolmen, dark area with charcoal between orthostates at west side, s. plan 11 101 117 KIA-37171 4643 36

29.04.2009 LA 53 Dolmen, burial layer 102 118 KIA-37172 4564 34

29.04.2009 LA 53 Dolmen, ground level (103), ash lyer underneath pavement 104 120 KIA-37173 4648 37

23.02.2010 LA 53 Dolmen, dark area with charcoal between orthostates at west side, s. plan 11 101 117 KIA40160 4638 25

23.02.2010 LA 53 Dolmen, burial layer 102 118 KIA40161 4593 28

23.02.2010 LA 53 Dolmen, ground level (103), ash lyer underneath pavement 104 120 KIA40162 4648 28

07.07.2009 LA 56 Dolmen, burnt flint layer 101 125 KIA37960 4718 26

27.02.2010 LA 56 Dolmen, burnt flint layer 101 125 KIA40163 4715 23

29.04.2009 LA 57 Passage grave, burial layer 101 127 KIA37176 4466 34

07.07.2009 LA 57 Passage grave, between pebbles from pavement 102 128 KIA37961 3889 26

27.02.2010 LA 57 Passage grave, burial layer 101 127 KIA40165 4449 24

27.02.2010 LA 57 Passage grave, between pebbles from pavement 102 128 KIA40267 4816 26

02.03.2010 LA 57 Grave A 300 142 KIA40268 5371 38

24.10.2010 LA 57 Passage grave, between pebbles from pavement 102 128 KIA43280 4691 25

01.10.2010 LA 58 Dolmen, burnt ground underneath ash layer underneath pavement 104 170 KIA42957 4731 29

07.07.2009 LA 137 Dolmen II, ash layer underneath pavement 103 132 KIA37962 4653 38

07.07.2009 LA 137 Grave A, filling 201 134 KIA37963 4874 33

27.02.2010 LA 137 Grave A, filling 201 134 KIA40166 4660 34

27.02.2010 LA 137 Dolmen II, ash layer underneath pavement 103 132 KIA40167 4742 25

27.02.2010 LA 137 Grave A, filling 201 134 KIA40270 4689 32

27.04.2010 or 
13.04.2010 LA 167 Dolmen, burial layer and burnt flint layer 103 140 KIA40271 4790 25

27.04.2010 or 
13.04.2010 LA 167 Dolmen, burnt flint filling behind orthostates 104 139 KIA40272 4705 34

27.02.2010 LA 167 Dolmen, pit underneath floor 105 141 KIA40273 4417 33

24.10.2010 LA 167 Dolmen, pit underneath floor 105 141 KIA40273 5029 29

Fig. 14 (cont.). List of 14C dates of the Flintbek monuments. Bold: dates with potentential but not necessary laboratory inconsistencies.
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δ13C δ13C Standard 
Deviation

Calibrated Dates
in 1σ range

BC/
AD

Sample Material Wood Species Comment

-24.76 0.36 3631 3383 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.81 0.35 1167 1217 AD charcoal Fagus

-23.83 0.25 3633 3386 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.46 0.29 3517 3375 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-27.58 0.15 3500 3370 BC charcoal Alnus

-24.51 0.19 3634 3525 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.56 0.35 3500 3484 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-25.86 0.21 1522 1643 AD charcoal Hedera

-22.23 0.12 3943 3802 BC human bone, prepared with Mowilith Knochen

-27.08 0.10 3516 3376 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-24.66 0.12 3498 3370 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.09 0.19 3650 3537 BC charcoal Alnus

-24.00 0.00 3694 3543 BC charcoal Tilia

-27.82 0.17 3309 3018 BC charcoal Quercus

-25.66 0.46 3346 3114 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.90 0.24 3368 3139 BC charcoal Corylus

-21.98 0.28 3635 3527 BC charcoal Corylus

-23.30 0.27 3351 3117 BC charcoal Salix

-23.83 0.45 3498 3369 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.66 0.35 3483 3143 BC charcoal Corylus

-22.80 0.58 3489 3341 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-20.03 1.69 3332 3104 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-25.32 0.28 3330 3094 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.84 0.24 3364 3129 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.66 0.46 3346 3114 BC charcoal Corylus

-24.90 0.24 3368 3139 BC charcoal Corylus

-21.98 0.28 3635 3527 BC charcoal Corylus

-29.19 0.18 3313 3019 BC charcoal Alnus

-30.35 0.46 3013 2926 BC charcoal Alnus

-27.44 0.18 4032 3951 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.63 0.19 3499 3366 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-23.67 0.28 3369 3126 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-22.55 0.35 3501 3366 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.23 0.34 3497 3366 BC charcoal Alnus

-26.62 0.33 3489 3348 BC charcoal Populus Isalix

-25.28 0.41 3498 3369 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-27.48 0.15 3626 3381 BC charcoal Corylus

-25.92 0.04 3624 3381 BC charcoal Alnus

-26.22 0.25 3327 3032 BC charcoal Betula

-29.10 0.12 2457 2345 BC charcoal Corylus

-27.05 0.04 3312 3026 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-22.71 0.50 3646 3536 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.35 0.24 4325 4080 BC charcoal Betula

-26.13 0.17 3518 3377 BC charcoal Alnus

-27.57 0.11 3630 3383 BC charcoal

-30.33 0.20 3507 3368 BC charcoal Corylus

-30.10 0.10 3694 3640 BC charcoal Corylus

-28.02 0.03 3510 3370 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-26.43 0.20 3631 3389 BC charcoal Quercus

-26.90 0.17 3518 3376 BC charcoal Quercus

-24.85 0.35 3637 3534 BC charcoal Tilia

-24.41 0.35 3624 3378 BC charcoal Pomoideae

-27.32 0.99 3096 2935 BC charcoal Tilia

-26.67 0.16 3937 3774 BC charcoal Tilia second sample
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Conclusion

The published 14C dates of the building of the 
first megalithic architecture on the Jutland pen-
insula, the Danish Isles, and in Sweden and Nor-
way show that research on these monuments is still 
unfinished. Only few reliable dates for the con-
struction phases are available for different regions 
of the North Group of the Funnel Beaker culture. 
Because of possible different regional develop-
ments, we have to be careful with general interpre-
tations. For the case study at Flintbek in compar-
ison to other detailed case studies with available 
absolute dates, such as Falbygden (Sjögren 2003) 

or Sarup (e.g. Andersen 1997; 1999a; 1999b), 
we gained some understanding of the micro-re-
gional developments and variations of megalithic 
burial architecture through time. Such micro-re-
gional studies probably represent the key for fur-
ther research on the megalithic phenomenon, espe-
cially to overcome the problem of having only 
single dates for single monuments within clusters 
of megalithic tombs. Of course, a second step for 
something to fall back on would be absolute dating 
carried out systematically on several monuments 
within the micro-regions. 
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This brief overview intends to draw a picture 
of the Westphalian Basin as one of the large nat-
ural landscape units of the North German Plain, 
forming the basis for a diachronic study from 4100 
to 2700 BC. A special focus is laid on recent inves-
tigations in the Hellweg zone, respectively the 
Soester Börde. The geographical and natural con-
ditions of the Westphalian Basin are described in 
the short introduction.

For the following investigation, three stages 
can be defined. With the Michelsberg culture, a 
remarkable and landscape-changing phenomenon 
emerges in Westphalia: enclosures with a diam-
eter of several hundred metres, erected along the 
northern border of the central German Uplands, 
indicate an increasing monumentalisation of the 
landscape. New investigations in the Hellweg zone 
show that these enclosures were possibly built in 
comparable concentrations as in the neighbouring 
Brunswick region in southern Lower Saxony 
(Raetzel-Fabian/Geschwinde 2009).

In the second stage, the enclosures — as mon-
uments in the Westphalian landscape — seem to 
have been replaced by another kind of monument: 

the gallery grave. In the western part of the West-
phalian Basin, passage graves belonging to the 
FBC West Group were erected, whereas especially 
the Hellweg zone and the further eastern regions 
of the basin are characterised by the type of the 
gallery graves connected with the Wartberg cul-
ture. Here, influences from the north and from the 
east slowly come to light: The gallery graves and 
their finds reveal relations between the FBC and 
the Wartberg culture, as the Westphalian Basin 
has to be seen as a contact zone between different 
understandings of burial rituals (Schierhold 
2012). The collective tomb necropolis of Schmer-
lecke in the Hellweg zone forms the basis for a dis-
cussion of finds and features.

The third stage focuses on the abandonment 
of collective burials and the beginning of single 
graves under mounds with surrounding ditches 
around 2800 BC. This new and different under-
standing of grave rituals is now also seen in close 
vicinity to the places with former rituals, e.g. in 
Schmerlecke. Recent investigations here shed new 
light on this topic (Cichy/Schierhold 2012).

Introduction

This contribution focuses on new investiga-
tions concerning the Younger to End Neolithic 
in the Westphalian Basin. Within a research pro-
ject funded by the German Research Founda-
tion, especially enclosures and gallery graves in 
the “Soester Börde” are examined to gain insights 
into the phenomenon of early monumental-
ity and social differentiation. The data collected 
so far indicate possibly many more enclosures of 
the Younger Neolithic in the Hellweg zone than 
known before and therefore a stronger presence 
of Michelsberg. Furthermore, the construction 
of the gallery graves might have taken place at a 

much earlier date than previously believed and 
therefore could be connected with late Michels-
berg groups. Nevertheless, also connections to 
the FBC West Group are visible, although con-
tacts seem to intensify not until a later stage (after 
3300 cal BC). Strong local traditions are proved by 
end Neolithic burial mounds for individuals close 
to the gallery graves of Schmerlecke.

Considering the Westphalin Basin as a whole, 
there seems to be indicated a boundary lasting 
through times between the eastern and the west-
ern part.

Landscape between cultures: Westphalia between 4100 and 2700 BC 

Kerstin Schierhold

Abstract
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Fig. 1. The Westphalian Basin, topography and regions (map by Geographical Commission for Westphalia).

Description of the Westphalian Basin

The Westphalian Basin or “Westfälische Bucht” 
forms one of the large natural units of North 
Rhine-Westphalia (Müller-Wille 1966, 151–221; 
Meynen/Schmithüsen 1953–1962, 808–109; Sku-
pin 2002, 3–4). The term “Bucht” is usually trans-
lated as “bay” or “bight” and stems from the geo-
logical origin of this region. 90 million years ago, 
a bay or basin formed the coastline of the Creta-
ceous Sea, the shape of which can be discerned 
from the topography (Fig. 1). It is half surrounded 
by the ridges of the Central Uplands: Sauerland 
and Siegerland in the south, and the Egge ridge and 
the Weser Uplands to the east. To the west and the 

north, no geographical or rather natural borders 
exist, as the Westphalian Basin belongs to the most 
southern part of the North West German lowlands. 
Most parts of the basin measure between 50 and 
100 m high, with two regions forming more or less 
“hilly” zones with heights up to 200 m, including 
the Baumberge east of Münster and the Beckum 
Hills in the eastern part of the Basin. The south-
ern border of the basin with the Hellweg region 
and the Haarstrang ridge also reaches heights up 
to 200 m high. The Hellweg zone south of the Lippe 
River (Soester Börde) and a small region around the 
Baumberge (Nottuln) are characterised by loess 
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soils; Early and Middle Neolithic cultures already 
inhabited these regions (e.g. Knoche 2001; Cichy 
2009). The other parts of the Westphalian Basin are 

characterised by more or less sandy to silty, some-
times clayish to argillaceous podsols, gley podsols, 
gleys and pseudogleys.

Michelsberg Culture

In the 42nd/ 41st centuries BC (MK II after 
Lüning 1968), the Michelsberg culture expanded 
in Westphalia (for further research of the Later 
Neolithic in Westphalia see Knoche 2008, for the 
chronological development in MK phases see esp. 
134 fig. 5, 12; MK II: 141–143). In the eastern part 
of the Westphalian Basin, monumental enclo-
sures were erected. Some settlement sites are also 
known in the Hellweg zone. B. Knoche recognised 
a “consolidation phase” in which Michelsberg was 
adopted under western European influence in the 
primary Neolithic settlement areas south of the 
Lippe River (Westphalian Hellwegbörde) (Kno-
che 2008, 204), which indicates a close connec-
tion to the loess soils.

Recent investigations in the Hellweg zone as part 
of a project in the Priority Program 1400 of the Ger-
man Research Foundation (Early Monumental-
ity and Social Differentiation) throw a new light on 
the end of Knoches’ “consolidation phase”: An exca-
vation was conducted at the monumental enclo-
sure near Bad Sassendorf (Fig. 2) (Cichy 2009, 23; 
Cichy et al. 2011; Schier hold et al. 2012, 426–
427). Since the late 1980s, the ditch system is known 
due to aerial photography (Fig. 3). It is situated up 
to 3.2 km southwest of the collective tomb necrop-
olis of Schmerlecke (see below). The enclosure con-
sists of one ditch with several interruptions; the end 
of one of them was excavated. The ditch is worked 
into the limestone bedrock which exists only a 

few decimetres below the surface (Schierhold 
et al. 2012, 426 fig. 13). It is still 1 m deep and 3 m 
wide and its fillings contain little limestone plates, 
probably from an inner wall, animal bones and few 
body sherds of Later Neolithic style. An AMS dat-
ing of an aurochs fragment found near the bottom 
of the ditch indicates 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 (Fig. 4). A second anal-
ysis of a cattle bone from the upper layers of the fill-
ings dates to approximately 5043±31 BP (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 (see below).

In MK III (c. 4000–3900 BC, Fig. 4), an “expan-
sion phase” of the Michelsberg culture in West-
phalia is visible (Knoche 2008, 143–165; 205), 
including the extension of settlement areas: set-
tlements were founded up to the Ems River, in the 
sandier regions, and also in the hilly zones on the 
southern border of the Westphalian Basin. Fur-
thermore, the enclosures of Nottuln, in the west-
ern part of the Basin, and Soest (Fig. 2) were built. 
Comparisons between lithic inventories (shape, 
quantity, and raw materials), vessel forms and ves-
sel tempering indicate two different groups. The 
first one is situated in western Westphalia, but 
also includes the Hellweg zone south of the Lippe 
River. The second group includes eastern West-
phalia east of the Hellweg zone (Fig. 1). Especially 
the distribution of imported Maas flint did not 
reach its full spectrum to the east of this region. 
So the “West Westphalian Group” (Knoche 2008, 
204; see also 165, fig. 5.32) is culturally and geo-
graphically orientated to the west, encompassing 
Belgian, Dutch and French areas, whereas the east-
ern part of Westphalia tends to northern Hesse 
and the Michelsberg “Hauptgruppe” further south 
(Knoche 2008, 158, 164).

In MK IV/V (c. 3900–3600 BC, Fig. 4), Knoche 
recognised a mostly indifferent “regression phase” 
with influences on vessel forms from the northern 
Alps (Knoche 2008, 205). Nevertheless, there 
seems to be continuity in the spatial separation 
of the western and the eastern part of Westphalia. 
In eastern Westphalia and also in northern Hesse, 
new ditch systems were erected or reused, whereas 
they seem to be abandoned in western Westphalia 
(Knoche 2008, 185). Settle ments in eastern West-
phalia and some more inventories show their 
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own, regional development of Late Michels-
berg vessel forms, influenced by northern Alpine 
forms (Knoche 2008, 177–182). The western part 
of the basin shows a gap of finds and features from 
MK IV until Funnel Beaker times (Knoche 2008, 
190), which indicates the separation in a rather 
indirect way.

More insights into the development of the 
Michelsberg culture in Westphalia can only be 
gathered from new finds and features. Within the 
recent investigations in the Hellweg zone, two 
hitherto unknown enclosures came to light. An 
aerial photo from 2010 shows part of an enclo-
sure with two interruptions south of Soest at Mül-
lingsen (Fig. 2; Fig. 5). It is situated 2 km north-
east of the gallery grave of Hiddingsen and c. 3 km 
south of the enclosure of Soest. Geomagnetic 
and other surveys have already been started; first 
results show the Younger Neolithic character of the 
enclosure. Further investigations, especially more 
geomagnetic surveys and a small test trench, are 
planned for the future to acquire more information 
about the further course of the ditch and its exact 
chronological position.

The other enclosure was found only some 500 m 
north east of the collective tomb necro polis of 
Schmerlecke (Fig. 2). Stray finds gathered on the 
site during the 1980s had led to the conclusion 
that a Neolithic settlement might belong to the 
tomb(s), so a geomagnetic survey was conducted 
in the spring of 2011. It revealed a part of a larger 
ditch structure with (until now) one interruption 
(Schierhold et al. 2012, 424 fig. 12). In August 
2012, a little part of the ditch near the interruption 
was investigated to obtain a profile and datable arte-
facts. The profile shows a flat bottom of the ditch 
which is still 1.3 m deep. On the northern (inner) 
side of the enclosure, a little, slightly pointed ditch 
is visible, which might correspond to a palisade 
system (Jeunesse/Seidel 2010, 60). The fillings 
contained some silex artefacts (flakes and a core) 
and two very small decorated pot sherds, which are 
difficult to assign. Some more fragments of body 
sherds with different temperings were documented; 
ceramic analysis within the Priority Program is 
planned. A piece of charcoal from the bottom of 
the ditch might assist in pinpointing its chronolog-
ical position, remembering the close vicinity to the 
collective tombs. Other examples, where gallery 
graves and enclosures are situated close together, 
are known from Calden (Raetzel-Fabian 2000) 
and Rimbeck (Knoche 2003). Knoche assumed, in 
light of these examples, that a possible replacement 
of enclosures by gallery graves occurred to some 
extent (Knoche 2008, 193), which might perhaps 
have also taken place in Schmerlecke.

Last but not least, another double ditch enclosure 
at Mellrich, known from aerial photography, has to 
be mentioned (Fig. 2) (Knoche 2008, 113 fig. 5.3). 

In 2011, a little survey revealed some Neolithic 
silices (an arrowhead, flakes and blade fragments) 
and fragments of Later Neolithic pottery with typ-
ical quartz tempering, which dates the monument 
in a broader fashion to Michelsberg times. Further 
investigations are planned in order to obtain more 
information.

Monumental enclosures as the most remark-
able monuments of the Michelsberg culture can 
be recognized as the earliest monuments in the 
Hellweg area and the Westphalian Basin in gen-
eral. Especially in the Hellweg zone, according to 
the current state of research, five find spots in a 
radius of only 15 km are known. For the future, it 
will at first be essential to date the monuments for 
a better understanding of the development of the 
Michelsberg culture, to approximate the duration 
of monumental use and the function of enclo-
sures in Westphalia. Furthermore, the investi-
gations lead to the conclusion that it is — com-
parable to the Brunswick region — still possible 
to detect hitherto unknown monumental enclo-
sures, even in today’s heavily farmed regions such 
as the Hellweg zone.

Fig. 3. Aerial photo of the enclosure from Bad Sassendorf (photo 
by St. Berke, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen). 

Post-Michelsberg: Wartberg and the FBC West 
Group

The transition from the Michelsberg culture 
to subsequent cultures in Westphalia is difficult 
to describe and is for the most part still not com-
pletely understood (Raetzel-Fabian 2000, 195–
196; Knoche 2008, 189–198). Recent investiga-
tions in the Hellweg zone shed new light on this 
phase. Here, seven gallery graves or collective 
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Schierhold et al. 2012, 411–429). Tomb I was 
already found and destroyed in the 1880s, when 
the road from Soest to Erwitte was built (Schier-
hold 2012, 27–28). Tomb II was found during 
ploughing in the early 1950s (Schierhold 2012, 
270). Its unknown exact position was relocated 
in 2006 by geomagnetic surveys. One year later, 
the previously unknown tomb III was detected 
by further surveys on the site. Since 2009, exca-
vations of tombs II and III have been carried out 
within the project “Genesis and Structure of the 
Hessian-Westphalian Megalithic Soest Group” 
in the Priority Program 1400 of the German 
Research Foundation.

The Schmerlecke II tomb shows many charac-
teristics associated with the gallery grave type 
(Fig. 6). It is built of big slabs of limestone and 
sunken into the ground, a typical feature of gallery 

tombs, including Ostönnen, Hiddingsen, Schmer-
lecke (three tombs), Völlinghausen and Uelde 
(Fig. 2), are identified today, marking the begin-
nings of new burial rites hitherto unknown. The 
tombs, belonging to the Soest Group, reveal dif-
ferent influences from neighbouring regions, 
but also local interpretations of burial rituals. 
The excellent preservation of human and animal 
bones in the gallery graves of Schmerlecke (exca-
vated since 2009) enables new data series, pro-
viding information about the construction and 
first use of the tombs. Furthermore, the architec-
ture of the tombs and the grave goods also show 
close connections to circumstances in areas to the 
north, the east and the west.

In Schmerlecke (Fig. 2), three collective tombs 
in close vicinity to each other are known today 
(Schierhold et al. 2010; Schierhold 2012, 24–33; 

Fig. 4. Chronological model on the base of radiometric data (after Raetzel-Fabian/Geschwinde 2009, 187 fig. 143).
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graves: the Neolithic occupation layer lies about 
85–90 cm below the modern surface. The cham-
ber itself measures approximately 20 m long and 
2 m wide. The entrance situation is not yet clear, 
but there are some hints that the tomb belongs 
to the “Rimbeck” type (with a lateral entrance). 
This kind of entrance is widely spread among 
the gallery graves of Westphalia and is linked 
to the entrance situation in FBC passage graves 
(Schierhold 2012, 65, 167). The axial entrance 
(“Züschen” type) is rather known in northern 
Hesse. The slabs derive from outcrops located not 
more than one to three km away, like many other 
examples (Schierhold 2009a; Schierhold 
2009b; Schierhold 2012, 34–54). The special 
shape of the occupation layer is built up from loess 
and, as a rare feature, it shows a kind of footbridge 
up to 10 cm high in the western part.

The Schmerlecke tomb III shows a different con-
struction concept (Fig. 6). The tomb is about 24 m 
long and up to 4.5 m wide, so it was very prob-
ably not covered with capstones. For a long time 
during documentation, it seemed that only the 
western end of the tomb had a bigger limestone 
slab (Fig. 7). Quite the contrary, the tomb showed 
dry stone walls constructed of smaller limestone 

plates and red granite cobbles and therefore was 
not interpreted as a megalithic tomb (Schier-
hold et al. 2012, 417–419). But in the final stage of 
excavations in November 2013, it became apparent 
that it had been built not only with small-sized 
building material, but also large limestone plates 
were taken. Unfortunately, they all had been nearly 
completely destroyed; only their lowest parts on 
the bottom of the foundation pits survived. One 
striking aspect is that the mentioned dry stone 
walls are rounded, especially at the outside; prob-
ably presenting a special kind of facade. This is a 
construction element found in the same manner 
in Völlinghausen, a collective tomb situated only 
3 km east of Schmerlecke: the dry stone walls were 
constructed as if imitating the forms of erratic 
boulders, which where used in passage tombs of 
the FBC further north. The closest parallels using 
erratic boulders for megalithic tombs are found in 
Lünen, some 70 km west of Schmerlecke, where 
a destroyed passage tomb is recorded (Schier-
hold 2012, 199), and in the Beckum Group c. 
30 km north of Schmerlecke. Here, three gallery 
graves are known (see Fig. 2) (Beckum I and II, 
and Lippborg). The Beckum II tomb is still pre-
served. The Beckum I tomb was destroyed and its 

Fig. 5. Aerial photo of the enclosure from Müllingsen near Soest (photo by M. Baales, LWL-Archäologie für Westfalen).
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position was unknown since the 1830s. Currently, 
it could be relocated within a geomagnetic survey 
(Heinen et al. 2012). The imitation of building 
material of the north in Schmerlecke is extraordi-
nary. Erratic boulders are known in the Hellweg 
zone; they can be found up to the southern border 
of the Westphalian Basin (Skupin et al. 1993), but 
mostly smaller cobbles are observed. Only very 
few big boulders necessary to build a megalithic 
tomb can be found. All other gallery graves in the 
Hellweg zone known until today were built of big 
slabs of limestone, so the builders could easily 
have used this building material for tomb III at 
Schmerlecke and at Völlinghausen. This situa-
tion opens new possibilities of reflecting on social 
differences between the burying communities of 
one regional group like the Soest Group, perhaps 
even different provenances of the builders. In this 
case, the date of erection of the tombs must be dis-
cussed. In recent years, the megalithic tombs were 
supposed to have been erected around 3500–3400 
cal BC. New AMS data from the tombs of Schmer-
lecke possibly indicate an earlier initiation of meg-
alithic construction in the Hellweg zone already 
around 3600 cal BC, perhaps even 50–100 years 
earlier. This still has to be confirmed by a broader 
data base (in progress). According to the current 
state of research, both Schmerlecke tombs with 

their different design concepts might be assumed 
to have been constructed in the thirty-seventh 
century BC.

While some construction elements point to con-
nections or influences from the north, the burial 
rites concerning grave goods show strong rela-
tions to Wartberg behaviour or southeastern con-
nections. The most striking feature is the lack of 
vessels. Only few, mainly undecorated potsherds 
have been found until today in tombs II and III. 
In contrast, typical grave good elements of espe-
cially gallery graves in the Hellweg zone are bigger 
flint blades from the Maas region. These blades can 
surely be assigned to traditional communication 
networks known from Michelsberg times onwards 
(Schierhold 2012, 169; see also Knoche 2008, 
192). Some of the blades have been heavily used 
so that they can perhaps even be interpreted as a 
kind of heirlooms. Several triangular arrowheads, 
a typical grave good in Wartberg contexts, are also 
known from the Schmerlecke tombs.

But there are also some artefacts showing close 
contacts to the FBC. One of the most remarkable 
artefacts is a double axe fragment of the so-called 
Hanover type, a piece imported 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 (Schierhold et al. 2012, 421).

Fig. 6. Schmerlecke, tomb II, aerial photo 2012 (photo by H. Fritze, Institute for Geoinformatics, WWU Münster).

Fig. 7. Schmerlecke, tomb III, western end with granite cobbles and rests of a bigger slab of limestone (photo by H. Menne, LWL-Archäo-
logie für Westfalen).
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All amber beads found until today in Schmer-
lecke have a discoidal form. This form is very 
common in the FBC West Group, and is not seen 
very often in the FBC North Group, where double 
axe forms are more common. Therefore, it seems 
possible that the form of the beads was influenced 
by contacts to the FBC West Group; perhaps 
they were imported from there (Woltermann/
Schierhold 2011). A third group of artefacts also 
found in the Schmerlecke tombs are trapezoidal 
arrowheads, which are a characteristic find in FBC 
contexts.

All the elements of construction and grave 
goods presented here show more or less close con-
tacts to the FBC. These elements can be found in 
other gallery graves of the Soest Group as well, 
so that the Hellweg zone appears as a transition 
zone between the FBC and Wartberg (Schier-
hold 2012, 169). In the other parts of the West-
phalian Basin, a different development can be 
seen. In the western regions and north of the 
Lippe River, a chronological gap must be consid-
ered between the last evidence for the Michels-

berg culture and the emergence of the FBC resp. 
Tiefstichkeramik (Knoche 2008, 193; Nahren-
dorf 1989, 87–88). Since the Brindley 3 Horizon 
(around 3300 cal BC), perhaps Brindley 2 (around 
3350 cal BC: Lengerich-Wechte; Bakker 1992, 
63; Schierhold 2012, 66), passage graves built 
of big erratic boulders were erected, sometimes 
filled with hundreds of vessels. Furthermore, 
FBC flat graves are known especially in the Mün-
sterland and further west (Kossian 2005), but 
not further east. In contrast, eastern Westphalia 
south of the Lippe River beyond Paderborn and 
Warburg was influenced by the Wartberg cul-
ture (Knoche 2008, 192; Schierhold 2012, 
169). It has to be mentioned here, as is often seen 
in transition zones, that e.g. FBC ceramics or 
Maas flint still occur in small numbers in inven-
tories from eastern Westphalia and even northern 
Hesse (e.g. see Schierhold 2012, 78–79, 80–84, 
89–90, 91), and that elements of tomb construc-
tion belonging to Wartberg behaviour is also seen 
north of the Lippe River (e.g. the Beckum tombs 
which are sunken into the ground).

Fig. 8. Transition from FBC West Group and Wartberg to Single Grave culture in the Netherlands, Westphalia and northern Hesse (after 
Raetzel-Fabian 2001, 325 fig. 7).
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Summing up so far, there are some aspects that 
may shed light on the transition from enclosures 
to gallery graves. The construction of the gallery 
graves might have taken place at a much earlier 
date than previously believed. If this early begin-
ning of megalith building will be validated, late 
Michelsberg groups would have been involved in 
the construction of such gallery graves. Further-
more, the most recent dates from the Hellweg zone 
enclosures seem to correspond with the earliest 
dates for the gallery graves. This suggests a possi-
ble change of meaning for monumental enclosures 
towards the smaller, but also landscape-embedded 
monumental gallery graves in terms of one of their 
respective functions as communal ritual meet-
ing places. In this context, the different construc-
tion techniques of the tombs II and III of Erwitte-
Schmerlecke also will be a question for further 

research, especially concerning the role of the FBC 
West Group: Most known finds resp. artefacts con-
nected with this group seem to date later than the 
possible erection of the Schmerlecke tombs. 

Nevertheless, it seems that the eastern part of 
Westphalia, is more strongly connected to the 
Wartberg behaviour when considering the build-
ing concepts of the tombs, whereas the grave goods 
rather point to some “traditional” western con-
tacts. In order to reveal the role of the Hellweg 
zone as a transmitter between the FBC and the 
Wartberg culture, settlements belonging to the 
tombs could give more information. Recent inves-
tigations in Schmerlecke and Hiddingsen brought 
possible settlement sites to light: only 500 m north 
of the gallery graves, Late Neolithic artefacts were 
found on the surface. Research is being conducted 
within the project.

Individual burials

Not later than 2800 BC, another change is finally 
visible in the Westphalian Basin and neighbouring 
regions, which D. Raetzel-Fabian exposed in detail 
in its chronological, geographical and cultural 
complexity (Raetzel-Fabian 2001) (Fig. 8). His 
conclusions can be extended by some new results 
from Schmerlecke. 

Only few metres north and northwest of 
tomb III, the geophysical surveys revealed several 
round ditches. Two of them were partly excavated 
in 2009 and 2011 (Cichy/Schierhold 2012). 10 m 
north of tomb III, a round ditch of 18 m in diame-
ter was documented. In the ditch enclosure, a dou-
ble posthole ring came to light. Several postholes 
indicated a central burial, but no more remains of 
it were preserved. A dating of the structure may 
be enabled by a fragment of a polished stone axe 
from Final Neolithic times (Rechteckbeil). Further-
more, two postholes on the bottom of the outer 
ditch indicate a similarity to a Final Neolithic type 
of ring ditches known from the Netherlands (Glas-
bergen Type 2). (Glasbergen 1954, 17 Nr. 2; Her-
ring 2009, 79–83). Additionally, 25 m northeast 

of tomb III, another round ditch, slightly larger, 
was partly excavated, whereby no more datable 
artefacts were recorded, so that the chronological 
classification of this circular ditch has to remain 
unclear. Even more evidence for the presence of 
people of the Single Grave culture is recorded in 
the Schmerlecke tomb II. Here, several potsherds 
of beakers were found, one of the sherds belong-
ing to the typologically early Glasbergen type Ia 
(Lanting/van der Waals 1976, 4 fig. 1). These 
results show that Schmerlecke was still used as a 
burial place in Final Neolithic times. The com-
plete change in burial rites from collective tombs 
sunken into the ground to single burials under vis-
ible mounds appears to be recognizable here in a 
rather gradual transition: the “protruding foot-
beaker” might indicate an early burial of a per-
son still closely connected to its ancestors’ rituals, 
whereas the circular ditches might show the first 
“real” single burials, nevertheless remaining in tra-
dition with the place and its history. These tradi-
tions observed in Schmerlecke have to be investi-
gated in the future.

Summary

The Westphalian Basin as a large natural unit 
shows different influences from its neighbouring 
regions between the long span of the Younger and 
Late Neolithic from 4100 to 2700 BC. One can 
assume more or less strong “boundaries” between 
the western and the eastern part of the Basin, which 
seem to endure over a long time period (with some 
small local shifts). The Hellweg zone becomes 
apparent as a key region for the understanding of 
contacts. Here, Michelsberg enclosures and also 

Wartberg gallery graves occur and may replace the 
Michelsberg monuments. Furthermore, FBC con-
tacts come to light. At the end of the Neolithic, the 
Hellweg zone seems, on the one hand, to maintain 
(burial) traditions but, on the other hand, is also 
open to fundamental changes like other regions 
in the Westphalian Basin (Nahrendorf 1989). 
In the centuries enlightened in this brief overview, 
the Westphalian landscape acts as an intermediary 
between time and cultures.



154 Kerstin Schierhold 

(Hrsg.), Die absolute Chronologie in Mitteleuropa 3000–
2000 v. Chr. The absolute chronology of Central Europe 
3000–2000 BC. Studien Archäologie Ostmitteleuropa 1 
(Bamberg/ Rahden/ Westfalen 2001) 319–336.

Raetzel-Fabian/Geschwinde 2009: D. Raetzel-Fabian/ M. 
Geschwinde, EWBSL. Eine Fallstudie zu den jungneolithi-
schen Erdwerken am Nordrand der Mittelgebirge. Archäo-
logie in Niedersachsen 14 (Oldenburg 2009).

Schierhold 2009: K. Schierhold, The Gallery Graves of Hesse 
and Westphalia, Germany: extracting and working the 
stones. In: C. Scarre (ed.), Megalithic Quarrying. Sourc-
ing, extracting and manipulating the stones. International 
Union for Prehistoric and Protohistoric Sciences. Proceed-
ings of the XV World Congress (Lisbon, 4–9 September 
2006). BAR International Series 1923 (Oxford 2009) 35–44.

Schierhold 2009b: K. Schierhold, Der Bauplatz für ein Grab 
— Rohstoff- und Raumnutzung in der hessisch-westfäli-
schen Megalithik. In: H.-J. Beier/ E. Claßen/ T. Doppler/ 
B. Ramminger (Hrsg.), Varia neolithica VI. Neolithische 
Monumente und neolithische Gesellschaften. Beiträge Ur- 
und Frühgeschichte Mitteleuropa 56 (Langenweissbach 
2009) 83–90.

Schierhold 2012: K. Schierhold, Studien zur hessisch-westfäli-
schen Megalithik im europäischen Kontext. Münstersche 
Beiträge zur ur- und frühgeschichtlichen Archäologie 6 
(Rahden/Westfalen 2012).

Schierhold et al. 2010: K. Schierhold/ M. Baales/ E. Cichy, 
Spätneolithischen Großsteingräbern auf der Spur — Geo-
magnetik in Erwitte-Schmerlecke. In: Th. Otten/ H. Hel-
lenkemper/ J. Kunow/ Michael Rind (Hrsg.), Fundge-
schichten. Archäologie in Nordrhein-Westfalen. Schriften 
Bodendenkmalpflege Nordrhein-Westfalen 9 (Mainz 2010) 
74–77. 

Schierhold et al. 2012: K. Schierhold/ R. Gleser/ M. Baales, 
Zur Genese und Struktur der hessisch-westfälischen Mega-
lithik am Beispiel der Soester Gruppe. In: M. Hinz/ J. 
Müller (Hrsg.), Siedlung, Grabenwerk, Großsteingrab. Stu-
dien zu Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft und Umwelt der Trichter-
bechergruppen im nördlichen Mitteleuropa (Bonn 2012) 
411–429.

Skupin 2002: K. Skupin, Geologisch-morphologischer Über-
blick. In: D. Bérenger/ W. Brebeck (Hrsg.), Erdgeschichte 
und Steinzeiten. Führer Vor- und Frühgeschichte Hoch-
stiftkreise Paderborn und Höxter 1 (Münster 2002) 1–36.

Skupin et al. 1993: K. Skupin/ E. Speetzen/ J. G. Zandstra, 
Die Eiszeit in Nordwestdeutschland. Zur Vereisungs-
geschichte der Westfälischen Bucht und angrenzender 
Gebiete (Krefeld 1993).

Woltermann/Schierhold 2011: G. Woltermann/ K. Schierhold, 
Aktuelle Analysemethoden an Bernsteinperlen. Zwei 
Neufunde aus dem spätneolithischen Galeriegrab II von 
Erwitte-Schmerlecke (Kr. Soest). Archäologisches Korre-
spondenzblatt 41, 2011, 345–358.

Bakker 1992: J. A. Bakker, The Dutch hunebedden. Megalithic 
Tombs of the Funnel Beaker Culture (Ann Arbor 1992).

Cichy 2009: E. Cichy, Ur- und Frühgeschichte im Raum Bad 
Sassendorf. In: P. Kracht (Hrsg.), Sassendorf. Vom Sälzer-
dorf zum Heilbad (Münster 2009) 13–40.

Cichy et al. 2011: E. Cichy/ K. Schierhold/ M. Baales, Unter-
suchung eines Grabenkopfes am neolithischen Graben-
werk von Bad Sassendorf. Archäologie in Westfalen-Lippe 
2010 (2011) 39–41.

Cichy/Schierhold 2012: E. Cichy, Von Kollektiv- zu Einzelbe-
stattungen — die Kreisgräben von Erwitte-Schmerlecke. 
Archäologie in Westfalen-Lippe 2011 (2012) 52–56.

Glasbergen 1954: W. Glasbergen, Barrow Excavations in the 
Eight Beatitudes. The Bronze Age Cemetery Between 
Toterfout Halve Mijl, North Brabant, II. The Implications. 
Palaeohistoria 3, 1954, 1–204.

Heinen et al. 2012: J. Heinen/ K. Schierhold/ B. Stapel, Lan-
ge gesucht und wieder gefunden — das Großsteingrab I 
von Beckum-Dalmer. Archäologie in Westfalen-Lippe 2011 
(2012) 47–49.

Herring 2009: B. Herring, Die Gräber der frühen bis mitt-
leren Bronzezeit in Westfalen. Bodenaltertümer Westfa-
lens 48 (Mainz 2009).

Jeunesse/Seidel 2010: Chr. Jeunesse/ U. Seidel, Die Erdwerke. 
In: C. Lichter (Hrsg.), Jungsteinzeit im Umbruch. Die 
„Michelsberger Kultur“ und Mitteleuropa vor 6000 Jahren 
(Karlsruhe 2010) 58–69.

Knoche 2001: B. Knoche, Die Jungsteinzeit. In: Der Kreis 
Soest. Führer Archäologischer Denkmäler Deutschland 39 
(Stuttgart 2001) 52–72.

Knoche 2003: B. Knoche, Das jungsteinzeitliche Erdwerk von 
Rimbeck bei Warburg, Kr. Höxter. Frühe Burgen West-
falen 20 (Münster 2003).

Knoche 2008: B. Knoche, Die Erdwerke von Soest, Kreis 
Soest und Nottuln-Uphoven, Kreis Coesfeld: Studien zum 
Jungneolithikum in Westfalen. Münstersche Beiträge ur- 
und frühgeschichtliche Archäologie 3 (Rahden/Westfalen 
2008).

Kossian 2005: R. Kossian, Nichtmegalithische Grabanlagen 
der Trichterbecherkultur in Deutschland und den Nie-
derlanden. Veröffentlichungen Landesamt Denkmalpflege 
und Archäologie Sachsen-Anhalt, Landesmuseum für Vor-
geschichte 58 (Halle/Saale 2005).

Lanting/van der Waals 1976: J. N. Lanting/ J. D. van der 
Waals, Beaker Culture Relations in the Lower Rhine Basin. 
In: J. N. Lanting/ J. D. van der Waals (eds.), Glockenbech-
ersymposium Oberried 1974 (Bussum/Haarlem 1976) 1–80.

Lüning 1968: J. Lüning, Die Michelsberger Kultur. Ihre 
Funde in zeitlicher und räumlicher Gliederung. Berichte 
Römisch-Germanische Kommission 48, 1967 (1968) 1–350.

Meynen/Schmithüsen 1953–1962: E. Meynen/ J. Schmithü-
sen, Handbuch der naturräumlichen Gliederung Deutsch-
lands (Bad Godesberg 1953–1962).

Müller-Wille 1966: W. Müller-Wille, Bodenplastik und Natur-
räume Westfalens. Spieker 14 (Münster 1966).

Nahrendorf 1989: U. Nahrendorf, Westfalen in Endneo-
lithikum und früher Bronzezeit. Untersuchungen zur 
Besiedlungsgeschichte der nordwestdeutschen Landschaft 
zwischen Niederrhein und Mittelweser (Unpublished Dis-
sertation Münster 1989).

Raetzel-Fabian 2000: D. Raetzel-Fabian, Calden. Erdwerk 
und Bestattungsplätze des Jungneolithikums. Architektur 
– Ritual – Chronologie. Universitätsforschungen zur Prä-
historischen Archäologie 70 (Bonn 2000).

Raetzel-Fabian 2001: D. Raetzel-Fabian, Revolution, Refor-
mation, Epochenwechsel? Das Ende der Kollektivgrabsitte 
und der Übergang von der Wartberg- zur Einzelgrabkultur 
in Nordhessen und Westfalen. In: J. Czebreszuk/ J. Müller 

References

Kerstin Schierhold
 Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster

 Historisches Seminar, 
Abt. Ur- und Frühgeschichtliche Archäologie

 Robert-Koch-Str. 29
 D-48149 Münster

kerstin.schierhold@web.de



155

Long barrows were important components of 
the cultural landscapes of Funnel Beaker culture 
(FBC). These constructions were located in close 
relation to villages, arable land and pastures and 
were also positioned near natural landscape fea-
tures such as lakes, rivers or marshlands. Long bar-
rows were, on the one hand, impressive time and 
land markers. On the other hand, the symbolic 
meaning of long barrows in the landscape may have 
been strengthened by a visualisation of this land-
scape within the barrows themselves. Intra-bar-
row analysis makes it plausible that some construc-
tions and specific positions within the barrows 
were used as a symbolic reflection of some part of 

actual landscapes in the vicinity of living villages. 
Accordingly, this investigation focuses on the land-
scapes of the living and the landscapes of the dead 
on two main levels of spatial organization of FBC 
activity that are reflected within the barrows. The 
first level refers to the household of the living and 
its symbolic reflection in particularly one part of the 
barrows. The next levels of my considerations refer 
to much larger activity zones of the FBC people, 
including features of the landscape in the vicin-
ity of the settlement-sites and the incorporation of 
landscape elements in the mirrored, symbolic land-
scape which is included inside the barrows.

The Funnel Beaker culture: Long barrows as the landscape of the dead 
within the landscapes of the living

Andrzej Pelisiak

Abstract

Introduction

Monumental structures were used from the 
beginning of the Neolithic period in wide areas 
from the Near-East to western Europe and the 
British Isles as well as in northern and central 
Europe. There is a large range of diverse monu-
mental forms, among others, stone graves, wooden 
and earthen circles or stone circles, earthen walls, 
alignments of standing stones and long barrows. It 
is not surprising that some spectacular structures 
attracted the attention of many travellers, painters, 
poets and researchers since at least the eighteenth 
century (e.g. Cassen 2010; Midgley 2010; Ren-
frew/Bahn 1996).

Monumental structures have been interpreted 
in different ways: as markers of territorial claims, 
as an expression of territorial behaviour (Ren-
frew 1972; 1973; 1976; 1984; Zvelebil/Beneš 
1997), as path/trail markers (Hoika 1986; Wierz-
bicki 2006), as important markers of spatial organ-
ization, as the centre and the borders of an area 
(Wierzbicki 2006), as orientation markers of a 
mental map (Makarowicz 2010), as markers of 

social (cultural, collective) memories, as remem-
bered traditions and signs of durability (Brad-
ley 2002; Furholt 2012; Furholt et al. 2012; 
Hinz 2012; Pelisiak 2012; Watkins 2012), as 
places for communal gatherings and the forma-
tion of social identities (Barrett 1988; Brad-
ley 2011; Furholt et al. 2011; Watkins 2012), 
as the expression of ideas (Andersson 2010), as 
structures directed toward the future (Hinz 2012; 
Rowland 1993), as the expression of ancestral 
cults (Andersson 2010), and as places of burial 
practices and social organization (Chapman et al. 
1981). Barrow cemeteries have also been described 
as genealogical maps (Barrett 1994) and quasi-
temples (Bunyatyn 2001; Rassamakin 1997). 
Monumental structures have, in addition, also 
been linked to ideological and religious concepts 
(Hodder 1982; Tilley 1994; 1999). Long bar-
rows were discussed with regard to long houses, 
i.e. as houses of the dead (Bradley 2002; Childe 
1949; Hodder 1992; Midgley 2005) and as a 
“place in the landscape for the formal deposition of 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 155 – 170
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the dead” (Cummings 2008, 138). Circular mon-
uments were interpreted as a symbolic reflection 
of the microcosm (Bradley 2010). All these func-
tions, and perhaps many others, might have been 
involved and may have complemented each other. 
Monumental structures, including long barrows, 
might have played various or different roles in the 
ancient communities, whereas the role of some of 
these constructions shifted over time (Cummings 
2008). I do not intend to deny any of these inter-
pretations. 

In the following paper, another possible function 
and a new way of looking at FBC long barrows will 
be presented. I will pay special attention to the or-
ganization of the internal space of these structures. 
In this respect, results of an analysis on the internal 
organization of FBC settlement sites from central 
Poland will be important as well as landscape stud-
ies regarding the FBC in this area.

The prehistoric landscape can be analysed on 
several different scales (Fig. 1; Chapman 1997; 
Kuna 1991; Pelisiak 1991; 2002; 2003a; Watkins 
2012; Zvelebil/Beneš 1997; Zvelebil et al. 1992). 
The first and smallest includes individual house-
holds as well as the relationships between these 
units and their adjacent space. The subsequent 
level refers to the territory of a settlement site 
which comprises habitation zones, ritual zones, 
fields and pastures. The next level covers whole 
regions of varying sizes. I would like to bring forth 
evidence that some of these landscape zones and 
some everyday events and activities were symbol-
ically arranged in installations inside the long 
barrows in Polish Lowland areas and thus reflect 
exterior circumstances. For this analysis, ceme-
teries and settlement sites in the Polish Lowlands, 
specifically several FBC sites, will serve as exam-
ples (Fig. 2). 

The landscape of the Polish Lowlands is highly 
differentiated. A mosaic of soils, from very fertile 
black and brown soils to extremely poor sandy 
soils, is typical for this region. Wet lower parts of 
river and lake valleys contrast with dry upper parts 
of the valleys and with the uplands. Numerous 
rivers, lakes and marshland landscapes create a 
closely linked water system. Thousands of settle-
ment sites of the FBC have been discovered in this 

Fig. 1. The prehistoric landscape can be analyzed in several different scales (after Kuna 1991; Zvelebil et al. 1992; Zvelebil/Beneš 1997; 
graphical image by K. Winter).
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area. The relatively small registered quantity of 
cemeteries with long barrows does not reflect the 
real number of monuments once present. There 
were hundreds if not thousands of long barrows 
in this area, but the majority of them have not 
survived. As has been reported, many of them 
were still visible at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, but since then a great extent of the 
earthen mounds and stone constructions has been 
completely destroyed.

The following statements by Cummings (2008, 
147) can be regarded as a starting point of my 

deliberations to formulate a preliminary hypoth-
esis. “Monuments were not isolated points in the 
landscapes, but were intimately connected with their 
wider settings and environments” and “the landscape 
surrounding of many monuments was an important 
part of the architecture of the site”. These assertions 
will be considered in a specific way to generate my 
more specific hypothesis that: monuments are not 
only located and woven into the landscape as an 
element of it, but are also a reflection of the land-
scape and must be regarded as a landscape of the 
dead located within the landscape of the living.

Organization of inner space of the FBC long barrows from central Poland

It is not surprising that there is an obvious 
contrast between the quantity and quality of data 
obtained from the long barrows excavated before 
World War II and those excavated afterwards. 
There is also no doubt that many remains from 
the interior of the barrows may have been over-
looked or were regarded as unimportant and were 
therefore not documented during early excava-
tions. Unfortunately, excavation methods used 
in the nineteenth and in the first decades of the 
twentieth century resulted in a lack of informa-
tion about important site elements such as layers 
of peaty soil. However, this deficiency does not 
necessarily imply that the layers of peaty soil were 
absent in the long barrows: They were, in fact, 
recognized within barrows excavated later than 
the second half of the twentieth century. Further-
more, the attention of earlier archaeologists was 
often limited to the graves and the grave goods, 
whereas observations concerning stratigraphy 
or spatial distributions of the remains inside the 
barrows were seldom observed or recorded.

For the following analysis, I will first use the ex-
amples of the long barrows at Sarnowo and Wietrzy-
chowice (Fig. 2). Fortunately, they were well-pre-
served and accurately excavated. The site of Sarnowo 
with its cemetery and settlement is one of the most 
widely known FBC sites from this area of Poland 
(Chmielewski 1952; Dąbrowski 1971; Gaba-
łówna 1968; 1969a; 1969b; 1970; Kapica 1971a; 
1971b; Młynarski 1971; Niesiołowska-Śre-
niowska 1980; 1983; 1986; Piechocki 1971; Sa-
dłowska 1971; Świeżyński 1971; Wiklak 1975; 
1980; 1983; 1986a; 1986b; 1990). The cemetery con-
sists of nine long barrows and is located within 
the Zgłowiączka river valley on the slight eleva-
tion above the confluence of this river and a small 
stream inside the arch of the terminal moraine 
from the Poznań phase of the Baltic glaciation (Sa-
dłowska 1971). It is situated in a slightly undulat-
ing area on the separated but visually not promi-
nent place in the landscape, similar to the remains 

at Wietrzychowice. In contrast to the subsequent 
Corded Ware culture barrows, which are frequent-
ly located on the highest position in a region, the 
FBC long barrow builders did not emphasize their 
location by selecting the most dominating features 
of the landscape.

The long barrows at Sarnowo and Wietrzycho-
wice are located within an area that was densely 
settled by FBC communities. Numerous FBC set-
tlements are registered nearby (Figs. 3 and 4). Long 
barrows and settlement sites are situated on the 
upper terraces of river valleys and many of the set-
tlement sites can be found within the lake valleys. 
The long barrow cemetery at Sarnowo partially 
overlies an earlier settlement site or sites of the 
FBC (Niesiołowska-Śreniowska 1983; Wiklak 
1983). At Sarnowo as well as at the other sites, peo-
ple of the FBC established their settlements and 
cemeteries close to water sources, usually less than 
200 meters away from streams, rivers or lakes.

Excavations at Sarnowo were carried out from 
1950–1951 (barrow nos. 1–6) and from 1966–1975 
(barrow nos. 7–9 and the settlement of the FBC) 
by a team of the Archaeological and Ethnograph-
ical Museum in Łódź. Some of the barrows were 
partly destroyed. The monuments were trapezoi-
dal in shape, up to 83 m long and 12 m wide at the 
front. The frames of the barrows at Sarnowo as 
well as at Wietrzychowice were placed in trenches 
in which stones of different shapes and sizes were 
laid. Within a framed inner space beside the 
graves, various constructions and “special areas” 
were located.

The cemetery at Wietrzychowice is located on 
an almost flat ground moraine of the Baltic glaci-
ation near a small lake and a marshy glacial gul-
ly. Here, the position of the long barrow cemetery 
in the landscape is similar to that of the cemetery 
at Sarnowo. The long barrows at Wietrzychowice 
are placed on the upper terrace of the river valley 
and on the adjacent uplands, close to a small lake. 
The cemetery consists of five long barrows. The ex-
cavations at Wietrzychowice were carried out in 
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the 1930s by Konrad Jażdżewski and from 1967–
1969 by a team of the Archaeological and Ethno-
graphical Museum in Łódź (Chmielewski 1952; 
Jadczykowa 1970; 1971; Kapica 1970; Makie-
wicz 1969). All the barrows were trapezoidal or al-
most triangular in shape, up to 115 m long and up 

to 10 m wide at the front. Within a frame built of 
stones, graves and various installations were rec-
ognized. One of the mounds survived only par-
tially. This conceivably indicates that the cemetery 
was originally larger and could have been com-
prised of more than five barrows.

Sarnowo
(long barrows) 

Sarnowo
(long barrows) 

0 1km

Wietrzychowice
long barrows

Wietrzychowice
long barrows

0 250m

Fig. 3. Settlement sites (round spots) of FBC in the vicinity of Long Barrow cemetery at Sarnowo, central Poland (section of Google maps 
by approximately 6 x 3.3 km).

Fig. 4. Settlement sites (round spots)) of FBC in the vicinity of Long Barrow cemetery at Wietrzychowice, central Poland (section of Goog-
le maps by approximately 1.5 x 0.7 km).
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Numerous settlement sites of the FBC have 
been registered in the vicinity of the cemetery at 
Wietrzychowice. The locations of these sites are 
similar to the locations of the FBC settlement sites 
near Sarnowo. They were also placed close to water 
sources within the upper terraces of the river val-
leys and within the peripheral-zones of the val-
leys and uplands. Some of the settlement sites were 
located near lake shores. In comparison, simi-
lar relationships have also been observed in other 
parts of central Poland (Rzepecki 2004). Close 
associations of the long barrow cemeteries at Sar-
nowo, Wietrzychowice and many other sites with 
wet, low-lying marshy lands suggest that land-
scapes connected with water were preferred for 
such constructions.

The interiors of the long barrows on the Pol-
ish Lowlands were divided into several sections in 
which specific zones can be distinguished (Fig. 5). 
I would like to take some of them into particular 
consideration.

Inside many of the long barrows, the remains 
of different uses of fire were ascertained. Fire-
places are a common structure. They were found 
inside barrow nos. 1, 3 and 5 at Wietrzychowice 
(Chmielewski 1952; Jadczykowa 1970) as well as 
within barrow nos. 1 and 4 at Sarnowo and at Leśni-

czówka (Chmielewski 1952). Hearths were also 
found within long barrows at Iłowo, Świerczynek, 
Leśniczówka and Obaki (Chmielewski 1952). 
Moreover, layers of charcoal were also detected 
within many other long barrows in central Poland, 
including those at Rogaliki, Janiszewek, Leśni-
czówka, Obałki, Sarnowo, Wietrzychowice or Sła-
boszewo (Chmielewski 1952). The traces of “big 
fires” were mainly detected in the central sections 
of the long barrows (Jażdżewski 1970).

A rectangular wooden construction, measuring 3 
x 2.4 m in size (Wiklak 1986a), was excavated in-
side barrow no. 9 at Sarnowo. It was located above 
the grave. Timber constructions were also noticed 
within barrow no. 8 at Sarnowo. Here, they were 
located in the front part of the primary frame be-
tween the “main grave” and the annexe. The re-
mains of this construction consist of 18 postholes 
and a layer of burnt clay pieces covering a rec-
tangular area about 6 x 10 m in size. The majority 
of these pieces display one flat, smooth side, fre-
quently covered with a thin layer of white material, 
most likely chalk. The postholes were observed 
on the borders of the layer of burnt clay (Wiklak 
1980). In barrow no. 5 near its front wall (facade), 
the traces of a probable timber construction were 
also registered (Jadczykowa 1970). A trapezoidal 
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Fig. 5. Elements of internal organization of long barrows from central Poland. A Sarnowo, barrow 8; B Sarnowo, barrow 1; C Leśniczówka; 
D Obałki; E Gaj (after Chmielewski 1952; Jażdżewski 1936; Wiklak 1980).
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timber construction, 4.4 x 5.5 m in size, was located 
within the anterior section inside long barrow no. 1 
at Gaj (Jażdżewski 1970). It was constructed 
from a framework of posts with mud-daubed walls 
and a mud floor. The posts were placed in the cor-
ners and at the centre of longer walls. An almost 
square construction (measuring c. 4.8 x 4.8 m), 
which survived as a layer of burnt clay and two 
postholes, was also registered inside a barrow at 
Obałki (Cmielewski 1952; Wiklak 1986a). Dif-
ferent in shape, an almost ellipsoidal construction 
was discovered within barrow no. 2 in Łącko, site 6. 
The documented remains consisted of concentra-
tions of pieces of burnt clay on an area with a diam-
eter of c. 7 m. Inside this area, nine postholes were 
observed (Rzepecki 2004).

A layer of “black peat soil” or peat with numer-
ous mollusc remains (Piechocki 1971) and shells 
of the European Pond Tortoise (Emys orbicula-
ris) (Młynarski 1971) was registered within bar-
row no. 8 at Sarnowo. Layers of peat, which were 
located on the level of the primary floors of many 
long barrows in the Polish Lowlands and were not 
more than 10 cm thick, have also been observed. 
These were centrally placed below the barrow 
mounds. The peat in barrow no. 8 in Sarnowo orig-
inates from the nearest river valley and was inten-
tionally placed within one zone of the inner space 
of the barrow. “Peat soil” was also observed in bar-
row no. 4 (Chmielewski 1952) and barrow no. 9 
at Sarnowo (Wiklak 1986a). At Sarnowo, the 
shells of molluscs were noted in the central grave 
in barrow no. 4 (Cmielewski 1952) and within 
a layer of peat in barrow no. 9 (Wiklak 1986a). 
Another result of the field work at Sarnowo is the 
recognition of finds of so-called “chalk mass” (e.g. 
Sarnowo, long barrow no. 4) that were also found 
within different parts of some long barrows in cen-

tral Poland (Chmielewski 1952). These observa-
tions suggest that rivers and lakes played a very 
significant role in the symbolism and religion 
of FBC people. Moreover, many different depos-
its were discovered in water or in marshlands, 
e.g. at Grójec, Sadłużek, Świętosław and Złotowo 
(Gabałówna 1963; Gabałówna 1964). They 
confirm a multidimensional meaning of water for 
these communities. 

Beneath long barrow no. 8 at Sarnowo in its ante-
rior section (but not beneath the annexe added to 
the front of original construction), an area cov-
ered by vertical and horizontal, partly crisscross-
ing plough marks was noted. They were 10–15 cm 
in width, 6–8 cm deep and up to 2 m long (Wiklak 
1980). The plough marks were not registered 
beneath other barrows at Sarnowo and Wietrzy-
chowice. For pollen analysis, fourteen samples were 
collected from ploughing soil beneath barrow no. 8 
at Sarnowo. They revealed a relative high frequency 
of cereal grain (4.6 %), with a significant presence 
of Triticum and Hordeum as well as extremely high 
values of Artemisia, Centaurea, Chenopodiaceae, 
Plantago, Rumex and Compositae. Such a compo-
sition of species suggests the existence of arable 
land here (before FBC people established the cem-
etery) or such land in the close vicinity of this place 
(Dąbrowski 1971).

Such plough marks have been variously inter-
preted. On the one hand, they have been described 
as remains of arable lands which had existed before 
the barrow, and, on the other hand, in terms of 
symbolic activity involved in mortuary practices. 
I deem the latter interpretation to be more prob-
able, since it should be emphasized that the plough 
marks covered only a small part of the primary soil, 
confirming such an interpretation.

Organization of the inner space of FBC settlement sites in central Poland

In the 1980s and the 1990s, archaeological field 
research focused primarily on FBC sites which 
were studied in the region of the Grabia River 
Basin in Central Poland (see Fig. 2). The whole 
area was covered by systematic surface surveys. 
Several FBC sites were excavated, one of them 
(Dobroń, site 2) almost to its limits (e.g. Peli-
siak 1985; 2001; 2002; 2003a; 2003b). During the 
excavations of site 1 at Dobroń as well as during 
the detailed surface surveys carried out repeat-
edly in this part of the Grabia Basin, no traces of 
occupation of other Neolithic people apart from 
the FBC communities were registered. In con-
sequence, all single siliceous artefacts discov-
ered during the surface survey outside this site 
can be attributed, with a great degree of probabil-

ity, to the activity of FBC people. Moreover, the 
remains of the FBC settlement at Dobroń were 
covered by eolian sands which supported the per-
fect survival of the primary distribution of arte-
facts within the cultural layer. Unfortunately, the 
highly acid sands caused complete destruction of 
all organic material.

The FBC settlement at Dobroń consisted of five 
households (Fig. 6, 7). Four of them were arranged 
in a row along the southern shore of the bay of the 
lake. The fifth household was located outside the 
row. The area of the settlement was limited to the 
west and to the east by a wet marshland. The shores 
of the lake and the marshland were registered dur-
ing the excavation. The size of the households was 
estimated on the basis of the distribution of arte-
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facts within a cultural layer (potsherds, flint and 
stone artefacts, blocks of burnt clay) and accord-
ing to settlement installations (houses, fireplaces, 
pits). The household constructions were disassoci-
ated. Between these constructions, empty spaces 
of about 10 m in width were measured, where nei-
ther artefacts nor further settlement construc-
tions were found. All the houses and other settle-
ment constructions were burnt, but no traces of 

dramatic conflict events were observed. The set-
tlement must have been deliberately abandoned 
by the inhabitants as the FBC community moved 
to another place. The burning of the settlement 
installation was a ritual and a religious act which 
finalised the existence of households at the site.

A similar spatial organization of FBC settlements 
was also registered for the other sites of this culture 
in the Grabia Basin and for sites in other areas of 
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Fig. 6. FBC settlement site at Dobroń, central Poland. 1 arrangement of households (A, B, C, D, E); 2 dispersion of pottery sherds; 3 disper-
sion of burnt clay in cultural layer and remains of settlement construction (after Pelisiak 2003).
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central Poland (Fig. 8, 9). The sites consisted of sepa-
rate households arranged in a row or located around 
a central place of the settlement. Strong similar-
ities can be observed with respect to the size of 
these settlements, as well as to the shape, size and 

construction of settlement installations. Similar to 
the settlement at Dobroń, all further registered sites 
are located in close vicinity of lakes, marshlands or 
small rivers (Papiernik/Rybicka 2002; Pelisiak 
2001; 2002; 2003a; Rybicka 2004).

Fig. 8. A reconstructed FBC settlement at Andrzejów, central Poland (after Pelisiak 2003).

Fig. 7. A reconstructed FBC settlement at Dobroń , central Poland (after Pelisiak 2003). 
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N

0 5mA

B

Fig. 9. FBC settlement at Andrzejów, central Poland. Dispersion of pottery sherds (A), piece of burnt clay in cultural layer and remains of 
settlement constructions (B) (after Pelisiak 2003).
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Fig. 10. FBC settlement at Dobroń landscape (after Pelisiak 2003).

During the last decades, special attention has 
been paid to the spatial organization and econ-
omy of Neolithic people north of the Carpathians 
(e.g. Kruk 1973; 1980; Kruk et al. 1996; Kruk/
Milisauskas 1999; Pelisiak 2003a; Pelisiak 
et al. 2006; Rybicka 2004). These investiga-
tions yielded important results. The upland was 
the basic zone of intensive agricultural activi-
ties, including plant cultivation and animal graz-
ing. This zone was primarily covered by dense 
mixed broadleaf forests with oaks and beeches 
as dominant trees. The FBC communities prac-
tised a mixed farming economy based on a com-
bination of cereal cultivation and animal hus-
bandry. This relatively dry zone was suitable for 
slash and burn agriculture. FBC people opened 
new areas by burning off the natural vegetation to 
make clearings for sedentary farming activities of 
both plant cultivation and animal grazing. Mod-
ifications of natural vegetation and forest clear-

ings (Kruk 1980; Kruk et al. 1996; Kruk/Mili-
sauskas 1999) are illustrated by data of numerous 
pollen diagrams from central Poland, for exam-
ple, from annually laminated sediments of Lake 
Gościąż (Pelisiak/Rybicka 1998; Pelisiak et al. 
2006; Ralska-Jasiewiczowa et al. 1998; Ralska-
Jasiewiczowa/Van Geel 1992). The wet or sea-
sonally flooded parts of the landscape (low parts 
of the valleys) also played an important economic 
role, for instance, as a zone yielding animal fodder 
for the winter.

Detailed spatial investigations of the FBC in 
central Poland, including site catchment analy-
sis, revealed some regularities. On the basis of 
excavations of several settlement sites, for which 
detailed surface surveys and palaeogeographical 
observations were made, it was possible to recon-
struct the territory exploited by the communities 
of several FBC settlements in the Grabia Basin 
(Pelisiak 1991; 2003a), in the Gostynin Lake dis-

FBC in central Poland: Land use and activity territory
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trict (Papiernik/Rybicka 2002; Pelisiak et al. 
2006; Ralska-Jasiewiczowa et al. 1998; Rybicka 
2004) and in Kujavia (e.g. Czebreszuk/rzybył 
2002). The following example refers to the FBC 
settlement site at Dobroń (Grabia Basin), but sim-
ilar sizes and “landscape patterns” were observed 
with respect to other FBC sites in this area as well 
as in the Gostynin Lake District.

The landscape within a radius of 3 km around the 
FBC settlement site at Dobroń (Fig. 10) is com-
prised of several main environmental zones (Peli-
siak 1991; 2002; 2003a). The settlement is located 
close to a bay of the lake at a distance of about 
20–30 m from the shore on a small sandy pen-
insula. In the wider context, it is situated in the 
northern part of the upland, which is covered by 
glacial and sandy clays. The latter are the basis of 
relatively fertile primary brown soils that are suit-
able for cultivation. The upland was surrounded 
by the lake and the marsh (to the west and north) 
and by the marshy river valley to the east. Within 
this zone, single siliceous artefacts were found, e.g. 
blades and tools made from the blades. These tools 
can be associated with plant cultivation (harvest-
ing) or the preparation of fields (forest clearing). 
Moreover, it is worth mentioning that the siliceous 
artefacts were registered only within the upland. 

Within this landscape zone, fundamental subsist-
ence activities (plant cultivation and animal graz-
ing) took place as slash and burn agriculture. Lake 
and river valleys were, with respect to economy, 
zones for hunting, fishing, gathering, and collect-
ing winter food for animals.

An analysis of the landscape and the disper-
sion of single artefacts around the settlement at 
Dobroń were used for the reconstruction of the 
size and shape of the territory exploited by the 
FBC community. The upland was its core. The 
territory of every day activity covered an area of 
about 2 km2. It was irregular in shape and spread 
out up to 2.8 km from the settlement. It is impor-
tant to note that the settlement was not located 
in the centre of the exploitation territory. The site 
at Dobroń was situated in the northern part of an 
area of permanent exploitation of the FBC people 
(Pelisiak 1991; 2003a).

The localization of the FBC settlements in cen-
tral Poland, the landscape around the FBC sites, 
and the shape and size of permanent economic ac-
tivity zones suggest that not only uplands, but also 
lakes, small rivers and marshlands played a signif-
icant role in the everyday economic activities of 
these communities and were also reflected upon in 
their beliefs.
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Fig. 11. Zones of landscape reflected in the zones and constructions within a Long Barrow.
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The comparative analysis of the internal organi-
zation of the households and settlements, site ter-
ritories and long barrows shows, on the one hand, 
important similarities between households, intra-
settlement site organization and site territories, and, 
on the other hand, the organization of space with-
in long barrows, which refers to the exterior organi-
zation of settlement life and landscapes (Fig. 11, 12). 
My hypothesis stated that many constructions and 
their specific positions or zones within long bar-
rows may have reflected real life and human activi-
ties in households, settlements and landscapes. 

Long barrows themselves were located in distinct 
places. The positioning of long barrows may have 
been an attempt to situate them in connection to 
important elements of the landscape. All the ceme-
teries have views to the uplands as well as to lakes, 
river valleys and/or to marshlands. Conversely, 
long barrows may have been visible from these 
zones. Such inter-visibility is evident at many or 
possibly at all long barrow cemeteries in Central 
Poland. Many long barrows were built over earlier 
occupations so that the remains of FBC settlement 
sites could be excavated underneath long barrows, 

e.g. at Sarnowo (Chmielewski 1952; Niesiołow-
ska-Śreniowska 1983; Wiklak 1980; 1983; 1986b).

On the one hand, there is no doubt that the stone 
frames of long barrows designated distinct borders 
between the zone of the living (outside the frame/
long barrow) and the zone of the sacrum (inside 
the frame/long barrow). On the other hand, there 
is also no doubt that Long barrows were only built 
for some prominent persons of the FBC communi-
ties (Midgley 2005). There is evidence of a wide 
range of burial practices which occurred within 
the barrows (the area enclosed by the stone frame) 
and probably outside them as well. The organiza-
tion of the inner space of the long barrows reflects a 
particular mode of thinking about the world, about 
living FBC people and about the dead.

A significant result of excavations of barrow no. 8 
at Sarnowo was the recognition of “peat” or “peaty 
soil” layers inside the annexe in a front part of the 
barrow. The location of long barrows within lower 
parts of the landscape suggests that “an island”, i.e. 
a small natural elevation within a relatively boggy 
and marshy wet environment, may have been 
deliberately selected for burial purposes. Water 
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played a very important role both in the life of the 
FBC communities and in the religion of these peo-
ple. It is symbolically reflected by the placement of 
peat with snails within the long barrows.

This is not the only connection suggested here 
between the inner spatial organization of long bar-
rows and the exterior landscape. The uplands adja-
cent to the sites were zones of plant cultivation and 
animal grazing (slash and burn agriculture). The 
fields and pastures were prepared by forest clear-
ing with the use of fire. The “big fires” and plough 
marks within long barrows may have symbolically 
reflected the area utilized for subsistence activity by 
the FBC people.

Timber and stone installations were also an 
important part of the inner space of long barrows. 
The dead were buried within some of these instal-
lations and these constructions could have symbol-
ized the “houses” of the dead. Timber constructions 
were often burnt — similar to many settlements 
that were also burnt after they had been abandoned. 
The exceptional character of such structures encour-
ages the view that the timber constructions and the 
hearths were used in rituals which also involved 
feasting. The widespread occurrence of these struc-
tures suggests that they could have represented a 
standard practice in FBC burial ceremonies.

It can be assumed that various aspects of the every-
day domestic life of FBC people were symbolically 

incorporated into barrows (Bradley 2005; Cum-
mings 2008). Different forms of material culture, 
structures and animal bones found within the bar-
rows show that the living dealt with these remains, 
maybe in the form of feasting, and also confirm 
that both the dead and the life of the living were 
an important part of the ceremonies. It seems that 
the significant part of such rituals may have been 
conducted within the barrows before the earthen 
mounds were built. The remains of feasting were 
concentrated in the close vicinity of the graves (the 
dead) and near or inside the stone and timber con-
structions located within the broad anterior part of 
the stone frame of the long barrows. Both the struc-
tures and feasting allude to the households as main 
structuring elements of the settlements, and to 
domestic life inside the “living” settlement.

It can additionally be assumed that the incorpo-
rated zones and constructions reflect life’s continu-
ity. Moreover, they might have signified requests 
for and beliefs in a revival and the successful repro-
duction of people, plants, animals, etc. The long 
barrow constructions themselves, plough marks, 
a layer of peaty soil and rectangular timber con-
structions mirrored the real houses, households, 
settlements and the surrounding landscapes. They 
reflected the “home”, which can be referred to as 
the “place” (Tuan 1977), the “habitus” (Bourdieu 
1977) or the “domus” (Hodder 1990).
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Non-megalithic mounds beneath megaliths: 
A new perspective on monumentality in North Central Europe 

Johannes Müller, Hauke Dibbern, Franziska Hage

Abstract

Since having been identified as a special cate-
gory of monuments, Neolithic non-megalithic long 
barrows are a focal point in archaeological investi-
gations on North Central Europe and Scandinavia. 
In addition to the diversity of South Scandinavian 
long mounds, a huge variety of non-megalithic long 
mounds has been discovered in Central Europe. 
Recent excavations verified the development of 
mounds from non-megalithic to megalithic struc-
tures at different North German sites (Lüdelsen 6, 
Albersdorf and Borgstedt). Furthermore, a differen-

tiation of single-phased long mounds and serial long 
mounds that result from several segmented mounds 
were detected. In consequence, the meaning, value 
and representation of Neolithic burial places were 
modified differently throughout their biographies: 
ritual and ideological changes were symbolized in 
specific communal burial designs. On the Northern 
European Plain and in South Scandinavia, the alter-
ation from non-megalithic to megalithic grave 
architecture is due to the emancipation of the socie-
ties from different influences. 

1 h t t p : / / w w w . n a u k a w p o l s c e . p a p . p l / e n / n e w s /
ne w s ,393 8 6 7,preh i s tor ic-bu r i a l - g rou nd- d i sc overed-t he -
sudetes-foreland.html.

Introduction

After the identification of “kammerlose Lang-
betten” (long barrows without megalithic cham-
bers) by Sprockhoff (Sprockhoff 1952, 23–25) 
and the reconstruction of complicated archi-
tectural and ritual biographies of Danish and 
British non-megalithic long barrows (Madsen 
1971 (1972; 1979), they have continued to be in the 
scope of research and have been recognized as a 
supra-regional phenomenon of mound construc-
tion (Midgley 1985; 2005; but also Sprockhoff 
1952). The number of these determined Lang-
betten increased immensely in Scandinavia and 
in eastern Central Europe and newest discoveries 
in Lower Silesia also identify the Sarnowo monu-
ment type, which was earlier primarily known 
from Central Germany, Kujawia and Lesser 
Poland (Chmielewski 1952; Schwarz 2003, 
66–78; Weber 1993; Tunia 2006; Pelisiak, this 

volume; A. Przybyl 1), as trapezoidal non-mega-
lithic long mounds. 

Magdalena Midgley (2005) described both 
the spatial and chronological variety of such 
monuments, in particular the difference between 
the Cerny sites from the Paris Basin and adja-
cent regions (type Passy; 4800–4300 BCE; cf. 
Chambon/Thomas 2011; Duhamel/Mordant 
1997; Mordant 1997) and the FBC and British 
sites (3800–3500 BCE), whereas Constanze Rass-
mann emphasized the differences between British 
and Scandinavian/North German non-megalithic 
mounds (Rassmann 2011, 170 fig. 2–4). The distri-
bution map (Fig. 1) indicates the dissemination of 
non-megalithic mounds of the 4th millennium BCE 
that are quite different from the Passy and other 
Cerny long mounds and are probably linked to a 
divergent development (Fig. 1).

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 171 – 182
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In spite of the huge number of newly discovered 
non-megalithic burial mounds, the identification 
and documentation of non-megalithic long bar-
rows in North Germany is still not very elaborate. 
In comparison to excavations in more or less non-
megalithic regions (Central Germany, cf. Köllner 
2008), in megalithic areas the identification of non-
megalithic long barrows is still weak. “Steinkammer-
lose Langbetten” have been documented in Flintbek 
(see contribution Mischka, this volume), Rothen-
moor (Ldkr. Güstrow), Tinnum LA 37 (Nordfries-
land), Oldendorf 3 and 4 (Ldkr. Lüneburg), Lat-
dorf-Pohlsberg (Ldkr. Bernburg), Sachsenwald 
LA 916; LA 914 (Herzogtum Lauenburg), War-
tin 1A3 (Ldkr. Uckermarck), Stralendorf (Ldkr. 
Ludwigslust), and Wollschow E (Uckermark), 
where a non-megalithic primary phase of the mon-
ument was ascertained (Kossian 2005, 68–70). By 

typological classification, about 22 “steinkammerlose 
Langbetten” have been identified in North Germany 
(cf. Kossian 2005, 68–72 list 38 map 29). 

Observations indicate that Langbetten with or 
without megalithic kerbs were probably changed 
into megalithic tombs during the history of the sites. 
This was even postulated for Danish Langbetten with 
dolmen (Gebauer 1990, 52). The best documented 
examples from Germany include Flintbek LA 3 (cf. 
Mischka in this volume). In contrast to non-mega-
lithic mounds which were changed into megaliths, 
others were never altered to megalithic structures 
(e.g. Tinnum; cf. Kossian 2005, 421–423).

As older evidence is still limited, during new 
excavations we could verify the model “non-mega-
lithic to megalithic mound” in North Germany 
for the first time. Architectural biographies can be 
reconstructed for three different sites (Fig. 2).

North German long mounds

Fig 1. Non-megalithic long mounds in Europe (after Chambon/Thomas 2011; Joussaume/Laporte 2006; Midgley 1985; Rassmann 
2011; Scarre et al. 2003; Schwarz 2003; Solec 2009; this paper).
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oriented burial mound measures about 35 m in 
length and 8.5 m in width. 50 large kerb blocks, 
including four corner stones, demarcate the bur-
ial mound. The megalithic tomb is situated in the 
western part of the mound. The chamber consists 
of 15 orthostats and five capstones with a southern 
passage linked to a forecourt.

The excavation concentrated on different areas of 
the mound, including the forecourt, the outer kerb 
construction, the chamber and the passage. Both 
sedimentological analyses on the site and archae-
obotanical investigations as well as archaeological 
analyses confirmed a site history which probably 
started around 3800 BCE.

The monument was erected on a natural flat out-
crop of Saalian silt within a flat or slightly undu-
lating old moraine landscape of the West Altmark. 
The dominating sandy sediments of the area were 
mainly deposited by fluvioglacial processes dur-
ing a Saalian cold period and reworked by perigla-

From 2002–2008, two megalithic tombs were 
excavated which are at the heart of the Kiel Uni-
versity fieldwork program of the Altmark (Sach-
sen-Anhalt). They belong to one grave group in 
the western Altmark: Lüdelsen 3 and Lüdelsen 6 
(Demnick et al. 2008 [2011]; Diers et al. 2009). 
Whereas in Lüdelsen 3 the construction of a Gross-
dolmen started around 3650 BCE and the struc-
ture underwent several architectural alterations 
over a long life history of the monument (including 
the erection of a standing stone in the courtyard 
associated with Globular Amphorae ceramics), in 
Lüdelsen 6 the features of the long mound display a 
development from a non-megalithic to a megalithic 
mound (Fig. 3).

The “Königsgrab” burial mound of Lüdelsen 6 
is one of the largest and most well-preserved Neo-
lithic burial mounds in the region. The east-west 

Altmark – Lüdelsen 6

Fig. 2. Non-megalithic long mounds in North Central Europe (c. list 1). Main sites discussed: Albersdorf LA 56, Bredenhoop; Lüdelsen 6; 
Borgstedt LA 22.
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Fig. 3. Lüdelsen 6: the non-megalithic phase 1 and the megalithic 
phase 2.

cial processes during the Weichselian period. The 
natural outcrop was deposited in this specific topo-
graphical position and became exposed until Neo-
lithic times.

The evidence points to a preparation of the site, 
including a nivellement with pebbles and cobbles. 
In a first phase, the Saalian deposits were piled up 
to a low mound that we labelled phase 1/layer 5 
(Fig. 4). The height of the remaining anthropogenic 
deposited substrate still measures about 50 cm and 
it was found over the entire monument. Thus, we 
can reconstruct an anthropogenic mound of about 
35 m in length and 10 m in width. In the trenches, 
no further features associated with mound 1 could 
be identified except different small pits and fire-
places on top of mound 1. From these we obtained 
several radiometric datings (cf. list 2 and Fig. 5) that 
help us, together with a Bayesian model, to confirm 
the final use of mound 1 between 3838/3567 and 
3629/3502 BCE. Apart from these termini ante quem 
for mound 1, other 14C dates for mound 1 are lack-
ing because no suitable dating material was found. 
Nevertheless, the non-megalithic mound was obvi-
ously constructed prior to 3650 BCE.

The construction of a second mound (layer 3)
on top of mound 1 took place between 3565/3376 – 
3494/3282 BCE (again taking a Bayesian approach 
into consideration). Combined with the erection 
of this mound, which is still visible due to its addi-
tional height of 1.50 m, we observe the constructions 
of the Langhügel-kerb and the passage grave: The 
standing stones of the kerb enclosure were directly 
dug into mound 2 and are partly supported by the 
inner soil volume of mound 2. The passage grave 
was also constructed on mound 1 and supported by 
soil of mound 2. Thus, the megalithic phase can be 
associated with mound 2. Both ritual activities that 
were documented north and south of the kerb were 
dated from 3306/3303 to 3087/2933 BCE. We could 
use them as termini ante quem for mound 2 and the 
megaliths. A third mound (layer 2) was erected after 
the destruction of the chamber and the dismantling 
of the dry stone masonry between the kerb stones. 
Obviously, groups using GA-ceramics destroyed 
most of the megalithic construction and re-used the 
site for different ritual purposes.

In sum, the biography of Lüdelsen 6 deline-
ates a pre-megalithic long mound prior to 3650 
BCE, a megalithic phase around 3400 BCE and 
the destruction and late Neolithic re-use of the 
megalithic site around 3000 BCE. In compari-
son with the excavation results from the Grossdol-
men Lüdelsen 3 (2.5 km distance), we would pre-
fer a model of first non-megalithic activities not 
later than 3700 BCE at Lüdelsen 6, secondly a spa-
tial shift of activities to the new built monument 
Lüdelsen 3 at 3600 BCE with the construction of 
the Grossdolmen, and thirdly the construction of a 
passage-grave at Lüdelsen 6 at c. 3350 BCE.
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A similar situation could be detected by our 
excavations 350 km to the north at the site of 
“Bredenhoop” (Albersdorf LA 56) (Dibbern 
2012). In 2010, a megalithic long mound (45 m 
long, 7 m wide, 2 m high) was excavated (Fig. 6). In 
contrast to other Langhügel, this mound was not 
“reconstructed” during the “Kaiserreich” or even 
during other activities, but the big blocks of the 

dolmen were robbed in the 19th century AD and 
most of the mound had a highly destroyed appear-
ance. Nevertheless, both the geoelectrical survey 
as well as the excavations proved the existence of 
three megalithic chambers, of which one was com-
pletely robbed. One goal of the excavation was to 
date the different building phases of the site.

Of interest here is mainly the SW-profile that 
best describes the biography of the mound (Fig. 7). 
A palaeo-soil yielded a terminus post quem dat-

Fig. 4. Lüdelsen 6: profile with layers (association with 14C dates compare list 2). Layer 5 - mound 1; layer 3 - mound 2; layer 2 - mound 3.

Fig. 5. Lüdelsen 6: Wiggle matching of  14C dates (raw dates compare list 2).
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ing before 3800 BCE, the construction of the 
first mound took place around 3700 BCE. As the 
construction of the megalithic tomb took place 
around 3670 BCE, the second mound might be 
linked to this activity (Fig. 8). While the palaeo-
soil is comprised of humus material, both con-
struction phases of the mound are identified as 
sods and sandy material.

Further dates belong to the clearing of the 
chamber during the Middle Neolithic and the 
Late Neolithic re-use of the site. In contrast to 
Lüdelsen 6 at Bredenhoop, we could not detect 
the stratigraphic position of the stone kerb of the 
mound due to later disturbances. In this respect, 
we could not verify whether the first mound was 
really non-megalithic or already constructed with 
the megalithic kerbstones. Nonetheless, the strati-
graphic position of the disturbance pits makes it 
more probable that the first mound was non-mega 
lithic.

Fig. 6. Albersdorf LA 56: Overview of the long mound. In trench 3 the main profile is marked.

Fig. 7. Albersdorf LA 56: profile; 1 palaeo-soil; 2 first non-megalithic mound; 3 mound probably contemporary with megalithic phase; 
4 megalithic kerb (14C dates compare list 2).
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The megalithic cemetery of Borgstedt near Büdels-
dorf was labelled “the Ikea of the Neolithic Northern 
Germany” at different occasions, as the complexity 
and variability of the burial architecture is remarka-
ble (Hage 2012). One of the characteristics of the site 
is the existence of long mounds not framed by mega-
lithic boulders but by postholes or even other wooden 
constructions. In this respect, the Langbett Borg-
stedt LA 22 is significant (Fig. 9). The dating of short-
lived samples of the charcoal of alder branches from a 
posthole of the mound enclosure (KIA-47607) yields 
dates before 3800 BCE (3970–3800 BC cal), while a 
second dating from the Grossdolmen is much younger 
(3700–3650 BC cal). Obviously, the erection of a dou-
ble palisade with a rectangular shape took place in 
the 39th century BCE, while about eight generations 
later the Grossdolmen was erected within the demar-
cated place. It is not clear if an earthen long mound 
ever existed or only an enclosed space.
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Further evidence of non-megalithic construc-
tions before a subsequent megalithic phase might 
also be suggested for other sites. At Oldenburg-
Wangels, a long mound with a passage grave with 
different radiometric datings of samples that 
are an admixture in later megalithic features are 
linked to a time period around 3900 BCE. While 
the excavations revealed the construction of a pas-
sage grave in a round mound and the elongation of 
this structure during the second and third phases, 
the dates might imply an earlier non-megalithic 
mound.

Beside the three examples from Altmark, Dith-
marschen and Holstein, where the construc-
tion of non-megalithic mounds or long rectangu-
lar enclosures took place before 3650 BCE, Doris 
Mischka documented the precise chronology of a 
much younger long barrow in Flintbek near Kiel 
(Mischka 2011a; 2011b; 2012). The long barrow 
Flintbek LA 3, which is especially known for its 

wheel tracks, was located (in its first phase) in a line 
of non-megalithic burials that were constructed 
from c. 3500–3460 BCE (Graves A–H). While the 
earliest Grave A already had an elongated oval 
mound (10 x 4 m ), in the final non-megalithic stage 
the composed long mound (built one after the 
other by linked oval shaped mounds) measured 30 
x 5 m. Linked to the construction of the first mega 
lithic burials in this alignment (dolmens 1 and 2) 
“the tumulus is bordered with a first small wall of 
pebbles, frame 1” (Mischka 2011a, 77) (40 m x 6 m) 
around 3450–3430 BCE (Mischka 2012, 138 fig. 4). 
The construction of the first megalithic stone kerb 
of the mound (60 x 10 m) is linked to the construc-
tion of Dolmen 3 that was still placed in the align-
ment of the former burials. This occurred from 
3430–3400 BCE. Subsequently, Dolmen 4 was 
erected in an extra row parallel to the older burial 
alignments (from c. 3400–3380 BCE) and the mega 
lithic “frame 3” was added, enlarging the whole 
monument to 60 x 15 m. 

Fig. 8. Albersdorf LA 56: wiggle matching of  14C dates (raw dates compare list 2).
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Classification, interpretation and consequences

Beside the diversity of non-earthen long barrow 
constructions that have already been observed by 
different authors on many occasions, the evalua-

tion of the North German evidence resulted in the 
identification of at least two main principles of non-
earthen long mound biographies (Fig. 10):
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Type 1 barrows can be subdivided into three possi-
ble subtypes:

Type 1a: rectangular to long-oval mounds with sin-
gle burials or facades used for rituals;

Type 1b: trapezoidal mounds with single burials or 
facades used for rituals;

Type 1c: long mounds without megalithic tombs but 
with a megalithic stone kerb.

Type 2: The sequential alignment of non-mega-
lithic graves through time, culminating in a 
long mound. In such cases, the principle of the 
oblongness of the mound might be a result, 
which was not consciously planned from the 
beginning, but was favored by communities 
through time.

In the cases where excavations were carried out, 
it was observed that the changes from non-meg-
alithic to megalithic buildings took place in such 
a way that the stone kerbs were contemporane-
ously erected with the megalithic graves. Even if 
Sprockhoffs “kammerlose Hünenbetten” emphasize 
an interrelation with a further divergent type of 
mound biography, in which the megalithic kerbs 
were introduced without a later megalithic grave 
(Type 1c), the classification of North German 
mounds seems to be solved.

In principle, it can also be observed that “long 
mounds with sequential burials” are longer and 
partly wider than Type 1 barrows that reveal a dif-
ferent history (Fig. 11). Also from a chronolog-
ical point of view, sequential long mounds are 
generally younger than the others (compare e.g. 
Flintbek LA 3 with Borgstedt, Bredenhoop and 
Lüdelsen 6.KIA-47608

KIA-47607

KIA-47607-1:
3950-3925 BC cal
KIA-47607-2:
3950-3925 BC cal
KIA-47608:
3700-3650 BC cal
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Fig. 9. Borgstedt LA 22: ground plan and 14C dating (raw dates 
compare list 2).

Type 1: The construction of non-megalithic long 
mounds as one monument that does not ex-
clude later alterations, but starts as a single 
long mound with a diversity of ritual activities. 
Type 1 barrows might start as the heightening 
to a long monument at a natural outcrop with 
function as ritual places, burial sites and in 
some cases changes to megalithic construc-
tions at a later stage (e.g. Lüdelsen 6).

Fig. 10. Classification of long mounds in Central Europe (Toster-
glope/Tinnum after Kossian 2005).
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From a phenomenological point of view, the 
North German non-megalithic long mounds are 
integrated in the wider “world” of non-megalithic 
long mounds. In South Scandinavia, we deal with 
Type 1 barrows in the “longdysser” and the non-
megalithic long barrows described by Madsen und 
Midgley, but also with Type 2 barrows. We know 
examples of long mounds

– with stone kerbs and non-megalithic burials 
(e.g. Asnaes Forskov, cf. Gebauer 1990), com-
parable to Sachsenwald (Sprockhoff 1955);

– with non-megalithic burials which include dif-
ferent compartments and postholes as mound 
demarcations (e.g. Barkaer, cf. Liversage 1992), 
comparable to our Borgstedt LA 22;

– with non-megalithic burials that exhibit a 
later megalithic phase with megalithic buri-
als and a stone kerb (e.g. Gröfte, cf. Ebbesen 
1990; Harreby IV, cf. Joergensen 2006; Ör-
nakulla, cf. Sjöström/Pihl 2002), comparable to 
Lüdelsen 6;

– with sequential non-megalithic burials and ac-
tivities with the possibility of changes to a meg-
alithic phase (Velsted, cf. Madsen 1971 (1972)), 
comparable to Flintbek LA 3.

Even on the British Isles, a certain similarity of 
the long mounds with “our” mounds was detected, 
but the special façade on the east side with a pit 
and a kind of burial on the central axes (e.g. Raist-

horpe, cf. Ashbee et al. 1979) is not known within 
the straight forward construction manner on the 
continent. 

In the meanwhile, a great number of trapezoidal 
non-megalithic mounds are known from south 
and south-east regions due to excavations as well 
as aerial photography and other surveys. Both 
in Central Germany as well as in Silesia, Lesser 
Poland and Kujawia, we deal with mostly trape-
zoidal structures demarcated by posts or Wandgräb-
chen, including mostly single burials or a number of 
single burials. In general, they date between 3800 
and 3400 BCE but are never changed into mega-
lithic structures. Nevertheless, the concept of an 
elongated mound is suitable for many Central Euro-
pean Neolithic societies: except Michelsberg itself. 
This surprises especially as it is the societies with 
Michelsberg ceramics that could close the chrono-
logical and spatial gap between the French and the 
northwestern European non-megalithic barrows.

Thus, from a cultural-historical point of view, we 
should make a clear separation between 

– the “Michelsberg” world that developed cause-
wayed enclosures, but is never or purely repre-
sented with non-megalithic barrows;

– and the societies with “non-megalithic long 
mounds” that are observed from Lesser Po-
land to Jutland (Fig. 12). Even the British long 
mounds may have been influenced by this huge 
province, in which a change from non-mega-
lithic to megalithic structures took place, al-
tering at least most of the non-megalithic long 
mounds into megalithic barrows in North Ger-
many.

What triggered the change from non-mega-
lithic to megalithic constructions? Obviously, at a 
certain date of departure in each regional context, 
the change from non-megalithic to megalithic 
structures is linked to changes in the landscape: at 
Albersdorf and Büdelsdorf, for example, with the 
first large clearances of the landscape, in Flintbek 
later and in the Altmark as well. Even in Denmark 
and South Sweden an intensification of human 
impact on the landscape is detectable around 3650 
BCE that marks the finalization of the erection of 
non-megalithic long mounds as one monument 
(Type 1) and the beginning of megalithic mounds 
or sequential burials (Type 2). 

The Loess or black soil areas, in which we mainly 
detect trapezoidal non-megalithic long mounds, 
are observed in regions where a longer inten-
sive agricultural tradition exists. In consequence, 
building in stone is not just a question of the acces-
sibility of suitable building material, but also a 
socio-cultural question of the destruction of older 
building traditions in wood. While the construc-
tion of non-megalithic long mounds in South Scan-

Central European and South Scandinavian worlds: Changing ideologies?

Fig. 11. Scatterplot of the width and length of European long 
mounds. In general North German Type 2 mounds are longer and 
wider as Type 1 mounds (average length: Type 1: 38 m; Type 2: 
51 m; average width: Type 1: 6.5 m; Type 2: 7.1 m). Abbreviations: 
LM Long Mound; NG North Germany; GB Great Britain.
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2 The Scandinavian/North Central European 
non-megalithic long mound areas that are 
linked to the trapezoidal South Central Euro-
pean long mounds, but are later separated due 
to the erection of megaliths within the long 
mound and the symbolic change of non-meg-
alithic into megalithic structures;

3 The Michelsberg area nearly without long 
mounds but with the development of cause-
wayed enclosures.

In each case, the traditions of the demarcation of 
certain spots in the landscape developed into clear 
regional patterns.

dinavia and North Germany reflects a similar 
change that could also be observed in contempora-
neous East Central European Neolithic societies, 
the megalithic world starting around 3650 BCE is 
an effort to symbolize new ruling ideological struc-
tures all over the FBC areas, while in the south the 
erection of trapezoidal mounds ceased. 

In a wider perspective, different European tradi-
tions and developments might also be detected 
(Fig. 12):

1 The early French non-megalithic long mounds 
(mainly Cerny) that lead to the Armorican 
megalithic long mounds but have nothing to 
do with the Central European and Scandina-
vian non-megalithic long mounds;

Fig. 12. The European context of long mounds.
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1  Wartin III (Kossian 19III), type 1b.
2  Garvsmühlen (Kossian 29 I), type ?
3  Gnewitz (Kosssian 30 I), type 1a.
4  Rothenmoor (Kossian 44 I), type 1a.
5  Helm II (Kossian 46), type 2 ?
6  Helm III (Kossian 47,1), type ?
7  Karft (Kossian 49), type ?
8  Perdöhl 2 (Kossian 50,1), type ?
9  Strahlendorf (Kossian 51), type 2.

10  Nenndorf 9 (Kossian 125), type 2 ?
11  Bavendorf 40 (Kossian 131), type ?
12  Oldendorf 3 (Kossian 132), type 1a.
13  Oldendorf 4 (Kossian 133), type 1a.
14  Rohstorf 4 (Kossian 135), type 1a ?
15  Tosterglope 2 (Kossian 138), type 1b.
16  Sachsenwald LA 913 (Kossian 229), type 1a.
17  Sachsenwald LA 914 (Kossian 230), type 1a.

18  Sachsenwald LA 916 (Kossian 231), type 1a.
19  Sachsenwald LA 918 (Kossian 232), type 1a.
20  Tinnum LA 37 (Kossian 245), type 1a oder 1c.
21  Rastorf LA 1 (Kossian 266), type ? —  

probably no non-megalithic long mound.
22  Bordesholm-Tannebergskoppel LA 17 (Kos-

sian 268), type ? — probably no non-mega-
lithic long mound.

23  Flintbek LA 3 (Kossian 272), type 2.
24  Flintbek LA 4 (Kossian 272), type ? —  

probably no non-megalithic long mound.
25  Flintbek LA 37 (Kossian 275), type 2.
26  Flintbek LA 137 (Kossian 277), type ? —  

probably no non-megalithic long mound.
27  Albersdorf LA 56, Bredenhoop, type 1a.
28  Lüdelsen 6, type 1a.
29  Borgstedt LA 22, type 1a.

Lists

List 1. Non-megalithic long mounds in North Germany (including cataloge no. in Kossian 2005 and esti-
mated type) (c. Fig. 2).

List 2. 14C-dates.

Palaeo-soil (fig. 7, position 1): KIA-47605-2: 
5090±25 bp; d13C: -24,47; sample: charcoal (Cory-
lus); feature: 316. KIA-47605-1: 5030±35 bp; d13C: 
-24,24; sample: charcoal (Corylus); feature: 316.
First mound (fig. 7, position 2–4): KIA-49487-1: 
5110±35 bp; d13C: -27,13; sample: charcoal (Co-
rylus); feature: 316. KIA-49487-2: 5020±35 bp; 
d13C: -26,91; sample: charcoal (Corylus); feature: 
304. KIA-47604: 4966±38 bp; d13C: -25,27; sam-
ple: charcoal (Betula); feature: 313. KIA-47600-1: 
4930±25 bp; d13C: -27,45; sample: charcoal (Al-
nus); feature: 302. KIA-47600-2: 4870±30 bp; 
d13C: -27,23; sample: charcoal (Alnus); feature: 
302.
Second mound/construction megalith: KIA- 
47597-1: 4850±25 bp; d13C: -29,11; sample: 
charcoal (Alnus); feature: 113. KIA-47597-2: 
4840±25 bp; d13C: -28,66; sample: charcoal (Al-
nus); feature: 113. KIA-47594: 4829±27 bp; d13C: 
-23,96; sample: charcoal (Alnus); feature: 104.

Albersdorf LA 56: Bredenhoop Lüdelsen 6

Final use mound 1 (fig. 4, layer 5): KIA-43282: 
4795±37 bp; d13C: -27,40; sample: charcoal (hazel-
nut); feature: 9059. KIA-41750: 4776±31 bp; d13C: 
-24,91; sample: charcoal (oak/chestnut); feature: 
1075. KIA-49352: 4720±30 bp; d13C: -25,77; sam-
ple: charcoal (birch); feature: 4047.
Mound 2 (fig. 4, layer 3): KIA-41749: 4636±32 bp; 
d13C: -24,73; sample: charcoal (oak/chestnut); fea-
ture: 1016.
Rituals after megalithic construction: KIA-
49345: 4445±30 bp; d13C: -23,25; sample: char-
coal (Alnus); feature: 2_3. KIA-49346: 4405±30 
bp; d13C: -25,62; sample: charcoal (Alnus); feature: 
5–3. KIA-49343: 4395±30 bp; d13C: -25,65; sam-
ple: charcoal (Alnus); feature: 3_2.
Mound 3 (fig. 4, layer 2): KIA-41752: 4164±27 bp; 
d13C: -24,86; sample: charcoal (Alnus); feature: 
2_125.

Borgstedt LA22:

KIA-47607-1: 5077±31 bp; d13C: -25,66; sam-
ple: charcoal (Alnus); feature: B182. KIA-47607-2: 
5150±31 bp; d13C: -25,23; sample: charcoal (Alnus); 
feature: B182. KIA-47608: 4901±31 bp; d13C: 
-27,46; sample: charcoal (Alnus); feature: B173.
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The origins of southern groups of the Funnel 
Beaker complex (FBC) and patterns of their devel-
opment are as fascinating and complicated as the 
origins and development of the FBC as such. A 
fundamental question arises: how can changes of 
archaeological facts visible in southern parts of 
Central Europe in the fourth millennium BC be 
translated into the language of cultural and his-
torical processes? An attempt to answer this ques-
tion has been made, based on data from the Upper 
Vistula River basin (southeastern Poland). It will 
be argued that the genetic pool belonging to the 
FBC in this area was essentially the same as the 
genetic pool of the Lengyel-Polgár populations 
who already lived there in the fifth and early fourth 

Identity of FBC Societies in the Upper Vistula River basin

Marek Nowak

millennia BC. This is demonstrated, i.e., by charac-
teristics of Lengyel-Polgár habitus observed in pot-
tery and flint industries of the local FBC. However, 
clear indications of sweeping transformations of 
settlement systems, economy and mortuary prac-
tices can easily be recorded for the first half of the 
fourth millennium BC, including a new approach 
to the practical and symbolic use of the landscape. 
The scale of these changes justifies the assump-
tion that different (more hierarchical?) social 
structures, a different ideology and a new mental-
ity appeared. Furthermore, a specific awareness of 
one’s own subjectivity (“local consciousness of a 
borderland”) existed among FBC communities in 
Lesser Poland.

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the Northern European Neolithic

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 185 – 196

Abstract

Introduction

In research syntheses the Funnel Beaker complex 
(FBC) is often considered as an archaeological unit 
basically associated with lowland areas of Central Eu-
rope and with a broadly defined southern Scandina-
vian zone. In many works the fact that the FBC also 
covers vast territories in the southern part of Central 
Europe, even including fragments of the middle Dan-
ube basin, was not taken into consideration (e.g. Bo-
gucki 1995, 108; Price et al. 1995, 107–125; Zvelebil 
2005; Zvelebil/Lillie 2000, fig. 3.1). 

These areas had been settled by Neolithic commu-
nities since the mid-sixth millennium BC. They were 
of a southern origin so that terms such as “Danubian 
societies”, “Danubian communities” or “Danubian 
cultures” have commonly been used according to the 
system introduced in V. G. Childe’s works (1929, 36–
97; 1947, 93–122). However, elements typical of the 
FBC largely replaced younger Danubian elements in 
many areas of South Central Europe in the first half 
of the fourth millennium BC. Causes and courses of 
these processes as well as patterns of growth of the 
southern FBC are equally fascinating and intricate as 

the origins and further development of more north-
ern branches of this archaeological unit. A particu-
larly important issue is the sense of identity among 
people who left us southern variants of the FBC, es-
pecially in relation to neighbouring societies. 

An attempt to answer this question will be made, 
based on archaeological data from the Upper Vis-
tula River basin. In this area, which roughly corre-
sponds to historical Lesser Poland, the southeastern 
group of the Funnel Beaker complex (SE FBC) has 
been distinguished (Wiślański 1979). The area con-
sists of three main ecological and landscape zones 
(Fig. 1): i) lowlands, ii) uplands and iii) mountain-
ous regions (including a belt of plateaus, plains and 
basins in their northern outskirts). These zones are 
obviously not entirely homogeneous; in places they 
are quite mixed. They create variable conditions and 
opportunities for farming communities. The upland 
environments, especially loess uplands, are the most 
valuable. However, small patches of very fertile soils 
also occur locally within lowland and mountainous 
landscapes. 
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To examine the problem under discussion, the ar-
chaeological situation in the late fifth and in the first 
half of the fourth millennium BC must first be out-
lined (Fig. 1). In the last quarter of the fifth millen-
nium it is possible to discern several units of the late 
Lengyel-Polgár complex (Kadrow/Zakościelna 
2000; Kamieńska/Kozłowski 1990; Nowak 
2009, 132–139). In western Lesser Poland, the Modl-
nica Group was still present and, according to the lat-
est radiometric datings (Grabowska/Zastawny 
2011, 129–135; Nowak 2010, 66, table 1), the begin-
nings of the Wyciąże-Złotniki group can also be 
placed already at that time. Other areas of Lesser Po-
land are covered by the Lublin-Volhynian culture. 
The Wyciąże-Złotniki Group and the Lublin-Vol-
hynian culture can be also dated to almost the entire 
first half of the fourth millennium BC (Grabowska/
Zastawny 2011, 129–135; Kadrow/Zakościelna 
2000; Kruk/Milisauskas 1985; Nowak 2009, 132–
139). All these Lengyel-Polgár units, according to 
Danubian patterns, are primarily known from fertile 
loess areas (Kruk 1980; Kruk/Milisauskas 1999). 

It appears that the first the FBC occurred in West-
ern Lesser Poland at about 3900/3800 BC. How-
ever, such early findings are very sparse. Its distinct 
growth, from a quantitative perspective, occurred 
here as of the 37th century BC, especially in the loess 
zone (Nowak 2009, 326–327; 337–341). In central 
and eastern Lesser Poland, the beginnings of the 
FBC are currently dated to about 3650/3600 BC 1 
(Nowak 2009, 327; 341–343). From this time on-
ward, a significant quantitative growth can also be 
observed. The exact chronology of the FBC in the 
Carpathian Mountains is still unknown. Initial 
data obtained during rescue motorway excavations 
along the northern boundary of the Eastern Polish 
Carpathians suggests its appearance also at about 
3650/3600 BC (Dzierżanowska et al. 2011, 230–
232; Rybicka 2011, 51; pers. comm. by A. Pelisiak 
and M. Rybicka). 

Therefore, the dating of its origins for the entire 
span of the eastern Polish Carpathians must be either 
similar or later.

Undoubtedly, the surprisingly large quantitative 
dimension of the discussed archaeological unit in 
this area ought to be emphasized (Pelisiak 2005; 
Zych 2008).

It is not possible to present a detailed distribu-
tion of FBC sites on the map that would fit to the 
standard dimensions of the pages in this volume. In 
such a case, all of Lesser Poland would have to be 
covered by a compact patch to reflect the extent of 
the FBC and thousands of its sites. Only the region 
of Kraków and the western part of the Polish Car-
pathians ought to be slightly highlighted because 
the number of sites there is lower than in the re-
maining regions. 

In the second half of the fourth millennium BC, a 
quantitative development of the FBC is still notice-
able. Additionally, new cultural phenomena are also 
visible. In the Kraków region and in the western Pol-
ish Carpathians, settlements of the Baden culture ap-
pear (Zastawny 2008). Moreover, we observe a fas-
cinating process of acceptance and adaption of Baden 
features by local FBC societies. It is most evident in 
western Lesser Poland (Milisauskas/Kruk 1989; 
Zastawny 2008, 184–186) but also, with a lesser in-
tensity, in central and even eastern Lesser Poland. 
Regretfully, many issues related to the precise dating 
of Baden phenomena and their reception have not yet 
been fully explained (e.g. Furholt/Machnik 2006; 
Włodarczak 2006, 33–39). Towards the end of the 
fourth millennium BC, the Globular Amphorae cul-
ture appears (Szmyt 1999, 75–78; Włodarczak 
2006, 128–129). That unit, alongside the Corded Ware 
culture, which appeared at about the beginning of the 
third millennium BC (Włodarczak 2006, 121–136), 
totally replaced the FBC until the mid-third millen-
nium BC.

The archaeological situation in Lesser Poland during the period of the FBC 

Late Lengyel-Polgár versus SE FBC material culture

When comparing Lengyel-Polgár and FBC pot-
tery known from Lesser Poland, a distinct similar-
ity in technology can be easily observed. The most 
visible manifestation of this similarity is the wide-
spread use of broken potsherds as a temper. In prac-
tice, if data on morphology and decoration are not 
at our disposal, it is hardly possible to distinguish 
Middle/Late Lengyel-Polgár ceramics from FBC 

ceramics (cf. Kadrow/Kłosińska 1989, table 1; 
Kruk/Milisauskas 1985, fig. 21; Nowak 1996, 
fig. 48; Kulczycka-Leciejewiczowa 2002, fig. 
53). There are also some correlations regarding the 
proportions of vessels. For instance, cluster analy-
ses based on relationships between dimensions of 
parts of vessels indicate that FBC vessels do not de-
part radically from younger Lengyel-Polgár ones, 

1 Possibly, the FBC appeared a bit earlier on the Nałęczów Plateau 
during the 38th century BC (pers. comm. by J. Nogaj-Chachaj), but 
quite a large series of radiometric data has not been published so far.
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both in general (Lesser Poland) and according to 
regional perspectives (Nowak 2004). This may re-
flect similar, perhaps fixed motorial habits of pot-
tery makers. However, it is difficult to point to any 
similarities in the decorations. 

According to B. Balcer (1983), the most typical 
category of the chipped industry of the FBC in the 
area under discussion is the so-called Lesser Po-

land Industry. Its basic idea was to produce long 
and slender, regular macroblades. They were ob-
tained from raw materials of good and very good 
quality (such as Volhynian, Świeciechów, stripped 
and some variants of Jurassic flints). They strong-
ly emphasise that the chipped industry of the Late 
Lengyel-Polgár Complex stands actually quite close 
to the aforementioned pattern (cf. Zakościelna 
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Fig. 1. The Upper Vistula River basin. The basic landscape and ecological categorization and archaeological situation in the last quarter of 
the fifth and in first half of the fourth millennium BC. I Lowland zone; II Upland zone; IIIA Mountain zone; IIIB Zone of foreland pla-
teaus, plains and basins; 1 Loess landscape; 2 Para-Lowland landscape; 3 Approximate borders between main landscape and ecological 
units; 4 Modlnica Group; 5 Wyciąże-Złotniki Group; 6 Lublin-Volhynian culture (maximal combined extent of all phases); 7 Southern 
border of the FBC settlement; 8 Sparse settlement of the FBC. Sites and places mentioned in the text: NP Nałęczów Plateau; a Bronocice; 
b Gnojno; c Kolosy; d Kraków-Pleszów; e Malżyce; f Sandomierz; g Słonowice; h Stanisławice.
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1996, tables 19; 23; Balcer 2002, figs. 15; 20). Tak-
ing the dimensions of flint artefacts into account, 
both the Late Lengyel-Polgár and the SE FBC be-
long to the so-called post metric-turn stage in the 
general scheme of development of Central Europe-
an Neolithic flint industries (Balcer 1983).

Certainly, there are specific differences, such as: 
1) a high number of burins in the Wyciąże-Złotniki 
Group, 2) the absence of flint axes in Lengyel-Pol-
gár groupings, 3) the predominance of a punch tech-
nique in the Lengyel-Polgár Complex, contrary to 
the FBC that possibly used a pressure technique. Al-
ternatively, it is quite possible that these differences 

are connected with the use of different raw materials. 
It is worth mentioning that hoards of regular flint 

blades are typical for both the FBC and the Lub-
lin-Volhynian culture. A distinction between these 
units is seldom possible. An example of this may be 
the deposit from Krowia Góra, found within the al-
luvial plain of the Vistula River near Sandomierz 
(Florek/Zakościelna 2003). In the summa-
ry of the quoted paper, a very fascinating idea was 
expressed (Florek/Zakościelna 2003, 59). Ac-
cording to the authors, blades were made by Lublin-
Volhynian people, but they were used for aquatic, 
sacrificial actions performed by local FBC people.

New settlement and economy

With regards to FBC settlement patterns, clear 
differences can be observed in comparison to 
Lengyel-Polgár patterns. Firstly, the number of FBC 
sites is significantly higher. Secondly, FBC sites are 
more evenly spaced over the whole landscape. Con-
sequently, for the first time during the Neolith-
ic higher topographical and ecological zones were 
settled. Certainly, the density of the distribution 
of FBC sites is not absolutely uniform (e.g. Kruk 
et al. 1996). There is still a quantitative predomi-
nance of loess in contrast to non-loess settlement 
areas. Thirdly, the size of FBC sites is substantial-
ly more diversified, although problems concerning 
their correct categorisation remain unsolved. Any-
way, views about the appearance of very large set-
tlements in developed phases of the SE FBC, i.e. af-
ter ca. 3500 BC, have been put forward. Moreover, 
their spatial size increased with time. Consequent-
ly, such settlements turned into central places of 
hierarchical micro-regional systems. Perhaps the 
most important data for these interpretations were 
obtained at the site and micro-region of Bronocice 
(Fig. 2) (Kruk/Milisauskas 1999; Kruk et al. 
1996; Milisauskas/Kruk 1984; 1989). 

According to the classic model proposed by J. Kruk 
(1980), FBC communities in the territory under discus-
sion initiated an expansive and extensive, slash-and-

burn subsistence economy, which ultimately led to 
anthropogenic deforestation of a large part of the land-
scape. However, it should be emphasized that destruc-
tive interference in the environment was not an inven-
tion of FBC people. In fact, the Linear Band Pottery 
culture (e.g. Szwarczewski 2009) and Lengyel-Pol-
gár communities caused almost total deforestation on 
a micro-regional scale. The profile at Kraków-Pleszów 
is a very classic example of the latter phenomenon 
(Godłowska et al. 1987; Wasylikowa 1989; Wasy-
likowa et al. 1985). Thus, the difference between the 
Lengyel-Polgár and the FBC consists first and fore-
most in the spatial scope of such interferences. More-
over, this form of behavior within the SE FBC is re-
corded no earlier than the mid-fourth millennium BC 
(Michno 2004; Szwarczewski 2009). Finally, we 
have to mention that not all data confirm such a strong 
influence on the environment even after the mid-
fourth millennium BC. An example of this would be 
a pollen profile at Stanisławice (Nalepka 2003; Na-
lepka et al. 2005), located just 400 meters off the FBC 
settlement. There are no traces of radical deforestation 
there and signals of human activity are very weak, in-
dicating only slight burning and pasture activity. Fur-
thermore, the coal dust curve associated with the FBC 
is not the first one and it has no significantly higher val-
ues than those connected with the earlier Neolithic. 

New mortuary practices

Funeral practices of Lengyel-Polgár and SE FBC 
people differed considerably. Firstly, different spa-
tial conditions must be highlighted. Lengyel-Pol-
gár burials are commonly associated with settle-

ments (Kaczanowska 2009, 87–88; 91; 95–96; 
Kadrow 2009, 62) 2. In the SE FBC, burials found 
within settlements are outnumbered by burials 
located with a spatial separation from the settle-

2 The Lublin-Volhynian culture appears to be an exception since a 
minority of burials was found within settlements (Zakościelna 
2010, 43–47 fig. 2). On the other hand, spatial relations of small 
cemeteries and settlements in this culture point to fairly close re-

lationships. In other words, cemeteries and single graves were lo-
cated at a short distance from settlements or even within them 
(Zakościelna 2009, 139–141; 2010, 59).
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ments. Most of the latter burials have been found as 
elements of small flat cemeteries (e.g. Rudnicki/
Włodarczak 2007, 220; fig. 2; Uzarowiczowa 
1970).

Similarly, a spatial separation from settlements 
is visible in the case of monumental forms of bur-
ial rites practiced by FBC communities. There has 
been a significant quantitative increase of findings 
of this kind over the last 20 years, both in loess areas 
and beyond (Florek 2008; Libera/Tunia 2006). 

These forms consist almost exclusively of so-called 
unchambered long barrows 3. Both single struc-
tures and clusters of no more than several of them 
were recorded there. It should be accentuated that 
structures of this kind are very often only a compo-
nent of a larger sepulchral complex (Fig. 3), which 
consists of flat graves (established both earlier and 
later as compared to the construction of a monu-
mental tomb or tombs) and other buildings whose 
functions are not always understood (e.g. the large 
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Fig. 2. Distribution of FBC sites in “Bronocice” micro-region (Western Lesser Poland). 1 Settlements and camps up to 2 ha; 2 Settlements of 
2.1–4.9 ha; 3 Settlements of 5–10 ha; 4 Settlements of BR I phase (2 ha), BR II phase (8 ha) and BR III phase (21 ha) at the site Bronocice; 
5 Stray finds of the FBC or “Funnel Beaker-Baden” Horizon (phases BR IV-V) (after Kruk et al. 1996, fig. 7).

3 Not taking into consideration here whether the term, as such, is 
correct (e.g. Midgley 2005, 77).
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square delineated by a ditch and embankment in 
Słonowice (Tunia 2006). Recent discoveries at the 
sites of Malżyce and Kolosy, dated between c. 3650 
and 3350 BC, indicate the occasional occurrence of 
burials under round/oval barrows in the SE FBC 
(Jarosz et al. 2009; Tunia/Włodarczak 2011; 
Włodarczak 2008; 2011, 216–218). We would 
therefore face a significantly earlier appearance of 
the idea of barrow burials than in the Corded Ware 
culture. To formulate this differently, the forma-
tion and functioning of behaviours and ideology 

connected with monumental burial structures oth-
er than lowland patterns can be assumed.

To recapitulate, the appearance of a separate se-
pulchral space is typical for the SE FBC. According 
to some researchers (Iwaniszewski 2006), spa-
tial relations and astronomical orientations suggest 
that an idea of a sepulchral (in more broad sense: 
socio-ideological) landscape functioned there. Its 
basic elements were adequately spaced monumen-
tal burials. These characteristics were not present 
in Lengyel-Polgár groupings in Lesser Poland.

N
0 5 m 10 m

Fig. 3. Sepulchral complex of the FBC at the site of Pawłów (Sandomierz County) (after Bargieł/Florek 2006, fig. 2 and Florek 2008, fig. 2).
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Obviously, one of the most frequently postulated 
mechanisms for the genesis of the FBC in the Up-
per Vistula River basin is a migration movement 
from the Eastern group of the FBC (E FBC). Such 
a migration (the first wave?) is often proposed (e.g. 
Kruk 1980; Kruk/Milisauskas 1999) to have 
primarily reached the so-called para-lowland zone 
(Fig. 1), that is to say some areas within upland and 
mountainous zones which bear a close resemblance 
to the Central European Lowlands from an ecolog-
ical and landscape point of view. 

It is currently impossible to definitely refute hy-
potheses of this kind due to a lack of exhausting 
data referring to the FBC in the para-lowland zone 
(Nowak 1993; 1996; Zych 2002). However, scarce 
data on pottery characteristics (Fig. 4) and abso-
lute chronology actually allows this hypothesis to 
be cautiously accepted. Among other things, ra-
diocarbon dates from the site at Gnojno (Nowak 
2006) suggest the appearance of the FBC even at 
ca. 3900 BC (Figs. 5–6). This dating either slight-
ly proceeds the earliest dating from the Western 
Lesser Poland loess zone or points to the same time 
(Nowak 2009, 329; 332). As already known, the 
earliest chronology of the FBC in Central and East-
ern Lesser Poland as well as along the Carpathian 
border is dated clearly later. Moreover, it seems in-
teresting that in the para-lowland zone we can iden-
tify a flint industry (Nowak 2006), which predates 
the aforementioned metric-turn (Fig. 7). That in-
dustry somewhat resembles early flints in the FBC 
Eastern group although it also possesses its own 
specificity.

Certainly, in addition to migration and the trans-
mission of cultural patterns there are a number 
of processes that lead to the occurrence of new ar-
chaeological and cultural entities. However, in light 
of the presented correlations and dependencies be-
tween the Lengyel-Polgár and southeastern FBC, it 
is possible to examine an extreme alternative to the 
migration model, i.e. an idea of the transmission of 
cultural patterns from the eastern FBC and of their 
rapid acceptance and adaptation by local Lengyel-
Polgár communities. Some common elements with-
in material culture, briefly described above, could 
confirm such a proposal. With regard to shapes and 
ornamentation of pottery, certainly clear similarities 
to the eastern FBC must be emphasized  although 
we are not dealing with literal copies, but rather with 
a mild transformation of lowland patterns. In con-
trast, in terms of chipped lithics we observe larg-
er discrepancies between southeastern and eastern 

Fig. 4. Selected fragments of pottery of the FBC from the site of Gnoj-
no (Busko-Zdrój County) (after Nowak 2006, fig. 5).

Moreover, in Lengyel-Polgár units the following 
elements, typical for the SE FBC, are absent: 1) the 
widespread use of stone as a structural element in 

burial pits, 2) the extended position of the corpses, 
and crushing of the arms (palms), feet and skulls, 3) 
the relatively modest amount of grave goods.

The possible reasons for FBC transformations 

FBC Groups. Perhaps only the idea of a flint axe is a 
common element. 

What was then the cause of fairly rapid and rad-
ical changes in settlement, economic and sepul-
chral spheres? The hypothesis will be set forth that 
changes were connected with destructive process-
es within late Lengyel-Polgár groups. At about the 
mid-fifth millennium BC in the eastern part of the 
Carpathian Basin, i.e. in the “cradle” area of “Pol-
ish” Lengyel-Polgár communities, a significant cul-
tural change took place (Parkinson et al. 2004; 
2010). It consisted of the disappearance of large and 
long-term settlements and the appearance of large 
cemeteries. These cemeteries became focal points 
of settlement networks, which practically and sym-
bolically organized the spatial functioning of Eneo-
lithic communities. Other Eneolithic novelties, e.g. 
an extensive use of copper and gold, also occurred 
there. Most probably, these elements reflect signifi-
cant transformations of social structures, including 
the emergence of elites. 

After the mid-fifth millennium BC, changes of 
this kind are also visible in Lesser Poland, but they 
are clearly less intensive and limited rather to the 
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No. of
sample,
depth

Lab. No. BP +/-
one SD Calibration (OxCal 4.2)

1/99,
20–30 cm

Ki-7878 4380 70 68.2% probability
3096BC (68.2%) 2906BC
95.4% probability
3333BC (16.6%) 3213BC
3189BC ( 3.6%) 3154BC
3133BC (75.1%) 2889BC

4/99
40–50 cm

Ki-7879 4770 80 68.2% probability
3642BC (54.6%) 3512BC
3425BC (13.6%) 3383BC
95.4% probability
3695BC (95.4%) 3370BC

5/99
40–50 cm

Ki-7880 4820 70 68.2% probability
3694BC ( 4.2%) 3680BC
3665BC (21.4%) 3620BC
3610BC (42.6%) 3521BC
95.4% probability
3761BC ( 2.6%) 3725BC
3715BC (82.6%) 3497BC
3454BC (10.3%) 3377BC

7/99
50–60 cm

Ki-7881 4910 70 68.2% probability
3767BC (68.2%) 3641BC
95.4% probability
3940BC ( 7.8%) 3859BC
3814BC (80.8%) 3627BC
3591BC ( 6.8%) 3527BC

9/99
60–70 cm

Ki-7883 5020 70 68.2% probability
3940BC (30.6%) 3859BC
3815BC (37.6%) 3712BC
95.4% probability
3961BC (92.0%) 3692BC
3685BC ( 3.4%) 3661BC

10/99
60–70 cm

Ki-7884 5040 70 68.2% probability
3946BC (68.2%) 3774BC
95.4% probability
3971BC (94.3%) 3694BC
3679BC ( 1.1%) 3667BC

8/99
60–70 cm

Ki-7882 5130 70 68.2% probability
4033BC ( 2.3%) 4026BC
3991BC (34.1%) 3910BC
3879BC (31.8%) 3803BC
95.4% probability
4221BC ( 0.5%) 4211BC
4152BC ( 1.0%) 4134BC
4056BC (92.4%) 3758BC
3743BC ( 1.6%) 3713BC

Fig. 5. Gnojno, site 4. Radiocarbon measurements of the charcoals 
obtained at FBC settlement. 

Fig. 6. A model of radiocarbon chronology of the FBC at the site Gno-
jno (Busko-Zdrój County) (dates referring to boundaries have been 
rounded to 10). The model was built using OxCal 4.2 package. The 
rationale for generating the model was an observation that 14C dates 
correspond roughly with the stratigraphy of the site (see Table 1). 
Thus, one can assume that these dates (except the youngest one) re-
flect a longer period of use of the site by people of the early FBC (con-
sisting tentatively of three phases?). 

sphere of material artefacts (pottery, copper). Sig-
nificantly, there is no change in settlement-sepul-
chral relations. For instance, the habit of building 
of “fortifications” still existed (Kruk/Milisaus-
kas 1985; Nowak 2010). It looks as if new materi-
al elements which derived from other realities over-
lapped with old economic and social structures. 
This in itself could have caused social stress. 

There are opinions (Zakościelna 1996) that 
people of the Lublin-Volhynian culture were in 
charge of the distribution of Volhynian flints, and 
partly also of chocolate flints, from their outcrops 
to the Carpathian Basin (to the Tiszapolgár and es-
pecially to the Bodrogkeresztúr culture). That was 
the reason for the northern transmission of Eneo-
lithic artefacts as well as of some material prosper-
ity of the Lublin-Volhynian society. This prosper-
ity established a cultural system and made it a bit 
conservative, from the point of view of the southern 
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Eneolithic. In the first quarter of the fourth millen-
nium BC the eastern extent of the of the Lublin-
Volhynian culture, including the area of Volhynian 
flint outcrops, shrunk significantly in favour of the 
Trypillian culture. Accordingly, this distribution 
system disappeared. Contacts with the south were 
interrupted and consequently a kind of crisis situ-
ation emerged. This crisis could have had an eco-
nomic dimension, but also social (because of the 
lack of prestige goods of southern origin, primar-
ily copper goods) and even political ramifications 
(perhaps it is not a coincidence that the latest settle-
ments of the Lublin-Volhynian culture are situated 
in the extreme western areas, i.e. in Western Lesser 
Poland, in contrast to the basic range of this unit). 

In this situation FBC patterns, available either 
due to contacts with the E FBC or as a result of the 
presence of small groups of FBC migrants in west-
ern Lesser Poland, were gladly used to overcome this 
crisis. This meant a radical break with the hitherto 
valid, but now ineffective patterns and imperatives. 
The attractiveness of the FBC package was the con-
sequence of an active, both practical and symbolical, 
use of landscape (“taming of the landscape”), which 
perhaps better legitimized rights of people to the ter-
ritory they lived in. In particular, the following fac-
tors should be mentioned: i) dispersed settlements, 
ii) an extensive subsistence system exploiting large 
areas, iii) monumental sepulchral structures and iv) 
a separation of settlement and funeral realms. 

In archaeological literature monumental forms 
of burial are commonly associated with persons of 
distinctive, outstanding significance and prestige 
in a particular social system. Certainly, this could 
be the case of the SE FBC, although ethnographic 
data show that different approaches to these forms 
of burial are possible in human societies (Parker 
Pearson 1999, 23). Monumentality in the SE FBC, 
similar to many other FBC groupings, was impor-
tant primarily for living persons (e.g. a surprisingly 
modest amount of grave goods is extremely mean-
ingful). By reminding and symbolizing real/myth-
ical ancestors/founders, these buildings could have 
legitimized rights to the land, created components 
of sacred landscape, or validated hierarchical social 
structures through symbolic links and references to 
only some persons or lineages. 

Special attention should be also paid to large set-
tlements in the SE FBC, the size of which seemed 

to have grown over time. As we know, these have 
been associated with the emergence of hierarchical 
settlement systems of micro-regional scale. This sit-
uation implies some kind of control holding of ter-
ritories of several hundred square kilometres by 
residents of large central settlements and possibly 
reflects the specific territorial and political systems. 
Therefore, this can be considered as another factor, 
in addition to monumental structures, supporting 
the idea of some kind of social hierarchy.

Fig. 7. Selected chipped flint artefacts (splintered pieces) of the FBC 
from the site of Gnojno (Busko-Zdrój County) (after Nowak 2006, 
fig. 9).

Conclusions

To sum up, in the area under discussion, the ge-
netic pool of people whose selectively preserved 
material culture was discerned as the FBC was 
essentially the same as the genetic pool of the 
Lengyel-Polgár populations who already lived 
there in the fifth and early fourth millennia BC. 

Therefore, we may possibly assume only small ini-
tial migrations from the eastern group of the FBC. 
In the period between ca. 3800 and 3500 BC FBC 
patterns were accepted, but simultaneously modi-
fied to some extent by the exploitation of elements 
of the indigenous Lengyel-Polgár milieu. The 
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scale of all these transformations justifies the the-
sis that different (more hierarchical?) social struc-
tures, a different ideology and even a new mental-
ity appeared.

As a result, FBC communities in the Upper Vis-
tula River basin, at least to c. 3300/3100 BC, and 
in some regions of this territory much longer, be-
longed basically to the Funnel Beaker system of in-
formation exchange. On the other hand, contacts 
with the Middle Eneolithic of the Carpathian Ba-
sin and especially with the Trypillian culture were 
still maintained. In conjunction with an aware-
ness of Lengyel-Polgár roots, it resulted in a feel-
ing of separateness in relation to other groups of 

the FBC. A situation, which sociologists call “lo-
cal consciousness of a borderland”, emerged. Bor-
derland is then seen as a peculiar, unique and au-
tonomous space in relation to neighbouring areas. 
This is accompanied by historical consciousness 
and an awareness of one’s own subjectivity in histo-
ry (Michna 2004, 36). Therefore, the notion of the 
term SE FBC should still be retained. 

After c. 3300/3100 BC these circumstances began 
to change. Certainly, Badenisation processes led to 
the appearance of a sense of connection with the 
Baden system of information exchange, but definite-
ly in different degrees. A discussion of this complex 
issue, however, will require a separate study. 
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With the introduction of farming, the view of the 
physical landscape was given new dimensions. Even 
though the provision of nutrition had involved the 
creation of permanent structures in the Mesolithic, 
such as pitfall traps in the forest intended for regular 
use, the introduction of cultivation in particular, 
as well as stock-breeding, led to a new view of the 
relationship between the environment close to the 
settlement and the more distant landscape. One also 
has to be aware that the new subsistence strategies 
of cultivation and animal husbandry are in many 
aspects contrasting. When performed by the same 
society, constant protection and herding are needed 
to prevent the domestic animals from consuming 
the plants. Without control of the wider environ-
ment and tending, the domesticated animals would 
also be the victims of wild carnivores. 

However, the landscape in the Neolithic was 
not used exclusively as an economic resource; the 
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Abstract

Transformations occurred on several levels within 
Neolithic society. The introduction of farming and 
pastoralism marked a major change in the land-
scape. The conceptualization of space and land-
scape went through radical changes throughout the 
Neolithic. The arrangements for control, just like 
the need to deforest the area close to the settlement 
for cultivation and for pastureland, provided a new 
perspective on the landscape close to settlements 
and on the land beyond. Certain places were used as 
links between this world and a metaphysical world, 
where the connections were achieved by depositing 
objects, or involved transformation of those objects 
by fragmentation and burning. The most obvious 
kind of ritual space in southern Scandinavia is 
represented by the causewayed enclosures of the 

late Early Neolithic/early Middle Neolithic, and 
the palisades of the Middle Neolithic. However, 
places low down in the overall topography or places 
with a different landscape character also played an 
important role in the world view. A small number 
of places now recognized in southern Scandinavia 
include remains from the destruction of artefacts 
by fire (Fig. 1). In contrast, a large number of deposi-
tions, most commonly of flint axes, in the wetlands 
are known from the Neolithic. Moreover, mate-
rials from the environment were transformed from 
nature to culture in their use as a building mate-
rial. Through the building of the megalithic tombs, 
another view of the landscape evolved, bringing the 
landscape into focus as the domain of the ancestors

Introduction

shaping of the landscape also had an important 
cosmological dimension. The perception of the 
landscape was changed by human impact, but also 
as a result of natural processes, such as shifting rela-
tionships between land and water in connection 
with transgressions and regressions. But there are 
other aspects: for instance, the domestic in relation 
to the wild environment can also be considered an 
interesting structuralist opposition in this time 
period (Hodder 1990).

The arrangements for control, just like the need 
to deforest the area close to the settlement for 
cultivation and for pastureland, provided a new 
perspective on the landscape close to settlements 
and the land beyond. Starting from the early stage 
of the Neolithic, when relatively small areas had 
been cleared and narrow paths existed between 
the settlements, the view changed to ever more 
open or semi-open spaces (Barrett 1994). Larger 
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and larger parts of the forest were more or less 
domesticated. Humans were eager to take control 
of even more extensive parts of the former natural 
landscape. This meant a changed world view 
concerning the use of the landscape, where nature 

was transformed into culture. A close relationship 
between nature and society during the Mesolithic 
became a confrontation during the Neolithic, and 
laws and customs regulated the use of this land-
scape just as they did society. 

ALVASTRA

SVARTSKYLLE
KVERRESTAD

STRANDBY

SARUP

HYLLIE

JÄTTEGRAVEN

STENSBORG

ÖRNAKULLA

Fig. 1. Southern Scandinavia with sites mentioned in the text.

Transformation in stages

Transformations occurred on several levels within 
Neolithic society and beyond. The introduction of 
farming and pastoralism marked a major change in 
the landscape. The conceptualization of space and 
landscape went through radical changes, not only 
physical, but also cosmological, throughout the 
Neolithic. Even with no firm boundaries between 
daily activities and ritualized activities, most socie-
ties form or identify certain places delimited from 
the physical as well as the social environment in 
order to perform special activities of ritual character. 

These places, separated from the performance of 
everyday activities, are used as links between this 
world and a metaphysical world, where the connec-
tions are achieved by depositing objects in that place 
directly, or more commonly involving transforma-
tion of those objects by fragmentation and burning. 
The ultimate kind of sacrifice — human — is rare, 
but does appear. More commonly, material culture 
that in certain situations was a substitute for humans, 
or even regarded as being on a par with them, was the 
focus of sacrifice and ritual.
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These places are sites where objects were 
destroyed and transformed, but at the same time 
these places were also a focus for life-giving. At 
these sites, axes and other objects that might have 
been seen as alive, or at least with their own spirit 
or agency, passed through a ritual death in order to 
attain a new status and role in society.

The most obvious kind of ritual spaces in southern 
Scandinavia are represented by the causewayed 
enclosures of the late Early Neolithic/early Middle 
Neolithic (EN II/MNA I), known as the first gener-
ation enclosures (Andersen 1997; Nielsen 2004), 
and the palisades of the Middle Neolithic (MNA 

V/MNB I), the second generation of enclosed 
sites (Svensson 2002; Nielsen 2004; Brink 
2009; Larsson 2012) (Fig. 2). Most of them are a 
combination of a special setting in the landscape 
and architectural elements consisting of palisades, 
pits and post settings. Other sites used for assem-
blies and ritual performances might be of much less 
obvious character, and in some cases the area may 
have no artificial delimitations. The use of such sites 
covers a much longer span of time than the first and 
second generations of enclosures, but they are no 
less important for the society they relate to.
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Fig. 2. Left: The causewayed enclosure at Sarup, southern Funen, Denmark. Sarup I dated to the Fuchsberg phase (after Andersen 1997, 
fig. 46). Right: The palisade enclosures at Hyllie, southwestern Scania, Sweden dated to MNB (after Brink 2009).

The enclosed landscape

Some examples will be given relating to enclo-
sures that might provide some perspectives 
concerning the localities of ritual importance 
and the significance of the physical as well as the 
social landscape. The causewayed enclosures of 
the first generation enclosures did include arti-
ficially delimited areas, but in many cases the 
builders made use of topographic circumstances, 
such as the confluence of two rivers or a rise in the 
terrain (Andersen 1999). Similar relationships 
to the terrain are also valid for the later palisades 

(Svensson 2002). These structures are easy to 
distinguish as monuments in the landscape, but 
other sites had more subtle relationships with the 
natural environment. One example is the Alvastra 
pile dwelling, dated to c. 3100 BC, with a palisade 
forming two obliquely-oriented platforms and an 
internal division of small rooms, most of which 
included a hearth (Fig. 3). Remains of more than 45 
individuals and numerous examples of destruction 
by burning indicate the ritual importance of this 
structure (Browall 1986; 2011; Malmer 2002). 
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The structure has been viewed as an assembly place 
for two social groups, perhaps two kin groups, 
where each family had its own rectangular room or 
‘cell’ on the platforms.

But what about other kinds of enclosures where 
the natural topography is the dominant or sole 
feature? Might such areas, even if they include 
remains of activities that can be integrated within 
the ritual sphere, be classified as enclosures, but 
different from the artificial ones and maybe used 
for other purposes? In most cases, for understand-
able reasons, the investigation of enclosures has 
focused on the palisades and pit systems, while the 
enclosed areas have generally been of less interest. 

In some of the cases, when the entire area has been 
excavated the features have been few in number 
and of limited size (Andersen 1999; Nielsen 
2004; Brink 2009). However, the finds in the pits 
have in most cases been related to ritual activities. 

Four places so far recognized in southern Scandi-
navia include remains from the destruction of arte-
facts by fire. Three are dated to the late Early Neolithic 
or early Middle Neolithic. At Stensborg, south of 
Stockholm, an area with a number of small pits filled 
with broken stone axes and fire-damaged flint axes 
was defined on the west side by the seashore, to the 
north and south by large ravines and to the east by 
a ridge (Larsson/Broström 2011; this volume). 

0 42 6 8 10m

Fig. 3. The Alvastra pile dwelling (Västra Tollstad par.), Östergötland (after Malmer 2002 fig. 39).
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(Fig. 4). The topographic conditions in each of these 
cases were favourable for delimiting an area of ritual 
importance. In a way, the landscape itself takes on a 
more active role in the social realm. 

These sites are examples of generally raised parts 
of the landscape that had had a special purpose in the 
cosmology. However, places low down in the overall 
topography or places with a different landscape 
character also played an important role in the world 
view. In particular, activities performed in wetlands 
are well represented in the southern Scandinavian 
Neolithic (Karsten 1994; Larsson 2007). These 
bogs or fens may have been regarded as openings to 
another world below the present one. In certain bogs, 
the period of deposition in wetland locations can 
extend over several centuries and also involved the 
construction of walkways and a platformto facilitate 
the activities (Berggren 2007). These numerous 
examples represent a kind of inverted enclosure. The 
Alvastra pile dwelling, mentioned above, could be 
regarded as a combination of a natural and artificial 
enclosed area. Through these examples, the defini-
tion of an enclosure might be problematized, in the 
full confidence that similar ‘natural enclosures’ will 
be found in the future.

One further important aspect concerns why 
enclosures of this character were built. The pres-
ence of structures such as palisades along the edges 
of ditches, as occurs at a number of Neolithic sites 
in southern Scandinavia, suggests a relationship or 
homology between these enclosures and defensive 
structures. But who were these enclosures designed 
to defend against or what did they defend (physi-
cally or symbolically)? Some of the enclosures, 
especially the small ones, appear to be real defences 
for the settlement within. But when the enclosed 
area includes tens of hectares, a large number of 
individuals would be needed in order to defend the 
entire structure, and this would be an unrealistic 
scenario. The southern Scandinavian causewayed 
enclosures and palisades do not include ordinary 
settlement remains. In spite of this, it might be 
suggested that they were used for protection in a 
special sense. As regards causewayed enclosures, 
we have no information about where the soil from 
the ditches was deposited. There does not seem to 
be room for the soil between the ditches and the 
inner palisade, even if the most plausible position 
for a defensive structure would be on this side. 
However, if the defended area were situated outside 
the enclosure then we would expect the reverse to 
be true with protection for the society needed from 
the actions taking place inside the enclosure. In 
this case, the enclosure structures may act as more 
of a symbolic barrier against the activities of a small 
number of specially selected individuals carrying 
out activities and ceremonies within the enclosure 
(Gillings/Pollard 2004).
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Fig. 4. Above: The topographic setting of the site Kverrestad. 
Below: The distribution of finds and features at Kverrestad. 1: pits 
with finds, 2: pits with a clay filling, 3: area with a thin plough 
zone, 4: field road, 5: field boundary and 6: surface finds

Another location, Svartskylle in south-eastern 
Scania, was situated on a rise surrounded by wetlands 
(Larsson 1989), while another, Strandby on Funen, 
was close to the seashore (Andersen 2009). Yet 
another, Kverrestad in south-eastern Scania, dated 
to the late Battle Axe culture, has a similar setting 
defined by natural topography (Larsson 2000) 
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(MNI), which means that the intensity of building 
activities was more than double. The actual intro-
duction of agriculture facilitated the construction 
of these monuments through the identification of 
appropriate building material, as large stones were 
exposed and observed during cultivation. Through 
the building of the stone monument another view 
of the landscape might have evolved, bringing the 
landscape into focus as the domain of the ancestors. 

This does not mean that an entirely practical view 
of how the elements of monuments were brought to 
the location of the tomb existed. Here, an example 
far from the north European geographical sphere 
can be considered. The excavation and study of 
megalithic tombs in Alentejo Province, southern 
Portugal was supported by a petrographic study of 
the bedrock in order to find out where the building 

How the landscape was transformed in the 
Neolithic can be exemplified in several different 
ways. In Ebbesen’s monumental study of the 
Danish megalithic tombs, two different stages in 
tomb building can be recognized (Ebbesen 2011). 
According to Ebbesen, the dolmens were erected 
during the later part of the Early Neolithic (TN3) 
and during MNI. Based on the calculation that 
90% of all tombs have been destroyed up to the 
present day, about 15000 dolmens were erected 
within less than five hundred years, which means 
that 30 dolmens per year were built in present-day 
Denmark. At that time, about one dolmen per week 
was finished, based on the assumption that mega-
lithic tomb-building was limited to the warm part 
of the year. However, about 13000 passage graves 
were built within less than two hundred years 

0 1 2 3 4km

megalithic tomb

non-porfiric biotite-tonalite

porfiric granodiorite

biotite-hornblende-tonalite

coarse granulated porfiric
biotite-granite with muscovite

megalithic tomb
(no longer existing)

menhir

menhir
(not exactly localized)
supposed menhir

fortified settlement

abandoned mine

 100–200

 200–300

 300–400

 400–500

m above sea level

Megaliths and landscape

Fig. 5. Transportation routes and directions of the different kinds of rock used for construction of the four megalithic tombs of Vale de 
Rodrigo (after Kalb 1996).
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material had originated. The results were that most 
stones had been split from bedrock at a distance of 
about two kilometres from the construction site 
(Kalb 1996; Larsson 1998; 2010) (Fig. 5). However, 
one large stone in each tomb had a composition that 
was not found closer than eight kilometres from the 
tomb. The specific rock type of each was more fragile 
and less suitable as a building material. These exotic 
stones have been interpreted as symbolizing the 
origins of the megalith builders. Unfortunately, such 
studies are almost impossible in northern Europe 
due to the process of glaciation that transported 
even large stones from their origin. That two Danish 
dolmens two kilometres apart have parts of the 
same boulder as capstones shows that the transport 
of stones might have been considerable (Ebbesen 
2011). The use of red sandstone from the same quarry 
for the drystone walls in between orthostats within 

most of western Scania is another example of distant 
and widespread transport of materials (Hårdh/
Bergström 1988). More intensive studies would 
provide various new perspectives on the acqui-
sition and transport of building material. Local 
and distant parts of the landscape are connected 
in a way that is not entirely limited to functional 
aspects. Indeed, there were earlier efforts to bring 
together parts of the landscape at a special location. 
Geological analysis of the fill of a 60-metre-long and 
1-metre-high Early Neolithic earthen long barrow, 
Jättegraven, excavated in southern Scania indicated 
a composition that did not correspond to the imme-
diate environment. Instead the materials had been 
transported from an area at least 200 metres away 
(Larsson 2002). There was good soil for building a 
barrow in the immediate vicinity, but instead more 
distant material was used. 

The managed forest and deforestation

It is not only earthen and megalithic building 
material that was moved shorter or longer distances 
across the landscape. In building not only houses, 
but also palisades, large areas of the forested land-
scape were cut. In some cases the deforestation 
might have been planned more than a generation in 
advance — not only the arable land or pastureland, 
but the forest as well, was managed. At the previ-
ously mentioned Alvastra pile dwelling, dendro-
chronological studies tell us that the structure 
was built on a single occasion, as the piles for the 
frame of the platform were all driven into the mire 
at the same time (Bartholin 1978). There is also 
an interesting use of tree trunks as supports for the 
platform. Apple trees and elm trees are the oldest 
trunks used, in addition to trunks from oak, which 
seem to have started their growth about 40 years 
before construction, and the size of the trunks 
indicates that they grew in the same open forest 
and were shoots from managed coppice stools 
(Bartholin 1996). Later additions were supported 
on oak trunks that started to grow at the same time 
as those used in the initial construction. They 
originate from a forest that seems to have become 
more and more open, with the result that the trees 
grew larger. This has been interpreted as showing 
that the platforms were built of trees from the same 
part of a forest. This suggests that the planning of 
the platform structure was initiated about 40 years 
before it was realized, when an area with sparsely-
growing apple and elm trees was set aside mainly 
for oak to grow. It might have been an intentional 
choice that the trees were allowed to grow. This 
may be an example of the effect of people on the 
formation of new forests. By using axes and fire, and 
through the actions of livestock, the ‘natural’ forest 
could be intentionally structured (Larsson 2001).

As the examples above show, parts of the 
surrounding environment were brought to be used 
as building material, but additionally in order to 
represent particular parts of the landscape. At some 
sites there is a reciprocal relationship between 
monuments and their landscape. Once again, the 
sequence of events at Alvastra pile dwelling provides 
an example. According to the dendrochronolog-
ical analysis, the dwelling was built within a year 
and used for a total of 42 years (Bartholin 1996). 
However, the western platform was abandoned 
within a few years and left unused for about 15 years. 
During this time, small trees and bushes grew up 
within the enclosure. Later the vegetation was cut 
and the area reused. Similar conditions are present at 
the causewayed enclosures, where ditches were left 
to partly silt up or were intentionally filled and later 
dug open again. At some enclosures this happened 
several times. In a few instances, several centuries 
passed between episodes of use. During the later part 
of the Funnel Beaker culture they are used again, at a 
time when most of the ditches had silted up and were 
just visible as shallow pits (Larsson 2012). Due to 
social changes, the old enclosures were reused and of 
importance once again. Like monuments, a parallel 
reciprocity between landscape and society might 
also be observed in the case of some accumulated 
depositions in bogs. At some bogs there are distinct 
gaps in use, with depositional activities ceasing and 
resuming several generations later (Karsten 1994). 
The memories of sites were transformed into stories 
of the distant past, but on special occasions they 
became important again, and were accompanied by 
physical reuse of these places (Larsson 2011). 

Returning to megalithic monuments, if a burial 
monument is to impress, there must be a break in the 
vegetation, so that the location and dominance of the 



204 Lars Larsson

monument over the landscape is obvious. Consider-
able parts of the landscape were thus ritualized in 
some way. Through the construction of monuments 
and the utilization of topographical conditions, 
people tried to achieve particular effects on those 
who saw these monuments in the landscape.

An example of this is the location of an Early 
Neolithic long barrow at Örnakulla in south-west 
Scania (Larsson 2002). From the west, even with 
considerable vegetation cover, the monument was 
visible within a narrow corridor more than two kilo-
metres long, which ended at the location of what 
was perhaps the biggest settlement site in the period 
when the long barrow was built and in use (Fig. 6). 

From the south, however, the monument was not 
visible until one had reached the summit of a hill 
less than a hundred metres away from it. The people 
living to the west thus had the monument in constant 
view, whereas those who approached it from the 
south — the only way to reach the structure without 
getting your feet wet — did not see it until they were 
virtually beside it. The composition of the vegetation 
could have had great importance for how natural 
parts of the landscape as well as monuments were 
integrated into the cosmology. Just as monuments 
could be highlighted by a corridor or area with low 
vegetation, certain copses or even a few lines of trees 
could also hide them.

Skabersjö
kyrka

Sege river

0 1 km

Fig. 6. The visibility of the Early Neolithic long barrow at Örnakulla in south-west Scania. The wetland areas are marked by dashed lines 
(Larsson 2002).

Conclusions: the sign of the gods

In this chapter we have seen the importance of 
the natural world in prehistoric cosmologies, but 
how were these world views adapted and altered? 
World views can withstand a great deal of change 

caused by internal conflicts and external influ-
ence. One or usually several interacting factors 
can lead to increased pressure on the frameworks 
— both physical and ideological — of the existing 
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social structure, so that a society is forced to accept 
changes so radical that they cannot be accepted 
within the given social framework. This leads 
to the formation of new societies based on new 
conditions and a revised world view. This appears 
to have happened during the Mid-Holocene and 
perhaps prompted the adoption of agriculture 
across southern Scandinavia. A number of natural 
phenomena may have been perceived as signifi-
cant for the changes that took place during the 
Mid-Holocene. Elm disease, for example, plays an 
important part in the discussion about the intro-
duction of agriculture. Although the elm decline 
was often implicated in the beginnings of farming, 
today the elm decline is interpreted as a result of 
elm disease. This phenomenon can be detected all 
over northern Europe (Friman 1997). Moreover, 
analyses of cow dung from an early agricultural 
site in Switzerland have shown that elm was not 
the primary tree for fodder: ash, lime, and willow 
were totally predominant (Rasmussen 1991). That 
humans did not cause the elm decline does not 
mean that this change had no significance for the 
spread of agriculture. Elms grow in nutrient-rich 
soil, cast a broad shadow, and were one of the most 
important trees in the forests of southern Scandi-
navia. As southern Sweden is suffering from elm 
disease at the present time, it has become possible 
to follow its effects, which in some places are very 

obvious. Within a few years a forest afflicted by 
elm disease is transformed into an area of dead tree 
trunks with rapidly flourishing bushes and other 
undergrowth. In the Neolithic, burning the dead 
trees may have been a labour-saving way to provide 
large areas for cultivation and pasture. Likewise, a 
thunderstorm in areas with large amounts of dry 
wood might have had tremendous consequences. 
In most cultures, signs from supernatural agents 
are regarded and accepted as being of great or often 
decisive importance for making difficult deci-
sions — such a sign may affect the faith of a single 
person or the society as a whole. Indeed, the Mid-
Holocene elm disease arrived in a turbulent period 
(Larsson 2003). Ideas from the south about cattle 
breeding and agriculture, and especially aspects 
of a new world view which was linked to the new 
economy, were present and at least partly known 
to most people. Old traditions and perceptions of 
the landscape were confronted with the new behav-
iour. In this context, the ravages of elm disease may 
have seemed like the interference of supernatural 
forces, probably as a sign from the gods that the 
people should intensify or accept the change in 
social order, subsistence practices and cosmology. 
This might be the most important aspect of the elm 
disease for the spread of the Neolithic in large parts 
of northern and north-western Europe. Who could 
oppose the signs of the gods?
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Same but different? 
Neolithic economic and cultural change in northern Germany 

Martin Hinz

Fifteen thousand times a day,
I hear a voice within me say,

“Hide yourself behind a screen,
You shouldn’t be heard, you shouldn’t be seen,

You’re just an awful in-between!”

Written by Roger Edens; performed by Judy Garland

Abstract

It is the character of archaeological investiga-
tions and interpretations that we establish ana-
lytical units which exhibit a higher variability 
between each other than within each individ-
ual unit. This is probably the only way to cope 
with the remains of human activity and creativ-
ity. To make the vast and heterogeneous material 
comprehensible, we have to establish structural, 
descriptive concepts. Ideally, it is a structure that 

in some way reflects the self-perception of past 
societies, but this is not necessarily the case or 
even a necessity. Moreover, it is difficult to verify 
that such an ideal situation was actually present. 
In reality, it is very likely that rather a continuum 
of ideas, traditions and styles represents the lived 
experience, and distinct borders between people 
and their habits and products may have been the 
exception.

Introduction

Certain ideal types are associated with terms 
like “Funnel Beaker Culture” or “Neolithic mode 
of production”. Although they are helpful, if not 
necessary, as analytical tools they carry the risk of 
being used in narratives about the actual past, over-
looking their artificial nature. Although there is an 
awareness of this problem in the case of the “culture 
concept”, there seems to be a lack of sensitivity in 
the case of economic habits and their impact on the 
structure and characteristics of societies.

On the basis of the investigation of the Neolithic 
landscape, the site locations, and natural conditions 
in two districts of Schleswig-Holstein (Stormarn 
and Herzogtum Lauenburg), this paper will dis-

cuss the different trajectories — locational continu-
ity and discontinuity — for different activities and 
the economic practises that can be deduced from 
the different land uses. While there appears to be a 
long continued implementation of areas for perma-
nent settlements from the Mesolithic up to the Late 
Neolithic, fundamental differences are nevertheless 
obvious in the case of temporary activity zones. The 
related changes do not coincide with phase bound-
aries implemented for cultural and stylistic tradi-
tions. This leads to the plausible conclusion that not 
only economic practices but also societal configu-
rations were continually in-between different stages 
of development.

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 207 – 218
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their variability can be higher than between these 
units, at least if the different spheres of activities 
and behaviour are analysed independently.

In the following, the different continuities and 
changes in settlement behaviour in association with 
the economic strategies of Neolithic inhabitants 
of a southern area of Schleswig-Holstein (districts 
Stormarn and Herzogtum Lauenburg) will be dis-
cussed and compared to the traditional cultural dis-
tinction between Mesolithic, Funnel Beaker and 
Single Grave culture. The investigation is based 
on empirical analyses which formed a part of the 
author’s PhD thesis. The latter focused on the loca-
tional preferences for different activities that were 
carried out during the Neolithic. The central ques-
tion of the analyses addresses the changes in the 
settlement systems that could be traced during the 
Neolithic, and to what extent they are connected to 
changes in the cultural system that exhibit consist-
ency with the traditional division of the time spans 
in archaeological periods. With this example it 
becomes apparent that cultural (meaning stylistic) 
and economic trajectories are not necessarily syn-
chronous and that we now can consider and discuss 
questions of cause and effect on a different level.

However, archaeologists are in a position where 
categorizing decisions have to be made and relevant 
questions must be formulated, for example, does 
some specific artefact belong to the Funnel Beaker 
or to the Single Grave culture? Is a particular settle-
ment a Mesolithic or a Neolithic site? Most of the 
time such decisions tend to be an “either/or”, sel-
dom an “in-between”. Exclusive attribution is, as 
such, correct for analytical units, it is actually nec-
essary. But if these analytical units are taken for 
real world structures, the interpretations are gener-
ally based on much stronger distinctions than were 
salient in the experienced environments of the past. 
Furthermore, the units themselves appear to be sig-
nificantly more homogeneous than the societies 
that are described and characterised by these units.

This is obvious in the case of the culture con-
cept, as discussed elsewhere (Furholt, this vol-
ume). Typically, such units are perceived as “total 
phenomena” for which a uniformity and synchro-
nicity of social, economic and stylistic trajectories 
are (consciously or unconsciously) assumed. In 
light of the current increase of available data and 
its temporal resolution, it becomes increasingly 
obvious that the inner dynamics of these units and 

Setting the Frame

The first basis of this investigation was the archae-
ological record of Stormarn and Herzogtum Lau-
enburg, two south-eastern districts of Schleswig-
Holstein. The working area was part of the North 
German Plain, more precisely the Northwest Ger-
man Lowlands. In this area, the limits of the max-
imum extent of the glaciation from the last glacial 
period (Weichselian glaciation) are documented, 
and the area is dominated by a hilly Young Drift 
landscape. It is intersected by fluvial valleys and 
the accompanying floodplains.

The temporal window of the investigation was set 
to the time spans of the Funnel Beaker and the Sin-
gle Grave complexes so that most of the Neolithic 
was covered. From the working area, 6839 sites with 
surface finds that have potential Neolithic dates 
were recorded in a database. For 5284 finds, the 
geo-location could be determined and after a rigid 
statistical process 1229 sites remained that could 
be dated more precisely within the Neolithic. The 
basis for the allocation to a time period were the 
finds themselves, so that megalithic graves and bar-
rows that could be identified as Neolithic but had 
not provided any artefacts were not included in the 
general evaluation, although they played a major 
role in other investigations within the PhD project. 

The finds were also used to classify the sites into 
different functional groups. This was necessary 
because (with two exceptions) no settlement exca-
vations in the area were available. The find mate-

rial was divided into three classes: Evidence for 
the primary production of lithic artefacts, evidence 
for the use of lithic artefacts and evidence of con-
sumption and investment in a territory. A site was 
only classified as (a permanent) settlement when 
all three spheres of human activity were detecta-
ble, i.e. when all traceable needs and requirements 
of Neolithic life were satisfied. Sites with the indi-
cations of only one of the three activities were clas-
sified as such with a specific function, whereas sites 
with the detection of two activities were classified 
as activity area with multiple functions.

The second basis of the investigation analysed 
the environmental characteristics of the sites which 
were recorded from a multitude of geomorpholog-
ical and topological data associated with spatial 
information. The characteristics were analysed and 
preferred areas for different activities and associ-
ated site categories were identified.

The third pillar of the investigation included 
reconstructions of the vegetation history from pol-
len data. Unfortunately, no good pollen archive 
could be identified for the working area, but in the 
vicinity the pollen diagram of Lake Belau with lam-
inated sedimentation provided a detailed record. 
From the profile three distinct phases of land use 
could be identified (Fig. 1): A first phase (NSP I), 
dating from c. 4100 cal BC to c. 3700 cal BC, is visi-
ble with a marked increase of micro-charcoal influx 
but no indications for an opening of the landscape 
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on a larger scale. This picture changes in the sec-
ond phase (NSP II) from 3700–3000 cal BC, where 
such a (permanent) opening can be deduced from 
the increasing amount of Plantago lanceolata pol-
len. At the end of this phase, a strong decline in 
the indicators of human impact is visible, followed 
by a diverse pattern of landscape opening and for-
est regeneration (NSP III, 3000–2400 cal BC). In a 
supra-regional analysis, Feeser et al. (2012) con-
firmed the major characteristics as general trends 
for Schleswig-Holstein. The resulting phases do 
not coincide with the shift from Funnel Beaker to 
Single Grave traditions, but rather crosscut them 

(NSP I: EN Ia; NSP II: EN Ib–MN II; NSP III: 
MN III–EGK II). On the other hand, they corre-
spond with phasing that was traditionally used in 
Scandinavia for an overarching analysis of settle-
ment systems (Madsen 1982; Andersson 2004; 
Schülke 2007). It became evident in the inves-
tigation of the location of permanent and tempo-
ral activity areas that while the places of perma-
nent settlements were surprisingly stable, a major 
change in the use of the areas outside of these core 
areas could be identified with the transition from 
the NSP II to the NSP III.

TraveTrave

S
tecknitz

S
tecknitz

N

0 20kmElbe

Al
st

er
Al

st
er

Fig. 2. Mesolithic sites in the study area (after Schirren 1997, 247).
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In the working area it can be observed that the 
spatial preferences for different types of sites fol-
low different developments. In a diachronic per-
spective, settlements were largely located within 
the same kind of landscape from the Mesolithic to 
the Single Grave complex. In contrast, it became 
apparent that location preferences and — result-
ing from that — the locations of sites with spe-
cific functions changed diachronically, thus their 
relationship to the locations of the settlements 
also changed. Monumental burials, i.e. megalithic 
and Single Grave barrows, follow specific location 
rules. The settlements can be found almost exclu-
sively within three settlement chambers: in the 
Travetal, in the Stecknitztal between Mölln and 
Kühsen as well as on the high banks of the Elbe 
River from Geesthacht up to and including the 
valley of the Bille. These settlement chambers can 
already be observed in the mapping of the Meso-
lithic finds (Fig. 2). It is not unreasonable among 
those sites that are unfortunately hard to classify 
as permanent or temporary activity zones with-
out excavations that a reasonable number of per-
manently occupied settlements can nevertheless 
be assumed (cf. Müller 2012, 258). Responsible 
for this are surely the specific natural conditions 
which can be found here. The actual residential 
zones are limited to the floodplains, where small 
sandy elevations were preferably occupied. The set-
tlements themselves are significantly more likely to 
be found on hilltops, as their occurrence in the nat-
ural environment or within the general distribu-
tion of the sites suggests this.

Overall, it appears that access to as many eco-
logical habitats as possible was sought. A combi-
nation of forest, floodplain and agriculturally uti-
lisable land formed the ideal settlement conditions 
(Midgley 1992, 304). These landscapes are given 
for all settlement chambers in the working area. 
Forest and agricultural land was likely to have 
been found on the surrounding river terraces, and 
bogs are located in the vicinity of all the settlement 
chambers. The development leading to an exploita-
tion of the morainic areas, which — as mentioned 
by Midgley (ib.) — occurred at the same places, 
is not detectable on the basis of the settlements 
themselves, but only on the basis of zones of activ-
ity with no real settlement character.

The continuity of the preferred settlement sites, 
starting from the Mesolithic and lasting until the 
Single Grave period, is certainly a noteworthy phe-
nomenon. On the one hand, traditions and the 
“inertia” of a once established system may have 
played a role here. On the other hand, a functional 
explanation must be taken into consideration: sim-
ilar environmental conditions seem to have been 
favoured over the long run: Can it be that contrary 

to the obvious economic contrast between the Mes-
olithic and the Neolithic, comparable economic 
fundamentals nevertheless dominated the place-
ment of settlements? Good hunting grounds and 
the use of aquatic resources may have been impor-
tant to a greater extent than previously assumed, 
thus more strongly determining the location of res-
idential areas. Or could it be that the locations of 
sites were more strongly influenced by an ideology 
that linked back to Mesolithic traditions, although 
those locations were not optimal for a Neolithic 
economy? Was the Mesolithic economy part of the 
Neolithic world as a ritual component or as a habit, 
fulfilling religious or prestige needs? Or, not in con-
tradiction to the latter possibility, were the agricul-
tural activities relatively independent of location 
since they were conducted in the Neolithic period, 
and the favoured locations for them was much less 
defined by the precise locations of the settlements? 
An indication for this is that soils of higher quality 
were used to a much lesser extent than expected for 
settlement activities. Indeed, it seems as if soils with 
higher fertility (based on the soil type) were almost 
shunned. A trend towards heavier soils can be 
observed for the NSP III phase, at least with respect 
to a 750 m radius around the sites (but statistically 
just not significant). Regarding the soil types at 
sites that were classified as settlements, generally 
sandy brown soils and derived soil types predomi-
nate, but these also represent the major part of the 
soils of the study area.

Whereas an expansion of the core settlement 
areas did not take place in the study area as indi-
cated, general observations support the idea that 
agricultural preferences were less decisive for the 
choice of the settlement locations. In general and on 
average (without considering diachronic dynam-
ics here), the locations of at least the settlements of 
Funnel Beaker times rather indicate a mixed sub-
sistence strategy that seemed to minimize risk 
should one of the food sources fail. This observa-
tion relativises approaches that propose compe-
tition for valuable agricultural land as a cause for 
social tensions in and between Neolithic societies, 
explaining the rivalries as a trigger for social stress 
or approaches which interpret megalithic graves as 
installations for “securing” the land by means of ref-
erence to ancestors. 

In addition, a high proportion of peat soils in 
the vicinity of settlements can be observed in the 
study area. Although this is related to and depend-
ent on the choice of floodplain locations in gen-
eral, it nonetheless shows that agrarian usability 
apparently was not a primary reason for settlement 
locations. There were probably other reasons that 
induced a preference for the establishment of set-
tlements within river valleys. In addition to pro-

Continuities and Changes
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viding access to alternative food supplies and water 
availability, watercourses may have been pivotal for 
their plausible protective function, their exploit-
ability as a means of transport and their useful-
ness as communication routes. On a psychological 
level, rivers undoubtedly facilitate orientation and 
a certain structuring of the terrain, which is conse-
quently transformed into human landscapes.

If we consider the activity zones and single finds 
alongside the settlements in the narrower sense, 
we finally observe a significant change in land-use 
behaviour. In the Mesolithic (see Fig. 2), all evi-
dence is focused within a small radius around the 
settlement chambers and is directly linked to the 
rivers. 

The first phase of the Early Neolithic, defined 
here as NSP I, is badly represented in the study area 
due to little reliable evidence (cf. Schirren 1997, 
247). Either the sites are masked by earlier Meso-
lithic or subsequent Early Neolithic inventories, 
what is conceivable due to the continuity of at least 
settlement location, or this phase is largely absent 
as material culture in the Stormarn and Lauenburg 
areas. However, human influence is indicated by 
the pollen diagrams from the immediate vicinity of 
the study area (see Fig. 1). A settlement gap in the 
EN I phase is conceivable, but unlikely considering 
the rich Mesolithic evidence and also the numerous 
finds of the subsequent phases. This is even more 
unlikely because the mentioned general continuity 
of site location exists and at least a large number of 
Neolithic settlement sites also contain Mesolithic 
material which suggests local and acute spatial con-
tinuity. Alternatively, it may be suggested that the 
EN Ia is not visible because of a lack of diagnostic 
material for this phase or that the diagnostic mate-
rial had simply not been in use in the material cul-
ture in the study area, but was still substituted by 
Mesolithic items.

For the NSP II, which is clearly visible, a focus 
on the settlement chambers and floodplains is still 
observable for the sites which have no actual settle-
ment character. Some cases of expansion towards 
higher ground are documented.

An altered land management regime is visible by 
way of the significant increase in Plantago values, 
at the same time also by general open land indica-
tors and a parallel decline of mixed oak forest taxa. 
This may coincide with the introduction of the ard 
(Sørensen/Karg 2012, 7). For this period that 
extends until the MN I-II, settlements and espe-
cially settlement concentrations are clearly visi-
ble (Fig. 3). They correspond, as described, with 
those of the Mesolithic, so that continuity is at 
least not unlikely. These settlement concentrations 
can be identified in the Travetal, in the Stecknitz-
tal and on the high banks of the Elbe and the Bil-
letal. The sites without clear settlement character 
are mostly located within the immediate vicinity of 

the settlements, and they may be partly connected 
to the settlement chambers, but are not extensively 
spread. A clear relatedness to the settlement cham-
bers is always given.

On the basis of pollen data, it appears that a pro-
cess, beginning at the latest with the EN II (Belau) 
but probably already starting during the EN Ib,  
leads to more and permanently open landscapes. At 
the same time, a significant decrease in micro-char-
coal as a fire indicator is visible. Because of the lack 
of evidence from the previous period, we can hardly 
trace this change in the distribution of sites. How-
ever, the significantly higher amount of archaeolog-
ical material of the later EN is in itself an indication 
of a change: In addition to being evidence of a struc-
tural development, this also implies a quantitative 
enlargement — the population probably increased. 
Such a growth can be extrapolated from 14C sum 
calibration (cf. Hinz et al. 2012; Shennan et al. 
2013). These studies also show that a demographic 
breakdown had taken place during the NSP II 
between 3400 cal BC and 3100 cal BC. This is also 
mirrored in the pollen data. While on the basis of 
surface finds it is difficult to reach a sufficient dating 
accuracy, the MN I and II still seem to be relatively 
sparsely documented in the study area. According 
to the interpretation of Feeser et al. (2012), an agri-
cultural collapse occurs around 3100 at the height 
of a climatic deterioration, whereas the decline of 
open land indicators is already evident from no later 
than 3300, visible in the NMDS-score and Plantago 
values (see Fig. 1).

The expansion of agricultural land, as reflected 
in the pollen diagram, can be connected to a rise 
in the economic importance of a Neolithic econ-
omy. An interesting observation is that the phases 
of Neolithic settlements, deduced from the archae-
ological record and the pollen diagram changes, 
coincide with axe technology developments. The 
Early Neolithic begins with the point-butted axe, 
while the beginning of the NSP II roughly cor-
relates with the onset of four-sided, thin-butted 
forms. During the transition to the NSP III, the 
occurrence of thick-butted axes begins. This corre-
lation may be a coincidence, but an adaptation to 
the prevailing conditions seems to be more likely, 
even if a functional justification for the change 
in form is disputed (prominently Sangmeister 
1967). All the same, the congruence of increased 
open land indicators and modified axe technology 
is impressive. 

Parallel to the transition to the NSP II, the 
beginning of the construction of megalithic graves, 
causewayed enclosures as well as an intensification 
of copper object imports also takes place (Müller 
2011, 18). This is also a sign of a closer contact in and 
between societies that, together with an increased 
population size and a possible different attitude 
towards landscape resulting from investments in 
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the area in the form of clearances, made it neces-
sary to find new ways to organize social and eco-
nomic space. Thus, it can be assumed that larger 
social organisations had formed, reaching beyond 
the single settlement unit, possibly also beyond the 
settlement chambers. In the study area, an indica-
tion for such a process may be the “Sachsenwald” 
with an enormous concentration of burial sites that 
may have been of supra-regional importance as a 
sacred place.

With the NSP II, we thus reach the stage of 
development that usually corresponds to the clas-
sical picture which is associated with the Funnel 
Beaker culture: megaliths, enclosures, and a com-
plete Neolithic economy.

The resulting settlement model could be de-
scribed as follows: Due to various positive condi-
tions that result from their positions on the flood-
plains, the settlement locations are maintained. 
The settlements may also have become partly 
larger and certainly more numerous than in the 
previous phase that was still strongly influenced 
by the Mesolithic. Only large scale excavations at 
places rich in features could clarify the actual size 
of the sites. The higher river terraces are now used 
more intensively, on the one hand, for the fields 
that now remained permanently open (Müller 
2011, 62) and, on the other hand, also for the bur-
ial places that can be encountered concomitantly 
with the settlement locations in the study area 
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Fig. 3. Sites of the NSP II in the study area; black: settlements; white: other sites.
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(see Schirren 1997, 227 fig. 135 and 235 fig. 140). 
In addition, livestock production appears to have 
played an increasing role. A ratio of 90 % domes-
tic animal bones to 10 % wild animal bones is the 
rule from this phase (Müller 2011, 60). Thus, the 
Mesolithic economy significantly receded into the 
background, although it still existed (Steffens 
2005, 6). However, an estimate of the ratio of plant 
to animal food is not trivial even for this phase. As 
a result of the cereal pollen distribution in the Be-
lauer diagram, the spatial proximity of the zones 
of activity to the settlement chambers and the 
frequency of the 14C datings for cereals 1, I would 
characterize the settlement system of the NBP II 
as an agronomical Neolithic system, thus setting it 
apart from the following phase.

Finally, a significant exploitation of the entire 
area can be observed during the NSP III, includ-
ing the hitherto shunned morainic areas (Fig. 4). 
This significantly increased activity suggests that 
the economic base and thus the settlement system 
have been intensified as a whole.

The idea of agricultural Funnel Beaker people 
and roaming, pastoral nomadic Single Grave peo-
ple is almost as old as the study of the relationship 
between the two complexes, which has its founda-
tion in the world view of Kossinna. Nevertheless, 
the basic principles of these notions remain relevant 
in light of present research, however, exempt from 
their ethnic payload. According to the paradigm of 
current research traditions, the observations of dif-
ferences between the two time slices can rather be 
explained as responses to changing environmental 
conditions. In fact, changing environmental con-
ditions as well as changed human interaction and 
social behaviour can be observed. The latter may 
or may not be a response to changes in the environ-
ment. The most likely scenario may be that a shift in 
economic practises during the Late Funnel Beaker 
period, possibly induced by a climatic change, rep-
resents the driver that results in a change in mate-
rial culture. By an increased individualisation of 
settlements (scattered farms) and a stronger pas-
toral component in the mode of economy, a trans-
formation of socials structures may have been pro-
voked that led to a stronger focus on individuality 
or even a “warrior” ideology (Hübner 2005, 717).

Starting with the Middle Neolithic III, approx-
imately from 3000 cal BC onwards, a significantly 
different type of signature is visible in the pollen 
data. In the diagram from Lake Belau (see Fig. 1), 
the time slice of the strong manifestation of Plan-
tago lanceolata is replaced by a phase of alternating 
pollen intensities at a much lower level. The same 
is true for the supra-regional data (see Fig. 1). The 
Plantago curve collapses, yet open land indicators 
in the NMDS increase again. Moreover, the mixed 
oak forest shows a marked regeneration in the 
period around 3000 BC. These changes were a trig-

ger to apply the three-phase system in this study, 
which has been proven fruitful in Scandinavian set-
tlement analyses. In addition, the supra-regional 
curves show a diverse picture, where in some cases 
cereal pollen occurs at even increased levels in the 
pollen data. Alternatively, evidence of an increased 
proportion of livestock can also be found (Feeser 
et al. 2012, 187).

Lars Larsson (1992, 150–154) suggested in the 
context of his interpretation of the results of the 
Ystad project that transhumance, as a form of econ-
omy during the Middle Neolithic, had an increas-
ing importance, which then would have dominated 
the time span of the Battle Axe culture. He sug-
gested long-range seasonal migrations and quasi-
nomadism. Andersson (2004, 250–251) also 
assumes for his study area in Skåne that the inhabit-
ants “led a mobile way of life with short-term camps 
which did not leave any remains of post-built struc-
tures and which was probably based mainly on ani-
mal husbandry” during the Battle Axe culture. The 
way of life would have been comparable to nomad-
ism (Andersson 2004, 213).

The results from the study presented here point 
in the same direction. In the third phase, which 
includes the end of Funnel Beaker and most of Sin-
gle Grave times, the settlement chambers remained 
stable and sites of permanent settlement character 
are mainly located inside those chambers. The pic-
ture is quite different in the case of the sites that are 
not classified as settlements. The entire study area 
is now almost evenly covered with these places of 
non-permanent activities. What can cause such a 
picture? First, the source must have been an activ-
ity which could have been performed without hav-
ing a settlement in the immediate proximity. At the 
same time, those areas that were previously with-
out utilisation must have been of interest for this 
activity. Conversely, it must have been an activity 
that was location-independent and mobile to such 
an extent that it was not useful to settle perma-
nently on site. Cattle husbandry and transhumance 
represent a natural explanation.

On the basis of other investigations (Kristian-
sen 1988, 52; Welinder 1998, 98 pp.), Andersson 
(2004, 178) maintained that in southwest Skåne 
and Denmark cattle increasingly dominate the live-
stock and that husbandry generally had an increas-
ingly significant role in the economy. This would 
explain the presence of places of temporary occu-
pation in the vicinity of permanent settlements. It 
would also indicate an economy that was built at 
least partially on transhumance. In addition, these 
smaller sites could have been located on terrains 
that are less suitable for tillage.

But this does not necessarily require nomadic 
pastoralism or large scale seasonal migrations: 
Small-scale, extensive farming practices are just 
as conceivable without large, organized, annual 

1 For the distribution area of Funnel Beaker ceramics, a sum cali-
bration of the cereal data (from the online database RADON in 
2013) confirms the pattern that Stephens/Fuller (2012) pub-

lished for the British Isles: after 3000 at the latest, the PDF for 
cereals drops significantly. 
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movements, but where cattle was extensively kept 
at a distance of one day’s march (20–30 km), an 
interpretation that was preferred by Regnell/
Sjögren (2006, 119–120). Such a model would 
also be appropriate for the study area dealt with 
here. Although studies using stable isotopes have 
shown that long-range exchange and the migration 
of livestock at least took place during the Middle 
Neolithic (Sjögren/Price 2013), it still remains 
unclear to what extent this can be transferred to 
the entire economic space of the FBC. However, 
Hoika (1987, 117) also described the Middle Neo-
lithic economy of North East Holstein as a mode 
of existence marked by extensive agriculture, both 
with crop production as well as animal husbandry.

Possibly triggered by changes in environmental 
factors, altered economic and settlement patterns 
can be observed shortly before the transition from 
the Funnel Beaker to the Single Grave complex 
(Hübner 2005, 702). This affected large parts of at 
least the Jutland Peninsula, but the impact differed 
regionally. Particularly, an increase in the impor-
tance of livestock in general and a decrease of pig 
compared to cattle can be observed. However, 
these changes took place before changes in the 
other domains of material culture can be seen. 
The transition in livestock composition occurs 
slowly, already beginning during the Middle 
Neolithic. Afterwards, a shift in cereal produc-
tion takes place at the beginning of the Young 

0 5 1 0 1 5 2 0  km

N

0 20 km

Fig. 4. Sites of the NSP III in the study area; black: settlements; white: other sites.
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Neolithic, in which previously preferred wheat 
had almost entirely been replaced by barley. Over-
all, based on the number of grain impressions in 
pottery, a decrease in the importance of agricul-
ture is recorded (Hübner 2005, 704). In general, 
a gradual transition, both in terms of the economic 
base and the settlement patterns during the Middle 
Neolithic until the Single Grave complex, is likely 
(Sørensen 1997, 228). From this perspective, a 
theory preferring migration as the cause for the 
cultural change becomes even more unlikely.

This is even more so given the fact that the set-
tlement areas of the Late Funnel Beaker com-
plex largely correspond to those of the Single 
Grave complex, and not only in the area of this 
study (Hübner 2005, 704 p.; Malmer 1975, 103), 
although significant variations exist in some 
regions. It is difficult to weigh these observations 
against each other, since the indicators for settle-
ments are partly based on different categories and 
individual studies on this matter are often difficult 
to compare. The relatively rare Young Neolithic set-
tlement sites are often found on light, well-drained 
soils, also admitting that they are primarily repre-
sented by uncharacteristic silex material as surface 
finds. The locations are similar to that of the FBC 
settlements: near surface water, in between flood-
plains and on higher areas of the landscapes (Sie-
men 2008, 80; Hübner 2005, 705).

The few sites with house structures are relatively 
small, but here Late Neolithic origins can often not 
be excluded (Hübner 2005, 705). In his paper on 
the settlement structures of Denmark in the third 
millennium, Siemen (2008, 80) notes the impres-
sive number of 340 excavated settlements, of which 
146 had house structures. On closer inspection, 
however, it is clear that in most cases hardly any 
connection between the dated material and the 
house structures themselves can be assured and 
that the term “settlement” is defined very loosely. 
Even a slight tightening of the criteria reduces the 
number considerably. For example, if it is required 

that only those sites are identified as settlements 
which had more than one feature with more than 
one vessel, then the number of settlements of the 
early Single Grave complex would be reduced 
significantly (Siemen 2008, 72). Therefore, it may 
be too early to draw general conclusions from the 
limited and fragmented material (Siemen 2008, 
75). Nevertheless, those few houses that can be 
associated with the Single Grave complex on more 
solid evidence are characterized by a lightweight 
structure (Hübner 2005, 707). Within the current 
state of research, they cannot be used as proof for a 
semi-nomadic lifestyle. However, similar findings 
with a light construction style and evidence for 
an increasing importance of livestock from more 
southern areas for the transition from the FBC to 
the SGC (Hübner 2005, 707 p.) are noteworthy.

The “ideal type” for the settlement pattern of 
this third period, based on the data from the study 
area, would continue to be characterized by per-
manent settlements. Here, a larger part of the eco-
nomic, subsistence activities were conducted, i.e. 
farming with a continuing enrichment of provi-
sions through hunting and fishing. There are sites 
where a larger proportion of hunted animals are 
found in the bone assemblages (Steffens 2005, 
3–4 tab. 1; Becker/Benecke 2002, 157–158). The 
“Mesolithic” natural conditions still constituted 
a desirable living environment. This again makes 
nomadism in strictu sensu unlikely: the settle-
ment chambers were occupied too continuously 
and concentrated to sustain such a theory. In par-
allel, the higher-lying areas were utilized as activity 
zones that are testified by single finds. Small-scale 
transhumance, which was probably undertaken 
mainly in order to keep away the growing herds 
from the arable land, is currently the most likely 
explanation for the observed pattern. Thus, the set-
tlement system of the NSP III in the study area 
would be a pastoral Neolithic system with a clear 
agrarian component.

Conclusions

The Neolithic period is characterised by the 
transition from a largely hunter-gatherer mode of 
subsistence to a largely productive mode (agricul-
ture and animal husbandry). However, it also can 
be maintained for the Neolithic that changes in 
the economy — and thus in land use — occurred 
and are observable. This shift in land use represents 
the product of the dynamics between and within 
social, technical and natural conditions.

It was shown that a continuity of the site locations 
with permanent settlement character existed at least 
in the study area, beginning during the Mesolithic 
and extending into the Late Neolithic. No indica-

tion of a qualitative disruption of this tradition was 
observed, although there are indications for a quan-
titative change. The number of sites and the amount 
of material remains indicate an expansion of the 
number of settlements and with that very likely also 
the number of inhabitants from the Early Neolithic 
to the beginning of the Middle Neolithic. This is 
accompanied by evidence from the pollen data as 
well as estimations from sum calibrated 14C data. 
They also indicate that this phase of growth was fol-
lowed by a significant reduction of human impact 
on the environment and in the archaeological 
record. After a reorganisation phase, a new system 
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emerged. This new system is mirrored in changed 
land use patterns, visible in the changed distribution 
of non-permanent sites in the study area.

Nevertheless, these observed changes in patterns 
do not coincide with boundaries delineated by sty-
listic analyses. A shift in settlement patterns is not 
even visible with the shift of the defined transition 
from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic mode of pro-
duction around 4100 cal BC. Here, we can possibly 
adopt the interpretation that at the beginning there 
was rather a ritual, symbolic or ideological Neo-
lithic (Jennbert 1984; Thomas 1991; Tilley 1996) 
than a substantial economic one. Although the 
material culture certainly changed, the preferred 
settlement locations did not. It is very likely that the 
part of the economy that was mainly responsible for 
the subsistence of the society also did not change.

Probably even more intriguing is the fact that in 
the transition from the NSP II to the NSP III, the 
economic bases had changed, but material cul-
ture evolved further and found its transformation, 
most likely accompanied by a transition of society 
approximately 200 years later, although this shift is 
not visible in the locations of the settlement sites. 
It is plausible that this social transformation has its 
roots in the changed economic practises. Maybe 
there was a point in time where the existing organ-
isation of society was no longer able to cope with 
the new challenges of the different routines. Possi-
bly new elites had formed on the basis of the alter-
native mode of production. But this perhaps rapid 
shift only marks the point of culmination of a sub-
liminal development, a state of  “in-between”, where 
social tensions were possibly too severe to be reg-
ulated by the existing socio-cultural organisation.

Continuity and discontinuity could be detected in 
the study area. The pattern of the actual settlements 
hardly changes, land-use, however, obviously does. 
Clear settlement chambers at each of the river sys-
tems of the Trave, the Bille and the Stecknitz could 
be identified across time. The changes in land use 
that were already apparent from the pollen diagram 
were provided with a possible explanation through 
the study of settlement patterns on the basis of sur-
face finds. In this case, the results of various individ-
ual studies on other regions are congruent with the 
situation in the study area. In particular, those sites 
with temporary activities undergo a change with 
respect to their spatial position. An interpretation 
concentrating on an altered ratio between agricul-
ture and husbandry seems to be plausible, viewed as 
(seasonal/transhumant) nomadic herding to match 
the observations for the later phase.

If we expand the view beyond the borders of 
Schleswig-Holstein, it is clear that the archaeologi-
cal phase boundaries outside of the study area also 
do not correlate very well with changes in land use. 
This is certainly one of the reasons why a division 
into the three phases is generally used for settle-
ment archaeological investigations of the northern 
Funnel Beaker complex (Madsen 1982; Anders-
son 2004; Schülke 2007; cf. Schülke 2007, 11), 
as has also emerged in this study.

From this it is perfectly clear that the changes 
were not brought from the outside as packages 
on the prairie schooner of some immigrant peo-
ple. Neither the continuities nor the asyncronic-
ity of change support such an interpretation. This 
underlines the assumption that we are not dealing 
with societies as total phenomena that replace one 
another, but are rather faced with a reality of a con-
stant “in between”.

Having this in mind, it becomes clear that we 
have to be aware that our analytical units are con-
structs, i.e. only artificial boundaries in a contin-
uum, and this is also true for such major changes as 
the transition from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic 
and also the shift towards the Bronze Age. The 
foundation of Bronze Age societies was established 
during the Young Neolithic. This kind of Neolithic 
production mode, — defined as complete agricul-
tural societies with a strong focus on cultivation — 
is only observable in the NSP II, i.e. for 800 years 
of the approximately 2300 years of time that is gen-
erally attributed to the Neolithic in North Central 
Europe.

Only with the integration of different lines of evi-
dence can a full description of prehistory be for-
mulated. In relation to their succession, it is pos-
sible that the changes in culture and society from 
the Mesolithic to the Neolithic triggered changes 
in economy, while in the sequence from the FBC 
to the Single Grave complex an economic change 
predated the cultural change that probably made 
the society willing to adopt or develop new ways of 
inner social organisation and cultural expression. 
For such a correlation between economic and cul-
tural phases, a clear and rigid definition of cultural 
analytical units is still necessary. But these units 
should not be regarded as entire phenomena. Nei-
ther should their borders be taken as prehistoric 
reality, nor should they be imagined as homogene-
ous entities of a social corpus switching from one 
state to the other. The level of detail now availa-
ble can be used to reinterpret historical events on a 
much more interesting basis than ever.
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Bohemia and another yet unpublished example 
was recovered at Milan Zápotocký’s excavations 
at Kozly (Mělník district). In Central Europe, 
there is only a limited number of similar examples 
from Poland, the Saale Region and Lower Saxony 
but overall numerous examples of FBC houses 
are known. It is likely that the longhouses with 
post construction were the most prevalent type of 
dwelling throughout the Neolithic/Copper Age in 
Central Europe, even if evidence of them is very 
limited for some periods. 
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This paper is a preliminary report on the recent 
discovery of the FBC longhouses at Líbeznice 
in Central Bohemia. The rescue excavation, 
carried out during motorway bypass construction 
produced evidence of more than ten ground plans 
of FBC longhouses and their remains. According to 
the finds associated with the houses, it is possible 
to date the houses to the Salzmünde phase of the 
FBC. Analogical finds are very rare in Bohemia. 
Two very similar dwelling structures were discov-
ered by Ivana Pleinerová at Březnoin in Northwest 

Abstract

Prehistoric chronological components recorded at Líbeznice during the 2008—2009 excavation

The 2008–2009 rescue campaign covered a 30–80 
meters wide strip of land measuring 2.4 km in length. 
Besides the main discovery of the FBC settlement 
component, there were also four square houses with 
sunken floors of areas measuring just over 10 m² 
dated to the Řivnáč Culture (3300–2900 BC). The 
characteristic feature of these houses were tiny stake 
holes aligned along the interior of the walls.

The subsequent Corded Ware period was repre-
sented by a single child burial. 

This isolated grave contained a child inhuma-
tion (9 years of age ± 3 years) in a crouched posi-
tion lying on the right side with the head oriented 
to the west. This is the typical male position and 
in accordance to that the whole burial assemblage 
reflects the male gender: an amphora beaker, a 
mace head made of arenaceous marl, a pointed flint 
blade flake. Weapons in a child grave are rare but 
assemblages such as the one described are prob-
ably important evidence for the beginning of a 
social differentiation at the end of the Copper Age 
(Turek 2000).

Another chronological component of the Eneo-
lithic–Bronze Age sequence at Líbeznice was the 
Bell Beaker settlement. Unfortunately, not very 
clear traces of a possibly long post construction were 
excavated close to the Bell Beaker settlement pit, 
which was full of construction daub. The evidence 

of Bell Beaker dwellings is also very rare in Bohemia 
and yet unclear. There are two other sites currently 
known from Bohemia, Kozly (Zápotocký 1960) 
and Hostivice, whose structures are very similar to 
the one from Líbeznice (Hložek/Turek 2007). 
An inspiration for further research on the topic of 
Bell Beaker post dwelling structures may be found 
in the recent discoveries from the Budapest region 
(Szigetszentmiklós, Albertfalva, with several post-
construction houses of the Bell Beaker Csepel group 
being excavated there, all of which feature a boat-
shaped ground plan (Endrödi 1998). Such boat 
shaped houses of the Bell Beaker period are also 
known from very distant regions of Europe, such 
as Galicia, Denmark and Scotland (Turek 2011). It 
may well be possible that this type of construction 
was a part of the Beaker Package in a broad sense and 
as such has to be seen as yet another uniform element 
uniting European regions with different cultural and 
economic backgrounds. 

This component found at Líbeznice was followed 
by the scattered evidence of early Únětice Culture 
funerary events. Four inhumations in a crouched 
position were found within three different grave 
pits. A large and deep exploitation pit dating into 
the same period was separately uncovered. The most 
recent component of the Líbeznice site is a Hallstatt 
sunken floor hut and a shallow exploitation pit.



220 Jan Turek

The FBC longhouse component was located 
about half a kilometre north of the sunken huts 
of the Řivnáč period. It is comprised of about 
twenty sunken features, including silos with a 
flat bottom and conical walls, and large, shallow 
exploitation pits (Fig. 1). All of these features 
were dated to the Salzmünde phase of the FBC 
in terms of typology. This typological element 
includes the find context with a funnel beaker 
(Fig. 2a) and typical Salzmünde jugs (Fig. 2b,c) 
together with the R-battleaxe type (Fig. 2d, cf. 
Zápotocký 1992, 91–119). Fragments of three 
Salzmünde battle axes were also found in strati-
fied deposits in pits with Salzmünde pottery as 
well as two polished stone (schist) knives, whose 
chronological position hitherto was not entirely 
clear. They have only recently been dated to the 
FBC (Turek et al. 1998). 

Complete burials of two children were found in 
the fill of two settlement pits, just above their bases. 
In one case, a child aged 7 was buried in a crouched 

position on the right side, without any visible 
assemblage. Part of this component included traces 
of at least ten post constructions of longhouses 
oriented more or less in an east-west direction, up 
to 23 m long and 6–7 m wide. The chronological 
classification of post constructions is usually prob-
lematic. This is mainly due to the complete loss of 
data connected to the construction, equipment and 
use of the interior of Neolithic and later houses. As 
the aboveground remains of the houses vanished 
due to erosion and ploughing, the only source of 
information on the existence of a dwelling unit 
are the fills of sunken postholes. The amount of 
finds from such a context is usually very limited. 
Also the context integrity of a posthole fill is prob-
lematic and tiny fragments of pottery may well be 
intrusions from different phases of the settlement. 
A chronological setting of such structures is thus 
usually based on the horizontal stratigraphy. We 
have to bear in mind that a possible superimposi-
tion of later a structure over the original one does 

FBC longhouses at Líbeznice

Fig. 1. Líbeznice, excavation 2008–2009. The site with FBC houses 1–2 (digital processing by Prospecto).
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Fig. 2. Líbeznice, excavation 2008–2009. a A funnel beaker from a FBC silo pit; b a Salzmünde type jug; c fragment of a Salzmünde type 
jug with white incrustation in an engraved decoration; d Butt-fragment of a Salzmünde battle axe type-R (photos: author).
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not necessarily mean the presence of completely 
different chronological units as it could just be a 
different building phase of the same period. Crucial 
seems to be the horizontal stratigraphy evaluated 
in the context of the presence or absence of other 
chronological components on the site. Dating of 
post ground structures is therefore possible only 
with a certain level of probability.

Based on the scarce finds of tiny pottery frag-
ments inside the post holes, as well as on the abun-
dance of Salzmünde pottery with some Boleráz 
elements (such as hatched white incrusted patterns 
on the body of one of the jugs) and the absence 
of other settlement components (apart from two 
isolated features clearly dating to Hallstatt D), it 
is possible to set the chronological position of the 
dwelling activity remains to the late FBC period. 

The dating of the FBC longhouses at Líbeznice 
is mainly based on spatial relations towards other 

sunken features that were represented by finds 
typical for the Salzmünde phase of the FBC, and an 
almost total absence of features of other prehistoric 
periods. Other indicators suggesting that dating are 
the formal analogies known from the FBC context, 
e.g. from Březno in Northwest Bohemia and from 
Lower Saxony (see below). The spatial structures of 
the FBC sunken features at Líbeznice suggest that 
they correspond to the longhouse ground plans and 
that they formed a contemporary habitation area.

The roof ridges of the ten probable house struc-
tures were mainly oriented in east-west direc-
tion. Two complete ground plans with dimen-
sions of 23 x 6 m (House 1, Fig. 3a) and 21 x 7 m 
(House 2, Fig. 3b) are presented here. House 1 is 
characterised by a simple ledge beam line of posts, 
house 2 had a different internal structure with 
crossing lines of posts, perhaps creating three 
compartments.
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Fig. 3. Líbeznice, excavation 2008–2009. a FBC house 1, below: ground plan, above: profiles of the post holes; b FBC house 2, below: 
ground plan, above: profiles of the post holes (digital processing by Prospecto).

Fig. 4. Líbeznice. FBC house 2. Photograph during the excavation 2008–2009; view from East to West (photo: author).
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ridge postholes along the main axis of the houses. 
Both houses were oriented in a northwest–south-
easterly direction (Pleinerová 1990). Another, 
yet unpublished example of a FBC longhouse origi-
nates from Kozly (Mělník District) dated by M. 
Zápotocký to the FBC period (M. Zápotocký pers. 
comm. 2008). 

Direct analogies for the Líbeznice longhouses 
were discovered by Ivana Pleinerová during the 
1971–1972 and 1977 excavations at Březno (Louny 
district, Northwest Bohemia). Two houses that 
probably dated to the earlier FBC period measured 
24  x 7 m (Fig. 5a house 88) and 33 x 6 m (Fig. 5b, 
house 96). In both cases, there was a row of roof 

Fig. 5. Březno, Louny district. a FBC house – feature No. 88 (after Pleinerová 1990, obr. 3); b FBC house – feature No. 96 (after Plein-
erová 1990, obr. 7).

Fig. 6. Niedźwiedz, Miechów district. FBC house (after Burchard 
1973, 64, Ryc. 4).

FBC longhouses in Central Europe

Evidence of the FBC are also rare elsewhere in 
Europe. The evidence of FBC houses was summarized 
by Magdalena Midgley (1992, 317–341). A disput-
able construction of a longhouse or long barrow was 
uncovered at the Polish site of Niedźwiedź (Fig. 6), 
the ground plan, size and orientation of this structure, 
however, resembles the houses from Líbeznice or 
Březno (Burchard 1977). Another problematic struc-
ture interpreted as a longhouse or part of a fortification 
palisade was discovered during the excavation of the 
FBC enclosure at Halle-Dölauer Heide (Behrens/
Schröter 1980). Two further houses were found in 
Lower Saxony (Fig. 7). The house at Flögeln (Schirnig 
1979) was also crossdivided into at least three compart-
ments and its construction was anchored in the 
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5m0 5m0

Flögeln-Eekhöltjen Wittenwater

Fig. 7. FBC houses from Flögeln and Wittenwater in Lower Saxony (after Zimmermann 1979, 249–250, Abb. 15, 17; Schirnig 1979, 245, 
Abb. 11).

foundation trenches. The overall length measured only 
13 m and 5 m in width. The second Saxon house comes 
from Wittenwater (Voss 1965; Zimmermann 1979). 
It is a post structure that was also divided into three 
compartments and with curved shorter walls. The 
house measured 16 x 6 m in size.

FBC longhouses are also known from Scan-
dinavia, where the continuity of post longhouse 
constructions is general through the Late and 
Final Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age. (e.g. the 
FBC longhouse from Bornholm – Grødbygård, 
Denmark, see Nielsen 1997).
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This paper was originally given at the session “A 
new sense of place: Landscape and monuments in 
northern European Neolithic” at the meeting of 
the European Archaeologists Association in Oslo 
in 2011. The paper is focused on the first part of the 
session title: a sense of place, and the case study is 
a non-monumental place in the landscape, rather 
than a monument. A place can have strong physical 
structures without being monumental, and even 
without being built. Also, a natural place can, like a 
man-made monument, play a role in the creation of 
societal structures. Moreover, a sense of place is not 
only a mental template; it can be a physical experi-
ence, or rather a sensuous experience of physically 
being at a place, thus generating a special sense of 
place. This sense is connected to memories of the 
past of the place, and it gives the place its signifi-
cance. This process of sensuous experience of 
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Abstract

This paper will focus on a sense of place in prehis-
tory. The chapter argues for the importance of the 
sensuous experiences of places, and in this case 
natural places, in the creation of memory and shared 
conceptions of place and landscape. Natural places 
played important roles in the process of creating the 
societal order in prehistory and in this respect can 
be considered similar to monuments in defining a 
sense of place. Here a fen in Malmö in Sweden is 
discussed, where artefacts were deposited during a 
period that includes most of the Neolithic period. 
The topography, the varying vegetation, the water 
table, as well as the deposited artefacts, created 
spatial structures that were experienced through 
the senses by those who moved around this place 
and performed the acts of deposition. These expe-
riences resulted in a differentiation of this place 
from the surroundings, which in many cases acted 

as a ritualization strategy for the acts that took place 
there. This gave the place a special significance in the 
landscape. The fact that this was a recurring practice 
at the fen, also underlines the historic significance 
of the place. The sensuous experiences of the acts, 
the place and the objects also created relations 
between people, and as such, a social organization. 
Variations in the social identities that were created 
at the fen during the course of the Neolithic are 
discussed in connection to the surrounding society. 
It seems the fen was mainly used by those that were 
not a part of the competition for the highest status 
in society, i.e. the elite, but rather a social stratum 
of society less likely to have, and dispose of, prestige 
objects. This part of society did not consist of a grey 
mass of people but rather a complex web of social 
relations.

Introduction

actions generating meaning (Fahlander/Kjell-
ström 2010) in connection to the past at a place 
will be explored below. 

In this case a natural place, a small fen in an area 
of wetlands, is studied (Berggren 2007; 2010). It 
is situated at Hindbygården in the south-east of 
Malmö in the south of Sweden in an area of small 
wetlands, among them Hindby Mosse (Fig. 1). The 
archaeological material from the fen is dated to a 
main period from the Late Mesolithic to the Early 
Bronze Age and to some later occasions during 
the Iron Age. The material is both considerable 
and varied. It consists of hundreds of artefacts, 
the majority lithic cores and flakes, but also flint 
tools such as axes, scrapers, sickles and daggers; 
ground stone tools such as axes, hammer- and 
grinding stones and other worked stones; bone and 
horn tools and one bronze axe. There were also 5.6 
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Fig. 1. The location of the fen in the area of Malmö in the south of Sweden. 1 – Hindbygården fen. 2 – Hindby mosse.

kilograms of pottery, 136 kilograms of animal bones 
interpreted as subsistence remains, and 13 tons of 
unworked stones that were brought to the fen and 
deposited in the peat and water. A small amount of 
human bone of at least three individuals, two adults 
and a child, was also found in the peat. Evidence for 
wooden structures in the fen include a cloven trunk 
of oak arranged together with smaller branches 
as a walkway over the deepest part of the fen and 
some pointed wooden stakes driven down into the 
peat at several places in the fen. Around the fen 
there were many pits, some filled with stones, and 
there were layers that indicate activities including 
burning. Two urn burials were also dug into the 
ground near the fen. There were no contemporary 
settlements, i.e. longhouses, in the close vicinity, 
but some burials were placed on a gentle slope to 
the south of the fen. An archaeobotanical study 
(Regnell 2007) has showed how the vegetation in 
and around the fen has changed over the millennia, 
which has indicated the changes of the water table 
in the fen. This has allowed inferences on the 

changing nature of the fen over time and the ways 
in which the altering character of the fen may have 
influenced human practices at the site. 

The vast majority of material found during the 
excavation is interpreted as being intentionally 
deposited in the fen. The material varied from what 
may be characterized as waste to finished objects, and 
the overwhelming majority of the material seems to 
be deposited according to patterns suggesting struc-
tured deposition, i.e. of ritual significance — the 
waste and tools alike. Some artefacts are deposited 
with greater care or attention. For example, two Late 
Neolithic flint daggers were found driven down into 
the peat near the western edge of the fen. Many of 
the unworked stones, on the other hand, may have 
been thrown in from the sides of the fen or from the 
wooden walkway. The majority of the material was 
deposited in the northern part of the fen which was 
the deeper part, where open water was most likely to 
be found and were the walkway was located. There 
were also concentrations of depositions in the peat 
along the northern and eastern edge of the fen. 

1
2
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The activity at the fen varied in intensity during 
the time it was in use. The pattern of depositions in 
the fen followed — at least in part — more general 
patterns of wetland deposition. According to Per 
Karsten, wetland depositions in Scania generally 
took place with rather low intensity during the early 
part of the Early Neolithic (EN I, c. 4000–3500 BC) 
and with higher intensity during the later part of 
the Early Neolithic and the early part of the Middle 
Neolithic (EN II–MNAII, c. 3500–3000 BC). After 
this, the intensity of depositions decreased during 
the middle of the Middle Neolithic (MNAIII–V, 

c. 3000–2800 BC) and increased again during the 
Middle Neolithic B and during the Late Neolithic 
(c. 2800–1800 BC; Karsten 1994, 124). The mate-
rial from the Hindbygården fen does concur with 
the general pattern identified by Karsten (1994) in 
Scania on most accounts and it supports the theory 
of a period of few depositions during the latest part 
of the MNA. However, it does not concur with the 
general pattern during the MNB, when very few 
depositions took place in the fen. This may be due 
to the local character of the fen during the MNB as 
discussed below. 

The creation of social memory and a sense of place

In archaeology there has been an increased 
interest in the importance of the past in the past since 
the 1990s (e.g. Gosden/Lock 1998; Bradley/
Williams 1998). This is closely connected to ideas 
of the creation of memory and distinctions between 
different kinds of social, collective memory, e.g. 
inscribed and embodied memory (Connerton 
1989). Inscribed memory leaves material traces such 
as text and monuments while embodied memory 
leaves indirect traces of rituals involving the body. 
As archaeologists we may study both as we may 
have access to material things such as monuments 
and may infer physical practices in the context of 
ritual practice from our archaeological material. 

In theories of materiality (e.g. Miller 2005) 
there are several accounts of how references to the 
past and memories are created in interaction with 
things and places. Material things are regarded as 
crucial for creating memories of the past, as they 
may objectify these memories. In fact, things may 
be regarded as material memories (Seremetakis 
1994; Jones 2007). Places may play similar roles. 
In this respect, a place is understood as a space 
inscribed with meaning, sometimes in connec-
tion with past events. The place, its meanings and 
the memories may be intertwined to ‘a sense of 
place’. This sense is a mediation between spatial 
experiences and perceptions that create and rein-
force social relationships, as people move around 
and act in a space (Van Dyke/Alcock 2003, 5). 
To have ‘a sense of place’ means to experience the 
place in relation to its past, through associations 
and memories. But in the construction of history, 
it is not just what is remembered, but also what is 

forgotten, that is important (Küchler 1993). In 
the processes of creating the past, things and places 
play important roles both in the collective memory 
and in what we forget. These places do not have to 
be built or altered by people. Natural places and 
the natural landscape also generate a sense of place 
(Bradley 2000).

Memories are created and stored in material 
things, and as objectification and embodiment are 
two sides of the same process, physical practices also 
create memories. Ritualized practices are key to the 
creation of physical memories (e.g. De Boeck 1995). 
A place, or a sense of a place, may be regarded as a 
sensuous, bodily experience (Van Dyke/Alcock 
2003, 6). The senses play a crucial role in how people 
understand the world, or ‘make sense’ of the world. 
People experience the world through their bodies 
and their senses, something that is stressed in what 
may be named “an archaeology of the senses” (Brück 
2005; Hamilakis 2002; Houston/Taube 2000). 
What people experience through seeing, hearing, 
smelling, tasting and touch is a part of the creation 
of structures, according to a practice theory perspec-
tive. Practice, experienced through the senses, gener-
ates relations (Bourdieu 1977, 120) and these rela-
tions constitute the structures and hence an under-
standing of the world. However, sensual experiences 
are not to be regarded as universal. There is a biolog-
ical foundation that we all share, but the experiences 
are culturally specific. There have been a number of 
archaeological studies exploring the possibilities for 
understanding past sensory experiences through the 
archaeological material (e.g. Fahlander/Kjell-
ström 2010) and this is also the focus of this study. 

The fen

Through the sensuous experiences of acting 
according to particular traditions of practice at the 
fen at Hindbygården, the structures, e.g. social struc-
tures taking the form of spatial structures in the fen, 
were embodied in the participants as these structures 

were created. I use this as a starting point for the 
analysis of the relations and structures created by the 
depositions made in the fen. If we can understand 
the sensuous experiences of the participants in the 
activities at the fen, we can perhaps understand the 
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structures created there and thus how the place was 
created as a place. The practices that occurred at the 
fen were ritualized to a certain extent. Even though 
the environment and the vegetation in and around 
the fen changed over the millennia (Regnell 2007), 
it seems the activities that took place were ritual-
ized as a result of differentiation strategies in which 
these acts were set apart from others (Bell 1992) in 
which the fen was separated from the surroundings. 
This does not mean that all acts performed at the fen 
were rituals. The depositions of things in the fen may 
have been the last part of a long sequence of acts in 
which some actions were ritualized and others not. 
However, the acts of deposition, ritualized or not, 
were experienced through the senses and this gener-
ated structures and relations and a sense of place 
with meaning connected to the past (Berggren 
2007; 2010). 

During the earliest depositions in the Late Meso-
lithic, about 4500–4000 BC, the fen consisted of 
areas of open water and had sparse vegetation, and 
the forest around it was dense (Regnell 2007). 
To anyone approaching it, the fen was experienced 
through their senses as a light and open glade in 
contrast to a dark, dense environment, but also as a 
contrast between the wet fen and dry surrounding, 
as well as an intimate and restrictive space as the 
fen was not visible until you came close to it. The 
differences between the fen and its surroundings 
were embodied in persons experiencing the fen as 
a well-defined and delimited place. Core axes of 
flint were deposited around the boundary of the 
peat, marking and/or creating the differentiation 
between the fen and its wider landscape. Stones 
were deposited in the northern part of the fen, in 
the open water. The different depositions may 
have created relations, or differences, between the 
people that were allowed access to the fen and those 
who remained dry at the margins. The stones may 
have created and characterized space according to 
a hierarchical organization of the fen environment, 
thus creating different categories of people and 
positions in the social organization of the commu-
nity. This social organization was not necessarily a 
strict hierarchical structure, and the relations may 
have been temporary. However, these practices 
were repeated over time, and perhaps maintained 
or subtly altered the use of the fen over time and 
the relations between those who gathered there. 
The social and spatial structures at the fen may have 
been recognized, known from collective memory, 
and maintained or altered through the practices of 
wetland deposition undertaken at the site. 

During the Early Neolithic, 4000–3300 BC, the 
fen was still situated in a forest, but it had small open 
areas for cultivation and grazing in the surround-
ings. From a distance the fen was experienced as 
a grove amongst small open areas in the forest. 
Dryer conditions in the fen resulted in the growth 

of particular kinds of tall vegetation, e.g. bulrush 
(Typha latifolia), nettle (Urtica dioica), wild angelica 
(Angelica sylvestris) and raspberry (Rubus idaeus) 
marking the edge of the fen, perhaps acting as a 
frame, or a threshold to the human activities under-
taken there. The sensuous experiences of walking 
through the frame of vegetation or on paths leading 
through it (Fig. 2) may have been recreated through 
the embodied activities including the deposition of 
funnel beaker pots placed in the edge vegetation 
which may have objectified and reinforced bound-
aries between the fen and the wider world. Other 
objects were deposited in the shrinking water pool 
at the north of the fen by people standing on the 
wooden walkway, while some pits were dug into 
the peat under the water and objects placed within. 
The sensuous experiences of these actions inside 
and outside of the boundary, hidden or visible, on 
or under the surface of the fen, in a wet or dry part 
of the fen or the walkway above, created, main-
tained and altered relations between the partici-
pants. During the course of the Early Neolithic the 
types of depositions increased (both by increasing 
numbers of artefact types and increasing ways of 
depositing artefacts), indicating that these prac-
tices became more common through time, which 
may have been associated with an increasing 
social complexity during the EN. Perhaps an 
increasing number of people had access to the fen, 
perhaps as more and larger settlements were built 
in the surrounding environment which may have 
changed the routes and use of the wider landscape 
(Björhem/Magnusson Staaf 2006). The place 
may have become a well-known historic place for 
the local populations, connected to previous gener-
ations’ activity at the fen and an important resource 
in the negotiation of contemporary social identity.

During the Middle Neolithic A, 3300–2800 BC, 
there was a decrease in the number of depositions 
in the fen, although a few still took place. But 
the fen may have lost its importance as a place 
for the creation of social relations. Other, more 
monumental, places became important, such as 
palisades and other places for large gatherings 
and feasting that were all found further away and 
may have been more regionally significant places 
(v. Rostoványi 2007; Brink 2009). During the 
Middle Neolithic B, 2800–2300 BC, even fewer 
depositions took place in the fen. No artefacts 
have been dated to this period, only a few animal 
bones — the remains of meals and slaughter — 
perhaps some feasting still took place at the fen 
at this time. During the Middle Neolithic the 
forest regained ground in the surroundings and 
the open areas decreased in area and number as 
people left the area. In the fen the vegetation grew 
denser. The fen thus changed from a visible grove, 
to become part of a more closed landscape. The 
difference between the fen and the surroundings 
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Fig. 2. Suggested situation with someone walking on a path 
through the edge vegetation around the fen during the Early 
Neolithic (illustration: H. Ekerow). 

became less marked. Ritualization and a sense of 
place were more difficult to achieve. The decrease 
in depositions may have been a result of these local 
changes to the vegetation, and this may be why 
the depositional practices at the fen differed from 
the general depositional pattern in southern Scan-
dinavia, as wetland depositions increased during 
the MNB. Instead, the fen lost its importance. The 
few depositions that did take place were perhaps 
performed by a more restricted element of local 
society and represented more specific acts of 
remembrance connected to the fen and its signif-
icance in defining a sense of place in this land-
scape. The ability to move around freely in the 
landscape may have been more limited during this 
period, at least for a majority of the local popula-
tion (Björhem/Magnusson Staaf 2006). 

During the Late Neolithic and the first part of the 
Early Bronze Age, 2300–1100 BC, the environment 

around the fen changed again. Human influence 
on the environment was once again strong as large 
areas were opened up for cultivation and grazing. 
Again the fen was experienced as separated from the 
wider surroundings by those who moved around it, 
as a grove in a more open landscape. It was again 
a well-defined and delimited place. Acts that took 
place in the open, just outside the edges of the fen 
were visible from a distance. The vegetation right 
next to the fen was worn down through frequent 
usage or large gatherings. Fires near the fen suggest 
cooking and consumption of food (Fig. 3). The fen 
itself grew drier, the vegetation grew more dense 
and homogenous, and the impression of a frame 
around the water grew weaker. The fen was now 
perceived as a more cohesive entity, and there was 
no partition between wet and dry areas. The whole 
surface was now used for deposition and there 
was no extreme concentration of depositions in 
the north part of the fen. As there were no marked 
boundaries defining the fen, perhaps the fen was 
now experienced and perceived as a more open and 
less restrictive place? This period marks the most 
intense phase of depositions in the fen, consisting of 
highly varied material — the majority of finds can 
be dated to this period. Mostly they consist of well-
used artefacts from daily life. Consequently, the fen 
was clearly an important place in the social life of 
society at this time. Perhaps it was used by the local 
community, as the objects deposited do not seem 
to be part of elite assemblages. The users were culti-
vating the land nearby, keeping their animals in the 
area. Perhaps it was used by kin groups defined by 
more localized social differences between, but also 
within, the groups. They had no access to presti-
gious objects to enhance their social position, but 
the material in the fen indicates that this materially 
modest population still had a complex social orga-
nization. The gap in time between the MNA and 
the LN and a return to similar social and deposi-
tional practices suggests that despite the gap in use 
the place survived in narratives and tradition. And 
the character of the depositional acts was main-
tained or reinvigorated. This suggests that the users 
of the fen had a strong sense of place as they carried 
out their practices in this landscape. The fen was a 
historic place at this time and the intensity of depo-
sitions at the fen indicates that historical conti-
nuity, or a sense of continuity, was important to the 
local community.

Conclusion

The brief account of practices at the fen during 
millennia, as depositions took place in the fen from 
the Late Mesolithic to the early Bronze Age, indi-
cates that the participants shared many traditions 
and practices that contributed to a continuing 

(though changing) sense of place at the fen — they 
knew how they were supposed to act at the fen, in 
accordance with received spatial structures and 
cultural traditions. At times deposition took place 
rather infrequently, and the participants may have 
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Fig. 3. Suggested situation with some people cooking and eating near the fen during the Late Neolithic (illustration: H. Ekerow). 
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lacked direct memories of previous acts of depo-
sition. The significance of the spatial structures of 
the fen and other wetlands may, nonetheless, have 
been communicated in narratives enabling some 
collective, social memory of these structures to 
be embodied and transmitted through time. The 
memories were triggered and maintained by the 
objects and the physical environment of the fen, 
objectifying earlier memories. This incorporated 
social practice may have been implicit and thus 
unquestioned. The repeated nature of the ritual-
ized physical practices such as these acts of depo-
sition may explain how practices at the fen stay 
unchanged for long periods of time. This may be 
one explanation for why the depositional practices 

at the fen were very persistent, with only a few vari-
ations during millennia. Participation in the rituals 
and the practice reinvigorated earlier physical 
memories, reconnected them to previous narratives 
and created new memories. Moving around the fen 
could trigger these memories, through sensory 
experiences of the fen and its particular character. 
The social structures that were created and recre-
ated at the fen may have been part of a shared 
cultural logic, with a social consensus concerning 
its significance and the type of practices conducted 
there. Ultimately, these practices and perceptions 
ensured that the fen contributed to a shared sense 
of place through time. 
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social agency in the Neolithic maritime land-
scape of Kattegat and Skagerrak in the seascape of 
Sweden and Denmark. The social interaction with 
adjacent Neolithic monumental landscape in the 
western part of Scania in southern Sweden is like-
wise interpreted as an important element in the 
formation of the sense of place in north-western 
Scania (Fig. 1).

The article outlines the preliminary archaeolog-
ical interpretation of the coastal Jonstorp Pitted 
Ware sites in the north-western part of Scania 
in southern Sweden. The sites do not have any 
form of built structures, and they were located on 
seashores. These sites will be a starting point in a 
Neolithic narrative about how the sense of place 
was formed in a space far away from the monu-
mental landscape further south in Scania.

The seashore – beyond monumentality.
The case of Pitted Ware coastal sites in southern Sweden

Kristina Jennbert

Abstract

What is the significance of a place at the seashore? 
What kind of a sense of place does a place by the 
seashore constitute in the absence of any kind of 
monumental structures? Today, it is obvious within 
the archaeological domain that archaeological 
material culture is not only functional, but also acts 
as a metaphor for people’s self-perception. In this 
article, my assumption is that the different archaeo-
logical cultural groups in southern Sweden during 
the Neolithic represent different social identities 
and lifestyles. As a result of this, both rival and 
syncretic cultural encounters existed in the past. 
Different cultural identities are dependent on scale, 

very local or regional in Scandinavia, as in other 
parts of Europe. Undoubtedly, processes of creoli-
zation occurred between groups of people and can 
perhaps be understood in terms of processes of 
domination and competition. The character of the 
archaeological material culture indicates a highly 
power-structured mentality in the Neolithic. In 
the case study outlined here, the location of the 
Pitted Ware sites at Jonstorp in the north-western 
part of Scania in southern Sweden far away from 
the monumental landscape further south in Scania 
is the starting point for a discussion of Neolithic 
coastal sites and seashores.

Introduction

The making of a place and a sense of place is 
socially constructed. People endow a place with 
meaning, and by using a place, spatial awareness 
increases, as the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan proposed 
nearly 40 years ago (Tuan 1977, 16). Geographers 
and anthropologists have since then worked with 
the conceptualization of place in terms of social 
identities, power struggles, contestations and 
politics (e.g. Bender 1993; Olwig 2001), as well 
as through the lens of the emergence of cultural 
landscapes (Cosgrove 1984). The sense of place is 
understood through both positivistic behavioural 
explanations and phenomenological approaches. 
Therefore, the concept of a “sense of place” includes 
a range of understandings and is methodologically 
hard to define (Kaltenborn 1998).

In this article, the concept of a “sense of place” 
is explored in terms of economic exploitation and 

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 235 – 244



236 Kristina Jennbert

Archaeological classifications

In Scandinavian Neolithic research a debate has 
taken place over many decades (e.g. Becker 1954; 
Malmer 1962) about the archaeological classi-
fication of material related to the Funnel Beaker 
culture and the Pitted Ware culture respectively. 
Different interpretations have evolved about 
the relationship between the archaeological 
complexes. One school of thought is that the 
material culture in the Scandinavian Middle 
Neolithic, in the transition between MNA and 
MNB, all belonged to developments within the 
Funnel Beaker culture (Edenmo et al. 1997, 144; 
Iversen 2010). Another is that Pitted Ware was 
a cultural expression in its own right (Malmer 
2002; Jennbert 2007).

Hypothetically, the Pitted Ware complex in 
southern Scandinavia signals quite another kind 
of materiality than the contemporary or slightly 
older Funnel Beaker complex. Although there are 
similarities in material expressions, my interpre-
tation of the material culture and the setting of 
the Jonstorp sites leans towards a blended creoli-
zation of social identities of the southern Funnel 
Beaker complexes in combination with the 
Swedish eastern Pitted Ware complexes. I choose 
to classify the Jonstorp archaeological mate-
rial as Pitted Ware; where processes of cultural 
encounter and complex social processes of creoli-
zation occurred.

Before beginning to develop my arguments 
about the maritime characteristics of the Pitted 
Ware cultures in southern Sweden, it is necessary 

to point out some theoretical and methodological 
issues. The archaeological challenge is to trans-
form the material culture into narratives of past 
processes. If archaeological material culture not 
only reflects functionality but also acts as a meta-
phor for people’s self-perception, it follows that a 
range of theories surrounding the role of materi-
ality should inspire the exploration of “the sense 
of the landscape or place”. Moreover, the loca-
tion of Pitted Ware sites outside the monumental 
Neolithic landscape in Scania, southern Sweden, 
raises questions of diversity in the spatial use of 
maritime and terrestrial landscapes.

Fig. 1. The location of Kullaberg in northwestern Scania, southern 
Sweden (illustration by M. Wihlborg 2013).
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As the anthropologist John Mack writes, the sea 
is both a resource and a pathway. The sea not only 
provides food, it connects people and landscapes. 
In coastal regions, and in a sea of islands, the 
land is a limiting factor, not the water. The same 
approach is valid for heavily forested continental 
shores (Mack 2011, 76). For Neolithic archae-
ology, a comparative approach is essential for a 
wider exploration of the complex range of relation-
ships between the sea, the islands, the seashores 
and the mainland during the Neolithic.

A costal location is the main character of Pitted 
Ware sites in Scandinavia. Economic and ritual 
aspects of the use of places have been debated 
mainly since Anders Carlsson proposed ritual 
aspects of locations at the seashore (e.g. Carlsson 
1998, 49; Åkerlund 1996; Strinnholm 2001; Gill 
2003; Stenbäck 2003; Larsson 2006; Pampmehl-
Dufay 2006).

The formation of the Pitted Ware complex is 
closely connected to coastal areas in southern 
Scania as in eastern Middle Sweden. The loca-
tions of the Neolithic Pitted Ware sites in Scania 
have a special character. They are mostly located 
on the seashore, mainly on the north-eastern 
(Wyzsomirska 1986) and north-western coasts 
of Scania (Lidén 1938; Malmer 1969; Jennbert 
2007). Sites are also located in the central region 
of the landscape, along the shores of the great lake 
Ringsjön (Althin 1954, 82). The location of the 
Pitted Ware sites is associated with the coasts, and 
the shores of big lakes, while the Funnel Beaker 
sites are primarily situated on good arable soils.

A large number of Late Mesolithic Ertebølle 
and Middle Neolithic Pitted Ware sites are situ-
ated on the southern shores of Skälderviken in 
north-western Scania. This region in southern 
Sweden was a post-glacial island isolated from the 
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mainland by a wide strait between the present-day 
Höganäs and Jonstorp. The shoreline displace-
ment affected the landscape since the glaciation 
around 16.000 BP. During the Neolithic, the island 
continued to alter and around 5000 BP, the shore 
rose to roughly six metres above the present sea 
level (Fig. 2).

The archaeological sites of the Neolithic period 
are mainly registered by surface collection, and 
by a few excavations near Kullaberg. Sites of 
different ages very often share the same loca-
tion, according to results from the restricted 
excavations and the survey collections that have 
taken place (Fig. 3; Lidén 1938; 1940; Althin 1954; 

Malmer 1969; 2002, 122; Jennbert 2007). The 
Jonstorp sites were located on a cape, most of 
them in a location sheltered from the north-west 
winds.

With the island location and with the main activ-
ities taking place on the beaches, the Jonstorp sites 
undoubtedly characterize a maritime economic 
system, but they also display connections to 
Funnel Beaker complex societies further south, 
including megalithic traditions. The sea opens 
up the potential for navigation, colonization, and 
trade. The sea should be understood as allowing 
movement and connections rather than a barrier 
for dividing social space.
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Fig. 2. Neolithic sites on the post-glacial island (illustration by M. Wihlborg 2013; graphical image by K. Winter).
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and economic systems in relation to the encounter 
of different groups of people. The earlier expla-
nations of the Neolithic archaeological groups 
as closed groups of people do not match current 
archaeological understanding of agency and struc-
ture, and a phenomenological landscape approach. 
People cannot have lived entirely at the sea or 
the seashore, but must have had access to what 
happened on land, its products and other people. It 
does not look like Pitted Ware social groups colo-
nized unfamiliar landscapes, as there are repetitive 
patterns in the use of the seashore, as represented 
by the character of the archaeological material 
culture. The Pitted Ware places at Jonstorp in 
southern Sweden, however, prompt a Neolithic 
narrative about how a “sense of place” was formed. 

Fig. 3. The Jonstorp sites (Lidén 1940, 9; graphical image by K. Winter).

These views on the significance of the maritime 
non-monumental landscape of the Pitted Ware 
culture are not in themselves innovative. Most of 
the Pitted Ware sites are located along the coasts. 
It is, however, striking that in Neolithic Scania 
the exploitation of the landscape by the Pitted 
Ware complex encapsulates a shift towards the 
reuse of sites at the seashore during the late Mid-
dle Neolithic, a general practice also during Late 
Mesolithic Ertebølle period (Jennbert 2011). 
Why the seashore, and what did people do at these 
locations? What kind of “sense of place” do they 
represent?

There is, however, a great complexity in inter-
preting places at the seashore without any form of 
built structures. The archaeological challenge is 
to understand relations between material culture 
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From the beginning of archaeological research, 
the distinction between archaeological groups has 
traditionally been explained by economic factors; 
lifestyles defined either by an agrarian or a hunt-
ing-gathering economy. The polarity between dif-
ferent economies goes back generations of research 
to the earliest Scandinavian archaeologists (e.g. 
Nilsson 1838–1843; Becker 1954; Malmer 
1962). It is, however, too simplistic to argue that the 
two material complexes (Funnel Beaker and Pit-
ted Ware) represent different subsistence systems. 
Intense anthropological and sociological research 
on economic systems must also consider social 
agency and structure (e.g. Sahlins 1972; Gode-
lier 1986; 2012; Pryor 2005).

At the Jonstorp sites the archaeological materi-
als give some hints as to the economic exploitation 
of the landscape and seascape. Hearths and pits 
were found in cultural layers on the sites, as well 
as a large amount of flint axes, flint artefacts and 
pottery. Cultivation of cereals was indicated due 
to imprints on pottery of cereal grains: wheat and 
emmer (Lidèn 1940, 189ff.; Hjelmqvist 1979). 
Imprints on pottery of wild plants and fruits give 
an impression of a fertile and diverse terrestrial 
space.

The preservation of organic material at these 
sites tends to be poor. Bones are preserved, though, 

Fig. 4. GK pottery, rimdiameter 29 cm (drawing by A. Jeppsson 
1999, National Board of Antiquities). 

and the analysis shows that bones of seals domi-
nate, but cattle, pig, sheep/goat and fish are also 
documented (Jennbert 2007). Clearly, fishing 
and seal hunting were important. However, 
residue analysis on pottery indicates use for plants 
and terrestrial animals, but no fish or marine lipids 
(Isaksson 2000). Perhaps the preparation and 
storing of fish and seal was within containers other 
than pots? Or, do we see a greater rate of degrada-
tion of marine unsaturated fatty acids in carbon-
ized crusts? At some spots in the cultural layer 
Phosphorus (P) levels of up to 350 P were calcu-
lated, indicating organic waste, including manure. 
The archaeological soils have anthropogenic indi-
cators from plant and animal tissues, bones, urine, 
faeces and ashes. On the beaches there was occu-
pation waste and midden material.

The Jonstorp sites give us some clues about 
economy, however, a restrictive emphasis on sub-
sistence strategies does not consider all aspects 
of the economic system on the seashores around 
Neolithic Jonstorp. Economic exploitation incor-
porates both agency and structure, and these fac-
tors must guide our interpretations of the sites. 
Did people visit the sites in order to get supplies for 
growing terrestrial plants, or just to slaughter the 
catch of seals? Or, for social factors?

Economic exploitation

Social agency

At the sites there is some information that can be 
useful to get an understanding of seashore activi-
ties. The archaeological material culture reflects 
not only functional aspects of life such as the use 
of pottery, flint and stone tools, but the reuse of 
flint and the ornamentation on pottery are also 
clear indications of aspects of people’s mental 
and cosmological world. The Pitted Ware vessels 
(Fig. 4), and clay discs (Fig. 5) have a thematic 
variation in dimension and shape connected to 
deep traditions of craft (Lidèn 1938; Malmer 
1969; Davidsen 1974). Ornamentation has local 
characteristics as well as certain similarities with 
Late Funnel Beaker pottery (Larsson 1982) and 
Pitted Ware further to the east (Bagge/Kjell-
mark 1939, 108ff.). Some sherds also indicate 
connections to Globular Amphora cultures to the 
south of Scandinavia. In the repetitive and recur-
rent design motifs on the Pitted Ware pottery, 
a strong lineage and craft tradition is evident 
with connections along the coast of Sweden and 
beyond. The design motifs as markers of social 
identity could also be an expression of cultural 
memory and tradition.

Work axes in the Pitted Ware are characterized by 
the same set of flint axes as in the Funnel Beaker and 
the Battle Axe complexes (Carlie 1986; Malmer 
2002, 81).
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However, the reuse of polished flint axes is 
notable at the Jonstorp sites M 2 and M 3. The reuse 
of polished flint axes for other flint tools (Fig. 6; 
Leffler 2013) enhances the possibilities of tool 
use in an area with no local flint access. The flint axe 
was certainly a desirable raw material, that offered 
excellent material for other flint implements: for 
example, tanged arrowheads, whose function could 
have been either as a tool for catching seal, or a 
weapon against other people.

The flint artefacts and pottery are found on the 
former seashores. The material reflects activities on 
the beaches. A large amount of pottery was used on 
the shores, along with flint knapping, slaughtering 
of seals and land animals, and cooking of plants and 
terrestrial animals.

Turning to possible interwoven metaphors in 
material culture, the reuse of flint axes can be 
interpreted as a deliberate killing of the flint axe; 
the flint transformed into another tool. In the 
light of other archaeological findings, it can be 
assumed that the Neolithic was not a particularly 
idyllic or peaceful time. Presumably, both rival 
and syncretic cultural encounters existed during 
the Scandinavian Neolithic period (Iversen 2010). 
According to the archaeological material culture 
and the different locality of sites, different life-
styles seem to characterize the use of local and 
regional landscapes in Scania, as in other parts of 
Europe. Surely, social identities were at least partly 
characterized by processes of domination and 
competition. 

Human skeletal remains in Neolithic Europe 
show evidence for interpersonal violence (Shul- 
ting/Fibiger 2012). In Pitted Ware burials on the 
island of Gotland in the Baltic Sea, cranial trauma 
was identified in 11 % of 109 analysed individuals. 
Most of the traumas were healed, only one female 
cranium shows unhealed trauma. Suggested tools 
for violence involve blows to the head from axes or 
clubs (Ahlström/Molnar 2012).

Antler clubs in a few Pitted Ware burials and 
antler clubs and battle axes in Battle Axe burials in 
Scania might indicate such violence (Forssander 
1933, 222; Malmer 1962, 318). In the Bedinge bur-
ial 53, the antler club was found in association with 
the head of the buried person, who had been killed 
by the weapon (Becker 1954; Malmer 1962, 318). 
In the Tygelsjö burial, a perforated cranium, prob-
ably caused by an antler club found at the head 
likewise indicates violence in the Scanian Middle 
Neolithic (Nilsson 1838–1843, 18). There is other 
evidence of burials of deliberately killed people 
in the Battle Axe period and in the Late Neolithic 
(Brink 2009, 175, 180). A few Danish Neolithic 
individuals found deposited in wetlands also show 
violent ends (Bennike et al. 1986).

Other lines of evidence for conflict are the 
archaeological artefacts themselves. The antler 
clubs have few use-wear indications so they are not 
interpreted as farming tools but as weapons. They 
are classified as belonging to both Pitted Ware 
(Becker 1954) and Battle Axe cultures (Malmer 
1962, 317). Battle axes expressed violence in concrete 
ways, even if all battle axes need not have been 
used as weapons (Edenmo 2008, 18ff.). By the 
Early Neolithic, multi-angular axes appear. In the 
archaeological sources, weapons are the most ordi-
nary tool during the Neolithic and onwards. At a 
few Jonstorp sites, stone clubs and stone axes are 
found as well (Lidèn 1940, 132ff.).

The seashores, the beaches, become social and 
working spaces that point to interaction between 
the maritime and the terrestrial landscape. The 
beach is an ambiguous place, an in-between place. 
Those who arrive from the sea by accident or look-
ing for supplies can be seen as liminal actors in 
the social landscape (Mack 2011, 165). The sea-
shores give a “sense of place” when people arrive 
and leave, during work and leisure time. It seems 
that the seashores around the cape in Jonstorp for 
generations had been loaded with cultural capital. 
The archaeological filter, however, does not allow 
us to come closer to the actual people and identify 
all aspects of past lives.

Fig. 5. A selection of clay discs (scale 1:2; drawings by E. Rosengren 
2012, LUHM). 
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The Neolithic is a period of major transforma-
tion of the landscape. Beginning in the Mesolithic, 
economic systems changed, complex societies devel-
oped, and the use of the landscape altered. The 
multiple transformations of societies and land-
scapes evoke questions about methodological and 
theoretical standpoints in interpreting different 
kinds of places in a landscape, and about what kind 
of classifying principles about the archaeological 
remains we as archaeologists choose to use.

On a landscape scale, many Neolithic places 
became characterized by constructions of elabo-
rate complexes of monuments with megaliths and 
enclosures in Europe (e.g. Müller 2011), and in 
Scania (Larsson 1982; Brink 2009; Andersson 
2004). The spatial use of the landscape by, for exam-
ple, fortifications, enclosures, and settlement sites in 
Scania is connected to river valleys inland from the 
coastal regions (Strömberg 1980). The spatial use 
of the landscape prompts the idea that during the 
Neolithic, agglomerations of populations occurred. 
When the Pitted Ware on a larger scale is divided 
into groups (Strinnholm 2001, 114), like the 

division into several regional groups of the Funnel 
Beaker culture (Larsson/Olsson 1997), authors 
are implicitly ascribing notions of social identity to 
these divisions. The archaeological research on war-
rior ideals during the Late Neolithic and the Bronze 
Age shows the use of clubs, daggers of bone and ant-
lers, and arrowheads was an important element of 
social identity. The emerging warrior identities in 
burials (e.g. Sarauw 2007) show the presence of 
war and violence during the Neolithic.

The archaeological material on the Pitted Ware 
Jonstorp sites on the north-west coast of Scania 
reflect a hybridization/creolization of Neolithic 
social groups, as new elements from outside were 
incorporated into current traditions. Their location 
on seashores indicates a multilateral functional-
ity of economic exploration and social agency. The 
seashores were certainly a kind of node in pathways 
over seas, and with waterways to the inner regions of 
the landscape. The differentiated use of the Scanian 
landscape during the Neolithic prompts questions 
about territoriality and competition surrounding the 
use and ownership of land. The hypothesis about the 

Fig. 6. Polished flint debris (scale 2:3; photo by J. Leffler 2011).

Differentiated space of the landscape
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decrease in population during the end of the Fun-
nel Beaker period allows for a landscape perspective 
connected to emerging social dynamics.

One other hypothesis is that a denser population 
was settled in the megalithic area in the western 
Scanian landscape, and that the post-glacial island 
further north was an area not as densely populated. 
Access to the island for people with a Pitted Ware 
social identity in the Late MN period formed a cre-
olized social identity located on the seashore. The 
landscape ecology, with the different ecological 
niches, allowed for all kinds of economic routines, 
including farming, fishing, herding, hunting and 
the use of resources such as flint. Social conventions 
would have dictated how access to these lifestyles 
and resources was organized.

 Perspectives on the spatial use of maritime and 
terrestrial landscapes form the archaeological nar-
rative of the Neolithic. My assumption is that the 
different archaeological cultural groups during 
the Neolithic represent creolized social identities 
involved in specific spatial routines and traditions. 
So far, my hypothesis is that the landscape ecologi-
cal mosaic and the social agreements of the access 
were negotiable. In the late Middle Neolithic, these 
processes were further influenced by competition 
between different social groupings; the Funnel 
Beaker complex and the Pitted Ware complex are 

expressions of competing lifestyles where violence 
was a part of the struggle between different under-
standings of the world.

The seashore was used as a continuation of the 
traditional use of particular ecological niches as 
in eastern Middle Sweden. As such, the seashore 
developed a kind of sense of place, that allowed 
for maritime connectivity. The sites on the post-
glacial island were not isolated and separated from 
the mainland. The archaeological material does not 
exhibit remoteness, rather connectivity, integration 
and contact with the mainland. The sites were made 
in relation to the unrestricted space of the seashore. 
Several sites were located against the inner bay as 
people placed themselves in relation to a more lim-
ited horizon. Other sites are directed with views 
straight out to sea with the whole horizon evident. 
Most of the sites are spatially not very large, as if 
they were defined by bounded wooded areas, about 
which we today have limited possibilities to find out 
more. The people were certainly aware of the loca-
tions in relation to water, wind and safety.

Summing up, the Scanian Pitted Ware constella-
tions seem to have negotiated identities in relation 
to social interactions with the sea, as well as with 
external influences such as the Funnel Beaker socie-
ties, a kind of creolization that dictated the material 
culture use on the island.
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The burial and gathering site Almhov was 
discovered as a result of large-scale archaeolog-
ical excavations in southern Sweden revealing 
the remains of five long barrows, two dolmens 
and a large number of pits, rich in finds. Given 
the multitude of activities performed at the site 
— including, for example, monument-building, 
pit-digging, burying, feasting and axe-manu-
facturing — the site can serve as an example of 
the complexity of large Early Neolithic gath-
ering places. The activities, as well as the phys-
ical monuments and pits, can be interpreted as 
an expression of how Early Neolithic man made 
sense of the changing world brought about by 
the Neolithization. Different perspectives as 
well as archaeological remains of various kinds 
offer different narratives of this on-going process. 
Artefacts interpreted as polishing and grinding 
stones were by far the most common type of 
ground stone artefacts found at Almhov, and the 

interesting contexts in which they were discov-
ered, as well as their sheer number, poses a variety 
of questions about their presence at Almhov. How 
can we, for example, make these artefacts tell us 
something about the people in the area and the 
Neolithic way of life? This article focuses on the 
grinding and polishing stones found in two of 
the long barrows on Almhov, and uses them as 
the basis of a case study of how a biographical 
approach can be utilized as a method of catego-
rizing and interpreting ground stone artefacts. 
Why, for example, were pieces of grinding stones 
placed in connection with the façade of one of the 
long barrows? Why were grinding stones, broken 
in half, put into graves? This paper suggests that 
the tools represented the novelty of making 
monuments and that putting them together with 
the dead could have been a way of mediating new 
practices with reference to the past.

Fragments of life and death – the biography of grinding and polishing 
stones found in long barrows at the Almhov burial site

Susan Hydén

Abstract

Introduction

This article focuses on artefacts interpreted as 
grinding and polishing stones found at the Early 
Neolithic burial site of Almhov in southern Swe-
den, and explores the multifaceted role they seem 
to have played at an initial stage of the establish-
ment of this important place. The results are pre-
liminary and part of an ongoing PhD project which 
aims to explore the ground stone assemblage at 
Almhov.

Almhov is named after a farmstead located out-
side present day Malmö and the site is interpreted 
as a burial and gathering place (Fig. 1; Gidlöf 
et al. 2006). It was discovered as a result of large-
scale archaeological excavations in 2001–2002, 
which revealed the remains from the FBC: five 
long barrows, two dolmens and a large number 

of pits, rich in finds such as worked flint, pottery, 
bones and ground stone artefacts. The remains 
have been dated to the Early Neolithic period, 
stretching in to the early Middle Neolithic period 
(4000–2800 BC). Given the multitude of ongo-
ing activities performed at the site — including, 
for example, monument-building, pit-digging, 
burying, feasting and axe-manufacturing — the 
site can serve as an example of the complexity of 
large Early Neolithic gathering places (cf. Rude-
beck 2010). Artefacts interpreted as polishing 
and grinding stones were by far the most common 
type of ground stone artefacts found at the site, 
and the interesting contexts in which they were 
discovered, as well as their sheer number, poses a 
variety of questions about their presence at Alm-

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.
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hov. How can we, for example, make these arte-
facts tell us something about the people in the 
area and the Neolithic way of life? This article will 
focus on the artefacts found in two of the long 

barrows, and use them as the basis of a case study 
of how a biographical approach can be utilized as 
a method of categorizing and interpreting ground 
stone artefacts.

Interpreting ground stone artefacts

The archaeological record shows numerous 
examples of how stone constituted an important 
raw material in a variety of ways, which indicates 
that it had a crucial role in a number of activities 
during the prehistoric eras. Ground stone arte-
facts are one example of the multifaceted use of 
stone. This indistinct archaeological category 
is often described as an opposite of artefacts of 
flint and other chipped stone. “Macro-lithic arte-
facts” is another term which could be suitable 
(Adams et al. 2009, 43), but as “ground stone arte-
facts” seems to be the most widely-used term at 
present, it will be used as a catch-all term in this 
study. Many archaeologists from different parts 

of the world have pointed out that the potential of 
ground stone research is not always acknowledged 
in archaeological research (e.g. Elliot 1991, 64; 
Elfwendahl/Kresten 1993, 7; Böhner 1997, 
23; Lidström Holmberg 1998, 123; Peacock 
1998, vii, 3; Fendin 2000; Rudebeck/Ödman 
2000, 220–221; Baysal/Wright 2002). However, 
there are notable exceptions and in the last decade 
or so we have seen a renewed interest in this cat-
egory of material culture (Boivin/Owoc 2004; 
Rowan/Ebeling 2008; O´Connor et al. 2009). 
An earlier focus on distinctly designed arte-
facts such as ground stone axes is now more often 
complemented by other studies of a variety of 

Denmark
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Fig. 1. Map showing the location of Almhov, outside Malmö, south-western Sweden (graphical image by K. Winter). 
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ground stone artefacts, for example, quern stones 
or whole sets of ground stone assemblages (e.g. 
Fendin 2000; Adams 2002; Dubreuil 2002; 
Lidström Holmberg 2004; Baysal/Wright 
2006; Clarke 2006; Van Gijn/Houkes 2006; 
Hamon 2006; Tsoraki 2007; Rowan/Ebeling 
2008; Stroulia 2010).

This emerging interest in ground stone artefacts 
should probably be seen in the light of a flourishing 
of theoretical perspectives. In recent years we have 
seen the emergence of a theoretical climate that 
encourages an eclectic and creative approach to 
archaeology influenced by the ongoing discussion 
about material culture and materiality (e.g. Tilley 
2006; olsen 2010; Hodder 2012). The concept of 
materiality stresses the study of things in their own 
right, a perspective that has fostered new ways of 
examining artefacts. Despite the apparent success 
of materiality studies, however, there has also been 
a negative critique of the approach, which is often 
claimed to produce research based on theoretical 
perspectives, but with surprisingly little attention 
paid to the physical material itself (e.g. Olsen 2003; 
Hurcombe 2007; Ingold 2007). This debate and 
the multiple aspects of materiality are not in focus 
here, but there is a point that I would like to make: 
even if some research tends to be highly theorized, 
there are also examples of how the focus on mate-
rial culture has developed and refined tools which 
do acknowledge the characteristics of the physical 
materials in themselves. For example, a biograph-
ical approach has proven to be a particularly useful 
tool for analysing ground stone artefacts, since it 
acknowledges that material culture has physical 
properties, while simultaneously working as an 
integral agent in social practice.

Tracing the biographies of things is one example 
of how an archaeology of materiality can be pursued 
(Meskell 2005, 7). This analytical strategy, inau-
gurated by Kopytoff (1986), is a useful tool closely 
linked to the concept of materiality (Gaitán 
Ammann 2005, 76). A biographical perspective 
can be used in different ways and applied to entire 
classes of artefacts as well as individual objects (cf. 
Gosden/Marshall 1999). It has been applied in 
the study of a broad range of material culture, and 
stone artefacts such as axes is one category that has 
been successfully studied using this perspective 
(Bradley 1990, 43–75; Bradley/Edmonds 1993; 
Tilley 1996, 247–324; Van Gijn 2010; Tsoraki 
2011). But studies from southern Sweden also 
suggest that the heterogeneous types of ground 
stone artefacts which do not fit easily into tradi-
tional archaeological research categories benefit 
especially from a biographical approach (HydÉn 
2009; 2011). As opposed to flint tools and other 
flaked artefacts, there are many types of ground 
stone artefacts for which traditional archaeological 
categorizations are not applicable. Besides ground 

stone axes and some other clearly designed arte-
facts, many objects are not fashioned in ways that 
clearly express an intentional design and sometimes 
they are not deliberately formed at all. Regardless 
of whether they are intentionally formed or not, the 
appearance of ground stone artefacts is dependent 
on what stage in their lifecycle we find them, as use 
often alters their shape. In addition, a ground stone 
artefact is often found in a fragmented state which 
can make it difficult to interpret. These circum-
stances make, for example, typologies, chronolo-
gies and function-based terminologies difficult to 
use and the heterogeneous artefacts run the risk of 
being left out from interpretation. Another possible 
problem is that they are forced into preconceived 
functional categories. Even if function-based terms 
should not be mistaken for the actual use of an 
artefact, it can be hard to use such fixed boxes for 
these artefacts. One central problem is that many 
studies introduce yet new systems or use concepts 
without definitions or explanations. The confusion 
concerning the nomenclature and classification 
of ground stone artefacts has been noted by many 
researchers (e.g. Woodbury 1954, 11–13; Kraybill 
1977, 486; PetrÉ 1982, 50; Elfwendal/Kresten 
1993, 9; Lidström Holmberg 1998, 124–125; 
Fendin 2000; Rowan/Ebeling 2008, 2; HydÉn 
2009, 562; Stroulia 2010, 3).

There is no such thing as a classification scheme 
applicable to any collection of ground stone mate-
rial. At the same time we need a way to be able to 
make generalizations and comparisons. The indi-
vidual and changing appearance of many ground 
stone artefacts calls for an approach that make us 
focus on the artefact’s life history and the human 
actions performed when utilizing these objects (cf. 
Verbaas/Van Gijn 2007). Materiality and prac-
tice constitutes the very core of archaeological 
inquiry because the nature of our sources makes us 
focus on what people in the past were doing rather 
than on what those actions signified (Dobres/
Robb 2000; Berggren/Nilsson Stutz 2010, 
173). As a consequence, praxis theory articulates 
well with the archaeological sources and one way 
to apply this theoretical framework is to examine 
different kinds of action sequences, the chaîne 
opératoire, which has been recognized by Dobres/
Hoffman (1994, 237) among others. Studying the 
chaîne opératoire has a long tradition for flaked stone 
materials, but the approach has often focused on the 
technological aspects. But, as Dobres and Hoffman 
pointed out, “a social theory of human agency is neces-
sary to contextualize the chaîne opératoire and make 
it anthropologically relevant” (Dobres/Hoffman 
1994, 237). In processual archaeology, the use-life 
approach often focused on changes of morpholog-
ical and functional characteristics, conceiving mate-
rial culture as passive and subject to action. The 
post-processually influenced biographical perspec-
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tive focuses on the dialectic relationship between 
how the objects affect the people handling them 
and how people invest meaning in material culture 
(Ekengren 2009, 201). In other words, the concept 
of biography allows for a more multifaceted under-
standing, the purpose being to illuminate how 
meaning emerges from social processes (Gosden/
Marshall 1999, 170). So-called mundane objects 
dating to the Neolithic may seem not to come close 
to providing the high resolution data necessary 
for a biographical study. But on the contrary, there 
are several reasons why a biographical perspective 
can be a particularly useful research tool for these 
kinds of artefacts, as it is “good to think with”. It 
links material culture in a clear and concrete way 
to central archaeological issues such as practice, 
materiality, representativeness, contextuality and 
conceptuality. In my opinion, it turns the muta-
bility of ground stone into an interesting research 
task rather than a futile endeavour, since:
- It emphasizes the interpretative stance. An 

overall biographical focus and an emphasis on 
the actions and processes that gave birth to each 
unique object make us more susceptible to the 
fact that we construct prehistory and that every 
interpretation is dependent on the questions we 
pose. By categorizing ground stone artefacts 
in terms of their life history, we shift the atten-
tion from their supposed function to questions 
of how prehistoric people selected raw mate-
rial and how they manufactured, used, altered, 
reused, wore out, destroyed, discarded and/or 
deposited them.

- It breaks down hierarchies. Instead of only relying 
on categories based on typology or specific func-
tion, a biographical approach renders “the well-
known unfamiliar” and lets us look at the objects 
without the hierarchies that so easily arise between 
artefacts which can be typologically classified 
and those which cannot. Hence, it is a way of 
questioning deep-rooted categorizations and 
acknowledges that objects can have different 
meaning and value depending on the stage of 
their life histories and the context. This could 
be a way to try to “move beyond simplistic read-
ings of things as either purely functional or deeply 
symbolic as archaeologist have tended to taxono-
mize things previously”, as Meskell (2005, 29) 
puts it.

- It promotes a reflexive attitude. The life history of 
an artefact does not end with it being discarded 
or deposited. Facts about the investigation and 
documentation of the find context are also to 
be taken into consideration and included in the 
interpretation as a crucial part of an object’s 
biography; instead of being a separate source-
critical matter as is sometimes the case. Ref lec-
tions concerning the researcher’s own role within 
processes of interpretation are also an impor-

tant aspect of the research process (Berggren 
2009). In this way, the biographical approach 
has the ability to work in an evaluative way as it 
promotes questions about, for example, research 
habitus and methods.

- It is workable. Ground stone objects are not 
commonly a specialized research area in southern 
Swedish archaeology. This makes a transparent 
and workable way of studying ground stone arte-
facts an interest for many archaeologists and a 
biographical approach permits us to study arte-
facts outside of our typological “boxes”.

- It extends over material borders. A biograph-
ical approach facilitates comparisons with other 
types of artefactual materials. Ground stone arte-
facts can, for example, be compared with bone or 
f lint, since the approach stresses actions, contexts 
and cultural choices which can be compared irre-
spective of physical properties.

- It can be used on different scales. Different parts 
of the life histories can be discussed at different 
spatial and chronological scales, e.g. deposi-
tion practices at a settlement or raw material 
procurement focusing on a landscape or long-term 
perspective.

0 5cm

Fig. 2. Fire cracked ground stone artefact found in a façade pit in 
long barrow 1 (photo by author).
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The biographical approach in practice

So, how can a biographical approach of ground 
stone artefacts be applied in practice? The question 
posed in this case study focuses on how we can inter-
pret the fact that artefacts which have been inter-
preted as grinding and polishing tools were depos-
ited in the long barrows on Almhov (e.g. Fig. 2, 3; cf. 
Gidlöf 2006). Such a generalized question empha-
sizes all phases of an object’s life history. Each stage 
of the life history of the artefacts must be explored 
as they could have multiple social meanings and be 
culturally variable. But before exploring the biog-
raphies of the artefacts we must think of them as 
something other than “grinding and polishing 
stones” in order to explore them in a more unbiased 
way, leaving classifications with functional conno-
tations out of the analysis until we have considered 
the biographies of the artefacts. Applying generic 
terms and studying their biography prevents the 
use of terms which are sometimes established in 
a false way, i.e. researchers use the same term in 
different ways and sometimes without defining it. 
A biographical approach can help us to both raise 
awareness of this and to encourage the description 
and motivation of why a certain artefact is catego-
rized in a certain way, thereby facilitating general-
izations and comparisons with other studies in an 
accurate way. It is not possible to avoid all kinds 

of categorizations to make sense of a research 
material, but simply using the word “artefact” or 
“object” could initially provide a more neutral 
concept even if they are also categories based on 
an interpretation. In other words, a biographical 
approach does not stand in some sort of opposi-
tion to a function-based terminology or typology; 
on the contrary, these research tools are often 
part of the artefacts’ biography. It is just another 
way of exploring objects in a way that lets them 
contribute to a more multifaceted understanding 
of the people who used them.

The next step is to investigate the life cycles 
of the artefacts. In an archaeological perspec-
tive, the life cycle of an artefact can broadly be 
divided into raw material procurement, manufac-
turing, use, discarding/deposition/loss and finally 
the archaeological afterlife, the execution of 
which is crucial for the interpretation of the life 
cycle. Each phase contains a variety of aspects. 
The needs and ideas behind the procurement of 
the raw material are hard to investigate when it 
comes to prehistoric artefacts, but an investiga-
tion of raw material acquisition, e.g. rock type 
or raw material qualities can be executed and 
in some cases material provenance can be indi-
cated. The production processes are often the 
main issue concerning studies of stone artefact 
studies, but when it comes to Neolithic ground 
stone artefacts from southern Scandinavia this is 
often a difficult task. The Neolithic people often 
let Nature be the designer. Sometimes flaking is 
used as a technique when making them or when 
rejuvenating used surfaces. But many of them 
are fashioned by pecking and grinding — tech-
niques that do not leave any macroscopically 
visible by-products behind, apart from manufac-
turing tools involved in the process (Olausson 
1998, 133). Due to the lack of production mate-
rial it can often be hard to discuss if and how the 
artefact has been altered before use, since even-
tual traces can disappear due to, for example, 
heavy use, maintenance, repair, reuse or frag-
mentation. In addition, many ground stone arte-
facts are often more coarse grained compared to 
lithic materials, which makes bulbs of percus-
sion and other traces of altering difficult to iden-
tify. The key feature to study is often how these 
types of amorphous artefacts were used, instead 
of relying on a possible manufacture process. 
Analysing combinations of such aspects as rock 
type, the size of the artefact and the location, size 
and appearance of the use surfaces in relation to 
fragmentation and find context can offer clues to 
how the artefacts were used. In relation to other 
analogies of, for example, anthropology, experi-
mental archaeology or the results from use-wear 
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Fig. 3. Quartz-rich ground stone artefact found in the largest 
grave in long barrow 2 (photo by author).
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analysis or analyses of residues and starch, one 
can end up in a discussion of a certain kind of use 
or function. Finally, the last step of the life cycle is 
the discarding, deposition or loss of the artefact. 
This is a vital aspect to grasp in trying to inter-
pret prehistoric people’s attitudes towards the 
objects at what we archaeologists see as the end of 
their use-life. Different treatments of the artefacts 
and depositional customs are examples of crucial 
practices to investigate.

So, finally, what can an exploration of the biog-
raphies of the ground stone artefacts found in two 
of the long barrows on Almhov tell us about the 
Neolithic way of life?

Long barrows 1 and 2

Long barrows are the oldest type of monumental 
graves built in Scandinavia, and on Almhov the 
remains of five long barrows were found. Due to later 
agricultural activities, the five long barrows were 
badly preserved and the artefactual remains were 
scarce, consisting mainly of small amounts of bone, 
pottery, flint and ground stone artefacts (Rudebeck 
2010, 146–147). The ground stone artefacts were 
mainly found in two of the long barrows, which will 
be the focus of this study. One long barrow, which 
was called long barrow 1 (LB 1 from now on), was 
the only one containing distinct traces of the barrow 
itself (Fig. 4). Four stone-filled pits, interpreted as 
the remains of a 6-metre-long façade, were situ-
ated on the eastern end of LB 1. Additionally, there 
was a feature of packed stones about four metres 
to the west of the façade, which was interpreted as 
a disturbed grave. The grave did not contain any 
human remains, but the size, construction and posi-
tion inside the monument is consistent with the 
findings in other long barrows and some of these 
features contained human bones (as, for example, 
in long barrow 3 on Almhov, Gidlöf et al. 2006, 39). 
The dating of LB 1 stretches between 3950 and 3650 
BC according to the 14C analysis of a cereal frag-
ment from a façade pit (Cal. 2 σ, Gidlöf et al. 2006, 
34). The later part of this dating seems more prob-
able as it correlates better with the typological dating 
of two thin-butted axes found inside the monument 
(Fig. 5; Gidlöf et al. 2006, 35). One of the flint axes 
was found in connection with the grave. 15 m south 
of the grave, another thin-butted flint axe was found 
during the removal of a cultural layer, probably also 
originating from a grave (Fig. 5; Gidlöf 2006, 26; 
Gidlöf et al. 2006, 35). Four ground stone artefacts 
were found in the pits of the façade (see Figs. 2 and 4). 

Long barrow 2 (LB 2) is dated to the Early Neolithic 
period by analogy with LB 1 (Fig. 6; Gidlöf et al. 
2006, 39). The remains consisted of four stone-filled 
pits which constituted the foundation of a 4.5-metre-
long façade. Two stone-filled features to the west of 

the façade were interpreted as graves on the same 
basis as in LB 1. No trace of a covering mound was 
found, unlike the case for the better preserved LB 1 
(Gidlöf et al. 2006, 39). Later agricultural activi-
ties have probably erased an eventual barrow, but 
it is also possible that some long barrows were not 
“megalithic” in that sense and were constructed 
without a mound (Gidlöf 2006, 24; Rudebeck 
2010, 93). Three ground stone artefacts were found 
in the graves (see Figs. 3 and 6). 

Fig. 4. LB 1 (modified after Gidlöf et al. 2006, 34). I–IV façade 
pits; V grave; one artefact was found in pit I; two in pit III; one in 
pit IV; dashed line: estimated extension of the barrow (scale 1:200).
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Fig. 5. Thin butted axes found in long barrow 1 (photo from 
Malmö Museer).
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Procurement

Six of the artefacts from LB 1 and LB 2 are 
made up of quartz-rich sandstone. They are 
reddish or slightly grey in colour, due to a high 
content of feldspar, and possibly also iron oxide 
(Johansson 2012, personal communication). At 
least three of them present such a high content of 
feldspar that they can be classified in geological 
terms as arkoses (Johansson 2012). The seventh 
artefact is a sedimentary sand- or siltstone, rich 
in mica (Johansson 2012). The fragmentary 
state of all the seven artefacts makes it difficult 
to discuss raw material origin. Both quartz-rich 
sandstones and sand-/siltstone can be found in 
the local moraine. Two of the quartz-rich artefacts 
present some patches of natural surface on several 
sides that looks like weathering caused by natural 
forces, which indicates that the raw material was 
not quarried from solid rock. The moraine that 
surrounds Almhov is a possible source, although 
the stones could have been transported a greater 
distance. A study made in the western part of 
Scania suggests that quartz-rich sandstone was 
also quarried, in this case for use as dry walling in 
megaliths (Hårdh/Bergström 1988). Although 
the preferred quartz-rich sandstone may orig-
inate from the local moraine, such large pieces 
were probably not lying around everywhere, an 
assumption which puts focus on questions about 

procurement strategies and storage. For future 
research, an investigation of the composition of 
the large numbers of unmodified stones which are 
so typically found in Neolithic pits could perhaps 
provide clues as to whether these were put there 
in storage and, if this is the case, for what reason. 
For example, Schneider (1996, 306) describes 
storage pits with used and unused stones in an 
article about quarrying and the production of 
milling implements in North America.

The biography of the ground stone artefacts

Fig. 6a. LB 2 (modified after Gidlöf et al. 2006, 37); I–IV façade pits; V–VI graves; dashed line: extension of a possible barrow (scale 1:200). 
b. The graves from LB 2 with marked positions of the two quartz-rich ground stone artefacts. The documentation does not reveal the position 
of the third ground stone artefact that was found in the large grave (after Gidlöf 2006, 27).
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The seven ground stone artefacts from LB 1 and 
LB 2 will in this section be categorized according 
to their life histories in terms of procurement, 
manufacture, use and the end of their use-life. 
Their archaeological afterlife such as eventual 
source-critical matter, conceptual issues and other 
matters related to their biographies will be inte-
grated into the analysis.

Manufacture

How much effort was put into shaping and 
surface preparation most likely depended on the 
morphology and dimension of the original block 
(Hamon 2006, 333). The fragmentary state of the 
artefacts makes it difficult to study to what degree 
they had been altered before use and likewise to 
distinguish between manufacturing traces and 
traces of maintenance and re-altering. In addi-
tion, the manufacturing waste found at Almhov 
is negligible, suggesting that the artefacts were 
formed at another place. On the other hand, such 
production waste can be difficult to identify and 
was not a prioritized aspect in the excavation 
plan. However, as the two quartz-rich artefacts 
from LB 2 were broken in half and not into several 
pieces, manufacturing traces are still visible (see 
Fig. 3). The original blocks of these two artefacts 
were small compared to the other quartz-rich arte-
facts in the study. Both blocks were formed by 
flaking in order to shape the sides, which indicates 
that a certain form was desirable. The use surfaces 
were also shaped, still showing traces of pecking 
at the outer edges, probably in order to facilitate a 
flat use surface. Such pecking can also be done as 
maintenance in order to rejuvenate the surface.
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All seven artefacts are interpreted as tools as 
they have smooth surfaces that seem to be derived 
from use. For the often amorphous tools like the 
ones that are in question in this article, I find it 
practical to divide them in terms of active and pas-
sive tools. This way of classifying ground stone 
artefacts, referred to as a French school, implies a 
division between artefacts that remain stable dur-
ing use (passive) and active tools which move dur-
ing use (Stroulia 2010, 3). A passive tool could, 
for example, be a quern or an anvil, and an active 
tool could, for example, be an axe or a hammer-
stone. Tools that are too fragmented to catego-
rize in this way can simply be referred to as frag-
ments. Artefacts can have both passive and active 
roles during their life cycles and the research ques-
tion can decide which categorization is relevant. 
A broad grouping based on passive and active 
tools is, as I see it, a practical research tool with-
out immediate functional connotations. “Passive” 
and “active” is certainly a functional division per 
se, but it is not as tightly associated with special 
tasks, forms or designs as many archaeological cat-
egories are. Thinking of tools as active or passive 
implies a shift in focus, from their function to their 
use, from what purpose they served to how they 
were actually handled. In other words, to use the 
terms active and passive tools this way does not 
derive from an urge to develop a new terminology, 
but rather to avoid using more commonly used 
terms in an unreflective way at an initial stage of 
the research process.

The small, sedimentary tool cannot be attrib-
uted to either a passive or active status due to its 
fragmentary state and is thus referred to as a frag-
ment. The six quartz-rich artefacts from LB 1 and 
LB 2 can for two reasons be interpreted as passive 
tools, despite their fragmentary state. Firstly, they 
are quite large, although how large they had orig-
inally been is sometimes hard to tell (see Figs. 2 
and 3 for examples of sizes). Secondly, they have 
large, smooth, almost shiny, highly-polished use 
surfaces and sometimes striations visible to the 
naked eye. This appearance is interpreted as being 
caused by the grinding and polishing of, for exam-
ple, axes (Ballin 1996, 62; Johansson 2006, 116; 
Van Gijn/Houkes 2006, 178; Schaller Åhr-
berg 2006). Finds of similar passive tools are 
not uncommon on Late Mesolithic and Neolithic 
sites in southern Scandinavia. Rock types with a 
high quartz content are generally well suited for 
grinding (e.g. Van Gijn/Houkes 2006, 178) and 
quartz was the most common abrasive throughout 
the ancient world (Rapp 2002, 223). Experimen-
tal archaeology has proven such stones to be well 
suited for grinding flint axes and daggers, with 

water, sometimes together with sand, as an effec-
tive lubricant (Hahn 1991, 284; Madsen 1984, 
52; Olausson 1983, 62; Nunn 2005). One of the 
passive tools from LB 1 has two use surfaces, situ-
ated on opposite sides. It is possible that one side 
was soaked in water while the other one was being 
used (Eriksson 2006, 275). But even though it 
is plausible that these tools had been involved in 
grinding and polishing activities they should not 
be lumped together. Axe production has taken 
place on Almhov (Gidlöf 2006, 34), and the four 
passive tools found in LB 1 would have originally 
been large enough to have been used for axe grind-
ing. But the tools from LB 2 are, in comparison, 
quite small, which makes such activities less prob-
able, at least for whole axes. In addition, although 
the sedimentary fragment from LB 2 is small, it 
qualifies for an additional type of function. This 
tool could be described as having a sandpaper-like 
structure, giving it abrasive properties which were 
probably sought after when the stone was selected.

Finally, “grinding and polishing tool” could 
be used as a generic term for both the passive 
tools and the fragment in this study, the word 
“polishing” adding a hint of the area of use and in 
that way preventing allusions to artefacts used to 
grind cereals, ochre and other materials into fine 
particles. Using this all-embracing concept we can 
go on to study what the Neolithic people were 
actually doing with these artefacts at the end of 
their use-lives. The fragmentary state of the tools 
makes it hard to say why they ended their use-
life, if they were regarded as worn out or not. But 
none of them show any sign of reuse, so making 
new tools from these tools was not what Neolithic 
people had in mind.

Use

The end

An object can be discarded, deposited or lost at 
the end of its pre-archaeological life cycle. Some-
times it never makes it to the archaeological record, 
due to erosion or other circumstances. The grind-
ing and polishing tools discussed in this study were 
brought to our attention because they were depos-
ited in façade pits and graves, but unfortunately the 
archaeological record does not allow any detailed 
interpretations of how they were deposited since 
the graves were disturbed.

However, there is another central aspect that 
concerns the end of the life cycles of the objects, 
namely fragmentation. The seven artefacts in 
this study were all fragmented. The question as 
to whether Neolithic stone artefacts were delib-
erately destroyed has long been debated (e.g. 
LidÉn 1940, 136; Malmer 1969, 52). Today there 
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are enough examples to acknowledge this as a 
Neolithic practice and there are many archaeo-
logical studies that deal with the matter of frag-
mentation (e.g. Larsson this volume). This is 
not to say that all fragmentation is deliberate. For 
example, grinding and polishing stones in several 
pieces can correspond to a fragmentation pattern 
that has been noted during experimental archae-
ology, where grinding and polishing stones break 
and break until just a small piece is left (Nunn 
2005). It can be difficult to identify what caused 
an object to fragment and if this was a delib-
erate action or not, especially when it comes to 
ground stone artefacts that do not fracture in 
the way that flint material does. Destroying flint 
axes by fire is an example of a distinct, deliberate 
destruction that has attracted much attention in 
Scandinavian research (Larsson 2000; 2011). 
The grinding and polishing stones in the façade 
pits could have been broken tools that came in 
handy for supporting wooden posts, for example 
(cf. Gidlöf 2006, 33). But four pieces in the same 
façade where at least two of them were destroyed 
by fire strongly suggests that the fragmenta-
tion was deliberate and that they were put in the 
façade for more than practical reasons. There are 
no indications that the façade in LB 1 was a loca-
tion for fire-related activities, as is sometimes the 
case regarding long barrows in southern Scandi-
navia (Rudebeck 2002, 126).

The practice of fragmentation is also a crucial 
aspect to grasp when it comes to the two passive 
grinding and polishing tools from LB 2. Unlike 
the small sedimentary fragment which is difficult 
to interpret, the fragmentation of the two passive 
tools is interesting as they give the impression of 
being broken in half. This type of fragmentation 
stands out in comparison to all the other grinding 
and polishing tools on Almhov. It is a pattern 
of fragmentation that, for instance, can be seen 
amongst milling implements, perhaps caused by 
pecking while sharpening a tool without providing 
sufficient support (Schlanger 1991, 462). But the 
two passive tools from LB 2 are quite compact and 
relatively thick artefacts that would hardly break 
in that way, on the contrary, a considerable force 
must have been used in order to break them in half 
(cf. Stroulia 2010, 51).

Both variants of breakage represented in LB 1 
and LB 2 may have been intentional. But irre-
spective of what caused the fragmentation of 
these artefacts, the fact that they are deposited in 
this way suggests that this was how the Neolithic 
people thought that the end of their use-lives 
should be. The grinding and polishing stones 
placed in the façade and graves in long barrows 
could most likely be placed within the Neolithic 
practice of deliberate destruction.

It is easy to think of grinding and polishing tools 
as mundane and unchanging, and they are a type of 
artefact which is still easily turned into generalized 
stereotypes (cf. Fig. 7). Often they are interpreted in 
a strictly functional way; i.e. as tools used to shape, 
sharpen and polish axes. But the biographies of the 
grinding and polishing tools in LB 1 and LB 2 show 
a different, more multifaceted picture. Without 
jumping to any conclusions about more specific 
functions, at least three different kinds of grinding 
and polishing activities seem plausible regarding the 
tools in this study. Besides axes and other flint and 
stone artefacts, grinding and polishing tools may 
have been used to shape, smooth and sharpen such 
things as bone knives, awls, needles and items made 
of antler, hides, amber, shell and wood (e.g. Hamon 
2008). But without use-wear analysis, it is hard to 
discuss what was actually ground. An artefact’s 
function as a tool is just one part of its biography 
and the question is whether it was important at the 
end of its use-life as well. Why, for example, were 
pieces of well-used grinding and polishing tools put 
in the façade pits of LB 1? These tools were prob-
ably used for axe-grinding (Gidlöf 2006, 33; Rude-
beck 2010, 174), an assumption which is going to be 
tested with the aid of use-wear analysis. These well-
worn and fragmented tools could possibly relate in 
some way to the unused and intact flint axes that 
were also found in LB 1 (see Fig. 5). The flint axes 
are associated with the graves, while the grinding 
and polishing stones seem to have been put into 
the long barrow during its construction. There are 
anthropological examples that stress the communal 
aspects of the time-consuming process of polishing 
and grinding. Not everybody could be involved in 
flint knapping, but many could shape, sharpen and 
polish by grinding (e.g. PÉtrequin/PÉtrequin 
1993, 367; Hampton 1999, 68). Perhaps the depo-
sition of the fragmentary grinding and polishing 
stones during the building of the barrow was an act 
that manifested the communal aspects of monu-
ment erection, of co-operation and work.

The passive grinding and polishing tools found in 
LB 2 resemble each other, while simultaneously dif-
fering from the tools found in LB 1. These two tools 
were put into the graves and seem to have been used 
for abrading activities different from those in LB 1, 
they will also be subjected to use-wear analysis in 
order to give a fuller picture of their possible func-
tions. They were fragmented into halves, an act that 
could be interesting to discuss in relation to what 
Chapman/Gaydarska (2007; 2009) have intro-
duced as the “fragmentation premise” — the idea 
that a common practice in the past was the deliber-
ate breakage of complete objects which were reused 
in order to enchain social relations. The scope of 

To conclude
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this article does not allow for an extended discus-
sion concerning this way of integrating a biograph-
ical approach with the study of fragmentation, but 
it opens up questions and possibilities that will be 
explored further in my PhD thesis. An interesting 
question is where the other halves of the grinding 
and polishing stones from LB 1 and LB 2 ended up. 
There are no matching fragments among the many 
grinding and polishing stones on Almhov as far I 
can tell, but the results are preliminary. In addition, 
it can be noted that there are indications of human 
bone circulation on Almhov in the later part of the 
Early Neolithic (Sarnäs/Nord Paulsson 2001, 
116–122). Perhaps both bone and stone fragments 
were used in the same practice.

The conceivable ways for the grinding and pol-
ishing stones to represent some sort of relationship 
between the living and the dead are manifold. The 

meaning and value cannot be tied to just one stage 
of an object’s life history and objects have different 
meanings depending on context (cf. Ekengren 
2009, 28). Many parts of the object’s biography 
could have been important, for example, the prov-
enance of the raw material, the purpose for which 
they were used, who made them or who used them 
(cf. Brumm 2004). However, the way the grinding 
and polishing tools in LB 1 in this study were frag-
mentized and deposited seems to indicate that the 
objects gained significance through their use. The 
broken artefacts from the graves in LB 2 are harder 
to interpret. Changes in meaning do not need to 
be driven by the physical modification or use of 
an object (Gosden/Marshall 1999, 170). Com-
parisons with other places, contexts and materials 
together with use-wear analysis could, for example, 
be a way to explore these issues further.

Concluding discussion

The activities that resulted in the physical mon-
uments, pits and material culture on Almhov can 
all be interpreted as an expression of how Early 
Neolithic man made sense of the changing world 
brought about by Neolithization. Different perspec-
tives offer different narratives of this on-going pro-
cess, as do the variety of archaeological remains. 

Research on the assemblages from Almhov has 
mainly focused on material remains suitable for 
statistical analysis, such as pottery, flint and bone, 
while the less abundant nature of the ground stone 
artefacts such as grinding and polishing stones has 
attracted less attention. But these stones, which 
were clearly important to the Neolithic people, 

Fig. 7. Making and polishing silex at Pressigny (illustration from ‘L’Homme Primitif ’ by Louis Figuier, 1870).
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can hardly contribute to our understanding of this 
era if we keep looking upon them as mere curiosi-
ties. Discussing Neolithic ways of life in a study of 
seven stones can perhaps be hard to digest for some. 
But my aim has been to discuss how the amorphous 
ground stone can be analysed and to show that even 
a small case study of ground stone artefacts can 
highlight problems central to Neolithic research 
and elucidate large-scale patterns and processes 
(cf. Fahlander 2008). Too generalized studies 
run the risk of underestimating the variability of 
material culture by not acknowledging contradic-
tory or seemingly strange components. At the same 
time, we must find ways to facilitate comparisons 
to avoid being anecdotal. Statistical data are impor-
tant when accessible, but some questions can only 
be explored using tools that acknowledge that each 
artefact is an individual which can be both studied 
in its own right as well as contribute to the larger 
picture. In this study, a biographical approach was 
used since it provides a contextual and reflexive 
framework based on praxis. This perspective can be 
a constructive tool for grouping observations and 
items of data that are otherwise difficult to capture 
with more traditional methods, such as typology or 
function-based terms.

The case study gave rise to a number of ques-
tions concerning both archaeological practices 
and practices during the Neolithic period. These 
issues are only touched upon here and can thus be 
explored further, as a starting point for compar-
isons with other kinds of material culture, con-
texts and periods. The case study suggests that 
establishing a relationship between the living and 
the dead was important during the initial phase 
of monumental building at Almhov. The grind-
ing and polishing stones from LB 1 seem to have 
gained significance through their use, suggest-
ing that these artefacts were not looked upon as 
either strictly functional or symbolic. Could they 
be an example of the importance of the commu-
nal aspect of grinding and hence the making of the 
axes used to build these early monuments? Could 
the grinding and polishing stones in the graves in 
LB 2 be seen as signs of enchainment between the 
living and the dead?

Grinding and polishing stones often get a minor 
role in archaeological research (Hamon 2006, 333). 
In southern Scandinavian research they are gener-
ally interpreted as tools for grinding axes, and most 
often they are treated as a homogeneous group 
with a similar function throughout the Neolithic 
period. The biographies of the grinding and polish-
ing stones in this study emphasize the differences 
between the artefacts from the graves in LB 2 com-
pared to the ones found in LB 1. As a result of this 
observation, the majority of the artefacts from this 
study will be subjected to use-wear studies in order 
to get a more nuanced picture of this material cate-

gory. The results from the use-wear analysis will be 
published as part of my PhD research.

Another issue is the significance of grinding 
and polishing. Since the nineteenth century, the 
polished stone axe has been regarded as the type-
fossil of the Neolithic (Sheratt 1993, 7), and still 
the making of stone tools by pecking, grinding and 
polishing is seen as a defining technology for the 
period. Yet we seldom pose the question of why the 
practice of grinding and polishing was so impor-
tant in Neolithic society. Ground flint axes are, for 
example, more common in graves than in deposits, 
indicating some sort of special significance attrib-
uted to ground objects (Larsson 2011, 208). The 
fragmentation and depositions of the grinding and 
polishing stones in the long barrows on Almhov 
suggest that this is an issue worth exploring further, 
especially in relation to the unused, polished flint 
axes from LB 1. The tension between different raw 
material uses such as quartz-rich sandstone versus 
flint could also be explored, putting not only the 
flint mines in Sallerup outside present day Malmö 
into focus, but also the moraine and the landscape 
surrounding Almhov (cf. Rudebeck 2010, 178). 
The procurement of these important raw materials 
could be problematized in relation to storage in 
future investigations of Neolithic pits.

Yet another essential question is whether the 
practice of putting grinding and polishing stones 
into the long barrows was a local phenomenon or 
of a more regional, or even supra-regional, charac-
ter. There are patterns of partly overlapping spheres 
of identity expressed in monumental activities in 
long barrows from southern Scandinavia, northern 
Germany and the British Isles. The interior compo-
nents, such as grave construction, burial positions 
and grave goods, tend to communicate the identity 
of a smaller community, whereas the exterior of the 
monument displays an identity that embraces both 
northern Europe and Britain (Rassmann 2011). 
Moreover, were the grinding and polishing stones 
attributed a special significance in other contexts 
and periods during the Neolithic era, e.g. by being 
put into other types of graves and grave construc-
tions, or by being placed as structured deposi-
tions? How do we interpret grinding and polishing 
stones found on settlements; what do their biogra-
phies look like? Were these practices of fragmen-
tation and deposition attributed to other kinds of 
ground stone artefacts or other types of material 
culture? There are several possibilities for compar-
ing Almhov to other sites, both from other areas 
with long barrows in the region and from places 
dated to later periods, for example, the megalithic 
site Döserygg which is also located in southern 
Sweden (Andersson/Wallebom 2013). Equally 
important is to explore what cultural traits already 
existed during the Mesolithic. Rather than viewing 
the Mesolithic and the Neolithic periods as sepa-
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rate entities we should instead be focusing on these 
periods as historical processes with different reso-
lutions (cf. Lidström Holmberg 2008). 

Last but not least are some issues that con-
cern archaeological practices. Firstly, the concep-
tual confusions concerning the terminologies of 
ground stone artefacts that often arise could be 
avoided by clearly motivating why a certain term 
is used. Secondly, the maxim that “you do not find 
what you are not looking for” seems particularly 
relevant to the study of ground stone artefacts. 
By attending more carefully to these amorphous 
objects in research programs, fieldwork strategies 
and the like, we would greatly enhance their role 
as an archaeological source material. For instance, 
had the documentation of some of the grinding 
and polishing stones from Almhov been more pre-
cise, we could have discussed the position within 
the graves and the façade pits in a more detailed 
way. Were, for example, the grinding and polish-
ing stones in LB 1 put into the façade pits, or were 
they part of a pile of stones that seem to have been 
visible from ground (Gidlöf 2006, 25)? It is always 
easy to be wise after the event and archaeological 
sites in agricultural districts are often disturbed, 

but hopefully this study can contribute to a raised 
level of awareness by starting a discussion of pos-
sible practices in connection to the long barrows.

To conclude, this small-scale study has shown 
that the uses of grinding and polishing stones dur-
ing the Early Neolithic period could be much more 
multifaceted than we usually acknowledge and 
thus constitute an interesting field of research. I 
hope to have demonstrated that although ground 
stone artefacts constitute a material category 
that calls for patience, it is well worth the effort. 
Although it is neither possible nor even desirable to 
squeeze blood out of every single stone, investigat-
ing the biography of each artefact is a fruitful way 
of letting them contribute to our understanding of 
the peoples of the past. The tools found in the long 
barrows can be interpreted as fragments of life 
and death, reflecting changing practices. As such, 
they were part of the making of a new monumental 
place through reference to ancestors, material cul-
ture and architecture. A biographical approach can 
thus shed new light upon different kinds of prac-
tices, thereby changing the way we look at Early 
Neolithic society. 
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It is reasonable to consider that those who 
arranged the material accoutrements of mortuary 
practices, i.e. the burial, were making a more or 
less conscious statement about cultural identity. At 
least we archaeologists usually assume this to be so. 
An interesting case can be found in the mortuary 
practices ascribed to the Battle Axe culture from 
the later Middle Neolithic 1 (2800–2350 cal BC) 
in southern Scandinavia. When we look at burials 
which we archaeologists ascribe to the Battle Axe 
culture we can identify several variations: flexed 
inhumation of a single individual in a stone-lined 
pit (referred to as flat-earth burial), flexed inhuma-
tion of multiple individuals in a stone-lined pit, and 
cremation burial. Additionally, we often interpret 
the presence of Battle Axe artefacts and/or radi-
ocarbon dates falling within this period in mega-
lithic tombs as evidence that burial in such tombs 
was also part of the Battle Axe mortuary repertoire.

This article analyses Battle Axe culture remains in 
megalithic tombs in Sweden’s southernmost prov-
ince, Scania. The megalithic tombs were constructed 
c. 1000 years earlier by the Funnel Beaker culture. 
Do Battle Axe artefacts in the tombs represent burial 
activity, as many have suggested, or some other form 
of behaviour? If in fact they are the result of burial, 
we find an interesting contrast between the modest 
and certainly non-monumental flat-earth graves 
constructed by Battle Axe people, on the one hand, 
and the reuse of monumental megalithic monu-
ments from an earlier era, on the other.

Evidence for Battle Axe presence is recorded at 
21 passage graves and one dolmen in Scania. This 
evidence has been investigated regarding its relia-
bility, context and dating. The conclusion reached 
is that most of the Battle Axe artefacts we find in 
connection with the tombs are the result of ritual 
activity carried out with the tomb as a focal point, 
rather than burial. The Battle Axe axes and the 
pottery found in connection with the tombs are 
damaged, in some cases apparently deliberately so. 
At Gillhög we saw that the battle axe and fragments 
of eight axes could be refitted, indicating they were 
brought to the tomb as whole objects or at least 
in a less fragmentary state. Similar behaviour has 
been demonstrated at other Battle Axe culture 
sites such as Kverrestad and Svartskylle, where 
there is extensive evidence for deliberate destruc-
tion through mechanical means and/or fire but 
not associated with mortuary activity (Larsson 
2000). It would appear that there certainly was 
some kind of “mental” awareness of the imposing 
megalithic tombs on the part of the members of the 
Battle Axe people. The tombs functioned as a focal 
point for ritual activity, in one instance perhaps the 
tomb “attracted” a flat-earth burial, as can be seen 
at Stendösa. However, in my opinion the mega-
lithic tombs erected by the Funnel Beaker people 
were not regarded as repositories for interment 
by members of the Battle Axe culture. The proper 
place for burial was in a pit under the ground, not 
in a monument.

Abstract

1 This paper uses Scandinavian terminology. Comp. fig. 1, p. 13.
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It is reasonable to assume that those who arranged 
the material accoutrements of their mortuary prac-
tices, i.e. the burial, were using them to make some 
statement about cultural identity. At least, we archae-
ologists usually assume this to be so. An interesting 
case can be found in the mortuary practices archae-
ologists interpret as belonging to the Battle Axe 
culture from the later Middle Neolithic (2800–2350 
cal BC) in southern Scandinavia. When we look at 
burials which we ascribe to the Battle Axe culture we 
can identify several variations: flexed inhumation of 
a single individual in a stone-lined pit (referred to as 
flat-earth burial), flexed inhumation of multiple indi-
viduals in a stone-lined pit, and cremation burial. 
But in addition, the presence of Battle Axe artefacts 
and/or radiocarbon dates falling within this period 
in megalithic tombs is seen as evidence that burial 
in pre-existing tombs was also part of the Battle 
Axe mortuary repertoire. How are we to explain 

the differences in the material aspects of mortuary 
practices in Battle Axe burials? Could variability in 
burial practices reflect different identities within the 
so-called Battle Axe culture?

These are broad questions, not all of which can 
be addressed in this brief article. Instead, I wish to 
concentrate on one specific aspect, namely Battle 
Axe culture remains in megalithic tombs. The 
tombs were constructed c. 1000 years earlier by 
people with a different material culture; we label it 
the Funnel Beaker culture. Do Battle Axe culture 
artefacts in the tombs represent burial activity, as 
many have suggested, or some other form of behav-
iour? If in fact they are the result of burial, we 
find an interesting contrast between the modest 
and certainly non-monumental flat-earth graves 
constructed by Battle Axe people, on the one hand, 
and reuse of monumental megalithic monuments 
from an earlier era, on the other.

Introduction

Background

Mats P. Malmer, generally regarded as one of the 
main authorities on the Swedish-Norwegian Battle 
Axe culture, quantified the presence of Battle Axe 
artefacts in megalithic tombs in his seminal work 
from 1962 (Malmer 1962). He concluded that 
Battle Axe culture type fossils were present in 12 
of Scania’s 56 passage graves but absent from its 31 
dolmens. Although much of the contents of mega-
lithic tombs is poorly documented, he nevertheless 
concluded that Battle Axe culture was present in a 
very large number of them (Malmer 1975, 50). 

In order to determine whether the Battle Axe 
presence in megaliths was related to burial, he 

compared the number of Battle Axe pots and 
battle axes from megalithic tombs with the 
number found in archaeologically excavated 
Battle Axe flat-earth burials. In the latter there 
were 24 pots and six battle axes, compared with 
megalithic tombs where 20 pots and two battle 
axes were present. His conclusion was that Battle 
Axe artefacts associated with the tombs should 
be interpreted as burial remains, although he also 
pointed out that we lack any examples of undis-
turbed Battle Axe burials in any megalithic tomb 
(Malmer 1962, 246pp.; 2002, 143). 

Methodology

The purpose of this article is to explore the 
possible meaning(s) of Battle Axe culture activity 
in relation to Scania’s megalithic tombs. I will be 
challenging Malmer’s assertion that the Battle 
Axe presence at megalithic tombs can primarily be 
ascribed to burial activity.

I began by compiling a list from published sources 
of dolmens and passage graves claimed to contain 
evidence for Battle Axe culture artefacts and/
or radiocarbon dates from the Battle Axe period 
(Malmer 1962; Strömberg 1971b; Bägerfeldt 
1992; Sandén 1995; Andersson 2003; Ebbesen 
2006). The list (Fig. 1) comprises a total of 22 mega-
lithic tombs; an increase of ten graves compared with 
Malmer’s list (1962, 247) . 

The Scanian megalithic tombs were erected by 
members of the Funnel Beaker culture about a millen-

nium prior to the emergence of the Battle Axe culture. 
However, the presence of type fossils belonging to the 
Battle Axe culture and also the Pitted Ware culture 
(cf. Iversen 2010) indicates the presence of members 
of later cultural groups at many of the tombs as well. 
Further, both chambers and passages were often re 
used as cist graves in the Late Neolithic, while arte-
facts from subsequent periods show that tombs 
continued to be sporadically used. Given the frequent 
reuse of the tombs, it is not surprising that contextual 
information is unreliable. Unfortunately, the bones, 
beads, potsherds and flint objects in and around the 
tombs are often everyday objects with only loose 
dating associations. Malmer (2002, 143) maintained 
that the only means of identifying Battle Axe culture 
at the tombs is by using typological criteria. Following 
his ideas and those of other archaeologists, I have 
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therefore considered the following objects to be indic-
ative of Battle Axe presence: battle axes and pottery of 
the types identified by Malmer (1962) as belonging 
to the Battle Axe culture, thick-butted hollow-ground 
flint axes and chisels, facetted grinding stones, deco-
rated bone rings, and type D tanged projectile points 
(Malmer 2002, 143; Brink 2009, 84; Von Hack-
witz 2009, 110). Brink (2009, 250) gives the span 
of radiocarbon dates for the Battle Axe culture as 
4230±65 BP to 3720±65 BP. 

I have attempted to ascertain the find circum-
stances of the objects belonging to the Battle Axe 
culture in order to determine the reason for their 
presence in each of the 22 tombs. The sources for 
this information include published accounts, infor-
mation in the Swedish Register of Ancient Monu-
ments (FMIS), the catalogues of the Swedish 
National Museum (SHM) and Lund University 
Historical Museum (LUHM), and records in the 
archives of LUHM.

Name Type BAC presence Interpretation

Carlshögen Passage grave Potsherds, three 14C dates, one hollow-
ground flint axe

Possible five burials

Fjälkinge nr. 9 Passage grave One rimsherd Deposition or loss
Fjärestad nr. 1 Passage grave Erroneous reference to hollow-ground flint 

axe
Unconfirmed

Gantofta boställe Passage grave Sherds from two pots Burial possible but not likely
Gillhög Passage grave One BAC battle axe, maximum eight 

hollow-ground flint axes
Intentional damage and deposition

Hög Passage grave Five sherds from BAC vessel Intentional damage and deposition
Ingelstorp nr. 25 Passage grave One 14C date Unconfirmed
Knäbäcksdösen Dolmen One hollow-ground flint axe Deposition or loss
Kungsdösen Double passage grave One BAC sherd Deposition or loss
Laxmans-Åkarp Passage grave Possible two hollow-ground flint axes Unconfirmed
Öllsjö Passage grave Sherds forming a nearly complete BAC pot Possible burial
Örenäs Passage grave Possible two hollow-ground flint axes, one 

bone ring
Possible burial or deposition

Örum nr. 5 Passage grave Single sherds from three pots Deposition or loss
Östra Vram Passage grave Rimsherds from three BAC pots Deposition or loss
Ramshög Passage grave One sherd BAC pottery Deposition or loss
Särslöv Passage grave One hollow-ground flint axe, sherds from 

BAC pot
Possible burial or deposition

Stendösa Passage grave One hollow-ground flint axe, one 14C date Anl. 1 is a flat-earth BAC burial located 
outside the tomb

Stenhög Passage grave One possible hollow-ground axe Deposition or loss
Tågarp Passage grave One hollow-ground flint axe, sherds of BAC 

pottery, one 14C date
Possible burial in chamber

Trollasten Dolmen 24 sherds from BAC pot Possible burial or deposition
Västra Hoby Passage grave Poorly documented Unconfirmed
Viktorshög söder Passage grave One hollow-ground flint axe, potsherds Deposition or loss

Fig. 1. Megalithic tombs in Scania showing evidence of Battle Axe culture (BAC) and the interpretation of the evidence.

Scanian megalithic tombs with Battle Axe culture artefacts and/or relevant radiocarbon dates

In the following section I provide a short history of 
the investigation of each of the 22 tombs where Battle 
Axe material was found and a brief description of the 
tomb and its contents. I then describe the nature of 
the Battle Axe evidence and conclude with an eval-
uation as to how it should be interpreted. The loca-
tions of the tombs are shown in figure 2.

Carlshögen, R A Ä 2 Löderup 29:1

The passage grave at Carlshögen was partially 
investigated by Kurck in 1875 (Bagge/Kaelas 1952, 
84). Strömberg excavated remaining portions in 1964 
and 1968 and found that the contents of the passage 
were disturbed (Strömberg 1971b, 60f.). In the 

2 Register of Ancient Monuments designation.
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chamber she encountered seven poorly-preserved 
human skeletons from the Late Neolithic lying on a 
stone pavement (1971b, 30pp., 296). Below this was a 
0.40-metres-deep layer of sand and clay which was 
in turn underlain by a stone pavement divided into 
nine sections and dated to the Middle Neolithic 
(1971b, 42pp.). Finally, she encountered a pit under-
neath the pavement which contained the remains of a 
maximum of seven individuals accompanied by clus-
ters of flint objects (Tilley 1999, 30). Strömberg 
(1965, 6) found few artefacts at the mouth of the tomb. 

Battle Axe presence is indicated by five phenomena: 
potsherds from a Battle Axe culture pot, three radi-
ocarbon-dated human femurs from the relevant 
period, and one hollow-ground thick-butted flint axe.

The flint axe was recovered from the passage by 
Kurck, but unfortunately its immediate context is 
unclear. Forssander (1933, 106) writes that the axe 
was found beside a skeleton and interprets it as a grave 
good belonging to the individual, while Bagge/
Kaelas (1952, 86) report that Kurck encountered 
the axe under the bones. It is unfortunate that we 
lack better documentation of this find, since it could 
be one of the few examples we have of an intact Battle 
Axe culture burial in a megalithic tomb.

Strömberg recovered a large number (unspeci-
fied) of sherds on the Middle Neolithic floor level 
in section F in the chamber and one sherd from the 
same pot in the passage. Many of the potsherds could 
be refitted, showing a pot whose form and decora-

tion are typical for Malmer’s (1962) type D or M 
(Strömberg 1971b, 61, 245; 1984, 52). Hulthén’s 
analysis of some of the sherds confirmed that the 
tempering and manufacturing techniques were 
comparable to what we see on Battle Axe culture 
pottery (1977, 144pp.; Strömberg 1971b, 244pp.). 
Although the bones of three to four individuals 
were also present in section F (Strömberg 1971b, 
245), they were scattered and in disarray. As none of 
them has been radiocarbon dated we cannot deter-
mine whether or not they come from a Battle Axe 
individual. It is not possible to ascertain whether 
the pot accompanied a burial or if its presence in 
the chamber is a result of some other activity. 

Three radiocarbon dates on scattered human 
bones (all femurs) fall within the chronological limits 
of the Battle Axe culture. One femur came from the 
pit under the Middle Neolithic floor level while the 
other two were lying on this floor in sections D and 
B, respectively (Strömberg 1971b, 47, 50, 59).
Conclusion: If each indication of Battle Axe culture is 
interpreted as a burial, which is at least a theoretical 
possibility, we have a maximum of five Battle Axe 
burials in the Carlshögen passage grave. However, in 
no instance is there clear evidence for an association 
between a body and any Battle Axe type fossils.

Fjälkinge nr. 9, RAÄ Fjälkinge 12:1

Hansen (1938) excavated the passage grave in 
1927. Bones from at least 20 individuals, several of 
them children, were recovered from the chamber. 
The passage contained scattered human bones and 
potsherds. Animal bones, bone implements, amber 
beads and flint blades were also found in the tomb. 
Hansen recovered some 7000 potsherds from the 
area in front of the mouth of the passage (Hansen 
1938, 25; Bagge/Kaelas 1950, 59).

Battle Axe presence is indicated by a single rim 
sherd from a type J pot found four metres north-
east of the entrance in the potsherd concentration 
(Bagge/Kaelas 1950, 122; Malmer 1962, 916). 
Conclusion: The single Battle Axe sherd in a pottery 
concentration outside the tomb may be a result of 
deliberate deposition or loss but is not indicative of 
Battle Axe burial. 

Fjärestad nr 1, RAÄ Fjärestad 5:1

The passage grave at Fjärestad was excavated 
by Almgren in 1910. Ebbesen (2006, 777) lists 
a hollow-ground flint axe among the finds here, 
but his reference to Bagge/ Kaelas is erroneous. 
Almgren (1910, 73) describes a higher floor level 
with later burials but the only datable finds are four 
flint daggers from the Late Neolithic.
Conclusion: Battle Axe presence is unconfirmed.

Fig. 2. Map showing the location of megalithic tombs containing 
evidence of Battle Axe culture. 1=Carlshögen, 2=Fjälkinge nr. 9, 
3=Fjärestad nr. 1, 4=Gantofta boställe, 5=Gillhög, 6=Hög, 7=Ingel-
storp nr. 25, 8=Knäbäcksdösen, 9=Kungsdösen, 10=Laxmans-
Åkarp, 11=Öllsjö, 12=Örenäs, 13=Örum nr. 5, 14=Östra Vram, 
15=Ramshög, 16=Särslöv, 17=Stendösa, 18=Stenhög, 19=Tågarp, 
20=Trollasten, 21=Västra Hoby, 22=Viktorshög söder (graphical 
image: H. C. Brandstedt).
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Gantofta boställe, RAÄ Kvistofta 12:1

According to FMIS (Kvistofta 12:1), the passage 
grave at Gantofta boställe was excavated by Crown 
Prince Gustaf Adolf in 1908. 

Almgren published photographs of two recon-
structed pots attributed to the Battle Axe culture in 
1919 (Almgren 1919, fig. 10, fig. 33; cf. Oldeberg 
1952, Abb. 280). According to Almgren (1919, 11), 
the sherds from the two Battle Axe pots were found 
in the upper part of the chamber filling. The pots 
were classified by Malmer (1962, 917) as types H2 
and K. Although there is very little information 
about the details of the context in which these pots 
were found, the SHM catalogue (SHM 13521) lists a 
number of Late Neolithic artefacts from the same 
layer, including two flint daggers (cf. Almgren 
1910, 73; Forssander 1933, 98), a tanged flint point 
and a slate pendant (cf. Strömberg 1971b, 301). 
One unburnt piece of bone is also listed. 

Conclusion: The large number of sherds from the 
two pots suggests an intentional Battle Axe pres-
ence in the chamber. However, the sherds occur 
in a context which also has a strong Late Neolithic 
component. My conclusion is that Battle Axe 
culture burial here is possible but not likely.

Gillhög, RAÄ Barsebäck 12:1

Rydbeck led excavations of the passage tomb at 
Gillhög between 1931 and 1933 (1931; 1932; 1935). 
He excavated the chamber and passage completely 
and investigated the stone pavement at the passage 
entrance. He was also responsible for two trenches 
in the mound (Forssander 1942, 2). The contents 
of the chamber and the passage were disturbed 
and the bones in the chamber had almost totally 
disintegrated. Flint dagger fragments and a Late 
Neolithic slate pendant found at the bottom of 
the chamber indicated that earlier burials had 
been pushed aside or redeposited outside of 
the chamber, according to Rydbeck (1932, 36). 
Further evidence for disturbance was a copper 
coin dated to 1771 found in the upper part of the 
chamber filling. The lower levels in the passage 
were full of jumbled bones but one intact skeleton, 
together with part of a small Late Neolithic pot, 
was encountered in the outer part of the passage. 
Rydbeck (1932, 33, 43) found that the outermost 
capstone over the passage was missing and the 
portion of the passage nearest the entrance was 
filled with large stones mixed with potsherds and 
other artefacts. He concluded from this that both 
the chamber and the passage were reused as stone 
cists during the Late Neolithic. Two Late Neolithic 
stone cists were also encountered in the mound 
covering the passage tomb (Rydbeck 1932).

A stone pavement was encountered at the mouth of 
the passage and six metres outside the entrance. On 
and under this, hand-sized stones, potsherds and arte-
facts of stone and flint were recorded. Practically all 
the objects were damaged; intentionally so, according 
to Forssander (1942, 15pp.). Burnt human bones 
were also noted nearest the entrance. Rydbeck 
(1932, 38pp.) interpreted these as remains which were 
removed from the tomb and accidentally scorched 
from contact with fires lit inside or outside of the tomb.

Evidence for Battle Axe presence here consists of 
fragmentary artefacts below the stone pavement at 
the passage mouth. As all were fragmentary it is not 
possible to know the exact number, but one battle axe 
and a maximum of eight hollow-ground flint axes are 
present (Fig. 3). At least one of the flint axe fragments 
is heat damaged and many of the fragments can be 
refitted. The battle axe (Fig. 4) was found in three parts 
several metres apart and at different levels (Rydbeck 
1932, 41). The edge fragment of axe 6 was found inside 
the passage near the mouth, while another fragment 
from the same axe lay outside the tomb. Three frag-
ments from axes 7 and 8 were recovered in different 
parts of the stone pavement (Fig. 3, Fig. 5). 
Conclusion: None of the Battle Axe artefacts were 
encountered in the chamber and only one sherd was 
found in the passage; the remaining objects were 
outside the passage entrance. None were found in 
connection with human remains. Rydbeck inter-
preted the sherds and artefacts outside the passage 
entrance as the result of tomb clearance and/or 
deposits from ceremonial activities (1932, 36, 39pp.).  
I believe Gillhög is a very interesting and quite clear 

Type of artefact Object
no.

Fragment Location
(cf. Fig. 5)

Hollow-ground
thick-butted axe

1 Edge 2.M.
2 Fragment 3.H.
3 Edge fragment, burnt 2.G.
4 Damaged 2.E.
5 Damaged 3.E.
6 Edge G.V.

Butt fragment 3.G.
7 Butt fragment 2.F.

Edge fragment 2.F.

Edge fragment 2.E.
8 Edge fragment 4.G.

Edge fragment 4.G.
Fragment 4.G.

Battle axe 9 Butt 2.F.
Middle 3.E.
Edge 3.C.

Fig. 3. Battle Axe culture artefacts from the tomb of Gillhög. Loca-
tions are plotted in figure 5.
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example showing Battle Axe use of a passage tomb 
as a focus for ritual, rather than for burial. The arte-
facts are fragmented and since many can be refitted 
we can assume they were damaged at this site. 
Damaging flint axes and stone battle axes by delib-
erate breakage and/or heat is also a feature found 
in Battle Axe contexts at other non-mortuary sites, 
for example Kverrestad and Svartskylle (Larsson 
2000). We can also note that the battle axe at Gillhög 
is the only example of a battle axe belonging to the 
Battle Axe culture found in association with a mega-
lithic tomb in the region.

Hög, RAÄ Hög 2:1

Hansen excavated the passage grave at Hög in 
1919–1920 (1920, 17). The grave was left to deteriorate 
until 1966, when it was repaired by Petré/Salo-
monsson. According to them (1967, 38), traces of a 
wooden coffin, two bronze swords and the remains 
of a bronze fibula were recovered from the upper-
most level of the chamber. There was ample evidence 
for a Late Neolithic presence, including at least 11 
flint daggers, in both the chamber and the passage 
(Hansen 1923; Forssander 1933, 103). Fragments of 
burnt bone were recovered from the passage and the 
chamber, and a thick layer of potsherds containing 
25 to 30 kg of pottery was discovered at the entrance 
of the tomb (Hansen 1923, 288; Petré/Salomon-
sson 1967, 38; Tilley 1999, 70).

Five sherds, all belonging to a Battle Axe vessel 
of type H, were found in connection with Hansen’s 
investigation; two from passage section III (middle 
passage), two from passage section V (nearest 
the chamber), and one from chamber section II 
(the middle section of the chamber) (1920, 22–23; 

LUHM 20156). According to Hansen (1920, 
21pp.), all finds in the tomb were located in the 0.10- 
to 0.20-metres-thick cultural layer which covered 
the floor of the chamber and the passage. Petré/
Salomonsson (1967, 39) wrote that they encoun-
tered further Battle Axe potsherds of the same 
type both inside and outside of the passage grave 
(Strömberg 1971b, 360; personal communication 
Petré 2013). 
Conclusion: The Battle Axe sherds are quite large 
and all appear to come from the same pot. They were 
found in the cultural layer covering the bottom of 
the chamber and passage and they were overlain by 
later activity dating to the Late Neolithic and the 
Bronze Age. While it is possible that the pot repre-
sents a grave good, the condition and size of the 
sherds suggest instead that it was broken outside 
the tomb and introduced into the passage and 
chamber in a fragmentary state. This would indi-
cate ritual deposition rather than burial.

Ingelstorp nr 25, RAÄ Ingelstorp 10:1

Strömberg excavated the passage grave in 1969. 
A 0.25-metre-thick layer in the chamber was undis-
turbed and there were indications of partitioning 
forming five niches. She found two human femurs 
in one of these. One of the femurs yielded a date 
within the Battle Axe period: 4140 ± 75 BP (LU 
350; Håkansson 1971, 351). However, no Battle 
Axe artefacts were identified (Strömberg 1973a; 
1973c).
Conclusion: A single radiocarbon date from the 
Battle Axe period is a weak indication of Battle Axe 
presence, especially as there is an absence of corrob-
orative evidence.

Fig. 4. The damaged battle axe (object 9) from Gillhög, refitted. Figure 5 shows the location of the three fragments (Photo: Katarina 
Botwid).
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Knäbäcksdösen, RAÄ Ravlunda 26:1

Hansen investigated this dolmen in 1929. He 
discovered one hollow-ground thick-butted flint 
axe with a damaged edge in association with one of 
the orthostats (Bagge/Kaelas 1952, 35). However, 
information in the SHM catalogue indicates that it 
was not part of the dolmen contents (SHM 19440).
Conclusion: The axe is the result of Battle Axe 
culture activity in the neighborhood of the dolmen, 
but is not indicative of burial.

Kungsdösen, RAÄ Östra Torp 22:1, 22:2

This monument is a double passage grave exca-
vated by Hansen in 1915 (1918, 29). He included a 
photograph of a potsherd (Pl XI:7), the decora-
tion of which he described as “pure corded design” 
(1918, 42). Hansen did not use the Battle Axe 
culture label but later Rydbeck (1938, 160) iden-
tified the sherd as Battle Axe pottery. Potsherds 
were found both in the passage and outside the 
entrance (Hansen 1914; 1918, 71); unfortunately, 
however, it is not clear where the Battle Axe 
culture sherd was recovered.
Conclusion: A single sherd of Battle Axe pottery 
lacking solid association with the monument does 
not lend support to an interpretation of a Battle Axe 
burial.

Laxmans-Åkarp, RAÄ Fjelie 1:1

The passage grave was excavated in 1922 by 
Hansen (1922; FMIS Fjelie 1:1). Ebbesen (2006, 
777) lists two hollow-ground thick-butted flint 
axes as proof of Battle Axe presence here but does 
not provide any reference. Examination of the two 
thick-butted axes in the LUHM collections showed 
that LUHM 21059 K:1 is not hollow-ground while 
the other (LUHM 20159 G:5) is so damaged that it 
is impossible to ascertain if it is hollow-ground.
Conclusion: Battle Axe presence is unconfirmed.

Öllsjö, RAÄ Skepparslöv 10:1

The Öllsjö passage grave was excavated in 1943 
by Forssander and Hommerberg (Hommerberg 
1944). They described a partly collapsed passage 
grave whose chamber had been reused as a Late 
Neolithic cist grave. The stratigraphic sequence was 
as follows: at the top level of the chamber they found 
skeletons from at least 14 individuals, including 
some children (Hommerberg 1944, 20). Judging 
from associated artefacts these burials date from the 
Late Neolithic and the Early Bronze Age. A 0.60-
metre layer of clay and stones followed (Ström-
berg 1971b, 303). A Battle Axe pot was found at a 
depth of 1.53 metres from the top and “megalithic” 
pottery (i.e. Funnel Beaker culture) at a depth of 

Fig. 5. Plan of Gillhög showing locations of the Battle Axe artefacts listed in table 2. It was possible to rejoin fragments from objects 6, 7, 8 
and 9. Note that column J is absent (graphical image: H.Cedmar Brandstedt after Forssander’s (1942) original).
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1.62 metres (Hommerberg 1943). The lower layer 
contained scattered skeletal remains from at least 
nine individuals plus beads of amber and bone 
(Hommerberg 1944, 21; Bagge/Kaelas 1952, 15; 
Tilley 1999, 116). No finds were recorded from the 
passage entrance (Hommerberg 1944, 21).

Battle Axe presence is indicated by the numerous 
sherds from a Battle Axe pot belonging to Malmer’s 
type N found at a depth of 1.53 metres (Malmer 1962, 
921). The reconstruction shown by Magnusson 
(1947 fig. 17) was done by the Historical Museum 
in 1946 (Olsson 1946). Although Bagge/Kaelas 
(1952, 98) refer to the pot as complete, it appears from 
the photograph that this description is an exaggera-
tion. However, most of the pot was present.
Conclusion: Although she was unable to distinguish 
a separate Battle Axe culture level, Magnusson 
(1947, 159) suggested that the Battle Axe pot repre-
sented a Battle Axe burial. Hommerberg (n.d.) 
describes the location of the pot as coming from the 
southern part of the chamber, between two visible 
wallstones and about one metre inside the opening 
(shown in Bagge/Kaelas 1952, 16). According to 
Hommerberg the pot was found together with skel-
etal remains. The evidence therefore indicates a 
possible burial.

Örenäs, RAÄ Glumslöv 4:1

The chamber of this passage grave was investi-
gated in 1843 by Sven Nilsson (SHM 13421). In the 
early 1900s, Ferdinand Sjöberg, an estate manager 
who was interested in archaeology, collected 
potsherds, flint axes and the remains of at least 
seven individuals from the passage (Bagge 1952, 
429). More systematic excavation was carried out by 
Bagge in 1951–1952. He recovered more than 40,000 
potsherds and edge-damaged and broken axes and 
chisels (1952; Tilley 1999, 58; SHM 25002).

Battle Axe presence is indicated by one hollow-
ground flint axe found by Nilsson in the chamber 
(Bagge 1952, 428) and one recovered by Bagge 
from the area at the mouth of the passage (SHM 
25002). A bone ring of a type Malmer (1962, 289) 
ascribes to the Battle Axe culture was found in the 
passage (SHM 13421).
Conclusion: I do not interpret the broken axe 
outside the passage mouth as evidence for Battle 
Axe culture burial. The axe found in the chamber 
and the bone ring in the passage could be burial 
remains, but the evidence is weak.

Örum nr 5, RAÄ Hörup 7:1

According to Bagge/Kaelas (1952, 88pp.) the 
megaliths from this passage tomb were removed in 

1913. Hansen visited the location in 1921 and recov-
ered flint artefacts and pottery for which we lack 
contextual information. Damaged flint axes, blades 
and points were recovered. Some 1200 potsherds, 
mostly Funnel Beaker pottery, were registered.

Battle Axe culture evidence consists of three 
small sherds belonging to three different pots clas-
sified as Malmer’s type A, GH and J, respectively 
(1962, 917).
Conclusion: As the sherds are small and lack context 
it is impossible to determine what form Battle Axe 
culture activity has taken here but burial is unlikely.

Östra Vram, RAÄ Östra Vram 8:1

The remains of a passage grave at Östra Vram 
were inspected by C.-A. Moberg in 1939 and exca-
vated by Berta Stjernquist in 1947 (Bagge/Kaelas 
1952, 24pp.; Moberg 1946; LUHM 28919). Approx-
imately 2000 potsherds were recovered.

Evidence for Battle Axe presence consists of 
four rim sherds from three different pots (Bagge/
Kaelas 1952, 29; LUHM 28919:48). Bagge/
Kaelas (1952, 29) list them as Forssander’s style I, 
Malmer (1962, 924) as type A. Unfortunately, there 
is no documentation of where the sherds were found.
Conclusion: According to the documentation we 
have at least three Battle Axe pots represented here, 
but unfortunately we lack information about their 
context in relation to the passage grave. Burial 
cannot be confirmed.

Ramshög/Ramsbjär, RAÄ Löderup 18:1

The passage grave at Ramshög was subject to 
investigation by Kurk in 1875 and by Hansen in 1930 
(Bagge/Kaelas 1952, 47). Strömberg (1971b) 
completed the investigation in campaigns in 1961, 
1964 and 1968–1969. Disarticulated remains from 
about 40 individuals were recovered from the 
chamber and passage filling and from deposits 
outside the tomb (Tilley 1999, 29). In a pit under 
the chamber floor, 12 bones from a young person and 
an adult male were discovered. Three radiocarbon 
dates of bones indicated Funnel Beaker culture 
activity (Strömberg 1971b, 95pp.). Numerous 
finds were recovered from the area at the entrance 
of the passage, including c. 7000 potsherds, four 
axe fragments, 20 flint blades, burnt and unburnt 
bones and animal teeth (SHM 19753).

Battle Axe culture presence here is indicated by one 
sherd of Battle Axe pottery. According to Bagge/
Kaelas (1952, 77 and Abb. 57), the potsherd was 
found seven metres from the mouth of the passage. 
Bones from at least two individuals, one juvenile 
and one adult, were found in a pit labelled 1:4. One 
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bone yielded a date of 4330 ± 65 BP (LU-275), falling 
slightly earlier than the timespan for the Battle Axe 
culture. Flint cores, polished fragments, potsherds 
and a slate knife were also present in the pit (Ström-
berg 1971b, 105). Identifiable potsherds were of 
Funnel Beaker type. 
Conclusion: Evidence consists of one sherd of Battle 
Axe pottery. Burial activity is not indicated. 

Särslöv, RAÄ Södervidinge 3:1

The passage grave at Särslöv was excavated by 
Hansen (1919) in 1919. He found that the chamber 
was nearly empty, although some parts of the 
eastern end appeared to be intact. The passage was 
undisturbed but the capstones were missing. He 
found a layer of potsherds and flint objects outside 
the passage entrance. 

Indications for Battle Axe culture presence here 
consist of two artefacts. One thick-butted hollow-
ground axe with a damaged edge was found outside 
the passage mouth. The second consists of sherds 
from a pot belonging to Malmer’s type J:1. (Malmer 
(1962, 922) also lists pottery from his type GH in this 
grave but I have been unable to confirm this in any 
other source.) Sherds from the J:1 pot were encoun-
tered in the eastern part of the chamber and in each 
of the four sections of the passage, but were absent 
from the layer outside the mouth. Both rim and base 
sherds were present. Hansen (1923, 274) noted that 
the largest number of sherds from the pot lay just 
inside the entrance opening, which he interpreted to 
mean that the pot was placed here and subsequently 
broken, causing the sherds to be spread inwards. 
All sherds were located in the 10-centimetres-thick 
bottom layer in the passage (Hansen 1919; 1923; 
Forssander 1933).
Conclusion: I interpret the hollow-ground axe from 
the area outside the tomb as a sign of Battle Axe 
activity, but not burial. The pot in the passage could 
be an indication of use of the passage for a Battle Axe 
burial, however, the lack of any other Battle Axe indi-
cations in the tomb does not lend support to such an 
interpretation.

Stendösa, RAÄ Löderup 46:1

Strömberg (1965, 4) identified the remains at 
Stendösa as a destroyed passage grave. Her excava-
tions in 1964 and 1969 indicated a heavily-damaged 
monument where few of the stones were in their 
original positions (1971b). 

Two indications of Battle Axe presence can be 
identified. The first is a nearly intact polished hollow-
ground flint axe found in a pit east of orthostat 5 
(Fig. 6). The contents of the pit were disturbed and 

it is difficult to determine its location in relation to 
the original position of the chamber. Besides the axe, 
the pit contained two amber beads, a blade fragment, 
flint flakes, a hammerstone, three potsherds and one 
sheep/goat tooth (Strömberg 1971b, 173).

The second indication consists of a radiocarbon 
dating of poorly preserved bone fragments dating 
to the Battle Axe culture period: 4040 ±65 BP 
(LU-351; Håkansson 1971). The bones were iden-
tified as right tibia and humerus from a human 
(Strömberg 1971b, 176). They were found in 
feature Anl. 1 about 1.5 metres west of stone 1, 
interpreted as a fallen capstone (Fig. 6). Anl. 1 is 
described as a pit two metres long, 1.2 metres wide 
and 0.40 metres deep, covered by a stone packing. 
The bottom of the pit was lined with knapped flint 
overlain by a number of larger flint nodules. Many 
of the nodules were arranged in a row and Ström-
berg (1971b, 176) suggested they might have 
supported a wooden construction.
Conclusion: It is not possible to ascertain whether 
the pit east of orthostat 5 with the flint axe and the 
feature Anl. 1 have any connection with each other, 
but it seems safe to assume that both bear some 
relation to the megalithic tomb. I interpret Anl. 1 to 
be the remains of a Battle Axe flat-earth burial. The 
wooden construction Strömberg mentions might 
be the remains of a wooden coffin. Although grave 
goods are absent, the size and shape of the pit, the 
stone lining, and the presence of bone dated to the 
period all lend support to this interpretation.

Stenhög, RAÄ Lackalänga 14:1

Hansen (n.d.(2)) investigated the remains of 
the passage grave in connection with restoration in 
1923. Artefacts dating from the Middle Neolithic to 
the Late Neolithic as well as fragments of human 
bone were recovered in the chamber and passage. 
Seven thousand potsherds, damaged flint and 
stone axes, flint blades and fragments of burnt bone 
were recovered from the area outside the passage 
entrance (Tilley 1999, 70). 

Documentation of Battle Axe evidence here is 
ambiguous. Ebbesen (2006, 778) lists a thick-
butted hollow-ground flint axe as evidence for 
Battle Axe or Pitted Ware presence, with a refer-
ence to Hansen (1938, 25). Andersson (2003, 
159) writes that the axe was found in the passage 
but gives no reference for this information. In his 
archive report Hansen (n.d.(2); LUHM 20979) 
lists the butt of a thick-butted flint axe from the 
passage area nearest the chamber. He recorded a 
further four thick-butted flint axes, of which one 
was slightly hollow-ground, outside the mouth of 
the tomb. This hollow-ground axe was damaged at 
the edge.
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Fig. 6. Plan of Stendösa showing location of feature Anl. 1. H=hearth. Reproduced after Strömberg 1971b, Abb. 106 with permission.
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Conclusion: A single damaged hollow-ground axe at 
the tomb entrance appears to be the only confirmed 
evidence for Battle Axe culture activity. There is no 
sign of Battle Axe burial activity here.

Tågarp, RAÄ Östra Tommarp 4:1

Strömberg (1973b) excavated the Tågarp 
passage grave in 1970. Upright flagstones divided 
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the chamber into 13 sections and the chamber floor 
was covered with a layer of crushed stone. Over-
lying this were several distinct layers dating to the 
Late Neolithic containing bones of at least 16 indi-
viduals along with artefacts. The outermost part of 
the passage was blocked by rubble mixed with frag-
ments of skeletons, potsherds, and flint artefacts 
and flakes. Strömberg’s (1971a) interpretation 
is that most of the contents of the grave had been 
cleared out previous to the Late Neolithic burial. 
Some of the material was redeposited outside the 
passage and some was used to block it. North-east of 
the passage mouth was a 0.4–0.8-metres-deep sooty 
layer containing potsherds and flint artefacts. Six 
features interpreted as hearths were found under 
this (Strömberg 1971b; Tilley 1999, 99pp.).

A hollow-ground thick-butted flint axe with edge 
damage, sherds of Battle Axe pottery at the entrance 
and a radiocarbon date to the Battle Axe period are 
the indications for Battle Axe activity at this tomb. 
The axe was found lying across the entrance to the 
chamber in association with a floor level (Ström-
berg 1971a, 56). Strömberg (1971a, 71) notes that 
among the sherds outside the tomb, some were of 
a typical Battle Axe type, although she does not 
specify the number. The radiocarbon dating was 
done on collagen from poorly-preserved human 
bone fragments found in the rubble blocking in 
the passage. The result was 4230±80 BP (LU-473, 
Håkansson 1972, 394).
Conclusion: The hollow-ground axe in the chamber 
and human bone in the blocking are of interest. 
Strömberg (1971a) suggested that the material in 
the blocking was cleared out from the chamber. Her 
interpretation for the axe in the chamber is that it 
was overlooked when this clearing was done; there-
fore, it could be in situ. She also suggested that some 
of the artefacts outside the tomb were the result of 
tomb clearance, in which case the Battle Axe sherds 
outside might have come from the tomb. It is theo-
retically possible that the human bone, the axe and 
the Battle Axe potsherds are the remains of a Battle 
Axe burial in the chamber.

Trollasten, RAÄ Stora Köpinge 20:1

The dolmen at Trollasten was investigated in 1855 
and again in 1965. The chamber was paved with a 
floor of crushed stone. Overlying this was a sandy 
layer five centimetres thick containing skeletal 
remains, amber beads, and flint artefacts. Above 
this was a 0.40-metres-thick disturbed layer. This 
layer contained burnt bone and artefacts from the 
Late Neolithic. Above this was a 0.10-metres-thick 
layer containing large numbers of artefacts from the 
Viking Age, including 1200 potsherds. The dolmen 
was equipped with a short passage; outside of the 
entrance a low cairn/platform structure was found. 

Large quantities of artefacts were recorded on and 
in the platform, including 5800 potsherds repre-
senting about 200 pots, 26 axe fragments, and other 
flint artefacts. Small depositions of burnt human 
bone together with whole and broken axes and other 
flint artefacts were recovered in 11 places in the cairn. 
Many of the broken axes were fire-damaged and the 
fact that fragments from the same axes were found in 
different piles led Tilley (1999, 112) to conclude that 
they had been deliberately destroyed (Strömberg 
1966; 1970; Tilley 1999, 111pp.).

Battle Axe indications consist of 24 sherds from 
a pot of Malmer’s type E. They were found in 
the 0.50-metres-thick disturbed layer inside the 
chamber (Strömberg 1968, 48). Strömberg 
(1966, 37) also mentions a “concave-ground” (Sw. 
konkavslipad) axe in deposition 3 outside the 
dolmen (cf. Strömberg 1968, 124). In an attempt 
to verify this I examined the 34 flint axes registered 
in the LUHM collections for Trollasten. None of 
them is clearly hollow-ground; two of them (374 
and 473) are butt fragments which might have 
belonged to hollow-ground axes, but as they are 
fragmentary it is impossible to determine.
Conclusion: The Battle Axe potsherds in the chamber 
indicate that the Battle Axe culture is present, but 
since they are not in situ burial activity cannot be 
confirmed.

Västra Hoby, RAÄ Västra Hoby 3:2

Forssander (1937, 3) noted that the chamber of 
the passage grave at Västra Hoby had been emptied 
in the nineteenth century, with the exception of one 
corner where a broken pot was found. The passage 
contained mostly Late Neolithic finds plus a small 
number of potsherds, a damaged flint axe, and amber 
beads (Tilley 1999, 72). Västra Hoby is best known 
for the size of the deposits at the entrance of the 
passage; according to Tilley (1999, 72) the number 
of sherds exceeds that of any passage grave in north-
western Europe. Deposits reached a depth of 0.40 
metres and in addition to potsherds there were 13 
flint and groundstone axes as well as numerous other 
flint artefacts. The axes were damaged or broken 
(Forssander 1935; 1936; 1937; Tilley 1999, 72).

Due to faulty documentation, the presence 
of Battle Axe activity is uncertain. Andersson 
(2003, 159) describes a fragment of a thick-butted 
probably hollow-ground axe from the grave, with 
a reference to Forssander (1937). However, the 
archive report at the Historical Museum does not 
list such an axe among the finds. Ebbesen (2006, 
778) lists a pot of Malmer’s type A indicating Battle 
Axe or Pitted Ware culture at Västra Hoby. His 
reference is Forssander (1936), presumably refer-
ring to the cord-decorated pot in Forssander’s 
fig. 10 (1936, 1pp.). However, although he acknowl-
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edges similarities in decoration between such a pot 
and Battle Axe pottery, Forssander classifies it 
as a Funnel Beaker pot (1936, 30pp.). Later in his 
article Forssander concludes that although there 
are several Battle Axe flat-earth burials close to the 
Västra Hoby passage grave, the tomb was not used 
during the Battle Axe period (1936, 50).
Conclusion: The presence of members of the Battle 
Axe culture at Västra Hoby is unconfirmed.

Viktorshög söder, RAÄ Glumslöv 12:3

The southernmost of the two Viktorshög 
passage graves was subject to investigation by 
Sven Nilsson in 1842 (FMIS Glumslöv 12:3) and 
by Bagge and Kaelas in 1952 (SHM 24761). The 
chamber and passage as well as an area outside the 
passage mouth were excavated. There were few 

recorded finds from inside the tomb, but Tilley 
(1999, 56) cites a figure of more than 7000 sherds 
on and between the stones in the stone packing at 
the entranceway and 4300 sherds beneath.

Battle Axe presence is indicated by a thick-butted 
hollow-ground flint axe found outside the tomb 
passage (SHM 24761). Malmer (1962, 917) also 
lists type J pottery in his catalogue but provides no 
further information. I have been unable to confirm 
the pottery.
Conclusion: Battle Axe culture presence here 
is elusive and confined to the area outside the 
tomb. The SHM catalogue (SHM 24761) states 
that the pottery, axe fragments and other flint 
objects found in the layer under the stone packing 
seemed to be intentionally damaged, but based 
on the documentation we cannot determine if 
the hollow-ground axe was among the damaged 
objects. Certainly, burial is not indicated here.

Conclusions

Although there is evidence for Battle Axe culture 
presence at many of the Scanian megaliths, it has 
not been possible to find incontrovertible evidence 
that any of it relates to burial. The most convincing 
example of Battle Axe burial associated with a 
megalithic tomb is found at Stendösa, in the form 
of what I interpret to be a flat-earth burial placed 
outside the megalithic tomb (Fig. 6). While the 
burial probably had some connection with the 
megalithic tomb, the grave is not an example of 
reuse of a megalithic tomb for burial. The hollow-
ground flint axe found beside or under a skeleton 
in the passage of Carlshögen may be an example of 
reuse of the passageway of a megalithic tomb for 
Battle Axe burial. Sherds from the nearly complete 
Battle Axe culture pot found in the cultural layer 
covering the bottom of the passage and chamber 
of the Hög passage grave may represent a Battle 
Axe burial, but they could also be interpreted as 
an offering placed in the passage. At Tågarp, the 
hollow-ground axe found in the chamber in combi-
nation with the human bone in the rubble blocking 
the passage and the Battle Axe culture pottery 
outside the tomb are of interest. If indeed the axe 
is in situ and the bones and pottery are interpreted 
as the result of later clearance, we might interpret 
this as the remains of a Battle Axe burial inside the 
chamber. Magnusson (1947) claimed to distin-
guish a separate Battle Axe culture level in the 
chamber at Öllsjö, but unfortunately I was unable 
to confirm this in any of the documentation to 
which I had access. 

Slim evidence indicating possible Battle Axe 
burial comes from Gantofta boställe, Särslöv, and 
Trollasten. At these tombs there is solid evidence 
for Battle Axe objects inside the tomb’s interior but 

subsequent disturbance makes it difficult to deter-
mine the original context of the finds. The hollow-
ground axe purportedly found by Sven Nilsson in 
the chamber of Örenäs is weak evidence for possible 
Battle Axe culture burial in the tomb.

The weakest evidence for Battle Axe pres-
ence is found at the megalithic tombs of Fjälkinge 
nr. 9, Knäbäcksdösen, Kungsdösen, Östra Vram, 
Ramshög, Stenhög, and Viktorshög söder. At these 
tombs, scattered sherds of Battle Axe pottery or a 
single hollow-ground axe outside the tomb are the 
only signs of Battle Axe presence.

Finally, I was unable to confirm any evidence for 
Battle Axe presence at the tombs of Fjärestad nr. 1, 
Laxmans-Åkarp, Örum nr. 5 or Västra Hoby. 

My conclusion is that most of the Battle Axe arte-
facts we find in connection with the tombs are the 
result of ritual activity carried out with the tomb 
as a focal point, rather than burial. We may note, 
for instance, that only one battle axe of Battle Axe 
culture type has been recovered from a megalithic 
tomb in this region (of a total of two according to 
Malmer 1962, tab. 33). Since battle axes are an 
otherwise common artefact in Battle Axe culture 
burials (Malmer 1962, 251), their absence in this 
material confirms that burial is unlikely. The Battle 
Axe flint axes and the pottery found in connection 
with the tombs are damaged, in some cases appar-
ently deliberately so. At Gillhög we saw that the 
fragmentary battle axe and fragments from eight 
axes could be refitted, indicating that they were 
brought to the tomb as whole objects or at least in a 
less fragmentary state. Similar behaviour has been 
demonstrated at other Battle Axe culture sites such 
as Kverrestad and Svartskylle, where there is exten-
sive evidence for deliberate destruction through 
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mechanical means and/or fire, but no indication of 
mortuary activity (Larsson 2000). 

It would appear that there was certainly some 
kind of “mental” awareness of the imposing mega-
lithic tombs on the part of the members of the 
Battle Axe people. The tombs functioned as a 
focal point for ritual activity and in one instance 
perhaps the tomb “attracted” a flat-earth burial as 

can be seen at Stendösa. However, in my opinion 
members of the Battle Axe culture did not regard 
the megalithic tombs erected by the Funnel 
Beaker people as suitable repositories for inter-
ment of their dead. The proper place for a Battle 
Axe culture burial was in a pit under the ground, 
not in a megalithic monument.
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Hunter-gatherers with funnel beakers: Experimental implications 
for the adoption of pottery in Early Neolithic southern Norway 

Tine Schenck 

Pottery was introduced to southern Norway 
at c. 4000 BC in the form of funnel beakers, but 
arrived without the additional agricultural pack-
age that the Funnel Beaker culture is often asso-
ciated with. As it is assumed that hunter-gatherers 
were already equipped with a functional container 
technology for gathering and storage, the investi-
gation presented in this paper concentrates on 
the question why ceramics were introduced sepa-
rately into the material culture of complex hunter-
gatherers. Three of the earliest pottery-yielding 
sites in Norway, Slettabø in Rogaland and Vest-
gård 3 and Vestgård 6 at Svinesund in Østfold, 
were chosen as example sites to shed light on the 
pottery function.

The utilitarian aspect of pottery is explored 
through functional experiments concerning stor-
age, cooking and beer brewing. The results point 
to the symbolic aspect of conspicuous consump-
tion, which corresponds to the idea that agricul-
ture and pottery were spread through social net-
works promoting a new ceremonial behaviour: 
competitive feasting initiated through aggran-
dising behaviour. In sum, this paper launches the 
idea that although the hunter-gatherer subsistence 
seems to continue for a long time after the intro-
duction of pottery to southern Norway, the people 
still took part in the important processes that were 
spurred by the introduction of agriculture further 
south.

Abstract

Introduction

The transition from the Late Mesolithic to the 
Early Neolithic is much debated in European 
archaeological literature. The change from a mobile 
hunter-gatherer lifestyle to a sedentary subsist-
ence pattern is considered to be one of the great-
est changes in human prehistory and the discourse 
includes a variety of perspectives — lately also inte-
grating natural scientific points of view such as iso-
tope studies of human remains, food crusts and pal-
aeoclimate proxies (for instance Smits/van der 
Plicht 2009; Budja 2007; Heron et al. 2013). In 
Norwegian research literature, neolithisation has 
been discussed from several angles, such as ques-
tioning if a ‘true’ Neolithic ever really occurred, 
and in opposition to this, a desire to set the intro-
duction of agriculture back to an even earlier date 
(for instance Prescott 1996; Reitan et al. 2012). 
This article will attempt to introduce a new point of 
view by isolating the introduction of ceramics from 
the rest of the ‘Neolithic package’ (see Armit/

Finlayson 1995), which is characterized by seden-
tary settlement patterns, agricultural subsistence, 
polished flint axes and megalithic monuments. In 
the northern parts of Europe, this cultural complex 
is denoted as the Funnel Beaker culture (FBC) 
after the pottery with the characteristically funnel-
shaped neck and rounded belly. Because they were 
apparently introduced shortly before the other ele-
ments of the `Neolithic packagè  or together with 
polished flint axes alone, ceramics represent the 
main introductory element leading to the pro-
cess of neolithisation of the southern part of Nor-
way. By isolating the ceramics, a number of ques-
tions can be approached: Are ceramics indicative 
of sedentism? Were they introduced because of 
their qualities as material, utilitarian objects or did 
their introduction rather involve a symbolic mean-
ing? Were they ‘functional’ enough to replace the 
archaeologically invisible organic containers in the 
material culture of the time?

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 275 – 288
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Through a series of experiments on container 
functionality, it has been possible to highlight 
these questions by examining utilitarian tasks that 
are expected to have taken place in Mesolithic/
Neolithic transitional societies of the north. By iso-
lating the ceramics in this sense, we can develop 

a deeper understanding of the consumption pat-
tern that follows when ceramics are introduced 
in a complex hunter-gatherer culture such as the 
one that dominated the southern parts of Norway 
around 4000 BC.

Funnel beakers: Previous interpretations

Although the FBC complex is diagnostically 
marked by its pottery, particularly in Norway, the 
discussion of the role of pottery itself has been over-
ridden by the part it presumably plays as a marker 
of the introduction of agriculture. The distinc-
tion between ceramic containers as containers and 
agriculture as subsistence is seldom made. Pottery 
is designated as a sign of agro-pastoral sedentism 
(Prescott 1996), not reflecting on exactly why 
and how a ceramic pot makes seasonal mobility an 
impossibility. Still encountered is the argument 
that ceramic pots are impractical during phases 
of mobility because they are too heavy and break 
easily if dropped — thereby spilling the contents 
(see Eerkens 2003; Pesonen/Leskinen 2010). To 
name a few counterarguments one should consider 
that organic containers, too, can lose their contents if 
dropped, and that these containers often lack certain 
practical attributes such as structural compactness 
that provides a waterproof environment. Another, 
highly functional aspect of pottery is that it can be 
efficiently stored without deteriorating, and there-
fore does not necessarily need to be transported 

when a group of people is on the move in a cyclical 
settlement pattern. Attempts have also been made to 
argue that close proximity to the sources of clay is a 
necessary prerequisite (Tite 1999). This can quickly 
be denounced by anthropological studies that show 
how a pot can transform from unprocessed clay to a 
finished, fired product in the duration of a week in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (Tobert 1984).

To confirm that ceramics have little to do with 
sedentism, one can look to the numerous nomadic 
or semi-sedentary societies that have had pot-
tery in their inventories; amongst others the Erte-
bølle culture that preceded the FBC in southern 
Scandinavia (Larsson 2013) and the Early Comb 
Ware culture complex in the northern part of Fen-
noscandia (Pesonen/Leskinen 2010). Others 
include the hunter-gatherers from the northeast-
ern Congo around 950–1000 AD (Mercader et al. 
2000), hunter-gatherer cultures at Enkapune Ya 
Muto in Kenya around 3500 BC (Marean 1992) 
and generally North African semi-sedentary to 
highly mobile prehistoric groups (Close 1995). 
Anthropologically documented are also the Paiute 

Fig. 1. Location of Slettabø (western) and Svinesund (eastern) sites (graphical image by K.Winter).
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and Shoshone tribes of Northwest America (Stew-
ard 1933), the Okiek of Kenya (Blackburn 1973) 
and the !Kung bushmen of southern Africa (Metz 
et al. 1971).

The association of pottery with sedentism is 
still persistent in archaeological interpretations 
of pottery, but an even stronger association is 
created between pottery and agriculture. This 
connection is explored by several researchers, 
albeit mostly indirectly in the form of ceramics 
as part of the symbolism found in a new culture 
complex. However, the combination of pottery 
and its contents as a meaningful unity is some-
times highlighted as the real role of the ceramic 
pot (Fischer 2002; Jennbert 1984). This inter-
pretation makes sense when we consider that a pot 
is still a pot — ceramics were introduced in this 
form, and even today ceramics primarily appear in 
container shapes.

Despite the pot’s evidently functional con-
tainer form, and although the ceramic pots of 
northern Europe were first developed in the pre-
agricultural Ertebølle and the Early Combed 

Ware cultures, a strong link is made between 
pottery in general and the introduction of agri-
culture via the contents of the subsequent FBC 
pottery. A socio-economic model that involves 
exchange networks and conspicuous consump-
tion has evolved to embrace both the beginnings 
of farming and the beginnings of pottery in Scan-
dinavia (Amundsen 2000; Bostwick Bjerck 
1988; Fischer 2002; Jennbert 1984). Neverthe-
less, the model does not necessarily need to con-
tain all elements of value, as parts can be intro-
duced individually (Prescott 1996). Indeed, in 
the southeastern part of the region only very few 
pollen grains of plantago lanceolata, a secondary 
indicator for agro-pastoralism, have been found 
from the very earliest phase of the Neolithic in 
Norway (see pollen charts in Danielsen 1970, 
plates), whereas the local pollen sampling from 
Svinesund only produced pollen grains of plan-
tago lanceolata from c. 2250 BC onwards (Høeg 
2002, 135 and fig. 49). In the southwestern region, 
deforestation patterns of the transitional phase 
are more suggestive of human interaction, but 
vegetation clearance can also be interpreted as 
a hunting strategy (see Prøsch-Danielsen/
Simonsen 2000).

Since the Late Mesolithic/Early Neolithic tran-
sitional sites in southern Norway have only a 
vague connection to agro-pastoralism or cereal 
cultivation and present site inventories that point 
to a hunter-gatherer subsistence, the social mean-
ing of ceramics becomes important. It is the objec-
tive of this paper to explore this phenomenon with 
the help of archaeological experiments. Conse-
quently, the value of a ceramic pot is divided into 
two categories of significance: the utilitarian func-
tion; the pot’s value in terms of being a container; 
and the symbolic function; it ś function within a set 
of symbolic meanings. These categories of func-
tionality will be explored separately in the follow-
ing sections.

Case studies: Early transitional sites in southern Norway

One of the very earliest transitional sites is 
likely to be Slettabø, situated in Rogaland county. 
Slettabø is located on the southwestern coast 
of Norway (Fig. 1) and yields one of the largest 
ceramic assemblages from the Neolithic in Norway. 
It has several phases represented by two to three 
cultural layers separated by layers of sterile wind-
borne sand. Slettabø’s layer III is likely to repre-
sent the oldest ceramic-using phase in this region, 
which is confirmed by two AMS dated food crusts 
that produce dates from 4239–4042 BC and 4271–
3975 BC with one sigma error. The problems with 
food crust dating are still unresolved (Roper 2013), 
but Slettabø also has a conventional 14C charcoal 

dating that ranges from 3791–3482 BC with one 
sigma error (Glørstad 1996, fig. 3). Regarding the 
transition towards the use of ceramic containers, 
it is therefore still meaningful to use Slettabø as 
a representation for some of the earliest ceramic 
traditions in southwestern Norway.

The Slettabø site was excavated from 1958 to 
1962, and when the site report was published in 
1977, Arne Skjølsvold, project director, stated that 
layer III represents a hunter-gatherer site of a pre-
ceramic phase, and that the 315 sherds excavated 
in this part of the stratigraphy were a result of soil 
and artefact movements. This was partly based on 

Fig. 2. Pot sherd from Slettabø with cord stamp decor, protruded 
lip rim and hole (scale 1:1; photo by author).
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the features that link the sherds to FBC ceramics, 
and according to Skjølsvold it is not conceivable 
to find such ceramics amongst hunter-gatherers. 
Alternatively, he suggested that there was some 
form of contact between hunter-gatherer groups 
and presumed agricultural FBC groups. There were 
several indications of a hunter-gatherer subsist-
ence, both reflected in the artefact inventory and 
osteological material from deer and fish. Post-
glacial sea level variations indicate an island loca-
tion at the time of the layer III settlement, and the 
surrounding biotope would have provided good 
hunting and foraging territory (Skjølsvold 1977, 
179–188). With regards to the ceramics themselves, 
the decorated sherds largely display cord stamp 
decoration (Fig. 2) common for the region’s early 
ceramics. There are no neck or shoulder sherds. 
Instead, the rim sherds consist of a wider protru-
sion which falls slightly outwards. The walls seem 
slanted rather than rounded and the classical FBC 
features are only vaguely present in single sherds.

Situated in a rather opposite area of what is 
now southern Norway, the large site complex of 
Svinesund (Fig. 1) was excavated from 2000 to 
2003 and presented an interesting variety of sites 
that shed light on the transitional phase in ques-
tion. Especially interesting for the introduction 
of ceramics, the sites Vestgård 6 (14C dated 3940–
3645 BC) and Vestgård 3 (14C dated 3780–3695 BC) 
both yielded a hunter-gatherer site inventory and 
ceramics of a type suggestive of FBC influence in 
the region (see Figs. 3–5), in addition to a total of 
35 reworked fragments of presumably polished 
flint axes. The sites’ coastal location and bones of 
elk, ruminants and seabirds together with the large 
amount of arrowheads and other presumed hunt-
ing equipment, such as a probable fish hook, paint a 
picture of a subsistence far removed from the FBC 
agriculture farther south. The ceramics therefore 
add an interesting perspective regarding the tradi-
tional correspondence between ceramics and agri-
culture.

The sites differed in size, Vestgård 6 was the 
largest and possibly repeatedly settled by season-
ally migrating groups over a 100–200 year period. 
Vestgård 3 might have been used several times in 
the Early Neolithic, but the number of finds were 
less than half of that of the Vestgård 6 inventory, 
with only one recovered polished fragment. Nev-
ertheless, the number of ceramic sherds is approx-
imately equal, with 267 sherds found at Vestgård 3 
and 272 at Vestgård 6 ( Jaksland/Tørhaug 2004; 
Johansen 2004). It is difficult to estimate how 
many pots this actually represents, but at Vest-
gård 3 the variety in the sherds points to 4–5 pots 
(Fig. 5), whereas the colour of the pottery at Vest-
gård 6 indicates the same clay source largely used 
for all the pots. At Vestgård 6, a group of 30 sherds 

was found separate from the other fragments and 
seems to represent one vessel. Binocular micros-
copy at 40x magnification confirms that the clay 
matrix is near identical in all 30 sherds. At both 
sites, the decorations on the sherds generally con-
sist of a few stick, nail or chord imprints (Fig. 3–5). 
The necks are seemingly non-existent and are 
mostly only represented by a protruding rim sim-
ilar to the sherds at Slettabø. However, as the ves-
sels are heavily fragmented, it is possible that the 
sherds represent taller funnel necks, which would 
otherwise only be distinguishable by the presence 
of shoulder sherds. The sherds from both sites are 
reminiscent of the early South-Scandinavian Oxie 
group (see Midgley 1992, fig. 34). In total, the 
number of pots must have been low (Schenck 
2010), and it is unlikely that they represent a change 
in subsistence. Except for the introduction of a few 
new exotic items, the site inventories of all three 
sites show an expected continuation of the practice 
of hunting and gathering. Food crusts were present 
on a few sherds from Vestgård 3 (Johansen 2004).

1
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Fig. 3. Pot sherds and fragments of polished flint axe from Vestgård 6 
(scale: 1:1; drawings by G. Wiker; source: Jaksland/TØrhaug 2004).
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Fig. 4. Pot sherds and polished flint fragments from Vestgård 6 (scale: 1:1; drawings by B.-H. Egetuft Rygh; source: Jaksland/TØrhaug 2004).
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Fig. 5. Pot sherds from Vestgård 3 (scale: 1:1; drawings by B.-H. Egetuft Rygh; source: Johansen 2004).
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Because the utilitarian function can seem to 
be an obvious attribute when a new raw mate-
rial with novel capabilities is presented in a ‘new’ 
(preserved) shape, experimental functionality 
testing of FBC pottery was conducted in 2009. The 
experiments were designed to investigate an aspect 
of the functionality of Early Neolithic pottery. For 
this purpose, different material properties were 
explored, primarily:
- the potential to inhibit the decay of foodstuffs 

through storage;
- the potential to promote fermentation;
- the potential to protect against thermal stress 

and open fire.
In order to test functionality, it was decided to 

design comparative tests between the ‘new’ ceramic 
containers and container types that were expected 
to already have been in existence, such as baskets 
and bark vessels. The reasoning for the existence of 
pre-ceramic containers was based on the fact that 
foraging is usually carried out with containers and 
carrying vessels. It is also likely that people had 
vessels for storing water and food. It was therefore 
part of the hypothesis that the pot was introduced 
as a new material rather than as a new shape. A set 
of tasks taken to be representative of container 
use of the time were chosen, together with tasks 
that were expected to coincide with the introduc-
tion of agriculture. Two short-term food storage 
experiments were set up to observe the inhibition 
of decay. The potential to promote fermentation 
was examined through a beer brewing experiment 
and two cooking experiments were designed to aid 
the evaluation of the potential of the ceramic mate-
rial to withstand thermal stress. For this purpose, 
eight ceramic pots were constructed in a generic 
form based on the Oxie group (Fig. 6). Compara-
tive containers were based on available plant mate-
rial observed in local pollen records for c. 4000 BC 
and included reed baskets (Typha latifolia), birch 
bark vessels (Betula sp), pine pails (Pinus sylvestris) 
and unfired clay pots. The latter were incorporated 
as there is ethnographic documentation for the use 
of clay pots as cooking vessels in the Thule popula-
tion of Siberia and Alaska (Harry et al. 2009). It 
was thought there was a chance that they may have 
been a transitional container form that would have 
disintegrated and disappeared from the archaeo-
logical record. One unfired pot was greased with 
animal fat.

Experiments were set up with material testing 
in mind, with less regard for shape. The ceramic 
containers were constructed in two different forms 
(deep/shallow) and with two different surfaces 
(burnished/unburnished) to counter the effect of 
shape properties. Since the material record from 
the sites in question did not yield any plant mate-

rial, the forms of plant-based containers were 
only suggestive of types that could have existed. 
Each material was represented by two vessels in 
two different forms (deep and shallow), except 
for the pine pails of which there were only two 
middle forms — one seasoned and one fresh. The 
pots were made in both large and small varieties, 
half burnished before firing and the other half left 
untreated. In total, twenty ceramic and aceramic 
vessels were used simultaneously for storage exper-

The utilitarian function: Experiments

iments, four for brewing and two for both cooking 
experiments. The short-term food storage exper-
iments were carried out by selecting representa-
tive vegetable foods and storing them until decay 
made them inedible or the experiment was deemed 
finished. The comparison between containers was 
made by temperature measurements from the 
surface and the core of the contents, as tempera-
tures are expected to rise when decay progresses. 
Functionality was also evaluated through sensory 
input, such as odours, and the presence of mould, 
moisture or other signs of decomposition. Button 
mushrooms (Agaricus bisporus) were chosen as 
the acting representatives of all mushrooms, and 
ground elder (Aegopodium podagraria) for herbs 
and leafy greens. Short-term storage of such foods 
must be expected in a foraging society, as oppor-
tunistic gathering of sufficient food resources 
can lead to an abundance of food that lasts longer 
than for immediate consumption. Storage of fish 
or meat was not attempted as it was assumed they 
were kept under different conditions, processed 
soon after catching or eaten immediately. The 
experiment took place at room temperature with a 
fluctuation between 16–18 degrees Celsius.

The experimental results show that birch bark 
vessels are most effective in preventing rot and 
mould in mushrooms. This is most likely due to 
their ability to function as a fungicide, together 
with efficient antibacterial properties. Pottery pro-

Fig. 6. Early Neolithic Oxie group pot (left) and Volling group pot 
(right) (source: Skak-Nielsen 2004, fig. 3).
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duced the least appetising contents, with the pres-
ence of mould and rot after six days. The exper-
iment was discontinued on the seventh day. 
However, at this point only two containers pro-
duced what was deemed by the author to be edible 
contents, apart from a set of baskets that held virtu-
ally desiccated contents that could potentially have 
been re-soaked for consumption. The ground elder 
experiment lasted until the contents were either 
completely dry or rotten beyond current stand-
ards of palatability. The contents yielded a distinct 
odour and a rotten appearance, particularly in the 
large ceramic pots. None of the containers proved 
to be very functional for longer than two to three 
days, but up until this point all containers per-
formed approximately equal. In sum, ceramics do 
not seem to be more functional than the alterna-
tives for short-term food storage of vegetable foods.

The brewing experiment showed better results 
in the ceramic pots (Fig. 7). Compared to pine 
pails, beer had finished fermenting a day sooner 
— observable through the lack of yeast activity 
(foam) on the surface. The alcohol content was 
an even 5 vol %. The experiment was repeated and 
resulted in the same findings. This is likely due to 
the fact that ceramic vessels provide a clean and 
stable environment for fermentation to take place 
compared to pine wood. Nevertheless, the pine 
pails were also functional, albeit with a slight delay 
in the process, most likely caused by the antifun-
gal properties of pine wood (Iason et al. 2005). The 
birch bark vessels were not included in the experi-

ment as birch bark exhibits potent antifungal prop-
erties (Krasutsky et al. 2004).

As ceramics can be easily cleaned, they are ideal 
vessels for delicate processes that demand unpol-
luted environments, such as beer fermenting. How-
ever, another ideal attribute of ceramic material is 
its porosity. In the second experiment, the yeast 
that fell to the bottom of the vessels was left to 
dry before the process was repeated. Whereas the 
first experiment required the addition of a starter 
culture, the second needed no additional yeast to 
flourish. In fact, fermentation sped up in compari-
son to the first round of brewing. Because the dried 
yeast quickly reactivated, fermentation came to 
an end sooner than expected. In sum, in compar-
ison to organic containers, ceramics proved to be 
more functional for fermentation purposes. Even 
if the yeast can also be dried and stored in pine 
pails, when left to sit, wood containers will warp 
and crack — which occurred during the fermen-
tation experiments. This resulted in a rapid loss of 
contents. Ceramic pots can be stored indefinitely 
without suffering any consequences. The consult-
ing master brewer, Erik Brinchmann (personal 
communication 2009), highlighted that ceramic 
pots may also be the most functional vessel type 
for the whole process of brewing, since the entire 
operational chain can take place in the same vessel 
— from mashing the malt on or alongside a fire or 
with cooking stones, through the boiling of wort, 
to the fermentation process and finally storing the 
product.

Fig. 7. Fermentation experiment. Beer fermenting in pots after reactivation of dried yeast (photo by author).
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The cooking experiments were divided into two 
separate tests: cooking with heated stones and 
cooking directly on a fire. Pine pails were chosen 
for comparison. Birch bark has proved efficient 
for holding liquids (Schenck 2007) and can most 
likely be used with success with heated cobbles. 
However, as has been experienced in the process 
of previous experiments, it does curl when boiling 
water is poured onto it. For reasons of efficiency, 
pine pails were therefore selected to represent the 
multitude of compact, plant-based containers. As a 
representation of the heating potential of ceramics 
versus alternative containers, the heating of plain 
water was undertaken simultaneously in the two 
vessels, and temperatures were measured in inter-
vals just after each pair of stones was sunk into the 
water. The difference between the vessels’ capacity 
during this procedure was minuscule. The results 
of the process are more likely to represent the con-
tents’ ability to retain heat. General observations 
also point to equal functionality.

The other food-related experiment entailed 
cooking directly on a hearth, which is known 
worldwide from different societies (Fig. 8). This 
procedure brought the stellar qualities of the 

ceramic material to the forefront, although birch 
bark containers can also be used directly on a fire, 
as practiced, amongst others, by the Ojibwa of 
North America (Lyford 1943). Nonetheless, they 
have to be closely monitored so that the water level 
lies above the level of the flames, as birch bark is 
also highly flammable. In a previous experiment 
performed by the author, a sheet of birch bark that 
had been stored in water for five weeks caught fire 
when lit in a wet state. Therefore, the process must 
be considered to be complex, and if this method 
was in use, it is likely to have been employed to 
cook primarily wet foods.

There are, on the other hand, no limitations with 
regards to what can be cooked in a ceramic ves-
sel; they can be used for baking, frying, sautéing 
and boiling. The experiment in question involved 
the preparation of a vegetable soup. For compar-
ison, a pine pail was again selected, and this time 
the pail was soaked in water to help it withstand 
fire for as long as possible. Nevertheless, the ves-
sel was completely ignited after five minutes. The 
vegetable soup in the ceramic pot was successfully 
cooked and eaten.

Fig. 8. Cooking experiment. Cooking vegetable soup on a bonfire in a ceramic pot (photo by author).
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To sum up, ceramics show a higher level of util-
itarian functionality than organic containers for a 
variety of procedures, but are less functional for 
others. First, it seems that ceramics are not ideal 
for storing fungi and vegetables for more than a 
few days. For long-term storage, the capacity of 
pottery to maintain moisture levels may not be 
ideal, as most such foods are dried. The decay of 
the vegetable matter in both storage experiments 
indicates that the moist environment produced by 
placing a humid food in a container with ceramic 
walls eventually encourages bacterial and fungal 
growth. At least in temperate climes, this is 
expected to be the case also with highly porous 
walls.

For fermentation purposes, ceramic vessels are, 
in contrast, highly functional, as it provides a clean 
and non-repressive microclimate. Subsequent stor-
age of alcoholic beverages is unproblematic as pot-
tery is virtually watertight. In sum, this means that 
a pot can be the processing container for the entire 
brewing process, from mashing to fermentation 
and finally to storage.

For cooking, ceramics seem to be particularly 
practical, especially for their durability when 
being placed directly on a hearth. The presence 
of food crusts and fire clouds on the example 

sherds points in the same direction. The ceramic 
material has unsurpassable functional proper-
ties, as it withstands contact with flames if man-
ufactured correctly. Because of this, the question 
arises whether a new mode of cooking was intro-
duced together with pottery — a mode that per-
haps included new foods. If the frequently asso-
ciated cereals were simultaneously introduced, 
ceramics would have provided an excellent ves-
sel type for cooking porridge or grain based stews. 
Combined with the fact that they provide an out-
standing environment for the beer brewing pro-
cess, it makes sense to consider the introduction of 
pottery in relation to the introduction of agricul-
ture. Although this might be the case in most soci-
eties at the times of the expansion of the FBC and 
pottery, we should nevertheless remember that the 
question concerning the introduction of ceram-
ics in a decidedly hunter-gatherer society still 
remains. For tasks that are expected in such con-
texts, for instance in relation to foraging, ceram-
ics do not appear to be particularly functional. 
Why then, was pottery introduced? The value of 
ceramic containers may have been closer con-
nected with other societal aspects, and the sym-
bolic function of a pot in a complex hunter-gath-
erer context will be discussed below.

The symbolic aspect of pottery

As stated, it might be fruitful to view the intro-
duction of ceramics into the Neolithic material 
culture in southern Norway as something more 
than just an adoption of a functional vessel. If pots 
were in fact a utilitarian artefact category, it is also 
likely that more than 4–5 pots would be present at 
sites. Until today, Early Neolithic sites in Norway 
have yielded only small quantities of pottery, and 
the dramatic increase of finds in the Middle Neo-
lithic, as is demonstrated by the 40.010 pot sherds 
found at Auve, Vestfold county (3500–2500 BC), 
must be considered (Østmo 1997, 15). Similar ten-
dencies are present in the earliest phases of the 
FBC in Denmark which may indicate that pottery 
became a utilitarian vessel only later.

Interestingly, there is an abundance of Ertebølle 
pottery from the Late Mesolithic. This pottery, 
which is of a different form and has a slightly differ-
ent coiling technique, is mostly found in settlement 
contexts. Together with food crusts, this may point 
to a utilitarian function for that certain type of 
ceramics. The introduction of agriculture south of 
Scandinavia coincides with the shift towards what 
seems to be a ritual deposition and ceremonial use 
of the new FBC pottery that begins to appear in 
the Early Neolithic, even before agriculture was 
introduced (Gebauer 1995, 102–108; Hayden 
1995, 262–263; Koch 1998, 133–134). A more recent 

research trend considers the increase in labour 
output that a change in subsistence from hunting 
and gathering to farming would have entailed. As 
a result of this interpretation, the introduction of 
agriculture is seen as a social commitment rather 
than as a practical solution (Barker 2006, 390; 
Hayden 1990; Hodder 1990, 179). This view is 
not new. It was already suggested in 1984 that the 
initiation of the southern Scandinavian FBC was 
launched by a gift exchange system, and this per-
spective has subsequently been elaborated upon 
(see Jennbert 1984).

So far, the hypothesis that has gained the most 
followers considers the competitive feast to be a 
display of power. The initiator of a feast exhibits 
her or his power to exchange goods and thereby 
control the participation in exchange networks. In 
this sense, agriculture is a means of exchange and 
alliance building with people further south, which 
puts the initiator ‘in the centre of things’, although 
farming was not yet practiced in their sphere. 
Feasts are arranged to display or show off the new 
and exotic foods and alcoholic beverage that agri-
culture provides.

But since the Mesolithic hunter-gatherer socie-
ties are suspected to be egalitarian, how was this 
shift towards hierarchy caused? Brian Hayden 
(1995; 1990) has explained this change with a 



284 Tine Schenck

social mechanism called aggrandising behaviour. 
Hayden maintains that at a certain point in time 
— most likely at the end of the Mesolithic — the 
concept of economic competition is introduced 
to various hunter-gatherer societies due to the 
abundance of resources facilitated by their tech-
nology. It is clear that a competitive accumulation 
of goods only occurred in bountiful surroundings, 
whereas in an egalitarian society where everyone 
is likely to have access to sufficient nutrition, the 
provision of food does not yield any particular 
power benefits. A different outlet for social pres-
tige, and therefore power, may have been what 
spurred some individuals on to initiate the organ-
isation of feasts and the competitive accumula-
tion of exotic goods. These individuals were even-
tually put in position to decide what was to be 
considered as prestigious and popular in light of 
their role as the introducers of the ‘extravagant’. 
Hayden suggests that the people who displayed 
an aggrandising behaviour could have been 
aggressive and innovative people, and he goes 
on to maintain that such traits randomly occur 
in human populations due to genetic variations 
(Hayden 1990, 58). Others have suggested that 
domestication is the symbolic representation of 
a control of the wild (amongst others Hodder 
1990; Thorpe 1999, 4), and people who want to 
display dominance may be especially linked to 
the introduction of the competitive feast. Aggran-
dising behaviour is likely to be closely related to 
the control of exchange networks that exchange 
gifts and knowledge as a means of maintaining 
power or to conserve peace and friendship. Such 

behaviour was seemingly made evident through 
the display of new types of foods to share at feasts. 
These foods are expected to have required new 
forms of receptacles to utterly impress the group. 
If this is the case, specific container forms can 
be expected, such as food serving plates, bowls 
and liquid containers, or containers designed to 
process the new prestigious foods. It is certain 
that as a ritual medium, pottery is a good repre-
sentative for the materialisation of symbols due to 
its innate, plastic characteristics (Hayden 1995, 
261–262). Interestingly, the interpretation of FBC 
pottery that was later reformed to become a cere-
monial vessel in southern Scandinavia is assumed 
to have depended on the domestication of cereals 
and animals and the competitive feasting that 
preceded the establishment of agriculture and 
domestication. Based on Hayden’s view of aggran-
dising behaviour as a motivation, Prudence Rice 
(1999) has suggested a model for the introduc-
tion of pottery in complex hunter-gatherer soci-
eties such as those that resided at Slettabø and 
Svinesund. Her model provides a set of conse-
quences that is likely to result if such aggrandising 
behaviour took place. This includes, on the one 
hand, that pottery would appear among season-
ally mobile societies, which can be deemed to be 
complex hunter-gatherers and, on the other hand, 
that the pottery itself would appear with special-
purpose forms related to special foods that can 
accommodate large servings or demonstrations 
of such food and that the vessels would have been 
decorated with stylistic information of the aggran-
diser’s affinity and ethnicity (Rice 1999, 11–13).

The combination of utilitarian and symbolic functionality

Rice’s model can generally be said to corre-
spond to the situation at the example sites. The 
occupants of the sites are expected to have been 
seasonally mobile and the inventories of the sites 
point to their ‘complexity’. Since these people are 
expected to shortly adopt agriculture, it is likely 
that they had both the means for storage and were 
past the stage of immediate return foraging, in 
addition to their exploitation of a variety of habi-
tats — supposedly both terrestrial and maritime 
animals and fruits and vegetables according to 
season. Furthermore, as flint is not native to Nor-
way, but very extensively used, and as the transi-
tion from micro- to macro-blade technology indi-
cates, it seems that they increasingly structured 
far-reaching networks that supplied the raw mate-
rial that they relied on. A third criterion for com-
plexity is the differentiation between people. This 
is hard to distinguish from the site inventories 
in question, but can be assumed if aggrandising 
behaviour is a prerequisite for the introduction of 

pottery as Rice maintains. Not only are the Late 
Mesolithic/Early Neolithic occupants of Slettabø 
and Svinesund complex in their social structure, 
but the pottery itself fulfils the remainder of the 
criteria that are suggested by Rice. Since there are 
so few pots on every site, it is expected that they 
are dedicated to a special purpose, either related 
to the processing of some good(s) or to the display 
of particular foodstuffs. The experiments show 
that the utilitarian function is likely to be tied to 
either cooking or beer processing, and therefore 
indicates a relation to food or an alcoholic bever-
age. This is in itself indicative of the conspicuous 
consumption that is part of a competitive feast. 
The vessels are of a medium to relatively large size. 
As curvature measurements have shown at Slet-
tabø, the largest pot measured 28–30 cm in diam-
eter and the average size measured approximately 
16.5 cm in diameter (Skjølsvold 1977). A curva-
ture measurement performed by the author on 
the separate pot at Vestgård 6 suggests a diameter 
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of 24 cm. Three of the rim sherds from Vestgård 3 
have been assembled to one piece approximately 
5 cm in width, and they display an almost flat sur-
face which points to a very large diameter. At all 
three sites, a large proportion of the sherds was 
about 1 cm thick. These pots were all of substantial 
size and were well-suited for serving a large group 
of people — or processing a large amount of beer 
for a feast.

The decorations on the pots differ as well. The 
Svinesund pottery exhibits a simplistic décor in 
the form of a single row of twine imprints or stick 
markings. Some of the sherds possibly have nail 
imprints along the rim. These all suggest an early 
form of features known from the FBC in south-
ern parts of Scandinavia and it is highly probable 
that the decorations show an association with the 
FBC. At Slettabø, the adornment of the pots con-
sists of a more local type. The cord stamp deco-
ration is a feature that becomes very common on 
pottery from Southwest Norway only a short time 
later, seemingly more so than in other parts of the 
country. It is possible that the cord stamp is a sign 
of regional affinity, but it also has a direct connec-

tion to the late Early Neolithic FBC Virum style 
in southern Scandinavia, dated to approximately 
3600–3200 BC (Amundsen 2000, 45; Glørstad 
1996, fig. 8; Østmo 2010, 45, 57). Based on the con-
ventional 14C dating of layer III, the Virum style 
seems contemporary with Slettabø, and we can 
therefore again observe a direct stylistic kinship 
with the FBC, however, not via the eastern part of 
Norway.

If the consequences as suggested by Rice are 
correctly interpreted, then it is clear that Rice’s 
prerequisite of an aggrandising behaviour such as 
suggested by Hayden might indeed have spurred 
the introduction of pottery in southern Norway. 
But why was only pottery introduced in isolation, 
potentially alongside only a small number of pol-
ished flint axes at the Svinesund sites? The rea-
sons why the remainder of the Neolithic package 
was not introduced simultaneously will have to be 
sought in the much wider area that encompasses 
the rest of Scandinavia, where the introduction of 
agriculture was also apparently delayed. For now, 
only a cursory explanation will be attempted for 
the hunter-gatherers of southern Norway.

Party people?

Norway is and seems to always have been a 
country oriented towards the Atlantic Ocean and 
the Skagerrak Strait. The sea provides an abundant 
food source, in contrast to the mountainous and 
rocky land, where good farming ground is hard to 
come by. Only very limited parts of Norway are 
involved in agriculture even today — according 
to Statistics Norway (SSB) just about 2.5 % of the 
total landmass was in fact systematically farmed 
in 2011. Coupled with the inconvenient topog-
raphy, Norway is also cold and the weather only 
favours certain types of growth. Although there 
was a slightly warmer climate 6000 years ago 
(Oldfield 2005, fig. 7.1), the climatic conditions 
are not likely to have been the deciding factor for 
the viability of farming on such rock-strewn land. 
This alone suggests that farming was not imme-
diately taken up amongst the hunter-gatherers in 
the southern part of Norway. If the general knowl-
edge base for farming was not yet introduced, it 
is likely to have been extremely difficult to trans-
fer agricultural knowledge from the well-suited 
farming conditions of the North European Plain 
to the situation in Central Scandinavia. Moreo-
ver, this area had an abundance of food from other 
sources at its disposal that was easily procured by 
traditional means, which suggests that the aban-
donment of this particular form of subsistence 
would have posed a serious threat to a commu-
nity. Although farming was a fundamentally dif-

ferent lifestyle that required a complex set of new 
conceptions, the products of farming may have 
held a certain attraction that over time may have 
led to their addition to the regular diet. The intro-
duction of beer is likely to require the cultivation 
of barley or other grains, and foods such as bread 
and porridge probably eventually became a staple 
in the new diet too. Milk may also have been a val-
uable and appealing product that could be enjoyed 
as is, but had a variety of uses when processed; 
fermented with cultures for an alcoholic drink or 
a long-lasting food, or transformed into cheese 
and butter. Over time and with the exchange net-
works that were already in place for the movement 
of raw materials such as flint, it is likely that even 
the remote people in southern Norway caught the 
news and wanted to take part, perhaps not only in 
consumption, but also in the rituals and festivi-
ties that were interwoven so closely with the hus-
bandry of plants and animals — potentially as cel-
ebrations of fertility and a premonition of good 
years.

In the process of adopting these new aspects 
of culture, a few people with a lust for power or 
simply with great organisational skills may have 
taken a step forward and either seized or were 
granted the role as distributors of the new extrav-
aganza. Over time, the ceramic vessels them-
selves proved useful and lost their status as exot-
ica. How the product exactly reached southern 
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Norway is difficult to assess. Since grain can be 
dried and stored and beer keeps very long because 
of its alcohol content, those particular goods may 
have been easily imported to Central Scandina-
via via the flint routes. Dairy produce can also be 
transported when it is processed, although it is less 
likely to remain fresh in its liquid form for more 
than a few weeks — but longer if treated with cul-
tures. Access to dairy products probably occurred 
at a distance from the source. Perhaps the marine 
hunter-gatherers of southern Norway did not even 
require the actual new foodstuffs to arrange an 
exotic, ritual feast. One can imagine that the cer-

emonial pottery also may have acted as a token of 
the celebrations and rituals in times when agri-
cultural produce was hard to come by, and that 
by serving carefully prepared, traditional food in 
these vessels, they still took part in the ‘modern’ 
lifestyle from further south. Either way, by using 
the pottery of the farming societies they were free 
to maintain the stability of their own subsistence 
and still keep up with the world — enjoying the 
novelty of the rituals, the produce and the contain-
ers that were dedicated to the purpose, and poten-
tially also celebrating fertility in ways we can only 
imagine.
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assumed to be a direct successor to the tradition 
of the Eastern Group. Prior to the current study, 
the Radziejów group was perceived to be of critical 
importance for the transformations inspired by the 
cultural impulses arriving in the Oder and Vistula 
basin from the Baden culture milieu. In light of the 
study’s results, the newly distinguished “Konary-
Papros” variant of the FBC’s Eastern Group appears 
to have functioned within a widespread network of 
connections independent of the Radziejów group. 
Moreover, unlike the Radziejów group, the variant 
was characterized by a selective adoption of patterns 
originating in the Baden culture, as well as by a 
conservative continuation of local ornamentation 
traditions. The discussed taxonomic and chrono-
logical study represented the most recent stage of 
research, and it was carried out using ceramic data to 
identify and analyze issues related to the final stages 
of the FBC’s Eastern Group. At the same time, the 
study opened up a new level of research, developing 
further questions and scrutinizing issues beyond the 
scope of the current study.

Abstract

This article presents selected aspects of the study 
of the taxonomic and chronological classifica-
tion of pottery assemblages representing the final 
stage of the Eastern Group of the Funnel Beaker 
complex (FBC) on the Polish Lowlands. The adop-
tion of theoretical assumptions inspired by contex-
tual archaeology offered a new perspective on the 
significance of the style of pottery ornamentation. 
The use of statistical methods for taxonomic analysis 
of the assemblages of settlement pottery from the 
Kujavian FBC (Central Poland) was made possible 
thanks to the formalized description of stylistic data. 
Compared with the findings of radiocarbon dating, 
the results of the taxonomic analysis confirmed the 
continuous and endogenous character of the trans-
formation in the style of ornamentation in the subse-
quent phases of the Kujavian FBC: IIB/IIIA → IIIB → 
IIIB–C → [IIIC] → IVB/VB→ IVB/VC. 

An important result of this study was the oppor-
tunity to distinguish the so-called “Konary-Papros 
subgroup” within the period corresponding 
to phases IVB/VB–IVB/VC. The subgroup is 
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Introduction

This article briefly investigates the results of the 
study of the chronological and taxonomic classifi-
cation of pottery assemblages from the final stages 
of the Funnel Beaker complex (FBC) in the Polish 
Lowlands. Set in a period of particularly intense 
cultural transformations arising from the southern 
civilizing influences of the Baden culture milieu, the 
final stages of the FBC have so far been identified in 
the literature with the disintegration and decline of 
the Eastern Group. In the lowland areas between the 
Oder and Vistula Rivers, it has been postulated that 
the group was succeeded by the Radziejów group of 
the FBC, a unit of exogenous character representing 
a new cultural quality manifested in an advanced 

syncretism of multicultural features (cf. Midgley 
1992, 63–64). Presented in greater detail elsewhere 
(Przybył 2009), the study referred to here, which 
was conducted in light of ceramic data, proposed 
that a distinct taxonomic unit can be distinguished 
from the Radziejów group. The unit, which the 
author of the discussed study named the “Konary-
Papros subgroup”, was identified on the basis of the 
finds from the late FBC in Kujavia (Central Poland). 
Although it formed a part of the style of decoration 
associated with the process of the lowland “Badeni-
zation”, the ornamentation of the examined assem-
blages of pottery was claimed to continue the orna-
mental traditions of the Eastern group of the FBC 
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in a conservative manner. The taxonomic findings 
of the study therefore allowed for the contention 
that, apart from the dynamic trend of Badenization 
already well-established in the Polish literature on 
the subject and which was believed to have resulted 
in the emergence of the Radziejów group (Kośko 
1981b), there was also a more conservative trend in 
development that could be associated with the late 
FBC on the Polish Lowlands. The newly proposed 
trend was manifested in the material sphere by the 
continuation of the ornamental traditions that had 
originated within the Eastern Group. It appears that 
the representatives of the “Konary-Papros” variant of 
the FBC, which was identified with that endogenous 
trend of development, were far more selective in the 
adoption of the technological and stylistic pottery 
patterns associated with the Carpathian Late Eneo-
lithic inspirations.

The outline of this article is intended to clarify the 
brief presentation of the study in question. The paper 

first presents the history of research on the Eastern 
Group of the FBC, showing how the final stages of 
the group became associated with the emergence 
of the Radziejów group. Against this backdrop, the 
theoretical assumptions adopted in the study are 
introduced, assumptions that provided the grounds 
for a new perspective on the significance of the style 
of pottery ornamentation for the societies of the 
Neolithic. This new perspective, in turn, allowed for 
statistical tools to be effectively used in the analysis. 
Furthermore, the article underlines the significance 
of an ornamentation motif as a distinctive feature 
that is of great significance for statistical analysis and 
for the study of the classification of Neolithic pottery 
assemblages. Finally, following a short description of 
the research procedure employed in the study, the 
remaining sections of the article present and inter-
pret the cultural and chronological taxonomy as well 
as the findings of the absolute dating.

The Eastern Group of the Funnel Beaker complex – Research history

The research history of the Eastern Group of the 
FBC can be divided into several periods, each char-
acterized by a different approach adopted by the 
researchers responsible for defining the grounds for 
distinguishing the group and proposing its different 
chronological and territorial divisions. Throughout 
various periods of interest in the issue, the 
researchers’ attention was also attracted to different 
aspects and determinants of the processes involved 
in the group’s emergence, development, functioning, 
and decline on the Polish Lowlands. The results of 
many years’ examination – of what later turned 
out to be insufficient evidence – implied that the 
decline of the Eastern Group is associated with the 
emergence of the Radziejów group, a direct result of 
the cultural transformations evoked by the stimuli 
coming from the Baden culture milieu. Recent 
taxonomic and chronological studies indicated the 
need for taking the existence of the “Konary-Papros” 
variant into consideration within the final stages of 
the Eastern Group.

The Eastern Group of the FBC was first distin-
guished in 1921 by Gustaf Kossinna. In his article 
entitled “Entwicklung und Verbreitung der 
steinzeitlichen Trichterbecher, Kragenfläschchen 
und Kugelflaschen” (Kossinna 1921), Kossinna 
mapped the locations of vessels that represented the 
most common types of the FBC and, based on the 
distribution of the vessels, distinguished four FBC 
groups that corresponded to the four cardinal direc-
tions: Western, Northern, Eastern, and Southern   
(Kossinna 1921, Tafel I; see also Bakker 2009, 27; 
Midgley 1992, 33–34, Fig. 9). 

That division was soon modified by Konrad 
Jażdżewski who, in a series of articles published 

between 1931 and 1932, specified the boundaries 
of the territorial groups. Several years later he also 
published a monograph on the FBC in Western and 
Central Poland in which he paid particular atten-
tion to the Eastern Group (Jażdżewski 1931; 1932; 
1936). Based on his own fieldwork and an extensive 
survey of museum holdings, Jażdżewski divided 
the group into two chronological phases: the older 
– Wiórek, and the younger – Luboń (Jażdżewski 
1936, 231–232). He examined all categories of arte-
facts associated with these phases in great detail. His 
important contribution, the product of his innova-
tive approach, was that, instead of narrowing the 
focus of his analysis to only the selected types of 
finds, Jażdżewski studied the entire assemblages of 
settlement artefacts (Jażdżewski 1936, 9). 

The slightly different character of the ceramic 
assemblages from the younger phase of the FBC 
was again suggested in the course of the excava-
tions carried out in Kujavia in the 1950s by Lidia 
Gabałówna: Radziejów Kujawski, site 4 and Opato-
wice, site 3 (Gabałówna 1959; 1960). She was the 
first to indicate that the culturally alien ornamental 
elements, recorded as early as at the beginning of 
the 20th century (Wawrzeniecki 1913, Table XI; 
Kozłowski 1921, 53; Kostrzewski 1939, 160; 
Jażdżewski 1936, Fig. 887–888), were related to the 
style of ornamentation associated with the Baden 
culture. The elements were argued to mark “an inter-
section of cultural influences of the final stage of the 
Neolithic” (Gabałówna 1959 [transl. by author]) 
and were since regarded as an important indicator of 
the final stage of the FBC’s development in Kujavia. 
At that time, it was still impossible to determine 
whether the intermingling of various influences 
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was of a local character or rather represented a more 
widespread phenomenon in the Oder and Vistula 
basin (Gabałówna 1959, 18; 1960, 32).

An ongoing discussion, in which the Polish 
researchers took an active part, occurred during 
the following years about the emergence of the FBC 
and the place of origin of its earliest representatives 
(Chmielewski 1952; Jażdżewski 1961; 1970; 1973; 
Wiślański 1973; 1979; see also Midgley 1992, 
33–41). The trend of searching for one cradle of the 
FBC was soon discontinued by Tadeusz Wiślański. 
In his 1969 monograph about the economic basis 
of Neolithic communities, Wiślański advanced a 
proposition for distinguishing five potential genetic 
centres of the complex that corresponded to the 
earlier general distinction of four territorial groups 
made by Kossinna (Wiślański 1969; see also 
Midgley 1992, 41).

Apart from the growing interest in the origins 
of the FBC, the 1970s in Poland also witnessed the 
beginning of research on the chronology and perio-
dization of the complex. A division into four phases – 
I, II, III, and IV – was still accepted at that time. They 
were named after the eponymous sites: Sarnowo, 
corresponding to Becker’s phase A/B (Becker 1952); 
Pikutkowo, also referred to as the Early Wiórek; 
Wiórek; and Luboń (Wiślański 1979, 198–199 Fig. 
106). Only phases II–IV were associated with the 
Eastern Group discussed in this article. The phases 
were distinguished on the basis of stylistic changes, 
manifested mainly in richer and more complex orna-
mental motifs, in particular those located on the 
vessel bellies (Wiślański 1979, 177–180 Fig. 91–93; 
see also Midgley 1992, 47–54 Fig. 11; 13). The onset 
of phase II was associated with the spatial differentia-
tion of the FBC that resulted in the emergence of the 
Eastern Group, whose range was claimed to cover the 
areas of contemporary Northwest Poland along with 
a part of Masovia and Lower Silesia (Wiślański 
1979, 184). Conversely, the final of the four phases of 
the FBC, i.e. phase IV – Luboń, was then believed to 
mark the final stage of the FBC’s development in the 
Oder and Vistula basin. Researchers argued that the 
range of the Eastern Group had been considerably 
reduced during that final phase, and that some local 
diversity could be observed in the group’s material 
remains, even in spite of the insufficient examination 
performed thus far. Furthermore, they confirmed 
that the ornamentation of vessels from that phase 
included certain elements that could be associated 
with Boleráz and Baden style pottery (Wiślański 
1979, 191–197 Fig. 101–104; see also Midgley 1992, 
55–58 Fig. 15). 

The next period of interest in the development 
of the FBC in the Oder and Vistula basin was initi-
ated in the 1970s by the next generation of Poznań-
based archaeologists. Within a project examining 
the Eneolithic determinants of cultural develop-
ment of the Late Neolithic societies on the Polish 

Lowlands, the researchers focused on developing a 
chronological and cultural scheme of the Kujavian 
FBC (Domańska/Kośko 1983; Czebreszuk et al. 
2000; Czerniak/Kośko 1980; Kośko 1981b; 1987; 
1988a; 1988b; 2000b; 2000c; 2003; Kośko/Prinke 
1977; Kośko/Przybył 2004; Kośko et al. 2000). 
Having accepted a symbolic and structural concept 
of culture, they adopted a system approach in 
constructing their research algorithm and developed 
detailed procedures of quantitative and qualitative 
analysis on the basis of formalized data descriptions. 
In the course of their analysis of numerous arte-
fact assemblages from the Kujavian FBC, they also 
developed the foundations of a regional taxonomy 
of ceramic sources (Czerniak 1989; Czebreszuk 
et al. 2006; Czerniak/Kośko 1980; Kośko 1981a). 
In 1981, Aleksander Kośko proposed a new scheme of 
formal periodization. He divided the Kujavian FBC 
into five phases, which he then divided even further 
into a series of successive sub-phases: Sarnowo – IA, 
IB; Early Wiórek – IIA, IIB; Wiórek – IIIA, IIIB, 
IIIC; Luboń – IVA, IVB; and Late Luboń – VA, VB 
(Kośko 1981a, 62 Fig. 14; see also Czerniak et al. 
1991, 68 Fig. 1; Midgley 1992, 58–64 Fig. 16). Kośko 
also attempted to synchronize the regional periodi-
zation scheme with the general division scheme of 
the FBC on the North European Plain (Czerniak 
et al. 1991; Kośko 1981a, 53 Fig. 9). 

At the same time, the end of the 1970s and the 
beginning of the 1980s were marked by a substan-
tial increase in the number of excavations in Poland. 
Many of those led to the discovery of numerous 
sites containing artefact assemblages that were 
found to be stylistically related to the Baden culture. 
Furthermore, it was with increasing frequency that 
researchers argued for a certain diversity in the 
routes of the northern influences coming from the 
Baden culture milieu (Bukowska-Gedigowa 
1980; Bagniewski et al. 1992; Tetzlaff 1981; 1991; 
Prinke 1991; Siuchniński 1981; Szczurek 1981). 
This was first proposed by Marta Godłowska, who 
scrutinized the reciprocal influences of the Baden 
culture and the FBC in Little Poland. She indicated 
the routes of the Warta and Oder Rivers as the 
potential directions of the northward spread of the 
impulses from Upper Silesia (Godłowska 1981; see 
also Kośko 2000d, 207; Przybył 2008a). The adop-
tion of that important and highly inspiring assump-
tion soon led to the propositions that were put 
forward to specify the taxonomic and chronological 
scheme of the FBC, in particular the late phases of 
the complex that were related to the trend of the 
lowland Badenization, i.e. the Luboń and the Late-
Luboń phases (Czebreszuk et al. 2000; Kośko 
1996; 2000b; 2000d).

New data was introduced in the 1990s, and new 
research inspiration was derived from the assem-
blages of the Late Neolithic pottery from the Kuja-
vian FBC, which were found to include some 
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elements of the ornamental traditions originating 
in the Saale and Elbe basin – Salzmünde, Tiefstich-
keramik, Walternienburg-Bernburg – coexisting 
with the ornamental style associated with the Baden 
culture (Kośko 1983; Rybicka 1995). That stimu-
lated an interest in the “western determinants” of the 
origin of the “Badenized” FBC groups on the Polish 
Lowlands, among which the Radziejów group was 
also found (Kośko 1996b; 2000d; Przybył 2013). 
Moreover, the data acquired in the course of planned 
and rescue excavations, especially prior to large-scale 
gas pipeline construction, enabled the researchers to 
revise the earlier periodization schemes and chrono-
logical classification of the complex.

The final and most recent stage in the history 
of research on the Eastern Group of the FBC was 
crowned by the study presented in this article. 
The study followed the aforementioned trend of 
research into the taxonomic and chronological 

classification of the Eastern Group, and of analyzing 
the cultural determinants of the development of 
its societies. Conducted between 2007 and 2009, 
the study focused primarily on the issues related 
to the taxonomy and chronology of the manifesta-
tions of the Late Neolithic Badenization processes 
that occurred in the Oder and Vistula basin. It also 
constituted a conceptual as well as a substantive 
development of the research initiated by the archae-
ologists affiliated with the research centre in Poznań. 
The study represents the conclusion and evaluation 
of a highly significant period of recording and iden-
tifying the discussed phenomena in the final stages 
of the FBC. Moreover, it provides a solid basis for 
further research that may include a range of topics 
that are yet to be discussed, such as those pertaining 
to settlement, economic, ideological, as well as ritual 
and symbolic issues (Przybył 2007; 2008a; 2008b; 
2009; 2013).

Theoretical assumptions 

Theoretical assumptions inspired by Ian Hodder’s 
contextual archaeology were adopted for the 
purposes of the study referred to here in order to 
effectively evaluate the earlier research about the 
cultural and chronological classification of the mate-
rial manifestations of the final stages of the Eastern 
Group (Przybył 2009). The analyses conducted 
within the study were based on the assumption 
that one of the fundamental properties of Neolithic 
ceramic sources is their relationship to cultural tradi-
tion that determined their status as important socio-
cultural identifiers. Therefore, data about stylistic 
variability was employed in the construction of the 
taxonomic scheme, following the contention that 
the style of ornamentation played a pivotal role in 
demonstrating group and cultural identities.

The specific character of archaeology is determined 
by the fact that it interprets culture through its mate-
rial remains. Since the dawn of the discipline, this 
has shaped the different research approaches used by 
archaeologists to provide the necessary perspective 
for analysing and interpreting the remains of socie-
ties long past. The ongoing changes of the gener-
ally accepted research paradigm have exerted their 
influence on the interpretation of issues related to 
artefacts, as well as on attempts made to determine 
their significance in the process of examining and 
reconstructing the past. This has resulted in the situ-
ation in which different groups of researchers have 
adopted different perspectives on the past, e.g. the 
divergent views of the representatives of processu-
alism and structuralism (Jones 2009; 2010; 2012; cf. 
e.g. Hodder 1986; 1995a; 1995b; Hodder/Hutson 
2003; Marciniak 2012; Preucel 2010; Shanks/
Tilley 1987). Today, no one questions the validity 

of searching for and defining cultural identities on 
the basis of the material features of archaeological 
finds. Furthermore, an empirical verification of 
the grounds for the existence of real communities 
within regional boundaries is now possible. This 
is owed to the extension of analytical procedures 
beyond the formal assessment of the products of 
material culture, as well as to the adoption of new 
assumptions and the formulation of new hypotheses 
on the basis of data provided by disciplines other 
than archaeology, such as cultural anthropology 
and sociology (Czebreszuk 1996; Czerniak 1989; 
1996; Kośko 1979; 1981b).

According to the new approach, which was devel-
oped in the aforementioned work of the Poznań-
based archaeologists, it was tradition – defined 
as deliberately created and cultivated patterns of 
behaviour and values – that was the basic building 
block of integration and a sense of community for 
Neolithic people. Therefore, given that a relationship 
existed between the mental and the material spheres, 
a relationship that justifies the perception of material 
culture as a carrier of social information (that is, a 
specific medium of communication that performed 
a stabilizing function for a cultural tradition), key 
importance should be attached in the construc-
tion of taxonomic schemes to the characteristics of 
products that have “tradition-forming” significance 
(Czebreszuk 2001, 26–27; Czerniak 1989, 44–46; 
Marciniak 2006, 15). The recent taxonomic study, 
the subject of this article, continued and developed 
the research initiated in Poznań. This connection 
allowed for the concept of material culture, which 
was accepted in the work of the archaeologists from 
Poznań, to be adopted by the study’s author. In turn, 
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this enabled the latter to perceive pottery products, 
which were created and used in a specific social 
context, as material carriers of information in which 
ornamentation played a vital part. It was precisely 
the symbolic significance of the ornamentation, as 
opposed to the form of vessels – more often than 
not determined by utility functions – that could 
constitute the expression of specific social aspects. 
The assumption was then accepted that vessel orna-
mentation might have an integrating or “culture-
forming” character; in other words, in the minds of 

its Neolithic producers and users, the ornamenta-
tion of pottery might have had the status of specific 
socio-cultural identifiers. Therefore, provided that 
the variability of ornamentation, as demonstrated 
by its different styles, was an expression of specific 
social strategies, i.e. was used to express cultural and 
group identities, it is not unreasonable to employ 
ornamentation variability as the basis for defining 
various traditions that those identities represented 
(cf. Van den Boom 2000, 123–127; Hodder 1982; 
Shennan 1989).

Taxonomically significant features

In light of the above assumptions, it was the 
ornamental motifs – specific “syntactic structures” 
expressing the choices made by the pottery makers 
– that were accepted as distinctive units having the 
status of significant patterns of communication. As 
already noted, the theoretical perspective adopted 
assumes that vessel ornamentation cannot be 
limited to a mere passively reproduced, structured, 
and abstract sign system that could be interpreted 
as a “cultural indicator,” but rather represents a 
type of “situated communication.” This is why 
the meaning of those material carriers of informa-
tion, which enjoy the status of “signifiers,” should 
be examined in context (Hodder 1995a, 68; 186 
Hodder/Hutson 2003, 60; 204; Marciniak 
1996, 14; 1998, 415; 2006, 15–16). This hypothesis is 
further reinforced by the findings from the study 

of stylistic variability that indicate that certain 
stylistic elements, recorded at different levels of 
their hierarchy, may change differently than others 
(Plog 1978; 1983; Plog/Hantman 1990). This 
may be argued to be indicative of the fact that the 
diverse influence of the generators of variability, 
such as certain factors related to the processes of 
social interaction or information exchange, might 
depend on the location of elements undergoing a 
change (cf. Friedrich 1970; Plog 1983, 128–133). It 
was, therefore, justified for the taxonomic study to 
take into account the location of particular elements 
within distinguished zones of the analysed vessels: 
lip zone (N), exterior rim zone (Pz), interior rim 
zone (Pw), belly zone (B), and handle zone (U) – 
cf. Fig. 1; Przybył 2009, 59–68).

Research procedure

The analysis was conducted by using ornamental 
motifs represented in the ceramic material of the 
FBC’s Late Neolithic assemblages from the diag-
nostic territory of the Kujavian area of the Polish 
Lowlands. The motifs were grouped in accordance 
with the principles of constructional homonymy, 
which assumes the possibility of a given motif to 
be comprised of alternative ornamental elements, 
provided those alterations do not disturb the syntax 
of the ornament (Fig. 1). A sample of 16 well-docu-
mented, representative ceramic assemblages from 
Kujavia was used in the analysis. Overall, the assem-
blages were comprised of approximately 19,500 
pottery sherds. In addition, eight complementary 
collections were employed in order to extend the 
findings of the assessment of the statistically signifi-
cant regularities found in the representative assem-
blages. Conversely, the analysis dispensed with 
funerary sources related to the late FBC, as well as 
with other categories of artefacts, such as stone and 
flint artefacts that were of lesser diagnostic value and 
did not meet the criteria set for the study (Fig. 2–3; 

cf. also Przybył 2007; 2009, 52–59, Tab. II.1–II.2).
The initial assumptions adopted allowed for 

methods of statistical analysis to be effectively used 
in the construction of the periodization scheme for 
the final stages of the FBC’s Eastern Group. The 
identification of the relationships between particular 
elements of the distinguished assemblages and 
the designation of coexisting groups of distinctive 
features was performed by using statistical proce-
dures of seriation as well as cluster analysis and corre-
spondence analysis (PAST, version 1.66 – Hammer 
et al. 2001). The collected data was first organized 
by grouping the representative assemblages using 
the technique of seriation, and the results were then 
compared with the findings of the cluster analysis. 
In the final stage of the multivariate data exploration 
used for analysing the structure of qualitative vari-
ables, correspondence analysis was performed using 
appropriately hierarchized ceramic data (Przybył 
2009, 68–78; cf. also other examples using analogous 
procedures – Furholt 2009; 2011; Müller 2001; 
Müller/Zimmermann 1997).
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Fig. 1. Structures No. 1–7 of the pottery ornamentation patterns of the late Funnel Beaker culture from Kujavia (N – ornament on the rim 
of the vessel; Pz – ornament on the neck, below the rim; Pw – ornament below the rim, on the inner part of the vessel; B – ornament on the 
belly; U – ornament on the handle).
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Fig. 2. The Funnel Beaker culture sites from Kujavia – preliminary data connected with assemblages used in the analysis (according to 
Przybył 2007; 2009).

Site Function Type of survey/Year Relative chronology
accepted prior to the study

Pottery
fragments (n) References

Konary 6B Camp Field survey/ 1974–1975 IV 208 Prinke/Weber 1982

Piecki 1 Settlement? – 
Features No 8, 20

Rescue excavation/ 
1995–1996

IVA–VB 1110 Kośko/Przybył 2004

Papros 6A Camp? Field survey/ 1975 IVA 321 Kośko 1987

Papros 6B Camp? Field survey/ 1975 IVB 1122 Kośko 1987

Opatowice 42 Settlement – 
Feature No 21

Excavation/ 1986 IVA–IVB 1107 Kośko et al.  2007

Kuczkowo 1 Settlement Rescue excavation/ 
1995–1996

IVA/VA 1768 Kośko 2000b

Żegotki 2 Settlement Rescue excavation/ 
1995–1996

IVA/VA 1638 Kośko 2000b

Kuczkowo 5 Settlement Rescue excavation/ 
1995–1996

IVA/V 3440 Kośko 2000b

Smarglin 22 Settlement Excavation/ 1983, 1988, 1997, 
2002

VA 4869 Przybył 2002

Łojewo 4 Settlement Excavation/ 1975 VA >1033 Kośko 1983

Opatowice 3 Settlement Excavation/ 1958
Rescue excavation / 
1984–1986

VB 4722 Rybicka 1995

Opatowice 1 Settlement – 
Feature No 64 Excavation/ 1990–1991 VB–VC 644 Kośko/Łuksza 2007

Chełmiczki 10 Settlement Rescue excavation/ 1997 V >527 Przybył (unpublished)

Inowrocław-
Mątwy 1

Settlement – 
Features No 29, 
42, 43

Rescue excavation/ 
1969–1974

V 247 Kośko 1988a

Radziejów 
Kujawski 4 Settlement Excavation/ 1956–1959 V 60 617 Rybicka 1995

Cultural and chronological taxonomy

A thorough assessment of the results of the quali-
tative and quantitative analysis made it possible to 
distinguish seven ornamental structures that were 
significant for the identification of the Kujavian 
stylistic trends representing the Late Neolithic stage 
of Badenization of the FBC (cf. Fig. 4 ; Przybył 
2009, 83–92). 

Moreover, the analysis of the coinciding struc-
tures of features, grouped on different levels, enabled 
the identification of separate units of the taxonomic 
division (cf. units A1, A2, B1, B2 – Fig. 4). The variety 
of those distinguished units reflected the complexity 
of the cultural situation on the Polish Lowlands 
during the Late Neolithic. It also clearly supported 
the claim for the existence, in the disintegration 
stage of the Eastern Group, of numerous trends of 
development. The complexity of the cultural situa-
tion was determined primarily by the dynamics of 
inter-group and intercultural contacts. Developed 

particularly intensively in the period of Eneolithiza-
tion of the areas north of the Carpathians and the 
Sudetes, those contacts profoundly influenced the 
cultural specificity and the syncretism of traditions 
that can be observed in the vessel ornamentation 
of the lowland FBC (cf. Kośko 1981b, 61–71; 1996b; 
Prinke/Szmyt 1996).

The observations on the principles of the repeat-
ability of ornamental structures indicated the need 
for a redefinition of the previously distinguished 
trends of ornamentation development exhibited by 
the Polish Lowland’s FBC. They also confirmed the 
necessity to re-evaluate the taxonomic and chrono-
logical status of the Late Neolithic Badenization 
processes of the lowland FBC that had previously 
been distinguished on the basis of the artefacts’ 
features. Finally, advanced procedures of statistical 
analysis as well as of taxonomic and typological 
analysis were applied to systematize the assemblages 
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Fig. 3. Representative assemblages of the Funnel Beaker Culture 
from Kujavia analysed in the disscussed study (according to 
Przybył 2007; 2009).
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2008b; 2009; 2013). The second trend, on the other 
hand, was associated with the newly distinguished 
unit, named the “Konary-Papros subgroup” for the 
purposes of the current study. It owed its endog-
enous character to a particularly consequent 
continuation — up until the final stages of the 
Neolithic) — of the Eastern Group’s ornamenta-
tion traditions: phases IVB/VB–IVB/VC? of the 
Kujavian FBC (Przybył 2007; 2008b; 2009). 

representing two main trends of development that 
emerged during the disintegration stage of the FBC’s 
Eastern Group. The first of those trends – exogenous, 
i.e. one that discontinued the tradition of the Eastern 
Group and exhibited a syncretic character of the 
material culture that connected various multicul-
tural elements – was identified with the Radziejów 
group, which has been exhaustively discussed in 
the literature: phases VA–VB (Kośko 1981b; 1996b; 
2000b; Midgley 1992; Przybył 2007; 2008a; 

The final stages of the Eastern Group

The abovementioned findings were taken into 
consideration whilst attempting to characterize 
Late Neolithic cultural transformations which 
were identified on the basis of material remains, 
that could be associated with the distinguished 
trends of development from the disintegration 
stages of the FBC’s Eastern Group.

Particular mention should be made of the auton-
omous character of both trends as well as of the 

differences existing between them (Przybył 
2008; 2009; 2013). The main reason behind 
the stylistic differences, which were mani-
fested in the material sphere, was claimed to be 
connected with the more conservative character 
of the endogenous trend, which was associated 
in the discussed study with the “Konary-Papros 
subgroup” of the FBC’s Eastern Group. That 
conservative character was manifested in stylistic 
archaisms, that is, ornamental elements which 
were also found on vessels representing much 
earlier stages of development of the societies in 
question, as well as in the prolonged application 
of ornamental structures that were not subject 
to any changes. The structures can be observed 
in their virtually unaltered forms on the vessels 
representing the subsequent phases of the Kuja-
vian FBC: IIB/IIIA → IIIB → IIIB–C → IVB/VB 
→ IVB/VC.

The linear course of the stylistic change process, 
which is observable within the above noted “chain” 
of development – identified as a result of the taxo-
nomic and typological analysis as well as chrono-
logical analysis – confirmed the endogenous 
character of the “Konary-Papros” trend, which is 
genetically related with the FBC’s Eastern Group.

Inasmuch as the contacts with the Baden cul-
ture milieu and the “Beaker-Baden-like” groups 
from southern Poland are concerned, it appears 
that the societies associated with the “Konary-
Papros subgroup” might have enjoyed consid-
erable autonomy. Contrary to the commonly 
accepted belief that the Radziejów group of the 
FBC served in the Oder and Vistula basin as the 
key agent in the dissemination of patterns and 
innovative ideas coming from the Baden culture 
milieu (Kośko 1988b; 1996b; 2000b), it was now 
possible that the representatives of the “Konary-
Papros” variant may have participated in the 
widespread Late Neolithic network of connec-
tions independently from the Radziejów group 
(Przybył 2009, 155–169).

Apart from distinguishing the new taxonomic 
unit and identifying it as the successor of the 
Eastern Group’s development in the final stages 
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Fig. 4. Sets of ornamental features in the representative assemblages of the Funnel Beaker Culture from Kujavia (according to Przybył 
2007; 2009); “Sets of ornamental patterns” see Fig. 1.

of the FBC, another crucial achievement of the 
study was to provide the grounds for the hypoth-
esis asserting particular significance to the routes 
of the Oder and Vistula Rivers in the functioning 
of the Late Neolithic network of interregional 
connections. It can be argued that this is confirmed 
by the formal and stylistic analogies recorded on 
vessels coming from various areas of the Late 
FBC, such as those found in Kujavia and Silesia. 
In particular, the analogies include diagnostic 
elements of rhomboid net and three-strand cord 
(Fig. 5) found on the assemblages from Western 
Poland (Great Poland, Central and Western 
Pomerania) and Brandenburg (Kośko 1987, 53–58 

Ryc. 4; Przybył 2006; 48 Ryc. 4; Kirsch 1993; 
1994, 98–99 Fig. 48–49). What is more, in the 
context of ceramic material found in central and 
western Poland that exhibits the above diagnostic 
elements, the use of tools made of Jurassic flint 
type G coming from the Kraków-Częstochowa 
Upland appears to confirm that cultural patterns 
were transmitted on a route that runs along the 
Warta River. The period of time when that type 
of flint was intensively mined, used, and distrib-
uted is one which is primarily associated with the 
Funnel Beaker-Baden communities (cf. Pelisiak 
2008, 151, Fig. 4; as well as Domańska 2007; 
Kopacz/Pelisiak 1991; 1992).

Relative and absolute chronology

The next stage of research involved relative and 
absolute chronology. Firstly, the phases of the 
chronological division were identified, based on the 
results of the taxonomic study. The findings of the 
statistical analysis indicated the need for dividing 
the endogenous stylistic trend, which was associ-
ated with the “Konary-Papros” variant of the FBC’s 
Eastern Group, into two separate units (Units A1, A2 
– Fig. 4). The units differed in that they contained 
various distinctive elements coming from different 
ornamental structures (Fig. 4). The periodization 
of this stylistic variability was then carried out 
by juxtaposing the results of the taxonomic study 
with the current relative chronology scheme for 

the Kujavian FBC. The taxa that grouped within 
the distinguished units were considered as the 
basic identifiers of separate chronological stages, 
according to the principle: the older – A1a, A2a; 
and the younger – A1b, A2b. The proposed divi-
sion was then confirmed by the results of absolute 
dating (Fig. 6–7). 

The 14C-dating of the samples, which repre-
sented the assemblages associated with the 
“Konary-Papros” variant, allowed for the stages 
of the lowland Badenization processes, in which 
the communities of the FBC’s Eastern Group 
also participated, to be anchored in time on the 
basis of the analysis of the diagnostic assemblages 
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from Kujavia. The following time frame was 
established:

•	 3000–2900	BC	–	phase	IVB/VB,	older	stage;
•	 2900–2700	BC	–	phase	IVB/VB,	younger

 stage;
•	 ?/2570–2350	BC	–	phase	IVB/VC.	

However, in spite of the fact that the study resulted in 
establishing the above absolute chronology scheme, 
a number of questions still remain unanswered. This 
is caused by limitations in the statistical methods 
of evaluating the results of a laboratory-conducted 
measurement, such as those related to the plateaux of 
the calibration curve (cf. Raetzel-Fabian 2001), as 
well as by the limitations of the archaeological inter-
pretation of insufficient evidence. It is arguably the 

late dating of the final phase of the FBC on the Polish 
Lowlands that may cause controversy. Furthermore, 
it is particularly difficult at present to determine the 
causes of the abovementioned stylistic variability of 
pottery ornamentation, which should represent one 
endogenous trend of development in the final stage of 
the Eastern Group (cf. Fig. 4 – unit A1 and unit A2 of 
the “Konary-Papros” variant). One possible answer 
may be that variability is a result of functional differ-
ences between various assemblages that represent 
the identified taxonomic units (Kośko/Przybył 
2004, 259). Therefore, it must be emphasized that a 
need exists for further research on the chronological 
identification of the processes that accompanied the 
dissemination of the culture-forming impulses from 
the Baden culture milieu in the final stages of the 
FBC’s Eastern Group.

Fig. 5. Diagnostic elements of the rhomboid net (the so-called “Luboń net”) and the three-strand cord.

Conclusions

This article presented the results of the most 
recent study that evaluated, from the perspective 
of ceramic data, the chronology and taxonomy of 
the final stages of the FBC on the Polish Lowlands. 
This study marks the most recent stage in the history 
of research on the cultural transformations of the 
FBC’s Eastern Group, transformations that were 
inspired by the influences coming from the Baden 
culture milieu.

As noted above, the study differed from earlier 
research on the subject in that it adopted different 
theoretical assumptions. These allowed statistical 
tools and methods to be effectively employed in 
the analysis of the Late FBC vessel ornamentation 
in Kujavia, which, in turn, contributed to the crea-
tion of the taxonomic and chronological classifica-
tion schemes of the ceramic assemblages associated 
with the lowland FBC. The key achievement of this 
study was to distinguish the new taxonomic unit – 
the “Konary-Papros subgroup” – which, according 

to the results of the analysis, could be associated 
with the endogenous trend of development of the 
Eastern Group at the time of its decline in the Oder 
and Vistula basin. The results obtained were then 
compared with the findings of the absolute and rela-
tive chronology, thus specifying the time frame for 
the examined assemblages as well as for the espe-
cially intense and complex cultural transformations 
that were influenced by the impulses coming from 
the Baden culture.

The identification of various stylistic trends was 
made possible owing to the fact that the transfor-
mation processes were expressed in the material 
remains, of which pottery can be claimed to be 
particularly important. The assumption that a close 
relationship existed between the style of vessel orna-
mentation and the expression of social identities 
enabled the study to effectively evaluate the artefacts 
with regard to their cultural and chronological affili-
ation. However, a number of interesting issues could 

Pw8

Pz10
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Fig. 6. Synchronization of the Baden Culture units and the Late Neolithic FBC groups. 
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not be developed further owing to the taxonomic 
and chronological character of the topic, as well as to 
the currently limited knowledge about many aspects 
of the scrutinized phenomenon. The questions 
answered in the course of the study are only a fraction 
of all the questions pertaining to the scale and char-
acter of the manifestations of the processes that took 
place in the final stages of the FBC. Some of the most 
fundamental questions include those that concern 
the mechanisms and factors that brought about 
economic, social, and ideological changes – changes 
that are now found to be have been expressed in the 

transformation of the settlement, ritual, production, 
and agrotechnical patterns that accompanied the 
development of the FBC communities in the stages 
of their decline in the Polish Lowlands. However, it 
can be asserted that the results of the study provide 
a new and promising direction for further research 
on the examination of the final stages of the FBC 
– a “point of departure” for the research into other 
aspects of this most fascinating phenomenon of the 
Late Neolithic cultural transformations. 

translated by Jarosław A. Szymański 
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For more than twenty years a field at Stensborg, 
Grödinge parish, at Södertörn, a former island 
just south of present Stockholm, was surveyed for 
surface finds. Most numerous among the various 
artefact categories were axes, with stone axes of 
different types showing that they had been inten-
tionally fragmented. Fragments of pointed-butted 
and thin-butted flint axes were also found, all of 
them changed by intensive heat. Just as the flint 
axes indicate contact with southern Scandinavia 
at a distance of more than 600 km, slate objects 
demonstrate the existence of networks extending 
to northern Sweden.

During the Early Neolithic the site was a slope 
situated in the innermost part of a bay, delimited 

by the shoreline on one side and a ridge on the 
opposite side. Two small but pronounced ravines 
of streams also form part of the natural boundary 
of the site.

During excavation of the field several small pits 
were found that were filled with fragments of axes, 
pottery and other objects, along with a consider-
able amount of carbonized seed. Most of the finds 
have indications of destruction, either directly 
or by the use of fire. The field seems to have been 
used as a place for assemblies, where rituals were 
an important part of the activities. The Stensborg 
site seems to represent yet another kind of natural 
enclosure involving ritual activities during the 
Early Neolithic.

Stensborg – Mass destruction of axes and cereals reflecting southern 
contacts of the Funnel Beaker societies in southern Sweden 

Lars Larsson and Sven-Gunnar Broström

Abstract

Introduction

Most Neolithic societies formed or identi-
fied certain spaces, delimited from the physi-
cal as well as the social environment, in order to 
perform activities of special character. The best-
known examples in southern Scandinavia dat-
ing to the time of the Funnel Beaker culture are 
the causewayed enclosures and the areas outside 
megalithic tombs. Such spaces, located at a phys-
ical and mental distance from everyday activi-
ties, have been regarded as forming links between 
this world and a metaphysical one, where trans-
formations are achieved by depositing objects 
directly or in a manner that involves transforma-
tion through fragmentation and burning.

A small number of sites not correlated to enclo-
sures or megalithic tombs, but including a con-
siderable number of axes and other flint artefacts, 
have been identified in southern Scandinavia 
(Larsson 1989, 2000; Andersen 2000) date 
from the latest part of the Early Neolithic and/or 

the earliest part of the Middle Neolithic. Stens-
borg, is a site of the same date but located in east-
ern central Sweden.

Due to marked land uplift during the later part of 
the Atlantic and the Sub-Boreal, the central part of 
Sweden was composed of a large bay, partly corre-
sponding to the present extent of Lake Mälaren. 
An extensive archipelago was situated in the outer 
part and in the southern extension of this bay. 
Especially due to intensive development activities, 
several sites of the Funnel Beaker culture have 
been identified and excavated during recent years 
(Hallgren 2008). During the Early Neolithic 
Period, the shoreline was located at about 35 mm 
above the present level. Some sites are found more 
or less in contact with the bay, but several others 
are situated in the southern archipelago, corre-
sponding to the large island of Södertörn, situated 
just south of Stockholm.

In: M. Furholt/ M. Hinz/ D. Mischka/ G. Noble/ D. Olausson (eds.),
Landscapes, Histories and Societies in the northern European Neolithic.

Frühe Monumentalität und soziale Differenzierung 4 (Bonn 2014) 303 – 316
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The numbers of sites dating to the Funnel 
Beaker culture, and likewise the number of 
Late Mesolithic sites, has increased as a result of 
investigations. The latter are different from the 
southern Scandinavian sites dated to the Ertebølle 
culture, since they produced a rather small set of 
formal tools. The most frequent tool is the stone 
axe (Lindgren 2004). There are different opin-

ions as to whether or not a change occurred during 
the Late Mesolithic and how this might be related 
to the importance of the intensification of flint 
imports from the southernmost part of Sweden 
(Gill 2003; Hallgren 2008).

The neolithisation of central Sweden seems to 
have been a fast process. According to some radi-
ocarbon dates and comparative studies of pottery 
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types, the introduction occurred during the EN I 
(Hallgren 2008). Just a few generations after its 
introduction in southern Scandinavia, the Funnel 
Beaker culture was well-established in central 
Sweden. This version of the Funnel Beaker culture 
used to be known as the Vrå culture after a well-
known site (Florin 1958). Several similarities are 
observed between pottery traditions in southern 
Scandinavia and central Sweden. However, when 
changes in shape and ornaments are given and 
interpreted within the chronological framework 
the changes within one and the same site can be 
understood as representing a tradition within the 
same society (Hallgren 2008). This might, in 
the first place, depend on how the radiocarbon 
dates should be interpreted. However, also if 
changes in shape and ornaments usually are inter-
preted as chronological difference the changes 
within one and the same site can be understood 
as representing different tradition within the 
same society (Hallgren 2008). Our knowledge 
about mortuary practices has increased consider-
ably during recent years. The practice of cremation 
seems to have dominated, and burnt human bones 

are found in stone-built grave structures as well 
as in small pits. There are indications that earthen 
long barrows and the tradition of megalithic grave 
building might have been incorporated into the 
society (Hallgren 2008) although this is by no 
means certain as the remains are few and might be 
interpreted in another way.

A number of flint axe depositions in wetlands 
and on dry land show that the same practice of rit-
ual deposition that was well-established in south-
ern Scandinavia also formed part of the Fun-
nel Beaker culture in central Sweden. This also 
included the deposition of pottery vessels in wet-
lands (Hallgren et al. 1997). As in southern 
Scandinavia (Karsten 1994), rituals were con-
ducted at or close to the settlement sites.

In southern Scandinavia the practice of mass de-
struction or — more plausibly — mass transfor-
mation of flint artefacts, in particular by fire, has 
been identified at a small number of sites dated to 
the Early Neolithic (Larsson 1989; Andersen 
2000). A site with similar finds has also been ob-
served in central Sweden.

Fragmented tools

For almost twenty years, one of the authors 
walked the fields on the northeastern slope of a 
pronounced valley at Stensborg, Grödinge par-
ish, located about 30 km south of Stockholm (Bro-
ström 1996) (Fig. 1). Tools were found within an 
area measuring 300 x 200 m, sloping from about 
50 m down to 37 m above sea level. The area is 
divided by a moraine ridge. Most of the artefacts 
were found within a field to the south of the ridge 

measuring 75 x 50 m, sloping from about 47 m down 
to about 37 m above sea level (Fig. 2).

The field was delimited by the pronounced edge 
of a much steeper slope extending down to the val-
ley bottom at about 27 m above sea level. Artefacts 
were also found in fields to the east of the ridge. 
Despite the density of finds, unusual for central 
Sweden, the positions of all objects were recorded 
(Fig. 2).

Excavations

A test survey was initiated in 1985 due to the 
construction of a golf course (Olsson 1996). The 
excavation did not reveal any visible structures, 
although fragments of tools and flakes of burnt 
flint, pottery, burnt clay and burnt bones were dis-
covered (Olsson 1996, 18).

The slope closest to the former sea shore was the 
area with the densest number of finds (Fig. 2). It 
was also the area most accessible for excavation. 
Before the excavation started, a geophysical sur-
vey measuring the magnetic susceptibility was car-
ried out. However, no obvious anomalies were reg-
istered. A survey based on phosphate testing of the 
area yielded rather low values (Viberg 2008). In 
2008, 2009 and 2011 fieldwork was carried out at 
the site.

Most features were found within an area of clay 
surrounded by sand. Small pits below the top-

soil, generally less than 0.5 m in size and less than 
0,10 m in depth had been cut into the clay (Fig. 3). 
Most of the pits had been filled with broken and 
burnt artefacts. In a few cases, a cover of clay still 
existed. However, in most areas ploughing had 
subsequently removed the clay cover. Another and 
less frequent form of deposition was to dig a shal-
low pit in the sand and fill it with clay in which 
objects were included. These features were of a 
somewhat larger size, measuring as much as 3 m in 
diameter. Only a small number of postholes was 
found. It was not possible to identify any pattern 
in the distribution of posts.

The find composition was the same as in the 
surface collection, including fragmentary stone 
axes, fragments of flint axes affected by heat, 
shards of pottery and lumps of burnt clay. The same 
features contained broken as well as burnt objects. 
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Fig. 2. Stensborg. Plan of the site with one metre contours above the present sea level. At the centre is the field with the large number of 
surface finds. Legend: 1 brook; 2 field enclosure; 3 area where the topsoil has been removed; 4 distribution of surface finds of stone axes 
with hollowed cutting edges; 5 distribution of surface finds of querns of the saddle type.
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blance to the different types of more or less point-
butted flint axes from the same area (Nielsen 
1977, 65–67). Most of the stone axes are made of 
basalt, but a number of the thin-butted examples 
are made of harder material. Stone axes with a 
hollowed cutting edge and with an almost rectan-
gular neck cross-section are fewer in number (see 
Fig. 2; Fig. 4.5). The majority of these are made 
of a much harder mineral than most of the other 
axes, mainly porphyrite. This type has no similar-
ities to contemporaneous axes found in southern 
Scandinavia.

No pottery shards showed any traces of heating. 
A small number of burnt bone fragments was also 
present.

Remains of a settlement were found on the 
ridge above the slope. On the ridge to the east 
of the slope, stones and boulders were frequent. 
But an area in the southernmost part turned out 
to be almost free of stones visible at the surface. 
Within this part, a trench with an area of thirty 
square metres was excavated. A large number of 
stone flakes together with pottery and quartz waste 

The find material

A special trend in the find material — both the 
previous finds from surveys and the excavated 
material — is its fragmentary condition. The 
majority of finds are large pieces of polished stone 
axes. The thin-butted axe type makes up a consid-
erable proportion (Fig. 4.2). Even more common 
is the type of axe with an oval or pointed-oval 
cross-section. The stone axes exhibit marked size 
variation.

The thin-butted examples correspond in shape 
and polishing to the most common types made 
in flint in southern Scandinavia. The type with 
a pointed-oval cross section has a strong resem-

showed that this part of the ridge had functioned 
as a settlement. With the exception of a couple of 
post-holes, no identifiable structures could be dis-
cerned. Some test pits further to the east and to 
the north indicated that the settlement had cov-
ered an area of several thousand square metres. 
However, ploughing has destroyed most of the 
occupation layer. This was just visible as a layer of 
artefacts at a depth of about 0.2 m in areas where 
stones had prevented tillage.

Fig. 3. Stensborg. Small pits for depositions in the clay found below the topsoil.
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Fig. 4. Stensborg. Lithic finds. 1, 3, 7 fragments of thin-butted flint axes; 2 edge fragment of a thin-butted stone axe; 4 fragment of a stone 
battle axe; 5 fragments of a stone axe with hollowed edge; 6 fragment of a point-butted flint axe; 8 stone chisel; 9 flake scraper of flint. 
All stone axes are intentionally damaged and the flint axes damaged by fire (drawings by K. K. Tayanin).
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In most cases, the axe body was divided into two 
or more parts, most commonly with a breakage 
transverse to the long axis. A number of edges 
show minor evidence of use or no use at all, indi-
cating that they were still serviceable before being 
damaged. In contrast, a number of edges have 
deliberately been destroyed by hitting them against 
a hard material. A small number of fragments show 
traces of intense heat. The collection also includes 
fragmented stone axe preforms.

Among the finds there are a small number of frag-
ments of battle-axes that had a markedly curved 
shape with ridges, imitating copper axes from 
continental Europe (Hallgren 2008, 215–218) 
(Fig. 4.4). The finds of preform fragments show that 
battle-axes of this type were made in eastern central 
Sweden.

Small stone chisels, mostly made from flakes 
with just the edge polished (Fig. 4.8), constitute a 
numerous type. Just a few of the porphyrite chisels 
have a worked shape with a rectangular cross-sec-
tion, all sides being polished. None of the chisels 
were fragmented.

Several hundred pieces of flint show obvious 
traces of contact with fire, indicated by their white 
colour and by a fragmentation pattern typical of a 
special kind of contact with heat. Had the axes been 
placed directly into a fire, they would have cracked 
into tiny pieces. From heating experiments with 
flint axes, it is clear that the Stensborg axes had 
initially been heat-treated and later placed on a bed 
of charcoal in a fire (Larsson 2004). By this proce-
dure the axes changed colour, but if handled well 
they continued to keep their form. However, the 
multiple cracks that appeared made them fragile 
and easy to break into pieces. Among the fragments, 
both thin-butted (Fig. 4.1, 2, 7) and point-butted 

axes (Fig. 4.6) can be identified, with the former in 
greater number. A precise number of axes is diffi-
cult to estimate because of their fragmentary state. 
Considering the size of some fragments, a number 
of them must have originated from very large axes 
with a length of 30 cm or more. Some well-preserved 
edge fragments without visible use-wear indicate 
that the axes might have been unused at the time 
they were fragmented. A small number of fragments 
of thin-butted axes show an unpolished surface, 
indicating that the axes had been transported to the 
area in an unpolished state. Some large blades and 
flake scrapers (Fig. 4.9) of flint have been treated 
the same way as the axes. The artefacts made of 
Senonian flint had been transported at least 600 km 
from southern Scandinavia. The find material also 
includes a small number of flakes made of Kristian-
stad flint (Högberg/Olausson 2007) from north-
eastern Scania, with a somewhat shorter distribu-
tion distance. This latter flint type had not been 
exposed to heat.

Among the finds, a small number of small elon-
gated stones with abrasion on one end have been 
identified. On one, the end was covered with red 
ochre (Fig. 5b.5). The collection also includes a 
number of knapping stones and several hundred 
fragments of polishing stones as well as grinding 
querns of the saddle type (see Fig. 2).

A couple of pieces of volcanic tuff, of a kind found 
at least some 300 km to the north, were also recov-
ered (Lannerbro 1976, 21–22). Like the objects 
in slate, these pieces include a fragmented single-
edged, curved knife (Fig. 5b.4), a spear-head and a 
couple of arrowheads from northern Sweden that 
are an indication of a wide network to the north 
(Taffinder 1998, 99–102).

Fig. 5a. Stensborg. Finds. 1–3 fragments of funnel beakers (drawings by K. K. Tayanin).
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Lumps of burnt clay were found in some pits. 
Unfortunately, most lumps are lightly burnt and 
therefore weathered. Just a few with twig impres-
sions show that they belonged to a structure, 
maybe a kind of oven.

Among the pottery, vessels with a high, slightly 
funnel-shaped neck are the most common. A num-
ber of shards from small vessels have been iden-
tified. Some might have originated from collared 
flasks. A considerable proportion of the shards 
is richly decorated with stamps, cords, lines and 
whipped cord impressions (Fig. 5a. 1–3; 5b 7–9). 
According to the type of decoration, the intensity of 
decoration and the profiles of the vessels, the pot-
tery belongs to the Vrå IV type, considered to be a 
late local stage of the Early Funnel Beaker culture of 
central Sweden (Hallgren 2008, 135–138).

As most of the shards were found during field 
walking, it is not possible to estimate the number 
of vessels deposited on the slope. Like the stone 
artefacts, they most probably originate from pits 
destroyed by ploughing. It turns out that there is no 
major difference in terms of shape and decoration 
between the shards found in the pits on the slope 
and those found in the settlement.

Within the majority of pits, carbonised seeds 
were identified, some of them containing large 
quantities (Fig. 6). In view of the connection to 
southern Scandinavia that is obvious from the 
finds of flint tools, it is reasonable to ask if the 
cereals were locally grown or transported the 
same way as the flint. Two measurements of stron-
tium in seeds of wheat both gave values of 0.733. 
This differs from the values for southern Sweden, 
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0 2cm
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5

Fig. 5b. Stensborg. Finds. 4 fragment of a slate knife; 5 small elongated stone; 6 fragment of a spear-head made of slate; 7–9 fragments 
of funnel beakers (drawings by K. K. Tayanin).
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which range from 0.711 to 0.716. This shows clearly 
that the wheat was grown locally (information 
from Professor Douglas Price). Apart from seeds, 
the only other food remains were small pieces of 

hazelnut shells. Just as is known from the Meso-
lithic, large quantities of nuts might have been 
collected as an important staple food for the 
winter (Larsson 1983). 

Fig. 6. The identification of microfossils in three small pits at Stensborg.

Contemporaneity of settlement and depositions

Even though no structures could be identified 
within the excavated area of the settlement, a divi-
sion of labour was most pronounced. The waste 
material from stone axe manufacturing within 
the trench indicated intensive production. The 
raw material, found as large pieces on the site — 
shows that it has been broken off a vein and only 
some hundred metres to the north, a vein is located 
showing traces of having been worked. Just a small 
number of polished flakes indicate that axes were 
reshaped within the area of production. However, 
no flakes from flint axe production or resharpen-
ing were found. In the settlement, just one larger 
part of a finished stone axe was found, compared to 
hundreds of finds on the slope. In the test pits to 
the east of the ridge, no refuse of stone axe produc-
tion was detected.

In order to establish the relationship between 
the different features on the slope and the occupa-

tion above it, carbonized seeds and hazelnut shells 
have been used. Seven radiocarbon dates were 
obtained for seeds of hazelnut shells and emmer 
found in small pits. These provided the values 
4800±50 BP (LuS 9184), 4800±50 BP (LuS 9860), 
4765±50 (LuS 9861), 4760±50 (LuS 9570), 4710±75 
(LuS 9571), 4630±50 (LuS 8636) and 4610±50 (LuS 
8637). These values show two different intervals 
during a late part of the Early Neolithic (Fig. 7). 
This is somewhat puzzling, as seeds from the same 
pits yielded dates within both of the intervals. The 
composition of all three samples is so similar that 
they might have belonged to the same collection 
that was deposited in different pits. This may indi-
cate that tool deposition occurred more than once, 
with a mixing of the deposited material. The sam-
ple of hazelnut shells from the occupation, OMIT 
4800±50 (LuS 9860), coincides well with the dates 
from the pits on the slope.

The socioeconomic perspective

During the late early Neolithic, the Stensborg 
site was located on a large island in the inner part 
of a small bay with an archipelago around it. Part of 
the site, the slope with the pits, was situated imme-
diately at the shoreline, while the settlement lay 
some fifty metres further inland. The area behind the 

settlement would have been suitable both for stock 
breeding and for agriculture, while the bay and the 
sea provided fishing and seal hunting opportunities.

Only bones in burnt form have been preserved, 
and these are few in number. Pig or wild boar is the 
only identified species.

Pit 1 Pit 2 Pit 3
Cultivated plants Number % Number % Number %
Emmer (Triticum dicoccum) 699 32.3 1305 33.6 426 31.5
Emmer glume base 16 0.7 80 2 37 2.7
Emmer spiklet forks 33 1.5 90 2.3 30 2.2
Emmer raches internodes 1 <0.1
Emmer/ Spelt wheat (Triticum dicoccum/spelta) 109 5 124 3.2 58 4.3
cf. Spelt wheat (Triticum cf. spelta) 17 0.8 35 0.9 54 4
Bread wheat (Triticum aestivum) 100 4.6 105 2.7 50 3.7
Naked barley (Hordeum vulgare var. nudum) 66 3.1 61 1.6 13 1
cf. Naked barley 36 1.7 21 0.5 2 0.1
inde�nite cerealia 1077 49.9 2053 53 683 50.4
inde�nite cerealia straw fragment 4 0.1 3 0.1 1 0.1
Total cerealia 2158 99.7 3877 99.9 1354 100
Other plants
Hazel (Corylus avellana) [shellfragment] 7 0.3 3 <0.1
Total 7 0.3 3 <0.1
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Because of the high number of preserved charred 
seeds found in some small pits, important infor-
mation is available concerning agriculture. Small 
samples from three pits provided as many as about 
7000 microfossils (Larsson/Broström 2011). 
This is the largest sample in central Sweden and 
probably one of the largest ever found in Scandi-
navia from the Early Neolithic. In all three pits 
emmer predominates, but bread wheat, naked 
barley and perhaps spelt are also present. Dur-
ing the analysis some special observations were 
made (Larsson 2009). The low percentage of har-
vesting remains and an absence of weeds indi-
cate that the material had been cleaned very care-
fully before it was burnt. The seeds are particularly 
strongly carbonized, which indicates that they 
were intentionally burnt, rather than unintention-
ally brought in contact with fire. Another obser-
vation was the low amount of charcoal, even of 
small particles. The seeds cannot have been taken 
directly out of an ordinary fire. The large number 
of seeds in each small analysed sample indicates 
that the original amount of seed must have been 
several litres.

That burnt seeds occurred in the same pits as the 
objects of rock and clay already presented is good 
evidence that grain was also included in the inten-
tional burning and subsequent deposition. The 
inclusion of saddle querns among the deposited 
objects indicates the importance of agricultural 
products and the objects used in processing them 
as part of ritual deposition.

Another kind of analysis provides further infor-
mation about the diet. Samples of the pottery 
were taken within the settlement site in order to 
identify lipids in food residues within the shards 

(Dimc 2011). The analysed shards — eight in num-
ber — indicated vessel use dominated by contents 
of terrestrial animal/vegetable mixtures with the 
presence of aquatic animal lipids. The results from 
this study indicate the kind of vessel use that could 
be expected of an early farming community. There 
is a terrestrial focus, but also evidence of aquatic 
animal products in the vessels. A mixture of differ-
ent types of foods was prepared, cooked or stored 
in the vessels (Dimc 2011, 40). The results are well 
in line with earlier investigations concerning ves-
sel use from other sites of the Funnel Beaker cul-
ture (Palomäki 2006), where mixtures contain-
ing terrestrial animal and vegetable lipids were 
prepared in the vessels.

Samples were also analysed from Korsnäs, a site 
from the somewhat later Pitted Ware culture, less 
than a couple of kilometres to the southeast. 45 % 
of the vessels — nineteen in total — contained 
aquatic animal products (Dimc 2011).

Stensborg as well as Korsnäs were situated in an 
inner archipelagic environment with the possibility 
to use an array of different resources. In contrast 
to Stensborg, preservation at Korsnäs has been 
favourable for osteological material. The osteolog-
ical analyses of the bone assemblages from Korsnäs 
show a preponderance of seal and fish followed by 
pig (Olsson et al. 1994; Olander 2010). Further-
more, the inhumed individuals at Korsnäs have 
undergone stable isotope analysis, indicating a 
primarily marine food intake dominated by seal 
(Fornander et al. 2008; Fornander 2011). The 
combined results of these investigations and the 
results from the food lipid residue analyses give a 
nuanced and dynamic view of the food culture at 
Korsnäs, dominated by marine products.

Fig. 7. Stensborg. Presentation of calibrated radiocarbon values based on samples from seeds of emmer and of hazelnut shells.

R_Date LuS 8637
seed

R_Date LuS 8636
seed

R_Date LuS 9571
seed

R_Date LuS 9570
seed

R_Date LuS 9861
    hazelnut shell

R_Date LuS 9860
    hazelnut shell

R_Date LuS 9184
    hazelnut shell Calibrated date (calBC)

4200 4000 3800 3600 3400 3200 3000

OxCal v4.2.2 Bronk Ramsay (2013); r:5 Atmospheric data from Reimer et al. (2009)



313Southern contacts of the Funnel Beaker societies in southern Sweden

The intentional transformation of flint objects 
by fire is a pattern of behaviour common within 
the Scandinavian Neolithic. The transformation of 
flint objects by fire involved prior heat treatment. 
The subsequent result when axes were placed in 
fire, namely a slow colour change without intense 
cracking, may thus have been all the more remark-
able for those attending the more open and public 
moments of particular ceremonies. Axes delib-
erately altered by fire have been predominantly 
found outside megalithic tombs and in causewayed 
encloses (Larsson 2004).

A small number of sites, including a considerable 
number of fire-damaged axes and other flint arte-
facts without any connection to either megalithic 
tombs or causewayed enclosures, have been identi-
fied in southern Scandinavia. Two such sites, Svart-
skylle in the southeastern part of Scania, southern-
most Sweden (Larsson 1989; 2000), and Strandby 
on the Island of Funen in the south (Andersen 
2000, 34; 2009, 29), date from the latest part of the 
Early Neolithic and/or the earliest part of the Mid-
dle Neolithic. Svartskylle is located within a hilly 
landscape about 10 km from the Baltic Sea, but in 
an environment with sparse contemporaneous set-
tlement (Larsson 1989). Fragmented flint tools 
were found on the highest part of one of the high-
est hills in this area, surrounded by wetlands. The 
site of Strandby is a fairly level area close to the sea-
shore and within a former wetland. This means 
that the natural setting encloses both sites.

At Stensborg, the slope with the pits constituted 
the shore-line to the west. To the north and south 
the slope was delimited by deep ravines formed by 
two small brooks. The ridge to the east constituted 
a kind of boundary (see Fig. 2). Thereby, the entire 
slope was delimited by natural features, just as at 
Svartskylle and Strandby.

Sites with ritual depositions combined with fire 
and enclosed by natural features seem to be rare, 
but are documented in the later part of the Neo-
lithic. These include the timber platform of the 
Alvastra peat dwelling in the central part of south-
ern Sweden (Browall 1986; 2011; Malmer 2002). 
A platform of 450 square metres, delimited by a 
palisade, was erected at about 3100 BC and used in 
various sequences during a period of 42 years. The 
platform, which was divided into small cells with 
a centrally placed fireplace, produced a large num-
ber of finds that had been destroyed, most of them 
by fire. There were also bones from more than 45 
humans. At Kverrestad in southeastern Scania, 
large as well as small pits were found on a hillock 
partly surrounded by a wetland. This is the only 
site except for Stensborg where the ploughing zone 
within an area of some size has been removed. The 
pits were mainly filled with flint axes damaged by 

fire as well as with cremated bones from humans. 
These depositions are dated to a late part of the 
Battle Axe culture — several centuries later than 
Svartkylle and Stensborg (Larsson 2000; 2004). 
A number of fire-damaged flint artefacts found in 
a field at Prinshaga in western Sweden might indi-
cate a similar kind of site dated to the Battle Axe 
culture (personal information of Leif Arvids-
son). Sites of this kind with a natural delimitation 
enclosing an area and the deposition of fire-dam-
aged artefacts are seldom. The reason for their 
exceptionality might be that they are hard to iden-
tify and even then they rarely become the subject 
of excavation, as most of the artefacts are found in 
ploughing zones.

In southern Scandinavia, two different kinds 
of artificial enclosures are represented, the cause-
wayed enclosures in Denmark, also named enclo-
sures of the Sarup type, dated to the late Early 
Neolithic or early Middle Neolithic, and palisade 
enclosures dated to the late, early Middle Neo-
lithic (MN I-V) or the early late Middle Neolithic 
(YN) (Andersen 1997; Svensson 2002; Nielsen 
2004; Brink 2009). With a few exceptions, activi-
ties involving ritual depositions took place in ditch 
systems or in connection to the palisade postholes, 
whereas the areas inside the enclosures are almost 
empty. On the sites enclosed by natural obstacles, 
depositions that could have had a ritual character 
are found within the demarcations.

The slope close to the shoreline at Stensborg 
might have functioned as an assembly area where 
certain rituals were performed. A number of exotic 
objects were brought to the site, such as flint axes 
from the south and slate objects from the north. 
Areas chosen for depositions in close contact to 
settlements are also found at other Funnel Beaker 
culture sites in central Sweden. At Skogsmossen, 
a fen was used for the deposition of axes and ves-
sels (Hallgren et al. 1997, 63–67). Thirty-four 
stone axes and three preforms were found. The find 
material includes a small number of fragments 
from flint axes, all showing contact with fire. The 
number of vessels was calculated to about 75.

The deposited finds might be regarded as more 
than just a local investment. For example, the finds 
from Stensborg indicate a higher investment in 
terms of the quantity of axes, especially those made 
of flint, with a labour investment in making and 
transporting them from southern Scandinavia. The 
activities at Stensborg seem to have involved not 
only the residents of the site, but a considerable part 
of the population of the large island. Although a site 
of considerable size is situated close to the area with 
ritual depositions, the destruction of the material 
culture partly by using fire most probably occurred 
during gatherings of people from farms across the 

Mass destruction of tools
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island of Södertörn. These gatherings may have 
been held for various reasons, e.g. mortuary ritu-
als involving the cremation of humans — this being 
the common practice across central Sweden at the 
time. In certain instances, the process of transfor-
mation also involved key items of material culture 
transformed by fire.

According to the interpretation of the excavated 
features, the objects at Stensborg were intention-
ally destroyed in rituals and then deposited in 
shallow pits, some mixed with clay. Most of the 
shallow pits were destroyed or partly damaged 
when the slope was used as an arable field. This 
might be the reason why the ploughing zone 
contained so many finds detected during field 
surveys. The area has been ploughed at least since 
the seventeenth century. Judging from the shallow 
pits, the intention was not to deeply bury the 
remains in the soil, but only to cover them with 
a thin layer below the surface. The introduction 
of flint axes was not restricted to the knowledge 
of how to use them for wood working, but also 
involved information about their significance in a 
wider context, relating material culture to activi-
ties of importance within the world-view of early 
farmers in southern Scandinavia. This is knowl-
edge that must have been transmitted orally, in 
combination with the distribution of the objects.

The manufacture and handling of stone axes 
was well-known within the hunter-gatherer socie-
ties of central Sweden (Lindgren 2004). Manu-
facturing the point-butted and thin-butted stone 
axes resembling the southern Scandinavian types 

would as such not have been any major obstacle. 
However, activities including the intentional 
destruction of tools appear to be a new element 
in ritual practice and thinking, just as many other 
activities related to farming were combined to a 
new world-view. This transformation might have 
been as revolutionary as handling domesticated 
animals and planting.

The introduction of this information must have 
involved a diffusion of people. We do not need to 
talk about a migration of large groups, as such. Just a 
small group of people with new behaviour patterns 
and ideas could have had a great impact not only in 
terms of a new way of living and thinking but also in 
the gene pool. The new arrivals with a new economy 
that seems to have had a major influence on the 
existing societies had an advantage in choosing 
partners and in bringing forth fertile descendants 
to change the genetic situation within a few genera-
tions. The change would have been obvious without 
involving the kind of major migration or replace-
ment of people that has been suggested on the basis 
of very limited results (Skoglund et al. 2012).

According to presented radiocarbon dates (Hall-
gren 2008), the introduction seems to have been 
as rapid in central Sweden as in southern Scandi-
navia. Our knowledge of the routes of transport 
of goods as well as people is limited, but the most 
plausible link would have been routes along the 
Baltic coast, where most of the journeys by vessel 
would have been travelled in archipelagic environ-
ments.

Stensborg in its cultural setting

At the time when the Stensborg site was in use, 
several centuries had passed since the introduc-
tion of agriculture. It spread some 100 km further 
to the north (Hallgren 2008). The influence 
from the south was well-established, but one 
can also see that differences within the material 
culture seem to have emerged already soon after 
the introduction of agriculture in central Sweden. 
The shapes of the vessels were inspired by shapes 
from the south, just like the different kinds of 
decorations. However, the mode of decoration 
differs partly from that of southern Scandinavia 
(Hallgren 2008). This might be due to influ-
ences from the Comb Pottery culture in Finland 
and the Baltic. The use of hollow-edged axe heads 
might have been an invention from the same area 
(Edgren 1992). One has to keep in mind that the 
distance from Stensborg to the closest area of the 
Comb Pottery culture is not more than 160 km, 
which could be crossed partially through an outer 
archipelago.

At the transition from the early to the middle 
Neolithic, the material culture in central Sweden 
changed in a way not in accordance with what 
happened in southern Scandinavia. The tradi-
tional contacts to the south markedly decrease, 
resulting in the Pitted Ware culture. This change 
is a phenomenon that has been much discussed. 
Natural causes have been suggested, namely 
climatic change that resulted in serious problems 
for farming, and/or factors relating to changes in 
social norms and attitudes, probably established in 
contacts with hunter-gatherer societies from the 
Comb Ware culture of the Baltic region (Gräs-
lund 1982; Edenmo et al. 1997; Carlsson 1998; 
Stenbäck 2003; Eriksson 2004; Gill 2003; 
Larsson 2006). The intensive destruction and 
deposition at Stensborg might be connected with 
such troubling events. Valuable items were trans-
formed into goods for divine entities in order to 
appease the forces that were rocking a lifestyle 
that had been conducted for several centuries.
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At the Stensborg site, situated in the inner part 
of a bay in central Sweden, the slope down to the 
beach was used for special activities with ritual pur-
poses, including destruction of tools, the remains of 
which were deposited in shallow pits. By contrast, 
the low ridge above the slope included an area with 
a high quantity of refuse from stone axe produc-
tion and refuse similar to that of an ‘ordinary’ set-
tlement. The finds are of the same age as the evi-
dence of activities on the slope. Stone axes that 
were cracked into pieces on the slope might have 
been manufactured in the settlement. However, a 
number of axes and some other tools made of flint 
have been transported from southern Scandinavia 
over a distance of at least 600 km.

The slope might have functioned as an assem-
bly area where certain rituals were performed. In 
part, they can be compared to the activities con-

ducted in connection with a small number of sites 
in southern Scandinavia that have remains of 
mass destruction of flint tools using fire. A num-
ber of exotic objects were brought to the site, such 
as flint axes from the south and slate objects from 
the north. Together with local products, like stone 
axes and seeds, they were deliberately destroyed 
— or rather, the term ‘transformed’ might be more 
appropriate. The fragmentation of objects might 
have had a special meaning. The word ‘transfor-
mation’ is relevant in this instance, with regard 
to the mass burning of objects. Here the main act 
was to fragment the objects. By this action the 
objects were transformed to another state, in which 
they could be accepted by the receivers. Still, the 
remains of these acts had to be sealed below the 
surface in order to keep them pure.
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