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In the context of the multidisciplinary research program Early monumentality and so-
cial differentiation, founded by the German Research Foundation (DFG – Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft) palaeo-/archaeobotanical investigations are carried out. We 
are focusing on environmental changes and the role of farming as basis for monumen-
tality, in particular the construction of megalithic tombs, during the time of the Funnel 
Beaker Culture between 4100 and 2800 BC in Northern Middle Europe. Methodically, 
pollen-, macroremain- and anthracological analyses are applied.

First results of the macroremain study are 
based on about 300 soil samples of nine Ne-
olithic sites. Plant remains in these contexts 
are sparse and badly preserved, which ge-
nerally is the case for Neolithic sites. Both, 
cultivated and gathered plants, are found re-
gularly. Hazel nut shells and indeterminate 
cereals are the most common finds. But also 
emmer (Triticum dicoccum), einkorn (Triti-
cum monococcum) and naked and hulled 
barley (Hordeum vulgare) are present. No oil 
plants are recorded up to now, but one re-
main of pulse was found. Small assortment of 
weeds occur infrequently (Bromus secalinus, 
Lolium sp., Polygonum convolvulus, P. lapatifoli-
um, Chenopodium album, Rumex crispus, Gali-
um spurium, G. aparine, Poa annua).

Altogether around 37% of the samples con-
tain identifiable plant remains. In most cases 
density of charred plant remains is less than 
one find per liter. Hence presence/absence 
and ubiquity analysis is more meaningful 
than fully-quantitative description.

Up to now our understanding was deci-
sively based on imprints in ceramic sherds. 
Ongoing regular and intensive sampling in 
course of this project aims at producing a 
sound basis for reconstructing agricultural 
activities and the importance of various crop 
plants during the Funnel Beaker Culture.

Macroremain sam-
ples are gained 
from research ex-
cavations within 
the program, cur-
rent rescue exca-
vations and from 
museum archives. 
Mainly three diffe-
rent types of archa-
eological sites are 

investigated: megalithic tombs, earthworks 
and settlements. Due to this fact sample 
volume and find density differ considerably 
between the sites. Ideally, 10 liter soil sam-
ples are investigated per feature, e.g. pits 
and postholes. For bigger features, e.g. 
ditches, an individually adapted sampling 
strategy is developed together with the ar-
chaeologists.

The cold winter 2009/2010 allowed coring from the ice on the Haddebyer Noor, Schles-
wig, Northern Germany. Interdisciplinary palaeoecological investigations of sediments 
from several lakes in the study area are carried out to reconstruct the environmental 
background for the Funnel Beaker Culture, e.g. vegetational and climatic changes. This 
involves pollen, geochemistry and thin-section analyses as well as X-ray fluorescence 
scanning and varve- and tephrochronology.

Naked barley grains 
(Hordeum vulgare 
ssp. nudum)
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Neolithic farming and environmental change during 
the Funnel Beaker Culture in Northern Middle Europe

Varved lake sediments. Annually laminated 
sediments offer the possibility to reconstruct 
palaeoecological processes on a robust, 
highresolution time scale. The investigated 
sites provided only partially laminated se-

diments so that further 
dating techniques 
(AMS 14C, tephrochro-
nology) will be applied 
for absolute dating of 
these “floating” varve-
chronologies.

Tephrochronology. The identification of 
microtephra layers helps to correlate the re-
cords from the different investigation sites. 
These layers provide synchronous events 
and consist of small numbers of miniscule 

volcanic glass shards 
(see photo) in the lake 
sediments deriving 
from volcanic erup-
tions in Iceland.

Pollen analyses. High-resolution pollen 
analyses aim at reconstructing environmen-
tal changes on 
different spatial 
scales so that 
micro-, meso- 
and macrore-
gional patterns 
and their un-
derlying factors 
can be identi-
fied.c. 10 µm 50 µm


