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MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE,
3000 B.Cc.—A.D. 1000

Human geography is an essential dimension of archaeology. The locations that ancient peo-
ple chose for their settlements, cemeteries, and ritual activities are very important for un-
derstanding how European societies developed and declined.

Archaeological sites are found throughout Europe. The maps on the following pages show
the locations of selected sites mentioned in the text and give an overview of their distribu-
tion on a large scale. Smaller and more detailed maps accompany many specific entries.

For clarity, we have divided Europe into five major regions: Northwestern Europe, which
covers the British Isles and nearby portions of the Continent; Northern Europe, which in-
cludes the North European Plain and Scandinavia; Southwestern Europe, the Iberian
Peninsula and the lands around the western Mediterranean; Southeastern Europe, which in-
cludes the Danube Basin and Greece; and Eastern Europe, the area east of the Bug River
and the Carpathians. Areas beyond these maps, such as the Caucasus and Cyprus, are
covered in smaller maps in the relevant articles.

Maps in this volume cover some of the sites mentioned in parts 5 through 7, from the Bronze
Age to the Early Middle Ages.



MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE,

3000 B.Cc.-A.D. 1000
Northwestern Europe ]
and the British Isles, N .
orwegian
3000 B.c.-A.D. 1000 Sed
<
0 100 200 mi. 'EO“ Faroe
; - — ! </ Islands
0 100 200 km &
Shetland 7
Islands d;*’
o Jarlshof
' G
Blrsay%g)&o y
Qs Orkney
ATLANTIC Outer 5" Islands
OCEAN Hebrides
North Sea
ﬁlsla of
" Man
Irish Sea East Frisian
Islands
p West Frisian Feddersen Wierde™
Islands _—.= <9
\\L\\\\\ 7
River ® 7
- 'Sporrg Hill I.&w[mwr\»l
Moel Trigarn. - i ;vzgitttit:moo ¢ .aﬁ <
Mt. Gabriel” Longbury Banky lawhaden s pswic Dorestad %
< t. Albans
Llantwit Majora s DineS Powss W Brookiare o mHodunum AT t
Celtic Sea ? 1! Storieherige  TaPIOW =
Danebury® s 2
R =
51\\6\(“ 7;(;
= Quentovic, ‘Tournai .
English Channel Cambrai Mg,

=

Bay of
Biscay

- o o Hilleshei’nﬁ\f/f-
, S%Juvincourt-et-Damary. Titg Iberg o Q
= - 2. Z

‘\\L

Q

ST el
\’;‘\IO Aisne RS &

>

3 @ Q 3
Fort® L 0% Choisy-au-Bac g S Z
arne o Hohenaspgrg 3
Harrouard M 72 Fellbach-Schmiden
£
21
= Vix = L. Constance
Loire River ?
= < Mont
2 = Beuvray/
2 &
I~ Cr(»,(/‘ .
B & 2
%. & s %,
N
Gergoviag
&
Dordogne R
Lot RWE

I/v\-—/

ANCIENT EUROTPE



MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE, 3000 B.Cc.-A.D. 1000

Northern Europe, 0 100 5 252
3000 B.Cc.-A.D. 1000 0 100 7,
g \
,~ 3
@ yy 2
Inari &
@~
A ’»
;\' o
. =7
Norwegian B
.
Sea 2 ‘=,
N <
£l & 73 =
= -\@ - @
P 2 «\J‘(\ - ';?'
. A
@ &%y 4 “ﬁi
NS &
ey
2 ulq/‘drv i.?...
M g

Trondheim
(Nidaros)

Y Litnga, % N
ey

< . .
YUsnan /‘)"1,()/_ a Cw l f @ f

£ Bothnia 35 i
& 528 <
‘:’ e M
Enve
& s Aland Is. ; B
D7 Vendel 5, G@z@qb YR, 5 > ) N
Valsgérdem P < c of Finland . °
Lake Mdlaren. A g%’mg,gppsma Gul.j Of |
ol .

10

o VS ) S ’ S ol elgo Hiiumaa i - <

Saaremaa 1 ° 0

2! cHiindhamra «
(Hin

1241y

§Gulf of
Riga
Q

Skedemosse
Ismanstorp

v,
I o
River

AT DIl N Eketorp
Sea Hoddew —  mJelling(y_ ~ 555
{Egtved® Roskilde i .
Q?u aRibe - 2Zealand"¢"° B a l tic S e a
DrengstecLL 3 Trelleborg Neman River
[Hjortspring ™ Bornholm . Courlind
G":I:-\ledeby Als g{‘;lf f’{ Lagoon
9 [ansk
(Haithabu) Riigen
" Truso é
Narew &,
l{; -
Biskupin® &
P 04%(7_ «
Bug D
Warta River 2
/,',(‘ ,’/
> %4)_

ANCIENT EUROTPE Xix



1000

.D.

3000

MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE,

7
|
pag u B 10qlVy pypaqio) fo noaig
zppr) B 7\
. A Jofmo g
webvE LY & |
B no {! )
¢! u Soup B
\ USBIA o 1o, WILS) ojunory
DI UDIUDLLIIID I W 6V erepoueg L sdl] )
e 2i191S /&
eiWRIOS ., 7 gudio W = %%
Q
ezy o W
2 Q DIOUIDA ot = Gl
20k /&Q Johmo Yy \ A 7
o1 v&& .\Q\\%\ y N\ / ‘.:k sn8)
eoupy ' geist \? 8 2 PE
pag sp 0 ;i
UDI1U Y.Ld gits (0 3
AL p2S e < 4 RNy |
T Bopse 1@ ®epueli
BISOAOPlY ) Seiol
- = wewbuy ( SPENE 7
Saln = I\ycb Iejinby “aapy 04nodq
S > '
» o -
o L T2 & A
(seundwy) uopodug R < a/, X7
oo B S : S ¥ oo E1UES
B2/510 suoiq © 2 3 ]
5 IS10D fo [/ %/W/W N 9, z 9 L
aleIAD T Jy oW .
o1Bbad Ay ~ g PaS s
u S <= M
Q.\W&QUOS\ QN\&QW«NQNU
Ay vl g o
S 107 Zo0, \ 9
] % -
audopioq (o
Gt { NVHD O
enobiao < LT IDILNVILY
=, A o &b
N ~ fo
z 2 unt 002 00} 0
e 5 - W 00z 00k 0
3y 701 s - 000} "a’'v—"0'd 000€
Fromt ‘ueaue.LIDHPIIA UIDISOM
pue adoing uis)}samyinos

ANCIENT EUROTPE



Stare

MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE,

Hradisko oulm\

—Rg lSSky A4
ngok N

e River

3000 B. .p. 1000

\ y

ltaly, Southeastern Europe,
and the Aegean,
3000 B.c.-A.D. 1000

Kiev

D anube Rive,.
" Nltra BycaSkaIa
u Waschenberg Smolenice-Molpir 7,
g Hallstatt Neusiedler g \ P “
X Lake a ) N
Lol N
Mur, RiV¢ ) 04? 5 m§~\
S RdD Bulum/ f <
s @
Tillmitsch® S Apuseni - e
; ] Mts. 7 %
Marog .
1 Y - (/I,,A)/_ ! aros (. Mm?«,") Rive, o s w
o7 Ve, e A =
f . Kiipa River v Rive, ‘\\\z‘“\“ ( ,,¢
S ‘k S l'
S
\\ E é , Ia[om,ﬁ] River
2 N 0,
A aey 2 & 2 )
~ AW ENN = *
N /'0 3 R|\€/
S N ¥ 7 N e
h < % 0
7 =5
u “ /-l\/ar“D /C
Poggio & SO . 4(
Civitate == s
a {3 ©s. ow® X ? Black
" Acquarossa @ - -
Torquml\elz . S oy Lake Scutari 7 S@a
eio
e
Rome —— @ .‘&
V.
/%
: %o
%, = /hfs
. Lake Ohrid %\ o & o
= "poggiomarino 2 Y §Lake Prespa E Seaof 7
X D V3 © = OThéSOS [ Mal'ma/'a<:
v Lep 3 Samothrace>
e - imroz
. <
i - g DN, Lemnostg{
T r ,h en . an Taranto v, ) 2z -
yri i Corfu‘gi o Aegean Sea
Sea 2 5
N > < é
T 4 K N Lesbos
’ .o Leukés = -54.Scyros
) A (A Euboea 7. <=
. C ephalonia A@i z ) C hios
" Ionian )
: Andros  Samos
Peloponnesus
Sea Zanté P oring, 327 vk 7 X Karia,
o 3
“Mycenae Naxos
© Pantelleria Pylos" > e .-
e Melo.;‘@g AN . >
V 2 D % i
e C ytherab Fihodt:s
Matta™~> Sea of Crete
Ka’rpaihasg
Mal =
Knossos® Zakros
O Phaistos)® ~Gournia
Mediterranean Sea °
9 1q0 2(?0 mi.
0 100 200 km
xxi

ANCIENT EUROTPE



MAPS OF ANCIENT EUROPE,

3000 B.

N

%Lnke Vodla

ki

Q
Lake
Onega

X

Gulf 8f Finland

GLak(’ Lacha

33 Lake Vozhe

Lake Beloye

1000

<

Eastern Europe,
3000 B.C.-
A.D. 1000

IS = Beloozero
S » N
N
e $
Lake Peipus NS
N
Q Novgorod /%,9
Ryuril
Lake Pskov )
Lake Il'men’ % orodishche
Izborsk™
e \,
.
Gnezdovo g
Smolensk
&
< a
\v % g "5@ §
I s =
N =
H S 50’1:‘\ ]
2
Pinsk Marshes .
Py N &
Ipvars’ River 5. 2
ats’ River S §
S = S
A ) g S
Dus\‘“?\\ Seym Rive,. N
(s}
S
{ = z
y Kiev §_=_ %
\ S S
) i,
N\
ey, \ " River )
3 —~Z Uy
% )
3 %, ¢
» o, Z f \
%, a !
= i Z 3 i,
= = =, b
% 2
= ‘ o
<
<] . 2 _ pon ¥
3 T o
3 . Ollg o o~
= o .
?é =24 &4 ., \
S, y v 4 ~
3 \\ \ % o e Manych
o — IR S f NS, T
S ea o _ N
J ﬂ) <% Azov RO 0 100 200 mi.
J' \\*! P Panticapaeum i River & proS Py
/ N < ., om 5 pan m
€ - S W
’ ( ,5 2 Crimea . ‘4
FE C
Danub® Chersonesus™ ‘9(/Ca |
S‘(/ s /h
Black Sea Oupny »
: ns
2 L
xxii

ANCIENT EUROTPE



CHRONOLOGY OF ANCIENT
EUROPE, 2000 B.Cc.—A.D. 1000

Archaeologists need to make sense of how the archaeological record fits together in time
and space. A simple tool for organizing this information is a chronological chart, which can
be thought of as a timeline running vertically, with the oldest developments at the bottom
and the most recent at the top. The vertical lines indicate the duration of cultures and peo-
ple, whose date of first appearance is indicated by the label at the bottom of the line. The
horizontal lines indicate cultures and events that spanned more than one geographic region.
Historical events or milestones appear in boldface type.

During the last two millennia B.c. and the first millennium A.p., the archaeological record in
Europe gets progressively more detailed. The broad developments of the earlier period dis-
cussed in volume | now take on greater specificity in time and space. For that reason, the
following chronological chart is organized somewhat differently from the one in volume I: in-
stead of large regions, it is now necessary to view the past in terms of particular countries
or smaller regions and in 500-year increments. The chronological chart should be used in
conjunction with the individual articles on these topics to give the reader a sense of the
larger picture across Europe and through time.
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CHRONOLOGY

OF ANCIENT EUROPE, 2000 =B

. C .-

A.D. 1000

DATE IRELAND BRITAIN FRANCE/ GERMANY
BELGIUM/
SWITZERLAND
A.D. 1000 Norman conquest
AD. 1066 Ottonian/Holy Roman Empire
L
Viking Age Late Saxon period Carolingian Dynastsy Carolingian empire
I EMPORIA Charlemagne
crowned
early Middle Sa>l<0n period
monasteries ;
Early Saxon period
A.D.500 Merovingian Franks Merovingian Franks
Early Christian period
Late Iron Age Roman period
AD.1 [ ) )
Roman period Roman Iron Age/Roman period
Late Iron Age
Irish | OPPIDA
royal sites
Middle Iron Age Middle Iron Age
500 B.C. La Tene period La Téne period
Greek
colonies
Early Iron Age hillforts hillforts established
Early Iron Age
Hallstatt period Hallstatt period
1000 B.C.
Late Bronze Age Late Bronze Age
Late Bronze Age Late Bronze Age
1500 B.C.
Middle Bronze Age Middle Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age
2000 B.C. Early Bronze Age Early Bronze Age Early Bronze Age Early Bronze Age
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CHRONOLOGY OF ANCIENT EUROPE, 2000 B.C.-A.D. 1000
SCANDINAVIA POLAND RUSSIA/ IBERIA DATE
UKRAINE
A.D. 1000
Settlement of
Iceland and :
Greenland Formation of early Viking settlements
o Polish state in Russi
Viking Age In Russia
EMPORIA
Expansion of early Arab conquest
Slav culture
. Suevian and A.D.500
E*Pgl':fv“l':“'::lf:f'v Visigothic kingdoms
Germanic Iron Age Migration period
three-aisled
longhouses Later Sarmatians
AD. 1
Roman Iron Age Wielbark Roman
culture Iron Age Pontic
kingdom
Tollund ’
Man Sarmatians Roman period
Carthaginian control
B
Scythians k?nsgp(;)(;?
Early Iron Age Pre-Roman oo vpian  Greek Greek 500 B.C.
IronAge  ids colonies colonies
established established
Iron use Iron Age
ERDLEISS Establishment
of Phoenician
colonies
Early Scythians urnfields
1000 B.C.
Later Bronze Age
Lusatian culture
Late Bronze Age 1500 B.C.
Middle Bronze Age
Older Bronze Age
Late Bronze Age
I
Middle Bronze Age 2000 B.C.

Late Neolithic

Early Bronze Age
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CHRONOLOGY OF ANCIENT EUROPE,

2000 B.C.

A .

p. 1000

DATE ITALY SOUTHEASTERN HUNGARY/ GREECE/
EUROPE AND CARPATHIAN AEGEAN
BALKANS BASIN
A.D.1000
Great Moravian |
Lombards/ empire
Langobards | Magyars
Avars
Expansion of early
Slav culture |
A.D. 500 Byzantine reconquest Langobards
o Hunnic expansion
Ostrogothic
kingdom ‘
Romans cede
Dacia to Goths
AD. 1 Roman Empire Roman period Roman period Byzantine and Roman Empires
f OPPIDA |
Late Iron Age Late Iron Age
Hellenistic period
500 B.C. Roman republic Middle Iron Age Middle Iron Age Classical period
Archaic period
|
figural figural . .
o o Late Geometric period
- Early Iron Age
ruscans
1000 B.C. Early Iron Age
Final Bronze Age
| Greek Dark Age
Recent Bronze Age
1500 B.C. Late Bronze Age Late Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age Late Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age Middle Bronze Age
2000 B.C. Early Bronze Age Early Bronze Age Early Bronze Age Middle Bronze Age
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INTRODUCTION

During the third and second millennia B.C., socie-
ties emerged from the Atlantic to the Urals that
were characterized by the use of bronze for a wide
variety of weapons, tools, and ornaments and, per-
haps more significantly, by pronounced and sus-
tained differences in status, power, and wealth. The
period that followed is known as the Bronze Age,
a somewhat arbitrary distinction based on the wide-
spread use of the alloy of copper and tin. It is the
second of Christian Jirgensen (C. J.) Thomsen’s
tripartite division of prehistory into ages of Stone,
Bronze, and Iron based on his observations of the
Danish archaeological record.

Society did not undergo a radical transforma-
tion at the onset of the Bronze Age. Many of the so-
cial, economic, and symbolic developments that
mark this period have their roots in the Late Neo-
lithic. Similarly, many of the characteristics of the
Bronze Age persist far longer than its arbitrary end
in the first millennium B.C. with the development of
ironworking. The Bronze Age in Europe is of tre-
mendous importance, however, as a period of sig-
nificant change that continued to shape the Europe-
an past into the recognizable precursor of the
societies that we eventually meet in historical
records. Professor Stuart Piggott, in his 1965 book
Ancient Europe from the Beginnings of Agriculture
to Classical Antiquity: A Survey, calls it “a phase full
of interest” in which the preceding “curious amal-
gam of traditions and techniques” was transformed
into the world “we encounter at the dawn of Euro-
pean history.”

ANCIENT EUROTPE

CONTINUITY FROM LATE
NEOLITHIC

In most parts of Europe, the Late Neolithic societies
described in the previous section blend impercepti-
bly into the Early Bronze Age communities. No one
living in the late third millennium B.C. would have
suspected that archaeologists of the nineteenth cen-
tury A.D. would assign such significance to a modest
metallurgical innovation. At the beginning of the
second millennium B.C., people continued to inhab-
it generally the same locations, live in similar types
of houses, grow more or less the same crops, and go
about their lives not much differently from the way
they lived in previous centuries. There were, of
course, some subtle yet significant differences. For
example, in Scandinavia, Bronze Age burial mounds
generally occur on the higher points in the land-
scape, while Neolithic ones are in lower locations.

The major changes of the Early Bronze Age are
not a radical departure from patterns observed in
the later Neolithic. Rather, they are an amplification
of some trends that began during the earlier period,
including the use of exotic materials like bronze,
gold, amber, and jet, and the practice of elaborate
ceremonial behavior, not only as part of mortuary
rituals but also in other ways that remain mysteri-
ous. These changes reflected back into society dur-
ing the following millennium to cause a transforma-
tion in the organization of the valuables and the
ways in which the possession of these goods served
as symbols of power and status. Thus, by the end
of the Bronze Age, prehistoric society in much of
Europe was indeed different from that of the Neo-
lithic.
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MAKING BRONZE

Bronze is an alloy of copper with a small quantity
of another element, most commonly tin but some-
times arsenic. The admixture of the second metal,
which can form up to 10 percent of the alloy, pro-
vides the soft copper with stiffness and strength.
Bronze is also easier to cast than copper, allowing
the crafting of a wide variety of novel and complex
shapes not hitherto possible. The development of
bronze fulfilled the promise of copper, a bright and
attractive metal that was unfortunately too soft and
pliable by itself to make anything more than simple
tools and ornaments.

During the course of the Bronze Age, we see a
progressive increase of sophistication in metallurgi-
cal techniques. Ways were found to make artifacts
that were increasingly complicated and refined.
Now it was possible to make axes, sickles, swords,
spearheads, rings, pins, and bracelets, as well as elab-
orate artistic achievements such as the Trundholm
“sun chariot” and even wind instruments such as
the immense horns found in Denmark and Ireland.
The ability to cast dozens of artifacts from a single
mold makes it possible to speak of true manufactur-
ing as opposed to the individual crafting of each
piece. Some scholars have proposed that metal-
smithing was a specialist occupation in certain
places. Such emergent specialization would have
had profound significance for the agrarian econo-
my, still largely composed of self-sufficient house-
holds. Some metal artifacts, such as the astonishing
Irish gold neck rings, seem to be clearly beyond the
ability of an amateur to produce.

Copper and tin rarely, if ever, occur naturally in
the same place. Thus one or the other—or both—
must be brought some distance from their source
areas to be alloyed. Copper sources are widely dis-
tributed in the mountainous zones of Europe, but
known tin sources are only found in western Eu-
rope, in Brittany, Cornwall, and Spain. Thus, tin
needed to be brought from a considerable distance
to areas of east-central Europe, such as Hungary
and Romania, where immense quantities of bronze
artifacts had been buried deliberately in hoards.
Similarly, Denmark has no natural sources of copper
or tin, but it has yielded more bronze artifacts per
square kilometer than most other parts of Europe.

It is in this need to acquire critical supplies of
copper and tin, as well as the distribution of materi-

als such as amber, jet, and gold, that we see the rise
of long-distance trading networks during the
Bronze Age. Trade was no longer something that
happened sporadically or by chance. Instead, mate-
rials and goods circulated along established routes.
The Mediterranean, Baltic, Black, and North Seas
were crossed regularly by large boats, while smaller
craft traversed shorter crossings like the English
Channel.

BURIALS, RITUAL, AND
MONUMENTS

Much more than both earlier and later periods, the
Bronze Age is known largely from its burials. In
large measure, this is due to the preferences of early
archaeologists to excavate graves that contained
spectacular bronze and gold trophies. Settlements
of the period, in contrast, were small and unremark-
able. This imbalance is slowly being corrected, as
new ways are developed to extract as much informa-
tion as possible from settlement remains.

Bronze burials are remarkable both for their re-
gional and chronological diversity, although occa-
sionally mortuary practices became uniform over
broad areas. The practice of single graves under bar-
rows or tumuli (small mounds) is widespread during
the first half of the Bronze Age, although flat ceme-
teries are also found in parts of central Europe.
Some of the Early Bronze Age barrows are remark-
ably rich, such as Bush Barrow near Stonehenge and
Leubingen in eastern Germany. Occasional graves
with multiple skeletons, such as the ones at Ames-
bury in southern England and Wassenaar in the
Netherlands, may reflect a more violent side to
Bronze Age life. Around 1200 B.C., there was a
marked shift in burial practices in much of central
and southern Europe, and cremation burial in urns
became common. The so-called urnfields are large
cemeteries, sometimes with several thousand indi-
vidual burials.

Alongside the burial sites, other focal points in
the landscape grew in importance. The megalithic
tradition in western Europe continued the practice
of building large stone monuments. Stonehenge,
begun during the Late Neolithic, reached its zenith
during the Bronze Age, when the largest upright
sarsen stones and lintels still visible today were
erected, and other features of the surrounding sa-
cred landscape, such as the Avenue, were expanded.

ANCIENT EUROTPE



At widely separated parts of Europe, in southern
Scandinavia and the southern Alps, large rock out-
crops were covered with images of people, animals,
boats, and chariots, as well as abstract designs. Of-
ferings were made by depositing weapons and body
armor into rivers, streams, bogs, and especially
springs.

STATUS, POWER, WEALTH

The variation in the burials has led to the very rea-
sonable view that the Bronze Age was characterized
by increasing differences in the access by individuals
to status, power, and wealth. Admittedly, burial evi-
dence may overemphasize such differences, but a
compelling case can be made that certain burials,
such as the oak-coffin tombs of Denmark, reflect the
high status of their occupants. The amount of effort
that went into the construction of some Bronze Age
mortuary structures and the high value ascribed to
the goods buried with the bodies—and thus taken
out of use by the living—is consistent with the ex-
pectations for such a stratified society. These are not
the earliest examples of astonishingly rich burials in
European prehistory, as the Copper Age cemetery
at Varna attests. The displays of wealth in some
Bronze Age burials are so elaborate and the practice
is so widespread, however, that it is difficult not to
conclude that society was increasingly differentiated
into elites and commoners.

Evidence for such social differentiation appears
late in the third millennium B.C. in widely separated
areas. Among these are the Wessex culture of south-
ern England, builders of Stonehenge; the Unétice
culture of central Europe, whose hoards of bronze
artifacts reflect the ability to acquire tin from a con-
siderable distance; and the El Argar culture of
southern Spain, who buried many of their dead in
large ceramic jars. Somewhat later, in places such as
Denmark and Ireland, lavish displays of wealth pro-
vided an opportunity for the elite to demonstrate
their status.

Archacologists have pondered the question of
what form these differentiated societies took. Some
have advanced the hypothesis that they were orga-
nized into chiefdoms, a form of social organization

ANCIENT EUROTPE
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known from pre-state societies around the world. In
chiefdoms, positions of status and leadership are
passed from one generation to the next, and this
elite population controls the production of farmers,
herders, and craft specialists, whose products they
accumulate, display, and distribute to maintain their
social preeminence. As an alternative to such a
straightforwardly hierarchical social structure, other
archaeologists have advanced the notion that
Bronze Age society had more complicated and fluid
patterns of differences in authority and status, which
changed depending on the situation and the rela-
tionships among individuals and groups. Whatever
position one accepts, it is clear that social organiza-
tion was becoming increasingly complex through-
out Europe during the Bronze Age.

The most complex societies were found in the
Aegean beginning in the third millennium B.C. On
the island of Crete, the Minoan civilization devel-
oped a political and economic system dominated by
several major palaces in which living quarters, store-
rooms, sanctuaries, and ceremonial rooms sur-
rounded a central courtyard. Clearly, these were the
seats of a powerful elite. During the mid-second
millennium B.C., the fortified town of Mycenae on
the Greek mainland, with its immense royal burial
complexes, became the focus of an Aegean civiliza-
tion that was celebrated by later Greek writers such
as Homer and Thucydides. Bronze Age develop-
ments in the Aegean proceeded much more quickly
than in the rest of Europe, and the Minoans and
Mycenaeans were true civilizations with writing and
an elaborate administrative structure.

The Bronze Age continues to pose many chal-
lenges to archaeologists. In particular, the signifi-
cance of age and gender differences in Bronze Age
society will need to be explored to a greater degree,
as will the possible meanings of the remarkable sa-
cred landscapes created by monuments and burials.
The roles of small farmsteads and fortified sites need
to be better understood. The European Bronze Age
is a classic example of how new archaeological finds,
rather than providing definitive answers, raise more
questions for archaeologists to address.

PETER BoGuUckKi
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF BRONZE

Bronze is an alloy, a crystalline mixture of copper
and tin. The ratio is set ideally at 9:1, though it var-
ied in prehistory as a result of either manufacturing
conditions or the deliberate choice of the metal-
worker. Bronze can be cast or hammered into com-
plex shapes, including sheets, but cold hammering
has an additional effect: it elongates the crystals and
causes work hardening. Through work hardening,
effective edges can be produced on blades, but the
process can be exaggerated, leading to brittleness
and cracking. Heating, or annealing, causes recrys-
tallization and eliminates the distortion of the crys-
tals, canceling the work hardening but enabling an
artifact to be hammered into the desired shape.
Moreover, the presence of tin improves the fluidity
of the molten metal, making it easier to cast and
permitting the use of complex mold shapes.

Because of the long history of research on the
topic of European prehistory, the sequence of met-
allurgical development is well known. Newer work,
particularly in the southern Levant, has shed fresh
light on the context of metallurgy in a milieu of de-
veloping social complexity. Bronze production on
a significant scale first appeared in about 2400 B.C.
in the Early Bronze Age central European Unétice
culture, distributed around the Erzgebirge, or “Ore
mountains,” on the present-day border between
Germany and the Czech Republic. It is no accident
that these mountains have significant tin reserves,
which many archaeologists believe probably were
exploited in antiquity, although this point is the
subject of controversy. Farther west, tin bronze was
introduced rapidly to Britain from about 2150 B.cC.,

so that there was no real Copper Age. Here, the ear-
liest good evidence for tin production is provided by
tin slag from a burial at Caerloggas, near Saint Aus-
tell in Cornwall, dated to 1800 B.c. Significantly,
Cornwall is a major tin source.

ARSENICAL COPPER:
THE FIRST STEP

An issue that divides many modern scholars is the
extent to which ancient metalworkers were aware of
the processes taking place as they smelted, refined,
melted, and cast: Were the metalwork and its com-
positions achieved by accident or by design? This
controversy is an aspect of the modernist versus
primitivist debate, which pits those who see the
people of prehistory as very much like ourselves,
practicing empirical experimentation, against those
who doubt the complexity of former societies and
their depth of knowledge.

This is particularly the case with respect to ar-
senical copper, an alloy containing between 2 per-
cent and 6 percent arsenic, which was used in the
Copper Age of Europe during the fourth and third
millennium B.C. It. continued to be produced and
to circulate for some time after the introduction of
tin bronze. Like bronze, arsenical copper is superior
in its properties to unalloyed copper. The arsenic
acts as a deoxidant. It makes the copper more fluid
and thus improves the quality of the casting. Experi-
mental work has shown that cold working of the
alloy leads to work hardening. Thus, while arsenical
coppers in the as-cast or annealed state can have a
hardness of about 70 HV (Vickers hardness), this
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hardness can be work hardened to 150 HV. In pre-
historic practice hardness rarely exceeded 100 HV,
however; this hardness compares favorably to that
of copper, which also can be work hardened. It has
been claimed, however, that many of the artifacts in
arsenical copper were produced accidentally and
that their properties were not as advantageous, as is
sometimes claimed. This is argued not least because
of the tendency of arsenic to segregate during cast-
ing (to form an arsenic-rich phase within the matrix
of the alloy and, in particular, close to the surface of
the artifact).

Some copper ores are rich in arsenic, such as the
metallic gray tennantite or enargite, and it is argued
that arsenical copper was first produced accidentally
using such ores; the prehistoric metalworkers then
would have noticed that the metal produced was
mechanically superior to normal copper. Further-
more, arsenic-rich ores could have been recognized
from the garlic smell they emit when heated or
struck. Arsenic, however, is prone to oxidation, pro-
ducing a fume of arsenious oxide; this fume is toxic
and would deplete the arsenic content of the molten
metal unless reducing conditions (i.e., an oxygen-
poor environment) were maintained at all times.
The “white arsenic smoke” and white residue pro-
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duced during melting and hot working probably
would have been noticed by metalworkers as corre-
lating with certain properties of the material. This
loss probably explains the greatly varying arsenic
content of Copper Age arsenical copper.

Whether or not arsenical copper was produced
deliberately, it has been noted that daggers were
made preferentially of arsenical copper in numerous
early copper-using cultural groups of the circum-
Alpine area, such as Altheim, Pfyn, Cortaillod,
Mondsee, and Remedello. Similar patterns have
been noticed in Wales, and in the Copper Age
southern Levant there was differentiation between
utilitarian metalwork in copper and prestige /cultic
artifacts in arsenical copper. Although arsenical cop-
per produces harder edges than does copper, this
deliberate choice of raw material may have been
based on color rather than mechanical properties.
As a result of segregation, arsenic-rich liquid may
exude at the surface (“sweating”) during the casting
of an artifact in arsenical copper, resulting in a sil-
very coating.

THE COMING OF TIN
Cassiterite, tin oxide ore, is present in various areas
of Europe in placer deposits. These are secondary
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Fig. 1. Sheet-bronze armor from Marmesses, France.
ReuNIoN bEs Musges NATIONAUX/ART ReEsouRce, NY. REPRODUCED
BY PERMISSION.

deposits that are produced by the erosion of ore-
bearing rock, and the cassiterite is then redeposited
in alluvial sands and gravels. The high-density, hard,
dark pebbles of “stream tin” presumably would
have been known to prehistoric people searching for
gold. Stannite, a sulfide of tin, sometimes occurs in
ore bodies in association with chalcopyrite and py-
rite, and the weathered part of such deposits would
contain cassiterite.

Tin, however, is very rare. Although some plac-
er deposits probably would been worked out and
are therefore not known today, tin’s distribution is
very uneven in Europe. Indeed, it is perhaps no acci-
dent that its earliest regular use appeared in the
Unétice culture, around the tin-rich Erzgebirge. It
has been suggested that the rich “Wessex” graves of
the early second millennium in south-central En-
gland owe their wealth to their control of the rich
Cornish tin of the southwest peninsular. The gold
Rillaton cup, from Cornwall, tends to support such
a hypothesis as it documents the accumulation of

wealth presumably amassed through the tin trade.
Other major sources occur in western Iberia and
Brittany, although there is no hard evidence for
their working in the Bronze Age. In Anatolia Early
Bronze Age mining is known at Kestel and tin pro-
cessing nearby at Goltepe, in the Taurus Mountains
of southern Turkey.

It is thought that the complex societies of the
Aegean and eastern Mediterranean obtained their
tin from Turkey, Afghanistan, or the eastern desert
of Egypt. The presence of tin ingots in the Ulu
Burun shipwreck, which sank about 1300 B.C. near
Kas off the southern coast of Turkey, shows that
metallic tin was circulating in the Late Bronze Age
Mediterranean. Tin smelting is relatively inefficient
(the slags at Caerloggas contain 45 percent tin
oxide), but it can be added easily to copper by put-
ting cassiterite and a flux (to facilitate the chemical
reaction) on the surface of molten copper under
charcoal. Bronze Age metallic tin (which is, in fact,
unstable) is found rarely, which supports the hy-
pothesis that the direct addition of tinstone (cassit-
erite) to molten copper was preferred. This process
also guarantees a consistent alloy, whereas arsenical
copper production could not be controlled so
casily.

As noted, bronze presents distinct mechanical
advantages over copper. The presence of tin im-
proves the fluidity of the molten metal, making it
better suited for casting, and lowers its melting
point: 10 percent tin will lower the melting point of
bronze by some 200 degrees. Bronze in its as-cast
state has a hardness of about 100 HV, which can be
improved to about 170 HV by cold working. It is
probably no accident that the widespread use of
stone arrowheads and daggers declines only with
the change from arsenical copper to bronze in the
Early Bronze Age (as, for example, in northern
Italy). This is partly because bronze becomes more
widely available as a result of increased production
but also as metal edge tools increase in effectiveness.

LEAD ADDITIVES

During the Late Bronze Age lead was used as an ad-
ditive to bronze. Lead certainly improves casting,
lowering the melting point of the alloy and improv-
ing its viscosity, but the main reason for its use may
have been to bulk out copper in a period of metal
shortage. Breton socketed axes often have high lead
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contents, and in Slovenia it is noticeable that differ-
ent artifact types contained varying amounts of lead,
axes having 6-7 percent and sickles 3—4 percent.
Deliberately added lead appears in British bronze in
the Wilburton phase (1140-1020 B.C.), continuing
in the succeeding Ewart Park (1020-800 B.cC.) and
Llyn Fawr (800 B.C. onward) phases.

COPPER PROCUREMENT

Copper is more common in Europe than is tin, and
it is likely that prehistoric miners worked outcrops
that are of no economic significance today. Bronze
Age mines are known at Ross Island (2400-2000
B.C.) and Mount Gabriel (1700-1500 B.C.) in
southwest Ireland, and workings at Alderley Edge
in England date to the first half of the second mil-
lennium B.C. There are extensive contemporary un-
derground workings at Great Orme’s Head, Llan-
dudno, on the north coast of Wales, and mining also
is documented at Cwmystwyth and Nantyreira in
the west of the country and at Parys Mountain on
the island of Anglesey.

In Spain mining is documented at Chinflon in
the south and at El Aramo and El Milagro in the
north, while in southern France it is known at Ca-
brieres and Saint-Véran—les Clausis. There is Cop-
per Age mining in Liguria, in northwestern Italy, at
Libiola and Monte Loreto, and the ores around
Rudna Glava, near Bor in Serbia were exploited
from a very early date (fifth millennium B.C.). There
are also fifth millennium dates for the mines at Ai
Bunar, and Bronze Age working is indicated at
Tymnjanka in Bulgaria. There is some evidence for
Copper and Bronze Age mining at Spania Dolina
and Slovinky in central Slovakia. None of these
mines, however, seems to be on the same scale as
Bronze Age workings in Austria and Russia. The
Mitterberg mines are situated in the Salzach valley,
near Salzburg in Austria; here, there are Bronze Age
adits up to 100 meters long, and it has been calcu-
lated that as much as 18,000 tons of copper were
produced in prehistory. At Kargaly, southwest of
the Urals in European Russia, it seems that mining
was conducted on a massive scale, with an estimated
1.5-2 million tons of ore produced.

METALS ANALYSIS AND
PROVENANCE

A large body of metals analysis exists for prehistoric
Europe; the Stuttgart program of spectrographic
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analysis, for example, effected some 22,000 analy-
ses. Many of the sampled artifacts date to the Cop-
per and Early Bronze Age, as it was thought that
compositional analysis would be particularly useful
in shedding light on the emergence of metallurgy in
Europe. Statistical analyses of these data have
thrown up metal composition groups, although
these are contested. There are numerous method-
ological problems. Prehistoric artifacts do not have
homogeneous compositions, not least because of
segregation of elements in cast artifacts. Unfortu-
nately, some of the elements determined by these
analyses show this characteristic, such as arsenic,
whose segregation we have already discussed. Fur-
thermore, ore bodies vary in composition through
the outcrop, so that provenance is difficult to ascer-
tain. Recycling seems to have been practiced from
the Early Bronze Age (because one of the advan-
tages that metal presents over stone tools is that
broken artifacts can be repaired easily and the raw
material reused), which means that metals from dif-
terent sources may have been melted together. Fi-
nally, the effect of alloying on the composition of
impurities in metal is not understood completely.

Sometimes compositional groups correspond
with artifact types. The Early Bronze Age ingot
rings (Osenhalsringe or Osenvinge), very commonly
found to the north of the eastern Alps in southern
Bavaria, lower Austria, and Moravia, represent one
example. They frequently are made from a metal
that is conventionally referred to as “C2,” or “Osen-
ring metal,” and which probably is linked to Austri-
an copper sources. Peter Northover has used data
on impurity groups and alloy types to argue con-
vincingly about metal circulation zones in Britain
and northwestern Europe. He also was able to sug-
gest sources for the supply—for example, the earli-
est metal used in Britain seems to have come from
Ireland, and, in the Late Bronze Age, metal from
central European sources was used.

METAL AND SOCIETY

It is a commonplace of prehistory that the develop-
ment of the metals industry is linked to the growth
of social complexity. It is, however, worth noting
that it was the Australian prehistorian Vere Gordon
Childe, in his The Dawn of European Civilization,
who saw the “qualities . . . which distinguish the
Western world” as beginning in the Bronze Age. It
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is, however, debatable whether the metals trade
caused the emergence of elites or whether, con-
versely, their emergence favored the development
of metallurgy.

Metal is a medium for producing efficient tools
and weapons that could be repaired without the loss
of material, but it also is uniquely suitable as a mark
of status. It was scarce, particularly in the earlier
phases of'its use, and this rarity was compounded by
the use of tin, which was even scarcer than copper.
Metalworkers with the requisite skills to perform
the “magical” transformation of green copper ore
into metal may have been equally scarce. Metal
would have caught the light in a way that no other
substance in use at the time did; bronze, in particu-
lar, could be formed, by casting or working, into
complex shapes to make ornaments, tools, and
weapons but also sheet metal. The latter material
could be used in the production of armor—helmets,
grieves, and shields—and vessels. Sheet armor,
which is arguably less efficient than leather or wood,
would have had a definite display function, as would
bronze vessels, not least because of the expertise re-
quired for their manufacture. The Greek epic poet
Homer, author of the Iliad and the Odyssey, who
wrote in the first half of the first millennium B.C.,
gives us a picture of the heroic warriors at the siege
of Troy. His Late Bronze Age Aegean warriors bear
impressive bronze sheet armor, helmets, and
shields, which are regularly described as “shining”
or “flashing,”

The use and possession of metal therefore can
be seen as a measure of wealth, and this is particular-
ly true for an area such as Denmark, which was en-
tirely dependent on outside sources for its copper
and tin. Such attempts to ascribe value to prehistor-
ic commodities are risky, because we can only spec-
ulate on the relative scarcities of raw materials or the
cost of labor input and guess at the ritual signifi-
cance or the biographies of artifacts. For example,
in much epic literature weapons acquire value by
virtue of their previous owner, like Achilles’ spear in
Homer’s Iliad.

Because copper and tin are distributed uneven-
ly, the desire for raw materials bound together Eu-
ropean society in a metals trade. We are not sure
which organic commodities were traded for metal,
but control of resources and craft specialists seems
to have acquired increasing importance. Thus, Late
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Bronze Age fortified settlements of the Urnfield pe-
riod appear to have acted as regional metallurgical
centers, and some smaller settlements seem to have
had no production of their own. The importation
of Continental scrap metal into Late Bronze Age
Britain is evidenced by the cargo of the Middle
Bronze Age Langdon Bay ship, wrecked oft Dover
in the English Channel. Mining gave upland com-
munities, naturally poor in agricultural resources,
such as the Late Bronze Age Luco/Laugen groups
of Trentino—Alto Adige in the Italian Alps, a com-
modity to tie them in to wider economic and status
networks.

THE SOCIAL POSITION OF
BRONZEWORKERS

A key concept in understanding the growth of social
complexity is that of craft specialization, where indi-
viduals are dedicated to specific economic tasks
rather than participating in domestic food produc-
tion. As copper metallurgy developed, many crafts
emerged, including prospecting, mining and ore
dressing, smelting, and refining, casting, and finish-
ing. It is likely that at least some of these crafts were
protected, secret knowledge. Gordon Childe (in
The Bronze Age) suggests that bronzesmiths were an
itinerant caste, outside the social structures of soci-
ety, who traveled from settlement to settlement to
ply their trade. Increasing documentation for metal-
working within settlements, as at the Italian lake vil-
lages of Ledro and Fiavé, coupled with the lack of
support for this model in the ethnographic litera-
ture, has led archaeologists to argue for permanent
workshops: community-based and possibly part-
time production. Thus, Michael Rowlands has sug-
gested locally based seasonal production. Metal
types can have surprisingly wide distributions, and
the transmission of models or ideas (rather than
itinerant smiths) is documented, for example, by the
early Urnfield flange-hilted swords, which show
close similarities from the east Mediterranean to
western Europe.

Excavations by Stephen Shennan at an Early
Bronze Age mining village in the Salzach valley,
Sankt Veit—Klinglberg, indicate that the metal
smelters were already craft specialists, importing
foodstuffs and using ores won from various out-
crops. In the Late Bronze Age the massive concen-
trations of smelting slag found, for example, on the
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Lavarone-Vezzena plateau in the Trentino Alps, in
southern Italy, or on Cyprus suggest large-scale in-
dustrial production, although it is significant that
both are tied in to the Mediterranean markets of the
period.

METALS MAKE THE WORLD
GO ROUND

It is not clear to what extent bronze and the metals
trade in general were responsible for the growth of
social complexity in Bronze Age Europe. Was
bronze a relatively minor component in complex
patterns of wealth display involving many perishable
elements (such as livestock, furs, and textiles),
which do not survive in the archaeological record?
Is the significance of bronze that it provided the cat-
alyst for the development of complexity, as has been
claimed for the southern Levant, or was the emer-
gence of the elites of barbarian Europe an indepen-
dent phenomenon? It seems that social stratification
already had begun to develop in Neolithic Europe,
and copper and then bronze gave the emergent
elites a useful and rare raw material whose control
enabled them to consolidate their power as well as
a perfect vehicle for display. The “beauty” of the
Bronze Age warrior was very much bound up in his
armor, his shining bronze.

See also Origins and Growth of European Prehistory
(vol. 1, part 1); Early Copper Mines at Rudna
Glava and Ai Bunar (vol. 1, part 4).
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THE EARLY AND MIDDLE BRONZE AGES IN TEMPERATE
SOUTHEASTERN EUROPE

The earlier part of the Bronze Age in temperate
southeastern Europe (c. 2200-1500 B.C.) presents
a confusing picture to the unwary archaeologist. Al-
though over the years more publications have ap-
peared in English, German, and French, many basic
site reports and syntheses are only fully available in
Hungarian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Serbian, or other
indigenous languages. Often the names of appar-
ently identical archaeological cultures change with
bewildering abandon as one crosses modern nation-
al borders or even moves between regions of the
same country. This part of the world has a history
(beginning in the mid-nineteenth century) of anti-
quarian collecting and detailed specialist typological
studies, especially of ceramics and metal objects,
with far less effort expended on the more mundane
aspects of prehistoric life. Only since the 1980s have
studies become available that incorporate the analy-
sis of plant and animal material from Bronze Age
sites, and these are far from the rule.

To some extent, this is due to the nature of the
archaeological record, that is, the sites and material
that have survived from the Early and Middle
Bronze Ages. With the exception of habitation
mounds (tells) and burial mounds (tumuli), both of
which have a limited distribution in the earlier part
of the Bronze Age, most sites are shallow, close to
the modern ground surface, and easily disturbed.
Farming and urban development have been more
destructive to these sites than to the more deeply
buried sites of earlier periods. The typically more
dispersed settlement pattern of the Bronze Age in
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most of this region results in smaller sites, more vul-
nerable to the vagaries of history than the more con-
centrated nucleated sites of the later Neolithic or
Enecolithic (sometimes called Copper Age) of the
fitth and fourth millennia B.C. Sometimes only cem-
eteries or only settlements are known from a region
during the Early or Middle Bronze Age, thus pre-
serving only a part of the remains of the once-
complete cultural system and making synchroniza-
tion with other regions and reconstruction of
Bronze Age life difficult. Radiocarbon (carbon-14)
dates, although becoming more common for this
period, are not abundant. They are rarely the prod-
uct of a research program that stresses good archae-
ological context and high-precision dating of short-
lived samples. The absolute chronology of the peri-
od is therefore somewhat lacking in precision,
although the broad outlines are clear.

Taking the above strictures into account, this
article treats the Early and Middle Bronze Ages in
temperate southeastern Europe as a single “period,”
although it distinguishes discrete Early and Middle
Bronze Age “cultures,” as they are defined by ar-
chaeologists working in the area. In this the article
follows John Coles and Anthony Harding in The
Bronze Age in Europe (1979), who point out that
the distinction between Early and Middle Bronze
Ages, while chronologically valid, is arbitrary in cul-
tural terms and that both of these periods (lasting
a total of 500 to 750 years to the middle of the sec-
ond millennium B.C.) are much more similar to each
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other than to the succeeding Late Bronze and Early
Iron Ages.

GEOGRAPHY AND LANDSCAPE

Southeastern Europe, as the term will be used here,
includes the Hungarian Plain, the southern part of
the Carpathian arc and its interior, and the drainage
of the Middle and Lower Danube and its tributaries.
This diverse area encompasses territory found in the
modern states of Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and
the former Yugoslavia (Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Macedonia, and Serbia and Mon-
tenegro). The phrase “temperate southeastern Eu-
rope” specifically excludes Greece and those parts of
the southern Balkan Peninsula that have a Mediter-
ranean climate. By contrast, temperate southeastern
Europe has a Continental climatic regime: hot sum-
mers and cold winters, with rainfall distributed
throughout the year. Vegetation is highly variable,
from deciduous forests (with evergreens at the
higher elevations) to grassy plains and swampy low-
lands. In the earlier part of the Bronze Age, from
about 4000 to 3500 B.r., the climate was slightly
warmer, cooling oft toward the period’s end to a cli-
mate roughly similar to that of modern times. The
malarial swamps along the slower lowland rivers and
the Lower Danube were undrained, and the un-
cleared mountain slopes were more heavily forested.
Before modern drainage projects, flooding was
common on the Hungarian Plain, and the area be-
tween the Danube and the Tisza Rivers was inhospi-
table to settlement, marshy, and difficult to cross.
This landscape must have patterned Bronze Age set-
tlements and contact in ways that differed from
what is seen today.

Four thousand years ago the rivers and their val-
leys served as important routes through the difficult
terrain of the Dinaric Alps, the Balkans, and the
Carpathian mountain ranges. Although a deter-
mined cross-country walker could traverse most of
these mountains, following the river valleys was
probably the preferred route, especially when carry-
ing burdens or leading pack animals. The broad al-
luvial flats were also favored farming terrain, with
farmsteads and larger settlements located on the ter-
races above. Thus contact between sites seems to
have been easier and more intense in the Bronze
Age along larger rivers and their tributaries than it
was with equally distant sites across the mountains.
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Archaeologically this is often evident in the charac-
teristic decoration of pottery or the shapes of metal
objects, which may be limited to an area bounded
by a river valley or mountain range. While such a
distribution has sometimes been taken to be coter-
minous with a prehistoric ethnic or political bound-
ary, this conclusion is not necessarily warranted.

The mountains of temperate southeastern Eu-
rope contain resources that were in great demand in
the earlier part of the Bronze Age. Their forests pro-
vided wood for fires and for construction and some-
times wild game for furs and food (as the bones
from mountain sites such as Ljuljaci in central Serbia
seem to indicate). The Carpathians of Romania and
the mountains of eastern Serbia had metal ores—
copper, lead, and silver among them—that are
known to have been worked at this time and even
carlier. Although the exact mechanism of the trade
for these ores and their products, both finished and
unfinished, is still a matter of discussion among ar-
chaeologists, the ubiquity of metal objects through-
out the entire region is indicative of the importance
of these resources.

The landscape of the earlier part of the Bronze
Age was not only natural but also culturally con-
structed. The inhabitants of temperate southeastern
Europe in the early second millennium were not the
carliest people to occupy that territory. Farming set-
tlements had been established some four thousand
to five thousand years earlier along the river valleys
and the adjacent fertile loess plains (whose soil orig-
inally was windblown dust from the glaciers). Reoc-
cupied over the years, some of these had grown to
mounds of imposing stature, looming over the flat-
ter river valleys or the Hungarian Plain. While some
of those in eastern Hungary and western Romania,
such as Pecica and Tdszeg, remained occupied dur-
ing the Early Bronze Age, most of the large habita-
tion mounds of the rest of southeastern Europe
were abandoned by 4000 B.C., well before the
Bronze Age began. Such is the case with the tell
sites of northeastern and north central Bulgaria and
southern Romania. The looming presence of these
abandoned sites and their former inhabitants may
well have played a part in Bronze Age worldview
and mythology. Like the modern inhabitants, the
prehistoric peoples could have used these sites as to-
pographical reference points that tied a mythic past
to their present. Even more immediate, the tumulus
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burials of the earlier Bronze Age bound the land to
known and imagined ancestors, real or fictive pro-
genitors of living people.

LIFE IN THE EARLIER BRONZE
AGE: COMMONALITIES

The beginning of the Bronze Age in temperate
southeastern Europe in the centuries around 2000
B.C. is in many senses an arbitrary point. Bronze or-
naments and tools do become more common.
However, neither the smelting of copper ores, the
production and use of copper implements, nor the
alloying of copper (with either arsenic or tin) to
make a harder, more easily worked metal is the de-
fining characteristic of this period. Copper mines (as
at Rudna Glava in eastern Serbia and Ai Bunar in
south central Bulgaria) and copper artifacts (such as
those from Vinca on the Middle Danube) are
known from the Eneolithic or Copper Age (4500-
2500 B.C.), up to two millennia before the onset of
the Bronze Age. Easily made useful small flint
blades were still common. The beginnings of metal
technology did not apparently cause a major change
in the productive technology of southeastern Eu-
rope. Indeed some of the earliest Early Bronze Age
metal artifacts are ornaments, such as pins, torcs,
and hair rings, which may have immediately indicat-
ed the status of the wearer while making the most
economical use of the metal. The bronze flat axes
and riveted triangular daggers of the earliest period
may also have conveyed and conferred a degree of
status to the possessor. Certainly the more highly
decorated examples of the metalsmith’s art seem to
have been prized more for show than for work.

By the earlier part of the Bronze Age, this re-
gion had been occupied for some four millennia by
societies that based their subsistence on agriculture
and stock raising. Several types of wheat and barley
as well as legumes, fruits, and berries are found on
Early Bronze Age sites. Although the mix of animals
varied somewhat from site to site, possibly due to
local geographic and ecological factors, bones from
most of the Early and Middle Bronze Age sites that
have been analyzed from this region indicate that
cattle predominate, followed by sheep or goats and
then pigs. Wild animals were of only minor impor-
tance for food in most cases, although deer and even
aurochs were still being hunted. Transhumant pas-
toralism, moving the flocks to the uplands in the
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summer and lowlands in the winter, might have
been practiced in the Balkans, but this remains un-
proven.

The transition from Late Neolithic and Chal-
colithic societies to those of the Bronze Age was not
sudden but rather a gradual accretion of small inter-
connected changes in economy, ideology, and so-
cial structure that produced a distinctly different
picture by the beginning of the second millennium
B.C. As Peter Bogucki points out in his Origins of
Human Society (1999), one of the important ways
in which Bronze Age societies differed from those
found earlier in the same region relates to the devel-
opment of animal traction. This builds on Andrew
Sherratt’s idea of a Secondary Products Revolution,
which envisions a major change in the utilization of
animals occurring in the fourth millennium B.C.
Prior to this time, according to Sherratt, domestic
animals, such as sheep, goats, and cattle, were im-
portant primarily as food. They were part of a sys-
tem of food resources that worked synergistically,
each part contributing to and amplifying the results
of the effort as a whole. Thus domestic animals were
“food on the hoof,” partial insurance against bad
crop years, able to live on uncleared or agriculturally
marginal land and able to graze on harvested fields,
which they improved by reducing the stubble and
producing fertilizer. This model of mixed agricul-
ture and animal husbandry, which was developed by
archaeologists based on data from the prehistoric
Near East, was also generally valid for the farming
ecology of southeastern Europe. Sherratt’s model
of'a Secondary Products Revolution retains this im-
portant food-system role for domestic animals but
adds further, “secondary,” uses: milk and milk
products from cattle, goats, and sheep; wool from
sheep; traction from cattle (and horses a bit later, in
the late fourth millennium). Bogucki sees this latter
use of domestic animals as crucial to the develop-
ments that led to Bronze Age society, in which so-
cial inequality and differences in wealth are general-
ly agreed to be greater than those of the preceding
periods.

In modern economic terms, using cattle for
traction transformed them from food resources to
productive assets. Thus ownership or access to cattle
(as well as to land and the human labor force, possi-
bly displacing the latter) became a way in which
households and larger kin groups could negotiate
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their influence and social power. Like differences in
land productivity or control of labor, it became an-
other way in which inequality among households
and kin groups might be engendered and main-
tained. Animal traction, first appearing in this re-
gion in contexts of the Eneolithic Baden culture
(fourth millennium B.C.), made it possible to trans-
port bulky loads (especially wood and stone) more
ecasily as well as speeding up forest clearance and
plowing. Wagon models and wooden disk wheels
have been found in very Early Bronze Age (around
2000 B.Cc.) contexts in Hungary (Somogyvar-
Vinkovci culture) and Romania (early Wietenberg);
plows of this time are not attested for temperate
southeastern Europe but are known from other
parts of the Continent.

With animal traction decreasing the necessity of
a large human labor pool for critical agricultural and
subsistence tasks, households could be more widely
distributed over the landscape. By 2000-1500 B.C.
the settlement pattern of dispersed farmsteads of
several related families who shared draft animals and
participated together in time-critical agricultural
tasks, such as plowing and reaping, contrasts sharply
with the more nucleated settlements of the fifth and
fourth millennia. With a few exceptions, such as the
Early Bronze Age Hungarian Plain tell settlements
and some reoccupied fifth millennium tells in south
central Bulgaria, “villages” are unknown. The typi-
cal inhabitant of southeastern Europe in the earlier
Bronze Age lived in a farmstead or hamlet of ten to
fifty people. Demographically, in order to survive
and reproduce the next generation, the breeding
population must be larger than this. Thus although
the people of this time lived in small communities,
they were necessarily cognizant of other such com-
munities around them. In fact one could think of
this settlement pattern, in the words of Anthony
Harding, as a “dispersed village.” Not all house-
holds of this village were equal; some had access to
resources denied to others and may have indicated
this in various ways by dress, ornaments, or behav-
ior. Many of the households must have been related
by blood or marriage over several generations, pro-
viding transgenerational pathways to power and
recognition, cohesive “institutional memory,” and
multiple role models for mundane and specialized
statuses and tasks.
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The structures that households occupied,
whether in “dispersed villages” or tell settlements,
were generally similar in plan and construction.
With few exceptions, they are built of wattle and
daub, characterized by weaving or tying smaller
sticks to an armature of larger posts and covering
the resultant wall with a thick plaster of mud, often
with chaff or other plant material mixed in. Houses
so constructed probably had thatched roofs with
center poles supported by a line of posts. Easy to
make, the construction provided insulation from
the cold and was (aside from the roof) relatively fire-
proof. House interiors were either one room or
were subdivided by wattle walls; floors were of beat-
en earth. Storage pits for grain and often an interior
hearth completed the inventory. The usually rectan-
gular houses vary in size, possibly reflecting the
number of inhabitants and the stage of household
development, but most are about 8 to 10 by 4 to
6 meters. Other notable structures of the earlier
Bronze Age of this region are “semisubterranean”
houses, whose remains are found as pits dug into
the subsoil. These tend to be smaller than the
aboveground wattle-and-daub houses and may in
some cases represent cellar holes or special function
structures.

Archaeologists have disagreed over the charac-
terization of the political system of earlier Bronze
Age societies. Itis generally acknowledged that they
cannot be called bands (the technologically sim-
plest, most “egalitarian,” smallest-scale type of soci-
ety in an evolutionary hierarchy) and do not fit into
the category of states (the largest, most complex,
ranked or socially stratified societal type). Most
agree that true states did not emerge in Europe until
late in the Iron Age, at least a thousand years later.
The societies of the earlier Bronze Age have been
called tribes or chiefdoms. As defined by Elman Ser-
vice in Primitive Social Organization (1962), tribes,
larger than a band, are made up of a larger number
of groups that are self-sufficient and provide their
own protection. Leadership is personal and charis-
matic and usually temporary; there are no perma-
nent political offices that contain real power. The
tribal society is made up of discrete “segments,”
from families to lineages, which combine when nec-
essary to oppose “segments” of equal size. A chief-
dom, according to Service and others, is a centrally
organized regional population that numbers in the
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thousands. This population is characteristically
more dense than that of simple segmented tribes
and usually has evidence of heritable social ranking
and economic stratification along with “central
places” that coordinate economic, social, and reli-
gious activity. The social and political system is hier-
archical and pyramidal, with a small, powerful group
of elite decision makers and a large mass of lower-
status subjects. Religion and legitimate coercion act
to assure social control, and craft specialization and
redistribution characterize the economic system.

The question of which type of political system
best describes the polity of the earlier Bronze Age
in temperate southeastern Europe remains open. Its
importance lies in the tantalizing nature of the frag-
mentary data about the social forms of this period
and the illusory explanatory power of this evolu-
tionary socioeconomic model. Thus archaeologists
often emphasize the supposed ranked nature of
Bronze Age society. This ranking is most evident in
cemetery assemblages, where some graves are
“richer” than others, as judged by the material, the
number, or the workmanship of grave goods. The
association of mortuary variability with status differ-
ences in such prehistoric contexts is far from simple
or proven, but one cannot deny that such variability
exists and seems to increase as the Bronze Age de-
velops. Similar patterned variety is not generally
found in other aspects of the archaeological record
of the earlier Bronze Age, except possibly at the very
end of the Middle Bronze Age. In multistructure
settlements or in “dispersed villages,” houses are
usually of roughly similar size and construction. Im-
portance or social ranking of a household or kin
group does not seem to be able to be inferred from
intrasettlement patterning or house location. Ex-
cept in a very small number of cases, the domestic
inventories of cooking and storage vessels, tools,
and food preparation implements give little clue as
to the ranking of the occupants.

LIFE IN THE EARLIER BRONZE AGE:
PARTICULARS

The local groups of the earlier Bronze Age are,
above all, identifiable by their ceramics and, to a
lesser degree, their metal inventory. Much research
since the mid-nineteenth century has been devoted
to distinguishing the types and styles of these arti-
facts and their distributions in time and space. This
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is connected with an emphasis on collectible arti-
facts, the excavation of cemeteries (where such arti-
facts are more often found complete than in settle-
ments), and a stress on local differences rather than
areawide similarities. In fact, as has been pointed
out above, attention to the lifeways of this period
clearly indicates the areawide shared characteristics
of these societies. Moreover the (often casually im-
plicit) assumption that communities with shared ce-
ramic or metal types correspond to ethnic groups in
the modern sense has been objected to on both the-
oretical and ethnographic grounds. Nonetheless
most archaeologists working in the area continue to
speak of the spatial and temporal distributions of
these favored artifact types and styles as delineating
“cultures” and “cultural groups.”

Encompassing an area from Budapest to the
Balkans and the Carpathians, the earliest sites con-
sidered to be Bronze Age on the Hungarian Plain
and its lowland extensions are occupied by people
using Somogyvar, Vinkovci, Kisapostag, Nagyrev,
and Hatvan ceramics. These wares are found in
small settlements and tells such as Toszeg, near
Szolnok (Hungary) on the Tisza River, the epyno-
mous sites of Vinkovci (Serbia) or Nagyrev (Hunga-
ry), and cemeteries such as Kisapostag (Hungary).
Vinkovci pottery is known from sites as far south as
the Morava Valley of central Serbia. Although the
regional typologies are complex, in general the
handmade pottery is smoothed and often bur-
nished, plain or decorated with combed or brush-
like exterior surface roughening (especially Hatvan
and Nagyrev) or sometimes with simple linear mo-
tifs of incised (often with white chalk filling) or ap-
plied lines. Widemouthed jugs, bowls, and cups
with one or sometimes two handles are common
forms as well as simple larger urn shapes. The hous-
es in the habitation sites conform to the typical
Early Bronze Age wattle-and-daub construction
and form. Cremation burials are the rule in Hatvan
and Nagyrev cemeteries, while the people using Ki-
sapostag and Somogyvar pottery practiced inhuma-
tion.

The Early Bronze Age sites of the lower Maros
(Romanian, Mures) River, with a ceramic tradition
closely associated with Hatvan and Nagyrev, are
among the most extensively studied of any sites of
this time. Settlements are found on the river terraces
and ridges lifted above the plain. Tell settlements,
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such as Periam or Pecica near Arad (Romania), have
been known and investigated for more than a centu-
ry. Aside from the ceramic inventory and relative
chronology, these excavations have provided only a
small glimpse into the lives of these people. Wattle-
and-daub house remains, apparently of large rectan-
gular houses with interior plaster hearths, and stor-
age pits later used for refuse indicate that they
shared the common mixed farming economy of the
carlier Bronze Age, supplemented by hunting and
fishing. A wide variety of points, punches, awls, and
needles were made of bone, but little metal was
found in the settlements.

Almost on the modern border between Serbia,
Hungary, and Romania, the cemeteries of Mokrin
(in Serbia) and Szoreg and Deszk (in Hungary) are
the last resting places of these Maros villagers of
four thousand years ago. These are inhumation
cemeteries, sometimes containing several hundred
skeleton graves (Mokrin has 312) and associated
grave goods of pottery and metal. This type of buri-
al was the most common in the earlier Bronze Age
of temperate southeastern Europe and indeed
throughout Europe as a whole at this time. The
dead were laid in the earth in a contracted position,
often with the males oriented one direction and the
females the other, usually with the head turned to
face the same way. Grave goods were variable, al-
lowing archaceologists to distinguish “rich” from
“poor” graves. Typically at least some ornaments
(pins, necklaces, bracelets, hair rings, beads), weap-
ons or tools (daggers, axes), or pottery were in-
terred with most of the burials. The ornamental
metal objects, such as large curved knot-headed
pins and hair rings worn by women, were often
made of copper; necklaces, bracelets, and imple-
ments were made of bronze. The pottery was hand-
made, fine burnished black ware, made into graceful
biconical shapes of small jugs with flaring rims and
two handles or lugs on the shoulder or wider-
mouthed bowls. Incised decoration on the pottery,
although present, was rare.

As noted above, the association of mortuary
variability with status differences in such prehistoric
contexts is far from simple or proven. The richest
graves contain gold, as well as copper and bronze,
while the poorest contain only pottery or no grave
goods at all. Some of the women were buried with
extensive grave goods, possibly reflecting their own
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or their husband’s status. The skeletons themselves
provide information concerning health and nutri-
tion. At Mokrin, in at least eleven cases, evidence
was found for trephination, a procedure where an
opening was made in the skull while the person was
alive. Its purpose is unknown; relief of some mental
or physical illness has been suggested. The number
of children’s graves indicates high childhood mor-
tality, and pathologies caused by illnesses, such as
meningitis, osteomyelitis, sinusitis, and otitis media,
have been documented. With high perinatal and
childhood mortality, the chances for living into the
teens was predictably low. Survivors to adulthood

were old at thirty-five, and few lived beyond fifty.

Deeper in the Balkans, the transition to the
Bronze Age is still murky. A few burials under tu-
muli with ceramic grave goods reminiscent of
Vinkovci or typologically earliest Vatin (Early to
Middle Bronze Age from the area south of the
Maros) pottery have been found in western Serbia.
Novacka Cuprija in the mountains bordering the
Morava River valley in central Serbia is a small farm-
stead or hamlet site. Pottery from a series of pits dat-
ing to about 1900 B.C. bears close resemblance to
Vinkovci-style pottery across the Danube. Botanical
and zooarchaeological analyses indicate that the
Early Bronze Age inhabitants were practicing mixed
farming and animal husbandry, growing several
types of wheat, barley, lentils, and fruits. Even far-
ther into the mountainous Balkan region, the scat-
ter of small sites in western Bulgaria, although using
a different style of pottery, seem to document a sim-
ilar way of life. Only in central and southern Bulgar-
ia did stable farming settlements with substantial
houses, as at Ezero or Yunacite, persist for long
enough to form sizable tells.

From about 1800 to 1500 B.C. changes in the
habitation and burial sites in temperate southeast-
ern Europe delineate the period that is traditionally
called the Middle Bronze Age. These changes in-
clude a general preference for cremation burial rath-
er than inhumation, an increase of metal objects and
weapons in graves and hoards, and a stronger ten-
dency to place at least some sites on defensible loca-
tions, often surrounded with a wall. These changes
were long explained as betokening times of more
unrest. More recent studies have emphasized the
multiple possible reasons for these phenomena, in-
cluding gradual development of chiefly or tribal so-
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cieties, emulation of developing Mediterranean so-
cieties, economic and social changes that promoted
an ideology of male display (involving weapons, but
not necessarily large-scale or widespread warfare),
changes in metallurgy and technology, or shifts in
religious beliefs. The names given to Middle Bronze
Age “cultures” vary from region to region, but as in
earlier Bronze Age times, the main distinctions
seem to be those of ceramic decoration, while the
general pattern of life exhibits many commonalities.
Thus the people using Incrusted Ware in central
Hungary do not differ in many respects (except
their preference for certain pottery shapes and de-
signs) from their Vatya Ware neighbors to the east
or their Fuzesabony or Otomani contemporaries
across the Tisza River. These in turn bear recogniz-
able similarities to the sites in Oltenia and the south-
ern Banat (from the Maros south to the Danube in
Serbia) occupied by people using (respectively) Tei
and almost identical Vatin pottery. The investiga-
tion of many of the excavated settlement sites has
emphasized stratigraphic and typological analysis
over the analysis of the more mundane foodways
and domestic activities.

Initial Hungarian-American excavations at
Szazhalombatta, along the Danube south of Buda-
pest, and more complete German-Serbian excava-
tions at Feudvar near Mosorin illustrate a trend
toward broader-based research designs that investi-
gate the household economy and everyday life. At
Feudvar excavators uncovered a Middle Bronze Age
settlement surrounded by a strong wattle-and-daub
palisaded wall. Rows of rectangular wattle-and-
daub houses of varying sizes (up to 12 by 6 meters)
separated by narrow alleys filled the occupied area.
Some of these had plastered low-relief designs
around the windows and doors. Most had interior
plastered hearths and grain storage vessels; some
had loom weights and grinding stones on the floors.
The pottery is of Vatin type, finely polished cari-
nated vessels with incised and sometimes white-
filled geometric and linear patterns. This was a farm-
ing settlement, as indicated by the common finds of
carbonized one-row and two-row wheat and barley,
beans, and legumes, harvested with the help of
bronze and flint sickles. At least some of this grain,
according to the excavators, went into beer produc-
tion; no trace of wine or grapes has been found.
Aside from the common domestic animals, wild cat-
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tle, deer, and wild pigs were hunted. Fishing with
harpoon or hooks (and probably nets) was also an
important source of food. Animal bone, horn, and
antler, found in large numbers in the refuse pits of
Feudvar, were worked into tools and ornaments,
often decorated with intricate designs of concentric
circles and meanders. Similar designs are found on
contemporaneous Middle Bronze Age metal shaft-
hole axes and swords. While some archaeologists see
Mycenaean influence in such motifs, they may
equally well have been developed locally.

These were by no means urban societies. Mid-
dle Bronze Age settlements like Feudvar, Zidovar,
or Dupljaja in the Yugoslav Banat region or the
Otomani settlement of Salacea in the Transylvania
region of Romania were the largest population cen-
ters of their time, possibly numbering a hundred or
more people. They usually chose locations that had
not been previously inhabited or at least had been
abandoned for some time. Nucleated settlements
are not numerous; the majority of the population
still lived in smaller dispersed hamlets or farmsteads.
Goods seem to have moved freely across the land-
scape. Bronze tools and weapons are found in some
abundance several hundred kilometers distant from
the nearest ore sources. Textiles and food products
may have formed an archaeological invisible part of
exchange networks. Cremation burial is the rule,
often in burnished biconical urns with incised de-
signs accompanied by smaller vessels whose cari-
nated shapes may imitate metal.

The pattern of life developed in temperate
southeastern Europe in the earlier Bronze Age is
distinctively European in flavor. In this microcosm
one can already perceive the later landscape of ham-
lets and small towns, farmsteads and fields almost
lost in the forested mass of the Continent. The art-
work of Bronze Age peoples on metal and ceramics
emphasizes a strong local identity within a wider,
perhaps only indirectly and hazily perceived com-
munity. Their names, their gods, their lives gone for
millennia, the people of the Early and Middle
Bronze Ages of southeastern Europe left a legacy
lasting to early modern times.

See also Transition to Farming in the Balkans (vol. I,
part 3); The Early and Middle Bronze Ages in
Central Europe (vol. 2, part 5).
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The definition and chronological framework of the
Bronze Age is by no means uniform within the ar-
chaeological literature. Various areas had different
paths and rhythms of change and development, and
regional traditions of research influenced the label-
ing and periodization of the archaeological material
in many ways. Thus, the Bronze Age begins in the
last centuries of the fourth millennium B.C. in the
Near East and the Aegean, around the middle of the
third millennium B.C. in the northern Balkans and
the Carpathian Basin, and around 2300 B.C. in cen-
tral Europe—despite the fact that bronze itself be-
came widespread a few centuries later. The Early
Bronze Age of central Europe can be divided up
into an early phase from about 2300 to 2000 B.c.
and a later phase from about 2000 to 1600 B.C. The
Middle Bronze Age (with its own subdivisions)
spanned the time between about 1600 and 1350
B.C.

Central Europe will be taken here to consist of
modern-day Germany, Switzerland, Austria, the
Czech Republic, Poland, and Slovakia. The geogra-
phy of this vast area varies widely. It is dominated
by large alluvial plains—the Danube Valley, the
North European Plain, the Carpathian Basin—and
bordered by high mountains, namely the Alps in the
south and the Carpathians in the east, along with
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lower mountainous areas in central Germany, Bohe-
mia, and southern Poland. The large rivers of cen-
tral Europe (the Danube, Rhine, Oder, and Elbe)
and their tributaries provided natural corridors for
communication, travel, and trade. The area has a
temperate Continental climate: cold, wet winters
and warm, moist summers, with precipitation even-
ly distributed throughout the year. The Bronze Age
falls into the so-called Subboreal climatic phase
(about 3000-1000 B.C.), with only a slightly lower
average temperature and a drier climate than that of
today. Climatic changes altered vegetation during
this period. Although deciduous forests continued
to dominate most of the area, their composition
changed: previous forests of oak, linden, and elm
gave way to beech, with lime disappearing almost
entirely. Human impact had its effect on the land-
scape as well. Deforestation due to opening up ara-
ble land and pasture reached its peak in the Late
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age during the phase of
initial occupation of various environmental niches
and decreased afterward. Local variation was, how-
ever, caused by different scales of wood use: copper
mining in the eastern Alps and central Germany re-
quired a large amount of wood, as did the continu-
ous rebuilding of timber houses in the Alpine lake
settlements, to the extent that regeneration of local
forests did not occur.
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MATERIAL REMAINS

Pottery Styles. The various environmental zones of
central Europe—despite the natural routes connect-
ing neighboring regions—accommodated human
groups with fairly diverse material cultures. The
most frequent trace of this diversity is evident in the
pottery of these communities, and its study consti-
tutes the bulk of traditional archaeological studies.
Pottery is classified into regional stylistic groups,
often named after “type-sites” or some important
characteristic of the style. These groupings are
sometimes referred to as “archacological cultures,”
a dubious, normative category often equated with
prehistoric ethnic groups. Although such an inter-
pretation has come to be strongly questioned, some
knowledge of these groupings is essential because
archaeological material from various regions is often
referred to by these labels.

In Slovakia, for example, the first half of the
Early Bronze Age in the western part of the country
is characterized by Nitra pottery; in the east we find
the so-called Ko$t’any material. Later on the Nitra
develops into Unétice and Mad’arovee  styles,
whereas Kost’any is followed by Otomani style in
the east, with similar or identical material from east
Hungary (Fiizesabony, Gyulavarsind) and north-
west Romania (Otomani). In Austria, the Czech
Republic, Germany, and Switzerland the final phase
of Bell Beaker assemblages appear at the very begin-
ning of the Early Bronze Age, which later gives way
to various local developments: Straubing and Adler-
berg in Germany; Unterwolbing and Wieselburg in
Austria; and Unétice (or Aunjetitz) in the Czech
Republic, some parts of Germany, and southwest-
ern Poland—the final phase of which is termed Bo-
heimbkirchen in Austria and Véterov in the Czech Re-
public. The Middle Bronze Age shows a more
unified picture in terms of pottery styles, with most
of central Europe covered by Tumulus culture type
or related material with some local variation.

Settlements. The material remains of the period
come from various contexts and locations—
settlements, burials, and metal hoards—and show
significant differences in their geographical and
temporal distribution. As for settlements, their oc-
currence during the Early and Middle Bronze Ages
varies considerably both spatially and temporally.
Large areas show no signs of settlement at all, and
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the extension of occupation can only be recon-
structed on the basis of the distribution of graves
and hoards. In many cases, where settlement re-
mains are found, they only consist of pits dug into
the subsoil. There are, however, some areas where
archacologists have good knowledge of house
forms, internal settlement organization, and larger
settlement patterns as well, especially from the later
part of the Early Bronze Age.

The most widespread house form of the Early
Bronze Age appears to have been a rectangular tim-
ber-frame construction with large posts in the cor-
ners and along the longer sides of the houses. The
walls were formed by these posts, which were set
roughly 1 to 2 meters apart and the gaps filled with
reed or wattle and daub. Houses like these were
found in the Czech Republic (e.g., at Pospoloprty,
Blsany, or Brezno), Austria (at Franzhausen or Bo-
heimkirchen), or on the so-called tell settlements
(multilayered settlement mounds) of Slovakia. Sizes
could vary considerably even within settlements—
from smaller buildings, measuring 4 by 6 meters, to
larger ones, like a house at Brezno that measured 32
by 6.5 meters. Some houses might have internal di-
visions into two or three rooms (e.g., at Nitriansky
Hradok in Slovakia) or have central posts to support
a ridged roof. Other techniques of construction are
known as well. Houses might have stone founda-
tions or foundation ditches, they might have wood-
en plank floors, or they might have been entirely
made of wood with the so-called Blockban tech-
nique resulting a “log cabin.”

Some of the best-preserved buildings come
from lake dwellings in the Alps (southern Germany
and Switzerland) preserved in the waterlogged envi-
ronment. At Zurich-Mozarstrasse rectangular
buildings were excavated that had sleeper beams
laid directly on the floor and perforated by mortise
holes through which posts were inserted and
rammed into the ground. A number of various
house types have been recovered in Cham-Obervil
on Lake Zug and at Padnal near Savognin in Swit-
zerland as well. In Padnal the ecarliest settlement
layer had post-and-plank-built houses, sometimes
with stone foundations, in one case with a floor of
wooden planks. In later phases houses had stone
foundations and wooden walls, and their floors were
sometimes paved with stone.
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In the Middle Bronze Age evidence for house
forms becomes much scarcer. Some earlier settle-
ments in Switzerland (e.g., Bodaman-Schachen)
and Slovakia (e.g., Veselé) continued uninterrupted
until the end of the initial phase of the Middle
Bronze Age, with house types described above. A
few other finds—for example from Tannhausen in
Bavaria—also confirm the existence of post-built
houses with wattle-and-daub walls. Other sites, as
at Nitra in Slovakia, show new types: small semisub-
terranean houses about 3.5 meters wide and 5 me-
ters long.

By looking at larger patterns, a number of dif-
ferent settlement types might be distinguished.
Aside from the rarely detectable—small and short-
lived—villages and hamlets, one special class is hill-
top sites such as those found, for example, in south-
ern Germany and Moravia, located on strategically
important locations and rising above and control-
ling their immediate environment. Similar locations
were chosen for larger settlements with impressive
fortifications of ditches, ramparts, and palisades.
About thirty such sites are known from Slovakia
alone, the excavated ones displaying a well-
organized, almost urbanistic internal layout, some-
times having narrow alleys between houses that line
up in rows; comparable settlements make their ap-
pearance in southern Poland, the Czech Republic,
and southern Germany.

Such sites were part of a settlement system with
a hierarchy of at least two levels. They emerged in
the later phase of the Early Bronze Age and indicate
an increase both in local warfare and social complex-
ity. They usually occupy easily defendable locations
along important trade routes along river valleys,
usually at distances of some 10 to 20 kilometers
from each other, and were surrounded by smaller,
undefended sites.

Burial. In many cases evidence of burial is the only
record attesting the prehistoric occupation of an
area during the Early and Middle Bronze Ages in
central Europe. In this period, burial was usually by
inhumation, either under or without a mound. The
standard rite in the Early Bronze Age was flat inhu-
mation in cemeteries of various sizes. Bodies were
interred either on their sides in a crouched position
with their legs bent and pulled upward, or they were
placed flat on their backs. Specific details, however,
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varied from region to region. In this respect, two
large groups may be discerned. In the Danube Val-
ley burial rites show a strict gender differentiation
in terms of the orientation of the body: men were
placed on one side, and women were placed on the
other side with their heads lying in the opposite di-
rection. In both groups, resultingly, the face was
looking in the same direction. Cemeteries with this
kind of burial ritual include the one at Gemeinle-
barn in Austria, with grave numbers reaching into
the hundreds; at Franzhausen, with well over one
thousand graves; and a large number of smaller
cemeteries in southern Germany (e.g., at Singen).
Graves are arranged in a similar manner in eastern
Slovakia, northeast Hungary, and around the area
of the borders between Hungary, Romania, and
Serbia, although the specific orientation of graves
varies regionally. Sometimes even cemeteries near
each other show differences in this respect. In the
Rhine Valley and in Switzerland graves containing
similar material culture do not observe such a differ-
entiation between the sexes, nor do the many smal-
ler cemeteries of the Unétice (or Aunjetitz) area.

In addition to the regular burial rites, excep-
tional modes of interment have also been observed.
Cremation became more frequent around the end
of the Early Bronze Age, especially in southwest
Slovakia, most probably due to more intense con-
nections with the rest of the Carpathian Basin,
where this rite had been practiced since the begin-
ning of the Bronze Age. A number of special burials
have been found within the previously described in-
humation cemeteries as well. In cemeteries with
Unétice-type material, sometimes double or multi-
ple burials occur, usually containing the bodies of
a man and a women or an adult and a child or chil-
dren, suggesting a close relationship between the
buried persons. At some Bohemian sites these mul-
tiple burials contained the remains of dismembered
skeletons; in other cases the head of the deceased
was cut off before burial. In many cases traces of
wooden coffins or other wooden constructions
were found. Sometimes grave pits were walled by
stone slabs or marked by stone stelae on the surface.

Grave goods are usually sex-specific in all these
burials. Most graves contain personal ornaments,
weapons, tools, and pottery. In the earlier part of
the Early Bronze Age (c. 2300-2000 B.C.) metal
items—usually made of copper—were rare. Male
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graves were sometimes furnished with triangular
copper or bronze daggers, sometimes flat or flanged
axes, and (rarely) pins or earrings or hair rings. Fe-
male graves contained mostly ornaments, like cop-
per earrings and bracelets. Nonmetal items included
flint tools and weapons (arrowheads, scrapers, etc. ),
bone objects (e.g., awls, pins), or beads made of var-
ious materials (such as faience, amber, bone, antler,
shells). In the later part of the Early Bronze Age (c.
2000-1600 B.C.) bronze grave goods become more
widespread and numerous. New types included var-
ious pins, bronze axes, neck rings, bronze pendants,
and diadems.

A number of Early Bronze Age graves stand out
among the others both in terms of their construc-
tion and the richness of their grave goods: these are
the so-called princely burials of the Unétice area.
Two famous burial mounds are located in Saxo-
Thuringia in central Germany. At Leubingen, a bar-
row about 35 meters in diameter and 8-9 meters
high was excavated in 1877. Under the earthen
mound a circular ditch surrounded a stone cairn
covering a rectangular wooden chamber. A skeleton
of an elderly man was laid on the oak planks cover-
ing the floor. Another skeleton, probably that of a
child, was laid across his hips. Grave goods consisted
of a pot, a halberd, three small triangular daggers,
two flanged axes, three chisels, two gold “eyelet”
pins, one gold spiral bead, a massive gold bracelet,
and two gold hair rings.

The other famous barrow near Helmsdorf, ex-
cavated in 1907, had a similar size. Here, a stone
wall surrounded the central cairn, under which a
wooden chamber was found. The floor of the cham-
ber was paved with stone slabs in the northern half
and covered with reed in the southern end. The
skeleton of an adult man was laid down in a con-
tracted position on its right side on the floor of the
chamber. The grave goods—a broken clay vessel, a
stone hammer, remains of a bronze dagger and a
chisel, a bronze flat axe, a gold spiral bead, two gold
earrings, and two gold pins—were placed on the
bier as well. At various places, the construction
showed traces of burning, probably the results of
burial feasts or an attempt at firing the whole struc-
ture. (Excavation at a similar barrow, near Dieskau,
could only confirm that it had been robbed. How-
ever, a gold “hoard” from the same site—three
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bracelets and a flanged axe—was most probably part
of the grave goods deposited in the barrow.)

Because they were made of wood, the burial
chambers could be analyzed using dendrochrono-
logical methods, providing a date of about 1800
B.C. for the burial at Helmsdort and about 1900 B.c.
for that at Leubingen, putting both at the begin-
ning of the later part of the Early Bronze Age.

Interment under barrows became the standard
burial rite in the Middle Bronze Age throughout
central Europe. Forms and structure of grave con-
struction differed from region to region, sometimes
even within one barrow cemetery. Interment was
usually by inhumation; cremation, however, be-
came more and more frequent in some areas, such
as Bavaria and eastern Slovakia. Barrows might con-
sist of a simple earthen mound above a grave pit;
they might have circular ditches around them; or
they might be covered by stones. In some instances
stone cist graves were used as well. Grave goods in
the Middle Bronze Age still usually consisted of per-
sonal ornaments, weapons, and tools. Richer male
graves contained a sword, a dagger, and an axe,
poorer graves have only one or two of these items.
Female graves were furnished with ornaments and
jewelry—mostly pins, bracelets, pendants, or belt
buttons.

Often these grave goods provide an opportuni-
ty to reconstruct prehistoric clothing and the vari-
ous ways ornaments and jewelry were worn, espe-
cially by women. An elaborate bronze headgear for
women could be reconstructed based on the finds
from three graves from the Early Bronze Age ceme-
tery at Franzhausen in Austria. In the Middle
Bronze Age, round spiked or heart-shaped pen-
dants might be worn hanging from a necklace or
sewn on the neck of a dress. Bronze pins fastened
the dresses in the front at the height of the chest;
decorated spiral-ended bands were worn on the
ankle; and small bronze buttons were attached to
belts or skirts. Bracelets and spiral-ended finger
rings were common ornaments as well.

METALLURGY

A development in metallurgical techniques and raw
materials used for the production of metal objects
is one of the main characteristics of the Bronze Age.
Although copper had already been in use since the
seventh and sixth millennia B.C. in Anatolia, bronze
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(copper alloyed with tin) makes its appearance
much later, in the third millennium B.C., giving its
name to a whole prehistoric period. Bronze first ap-
peared in the Near East; the largest concentration
of finds appears in Mesopotamia, Iran, and Anato-
lia, in the early third millennium B.C.—paradoxically
in areas without the necessary raw materials. It ap-
pears in the Carpathian Basin by the middle of the
third millennium B.C. and by the end of the millen-
nium it was the most commonly used metal from
the Atlantic coast to Southeast Asia.

What caused such a fast adoption of the new
material and the techniques of its production?
Bronze is easier to work, especially to cast, than pure
copper. It has a lower melting point and is less
prone to subsequent fragmentation due to blister-
ing during casting. Tin also hardens the metal, both
after casting and hammering, resulting in more effi-
cient tools and weapons. However, in the earliest
phase of bronze metallurgy, bronze was rarely used
to produce weapons and tools; rather, it was used
for jewelry, ornaments, or vessels. This suggests the
value placed on other qualities of the metal: possibly
its texture and color, since the addition of tin gave
copper a golden-brownish shine similar to that of
gold, which was also greatly valued in prehistoric
times. Furthermore, tin is a rare material with few
sources in Europe, and it must have been procured
separately from copper from great distances. This
could have significantly contributed to its value and
attraction as raw material for precious objects.

Procurement. Major sources of tin in Europe are
found in Cornwall in Great Britain and in the Bohe-
mian Erzgebirge (Ore Mountains), both of great
importance in prehistoric times. Less significant de-
posits are in Bretagne, the French Massif Central,
and northwestern Iberia. Copper sources are more
numerous and had already been exploited from the
Late Neolithic. One important development, how-
ever, was that, whereas in earlier times surface de-
posits of copper oxides had been used, in the Early
Bronze Age sulphide copper ores began to be ex-
tracted from greater depths, triggering an intensifi-
cation of mining activities. Central Europe probably
was supplied from a number of different copper
sources: the eastern Alpine area, the Harz Moun-
tains in central Germany, the northern Carpathians
in eastern Slovakia, and the eastern Carpathians in
Transylvania. This latter area probably provided
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most of the gold used in the Bronze Age of central
Europe as well. Although direct traces of prehistoric
exploitation are rare, a fairly well studied Bronze
Age mining area is known in the Austrian Alps at
Mitterberg, southwest of Salzburg. In order to ex-
tract the sulphide ores, large pits were created in the
rock—with picks, stone hammers, and the help of
fire (causing cracks in the rock)—and those pits
sometimes later turned into shafts running up to
100 meters long. The separation of the ores took
place outside the shafts, probably with the help of
water, and the smelting of metal from the ore was
usually carried out farther down the mountain
slopes. Such intensity of extraction required tre-
mendous organization, especially to facilitate the
lighting, ventilation, and drainage of the shafts. The
specialized communities carrying out the actual
mining were dependent on others for food produc-
tion and for the procurement of the huge amount
of' wood that was needed during cracking the rocks,
extraction, supporting the shafts, and smelting the
ores.

Production. The production of bronze artifacts by
bronzesmiths could take place anywhere in local
workshops. Based on finds of metallurgical equip-
ment (molds, crucibles, small conical clay nozzles
for bellows, stone hammers, and so forth) and the
distribution of various types of objects, it seems cer-
tain that all areas had their own metalworking cen-
ters even when no raw materials were available local-
ly. Based on typological differences, three major
metalworking provinces may be discerned in the
Early Bronze Age: a Danubian group in the north
Alpine area; the Unétice province in central Germa-
ny, Bohemia, Moravia, and western Poland; and a
Carpathian group in Slovakia with strong ties to
more southerly centers within the Carpathian Basin.
Early Bronze Age bronze objects include ring in-
gots, sheet bronze bosses (round, decorated bronze
sheets with a half-spherical knob/boss in the mid-
dle), spectacle spiral pendants, spiral bracelets and
finger rings, metal plaques, arm and leg spirals, sim-
ple and solid-hilted triangular daggers, flat and
flanged axes, and racket-headed pins with folded
tops.

In the later Early Bronze Age there was an even
greater variety of metalwork. Daggers became
longer and ogival in shape; flanged axes, shaft-hole
axes, and halberds appeared, and a number of new
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pin forms came into use, the most important of
which was the pin with perforated spherical head.
An important innovation was the manufacture of
bronze vessels, of which so far only one is known,
found in Skeldal, Denmark, but produced in the
Unétice area. The Middle Bronze Age witnessed a
typological unification of the area, and the intro-
duction of new types, like longer pins with seal-
shaped heads or pins with sickle-shaped twisted
shafts, wide ribbed bracelets, heart-shaped pen-
dants, small two- or four-riveted daggers with
rounded or trapezoid heels, palstaves, tweezers,
and, importantly, new forms of swords.

Hoawvds. One of the most striking phenomena of
the Bronze Age is the deposition of metalwork in
hoards. The hoards vary greatly from each other in
terms of number of items, number of types buried,
or the locations in which they were buried, among
other elements. One very important aspect of
hoards, however, was the burial of ingots and frag-
mented objects. Ingots seem to be intermediate
forms well suited for transport and easy to cast, serv-
ing mainly the purpose of enabling the movement
of the raw material to a smith’s workshop. Howev-
er, another aspect seems to be just as significant.
The so-called ring ingots of the Early Bronze Age
show a remarkable uniformity in their weight (usu-
ally 180-200 grams), similar to some forms of early
flanged axes and, later, rib-shaped ingots. This
might suggest that they played the role of standard
weights and units of exchange within a pre-
monetary economic system. The copper in the in-
gots exhibits a uniform and unusual composition
that might be a result of some unique treatment that
made it appropriate for such a special use. This in-
terpretation, however, still does not explain the
burial of these ingots and axes in hoards containing
hundreds of identical pieces. Was such a withdrawal
from circulation the result of overproduction be-
yond the propensity of local consumption? Or was
the practice of hoarding intended as an offering for
gods, in the hope of receiving a supernatural “guar-
antee” for the hoarded items’ value as currency in
the secular sphere? Whatever their purpose, these
kinds of hoards soon disappear from the archaco-
logical record, and a similar function seems to have
been transferred to bronze fragments broken to
pieces of identical weight that appear in hoards from
the turn of the Early to Middle Bronze Age (e.g.,
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in the famous hoards of Biithl and Ackenbach) and
that have a long history through the Late Bronze
Age.

Gold and Silver. Although objects made of
bronze abound in the material of this period, arti-
facts of precious metals are much scarcer. Whereas
silver is extremely rare, there are a few important
and well-known examples of the use of gold. The
finds of “chiefly graves” with gold grave goods from
Leubingen and Helmsdorf are perhaps the most fa-
mous. In other, less spectacular, graves gold hair
rings are sometimes found, and occasionally hoards
of gold objects are recovered as well, like that from
a fortified settlement at Bernstorf in Bavaria. The
most impressive products of Early Bronze Age gold
metallurgy, however, are the gold beakers from
Fritzdorf near Bonn and Golenkamp near Hanno-
ver in Germany and from Eschenz in Switzerland,
dated to around 1600,/1500 B.c. They show some
similarity to silver beakers found in Brittany and
other golden beakers from France and Great Brit-
ain, thus connecting them to an Atlantic network of
workshops.

AGRICULTURE

The wealthiest segment of Bronze Age society—the
chiefs and their immediate retinue—had easy access
to the prestigious products of the local and faraway
metalworking centers, but most of the population
lived under much more modest circumstances.
Their most important daily concern was the produc-
tion of food—the maintenance of the subsistence
economy. The communities of central Europe at
this time practiced mixed farming: growing crops
and raising stock. The most commonly cultivated
plants of the Bronze Age were those of the Neolith-
ic as well: emmer, einkorn, and barley. Somewhat
less significant were flax, peas, and lentils. Newly in-
troduced species included spelt, millet, broad beans,
and oats. There might have been an increase in bar-
ley cultivation during the Bronze Age, possibly due
to its use as a raw material for making the alcoholic
beverages consumed at important social occasions
and rituals. Most domesticated animals—cattle,
sheep, goats, pigs, and dogs—were inherited from
Neolithic times as well. One major change was an
increase in the exploitation of the horse—which re-
mained fairly rare after its introduction in the Final
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Neolithic—suggesting an increase in its use as a
traction animal and for riding.

The Bronze Age witnessed an intensification in
the agricultural practices carried down from the
Neolithic, a process that began in the Final Neolith-
ic with the introduction of a number of important
innovations sometimes termed the “Secondary
Products Revolution”: the exploitation of animals
for secondary products (milk and other dairy prod-
ucts, power for traction, wool for textile produc-
tion) and the introduction of plowing with wooden
ards (primitive light plows). These innovations
made possible a greater diversification of subsis-
tence strategies reflected by changes in land use, oc-
cupying a wider range of locations. In many areas
pastoralism and transhumance seem to have gained
greater importance, with possibly larger numbers of
animals kept for their primary and secondary prod-
ucts. This tendency seems to be even more pro-
nounced in the Middle Bronze Age, as reflected by
a much more dispersed settlement pattern.

RITUAL AND RELIGION

Although the reconstruction of agricultural prac-
tices can be carried out fairly straightforwardly
based on plant and animal remains, the observation
and interpretation of prehistoric rituals and reli-
gious life is a much more difficult task. Without
written documents archaeologists can only rely on
the recognition of special contexts in which some of
the material remains occur, and from this they must
try to reconstruct complex systems of beliefs that in-
fluenced most spheres of life.

The multilayered settlement mounds of Slova-
kia and the central and eastern part of the Carpathi-
an Basin provide an interesting case to point out for
description. These tells were built up during hun-
dreds of years through the cyclical burning of hous-
es and their rebuilding at the same location, on top
of the ruins of their predecessors. This cyclical, con-
stantly recurring practice is best explained as a con-
scious action, the deliberate destruction of living
place, most probably connected to the life cycles of
their owners. The rebuilding of the same structures
in the same places can be viewed as connected to the
worship of ancestors and ancestral places. Although
destruction implies discontinuity, the rebuilding re-
inforces continuity and legitimation through a con-
nection with the past and the ancestors. Special
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places having some significance in local mythologies
were probably also singled out for settlement and
continuous (re)occupation.

These settlements were the location of many
special depositions, in pits or wells. At Ganovce in
central Slovakia, for example, a deep well apparently
containing ritual depositions was found in the mid-
dle of a settlement. The fill contained a large
amount of pottery, plant and animal remains,
burned ashes, human bones, birch bark cups, and
one of the earliest iron objects in Europe: a sickle
blade. Other settlements contain similar depositions
of pottery and of bronze and gold objects in pits
among houses or under the house floors. Some of
these hoards contain only pottery—usually sets of
intact drinking cups, which makes clear that the
hoards were not simply rubbish pits. The cups seem
to be the remains of feasts and rituals connected to
various social occasions, like rites of passage, and
suggest the consumption of alcoholic beverages on
such events, after which the vessels used were bur-

ied.

Indeed, one of the most important, archacolog-
ically visible, prehistoric ritual activities was the de-
position of hoards of copper, bronze, and gold
objects. Although previous generations of arch-
acologists tended to interpret these as personal or
communal property buried in times of danger and
never subsequently retrieved, an interpretation that
views the hoarding as an element of ritual is becom-
ing more and more accepted. Many of the hoards
were buried in special, isolated locations in the land-
scape: in rivers, lakes, or fens; under large rocks; in
caves; in mountain passes; on top of hills or moun-
tains. Sometimes the contents and the mode of de-
position of the hoards point at their ritual nature as
well. Objects were deposited in waters or fens from
where they could never be retrieved. The arrange-
ment of the buried objects sometimes shows a great
degree of care, which contradicts the interpretation
that the items were hastily hidden valuables. In
other cases the objects were deliberately damaged
or fragmented, seemingly in order to avoid further
profane use. The deposition of such votive assem-
blages now appears to represent a gift exchange be-
tween humans and supernatural forces through
which people hoped to establish reciprocal obliga-
tions and influence the gods. At some of these sa-
cred places the burial of hoards continued through
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hundreds of years; such places later became sanctu-
aries dedicated to gods. For example, around Melz
in northern Germany a large concentration of Early
Bronze Age hoards was observed. At Dresden-
Dobritz four metal hoards, one pottery deposition,
and a hoard of metal vessels were found within a
small area, on a strip of land 200-300 meters long
and 80 meters wide along the river Elbe. At Berlin-
Spandau remains of a post-built structure, a sort of
pier leading into the water, were recovered. A se-
lected group of objects had been deposited here in
the Early and Middle Bronze Ages, probably not at
the same time, but over a long period. All the arti-
facts were weapons, and some of them arrived here
from longer distances. Two swords came from
northern Germany or Scandinavia, a solid-hilted
dagger came from Denmark, and another sword
came from eastern France. This and similar sites
show that these sacred locations had interregional
significance, similar to the famous sanctuaries of
classical Greece.

A unique and highly significant find from the
Bronze Age fortified settlement of Mittelberg near
Nebra in central Germany shows again that such
settlements were indeed ritual centers as well. Be-
side a hoard of bronze objects (two swords, two
flanged axes, a chisel, and fragments of arm spirals)
dated to around 1600 B.C., a bronze disk with gold
inlays was recovered in a stone cist (fig. 1). The in-
lays represent the sun, the crescent moon, and the
starry sky, with the Pleiades constellation of seven
stars clearly recognizable. Two gold bands on the
rim present the horizon while a third band between
them seems to be a representation of a ship—an ob-
ject that will gain significant ritual connotation in
the later history of the Bronze Age—traveling
across the nocturnal celestial ocean. Although a full
study of this new find has not been published yet,
it will most certainly enrich our understanding of
prehistoric astronomy, mythology, and cosmology.

EXCHANGE NETWORKS

Trade and exchange were important factors in the
social and economic development of any given area,
triggering important changes and contributing to
the increase of social complexity. In addition to the
flow of raw materials and finished objects, exchange
networks also provided a framework for the flow of
information through which important inventions,
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innovations and new technologies spread through-
out Europe. These networks can be mapped by
identifying the distribution of rare materials (e.g.,
amber, tin, copper, and gold) or the appearance of
objects outside their densest distribution area where
they were most probably manufactured.

The most important and widely exchanged raw
materials of the Bronze Age were, obviously, tin and
copper, used to manufacture bronze objects. Al-
though the sole source of tin in central Europe is
the Erzgebirge (Ore Mountains) in Bohemia, cop-
per is more widely found, as described above.
Amber is found on the shores of the Baltic Sea and
western Jutland in Denmark. Other traded raw ma-
terials must have included gold, probably from
Transylvanian sources, and salt from seashores and
surface deposits, for example in the area around
Halle on the Saale River in central Germany. Ex-
changed finished products include bronze objects,
sometimes pottery, and also archaeologically invisi-
ble, or almost untraceable, items like textiles, furs,
and possibly foodstuffs.

Although traffic in these commodities wove a
web of connections throughout central Europe on
the basis of already existing trade patterns, by the
Bronze Age central Europe also had become part of
a much larger exchange network that is sometimes
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labeled a “prehistoric world-system.” Although
temperate Europe played only the role of a “mar-
gin” in the system of the Near Eastern “core area”
and an important “periphery” in Anatolia, these
links were a significant factor in the development of
social and economic complexity.

It seems that emerging urban centers in Anato-
lia established connections with European commu-
nities around the mouth of the Danube and be-
yond. During the Early Bronze Age (c. 2300-1600
B.C.), the Danube became an important axis of ex-
change along which objects and information about
new technologies were exchanged. Ring ingots and
so-called Cypriot wound-wire pins reached Troy (in
northwest Asia Minor), Egypt, and Byblos (modern
Jubayl, Lebanon) on the Levantine coast. Transyl-
vanian gold might have traveled to Anatolia. The
systematic use of copper alloys might have been
begun as a result of Anatolian contacts: indeed, a
non-European source for the tin of the earliest Eu-
ropean bronze artifacts, produced before the exploi-
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tation of Bohemian tin started, cannot be excluded.
A few exotic items—Ilike a slotted dagger of Anato-
lian or Aegean origin found together with amber
beads, wound-wire pins, and an ingot ring at Kyhna
in Saxony—made their ways into the center of the
Continent. These stimulated already existing local
exchange cycles and triggered a demand for prestige
items obtained through long-distance connections.

In the later Early Bronze Age another innova-
tion reached the Carpathian Basin and central Eu-
rope via this route: the two-wheeled “chariot.” Al-
though constructions probably remained simple,
these were still elite items and remained so for a
long time, as rich wagon burials of the Late Bronze
Age and Early Iron Age show. Decorated antler
cheekpieces for bridle bits found in Slovakian and
Moravian fortified sites also attest their connection
to the local elites. These fortified sites along the
tributaries of the Danube were located on the most
important trade routes to the north: the source of
amber. Prestigious bronze objects such as decorated
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shaft-hole axes and solid-hilted swords produced in
the Carpathian Basin or a small bronze vessel manu-
factured in the Unétice area reached Denmark via
this network (fig. 2, left). Central Europe also had
important connections with the Atlantic area, as
shown by the appearance of so-called Armorico-
British-type daggers in the cemetery of Singen in
southwestern Germany or two amber beads from
Switzerland: one with gold casing found at Zurich-
Mozartstrasse and a star-shaped one from Arbon-
Bleiche, both probably manufactured in the Wessex
area in Great Britain.

In the Middle Bronze Age this axis of trade
shifted. The Danube became less important, routes
to northern Europe realigned along a north-south
axis via Germany, and the passes through the Alps
from central Europe to Italy gained significance.
Through this route European communities came
into indirect contact with Mycenaean communities
establishing connections with the Tyrrhenian coast
in western Italy. Baltic amber reached Mycenae and
was found in the famous Shaft Graves. Since at this
time no other amber finds are known to Greece, this
seems to be an instance of directional trade with
only few intermediaries (fig. 2, right). At Bernstorf
(Bavaria, southern Germany), in a Middle Bronze
Age fortified hilltop settlement dated to about
1600-1400 B.C., a number of amber beads were
found (together with the hoard of gold objects
mentioned above), two of which deserve special at-
tention. One of them had a face of a man carved on
one side with a few incised signs on the other side.
The other one had four incised signs on it, three of
which have been identified as Linear B signs—the
writing of the Late Bronze Age Mycenaean king-
doms of Greece—whereas the fourth probably rep-
resents a ship. It seems that the raw material—
amber—reached the Aegean world from the Baltic
area where it was written on using the local writing
system. Later on it returned to central Europe and
was deposited at a local fortified center.

SOCIETY AND COMMUNITY

In the early third millennium B.C. a new concern
with prestige and social stratification, and the repre-
sentation of these through the deposition of copper
objects, is observable in the archaeological record.
In the first phase of the Early Bronze Age (c. 2300-
2000 B.C.), this tendency continues, although with
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regional differences: in Bohemia and central Ger-
many, only a narrow range of variation in grave
goods is observable, whereas in the Danube Valley
an increase in the differentiation of grave goods—
suggesting slightly greater social differentiation—is
apparent from the beginning of the Bronze Age.
This incipient social ranking seems based on an in-
creasing intensification of the subsistence economy,
since greater social stratification seems to emerge in
tertile and agriculturally very productive regions not
too far away from metal sources. Later on, however,
with the increase of bronze production, metal arti-
facts do not simply reflect social status. It seems that
access to, and control of, metal sources and prestige
items circulating in exchange networks became nec-
essary sources of political and economic control.

In the later phase of the Early Bronze Age (c.
2000-1600 B.c.), the different nature of economic
and political power and a greater social differentia-
tion is also reflected by the emergence of two-level
settlement hierarchies in certain regions, where one
or two fortified sites surrounded by a number of
smaller, undefended settlements dominated and
controlled smaller areas, usually along river valleys.
These settlements were probably the residences of
local chiefs and their immediate retinue and served
as nodal points in exchange networks and as centers
of economic production. Various regions, however,
reacted in various ways to the intensification of
bronze production. In the northern periphery, in
central Germany and Poland, the chiefly burial
mounds and their rich grave goods are probably
witnesses of the emergence of the monopolistic po-
sition of local elites in terms of access to metal and
prestige-goods exchange. Such a monopoly of the
elite could not develop in areas closer to metal
sources with more dense exchange networks. In
those areas a much more competitive situation
emerged, leading to warfare and the construction of
fortifications around local centers. This was accom-
panied by the crystallization of a male warrior ethos,
expressed in the much more elaborate and richly
decorated weaponry of the elite, deposited in large
numbers in graves and hoards.

The Middle Bronze Age (c. 1600-1350 B.C.)
saw again a transformation of these structures. It has
been argued that the changes in material cultural
distributions during this period, showing a much
greater uniformity throughout the whole of central
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Europe, are characteristic of more expansive com-
munities with an economy placing greater emphasis
on stock raising and mobility. The warrior ideology
seems to have spread to the west and was adapted
to a more decentralized social and political environ-
ment, as monumental burial mounds furnished with
weaponry and other symbols of wealth show. Simi-
larities not just in material cultural in general, but
also in the combination of weapons and status sym-
bols over large areas, indicate the existence of a war-
rior elite without centralized leadership. These
communities probably formed loose alliances
strengthened by the exogamous marriage practices
of their leaders. This phenomenon is easily recon-
structable on the basis of the appearance of foreign
female ornament sets in various areas. These con-
nections delineate a north-south axis of connections
and movement of women that coincides with the
main axis of trade relations. This may be related to
new strategies of transmitting properties as well. Ex-
ogamous marriage is usually a characteristic of de-
centralized, expansionist societies and is accompa-
nied by the paying of bride wealth mostly consisting
of movable wealth (instead of land). Thus, in this
period marriage patterns were more open, enabling
the formation of alliances between smaller chief-
doms and establishing long-distance exchange net-
works.

Similar changes are observable during the later
prehistoric development of European societies as
well. The processes of centralization (with an em-
phasis on access to land and characterized by forti-
fied centers) and decentralization (with greater mo-
bility and dispersed settlements) return almost
cyclically, leading finally to the emergence of archaic
states just before the expansion of the Roman Em-
pire, which substantially transformed the social and
economic landscape of the Continent.

See also Milk, Wool, and Traction: Secondary Animal
Products (vol. 1, part 4); Late Neolithic/Copper
Age Central Europe (vol. 1, part 4); Bell Beakers
from West to East (vol. 1, part 4); The Significance
of Bronze (vol. 2, part 5); Spissky Stvrtok (vol. 2,
part 5); Late Bronze Age Urnfields of Central
Europe (vol. 2, part 5).
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SPISSKY STVRTOK

The fortified hilltop settlement of Spissky Stvrtok is
one of the most significant sites of the earlier prehis-
tory of central Europe. It dates to the transitional
period between the Early and the Middle Bronze
Age with a cultural affiliation to the Otomani-
Fiizesabony culture, c. 1700-1500 B.C. The village
of Spissky Stvrtok (located in an area called Spisska
Nova Ves, which is also a town) is situated on an ob-
long hill adjacent to a valley in the undulated coun-
try of eastern Slovakia at Mysia Horka in the Carpa-
thian Basin. The hill rises very steeply on the
western side and more gradually on the east, in
modern times with a growth of forest. The fortifica-
tion on the summit, about 625 meters above sea
level, comprises about 6,600 square meters with
thirty-nine houses and a cult place in addition to a
complex system of ramparts, bastions, and ditches.
There are two occupation phases: the end phase of
the Early Bronze Age and the first phase of the Mid-
dle Bronze Age.

The site became known to the scientific com-
munity in the 1930s due to still-visible walls and
several spectacular surface finds. It was systematical-
ly excavated in 1968-1974 under the direction of
Dr. J. Vladar from the Archaeological Institute of
the Slovakian Academy of Science in Nitra. The site
is wholly examined and is in an excellent state of
preservation. Vladar has described the excavation
results in several small reports while the final report
still awaits.

A stone wall encircles the entire settlement ex-
cept at the gate, which is located at the eastern,
more accessible, side. Here the fortification is rein-
forced with two additional walls and with a broad
stone-lined ditch, which may have been water-filled.
The intervals between the walls were filled in with
gravel probably derived from digging the broad
ditch. The latter runs north to south, uninterrupt-
ed, along the outer side of the rampart and a wood-
en bridge presumably existed at the gate.

The walls are built of thin stone slabs, which
were brought in from the neighborhood at a dis-
tance of 2-3 kilometers. At the base, the rampart
had a total width of 7.5 meters. The height is esti-
mated at about 4 meters. Possibly a wooden pali-
sade was erected on the top as a further reinforce-
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ment. The entrance to the settlement is flanked by
two circular bastions of nearly 6 meters across—
probably watchtowers. The gate itself widens con-
siderably toward the outside, probably to make
room for a defensive unit of warriors in case the set-
tlement was attacked.

Only a minor part of the area encircled by the
fortification was built up. The settlement consisted
of stone houses, the foundations of which had been
preserved, and streets divided the occupied space.
According to the excavator the settlement had a
clear bipartite division suggesting the existence of
an elite and a broader stratum occupied with crafts.
Finds from the craftsmen’s quarter indicated the
manufacture of a whole series of different products
in cloth, stone, pottery, bone, antler, gold, and
bronze. Houses inhabited by the privileged part of
the population were of a much better quality, were
situated in the best-protected part of the strong-
hold, and contained various treasures. Valuables of
weapons and ornaments in bronze and gold had
been deposited in chests below the floors. These
finer houses were organized in a U shape around a
slab-plastered “town square.”

Spissky Stvrtok is merely one of several contem-
porary sites with fortifications known from south-
cast Slovakia, notably Barca, Niznid Mysl’a, Streda
nad Bodrogom, and Ganovce. Similar sites belong-
ing to the Otomani-Fiizesabony culture—and
broadly dating to the span 1700-1500 B.Cc.—exist
in adjoining regions of Hungary and Romania.
Some settlements were fortified and situated on hill-
tops, such as the strongholds of Otomani and
Sdlacea in Romania and several of the Slovakian
sites. Fortified sites may be situated also in the
swampy areas between rivers. Moreover, there are
so-called tell settlements with ring walls, such as
To6szeg-Laposhalom at the river Tisza on the Hun-
garian Plain and the nearby tells of Gyulavarsaind
and Socodor just across the border in Romania.
Large open settlements are also known, apparently
without fortifications, but situated in naturally de-
tendable locations.

Fortified settlements also occur in related cul-
tural groupings in nearby southwest Slovakia (Nitri-
ansky Hradok, Mad’arovce, Malé Kosihy, Veselé),
Moravia (Bluc¢ina, Hradisko, Véterov), and lower
Austria (Boheimkirschen). The phenomenon ap-
parently has a wide geographical distribution over
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Fig. 1. Plan of the ramparts of the fortified hilltop settlement at SpiSsky Stvrtok in present-day

Slovakia. ADAPTED FROM VLADAR 1975.

eastern central Europe and the Balkans especially in
the period ¢. 1700-1500 B.c.

Some of the principal paraphernalia of the
Bronze Age have roots in the complex cultural mo-
saic of the Carpathian Basin at the threshold to the
Middle Bronze Age. The hillforts were mediators of
inventions that passed through this region on their
way to central and northern Europe from Eurasia
and the Aegean. The spearhead, the sword, the
four-spoked wheel, the chariot, and horse manage-
ment are among these innovations. The first swords
appeared in the Carpathian Basin in eastern Hunga-
ry and Romania around 1600 B.C.—only one hun-
dred years after the appearance of the bronze spear-
head in roughly the same region. Such quality
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metalwork was in high demand all over central and
northern Europe at this time. Exotica such as amber
beads were traded in from the north and people of
the Otomani-Flizesabony culture made contacts
with stratified palace-based societies in early Myce-
naean Greece.

Excavations suggest that all these sites should
indeed be interpreted as protected centers of crafts
and trade. They were probably also residences of
local elites, who identified more closely with neigh-
boring elites than with nonelite groupings in their
local area. This identification involved more than
peaceful communication through networks of alli-
ance and exchange. The frequency of fortified sites,
the occurrence of mass graves, the energy invested
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in ramparts and earthen works, the emphasis on
horse culture and bronze weaponry—the entire cul-
tural picture provided by the excavations indicates
ongoing rivalries and hostilities between elite
groups, probably about the control of valuables,
their production, and distribution. Ritual deposi-
tions of weapons and ornament at the sites, or near
them, probably also connect to the waging of wars.
Hoards have been found for instance at Hajdtsam-
son, Apa, Barca, Véterov, Boheimkirschen, and
Mad’arovce. The central position of these fortified
sites, surrounded by satellite villages and hamlets,
bears witness to increased inequality and hierarchy:
in other words, to an extremely hot social climate.
Finally, around 1600-1500 B.c., this volatile social
climate gave rise to the emergence of the Tumulus
culture, which brought new forms of social con-
duct, ideology, and personal appearance among the
elite. The rapid spread of Tumulus material and im-
material culture across temperate Europe should
probably be seen in light of this strategic back-
ground of exchange, alliance, and warfare in the
Carpathian Basin and around the Middle Danubian
region.

See also The Early and Middle Bronze Ages in Central
Europe (vol. 2, part 5).
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Italy lies between the east and west Mediterranean,
but it also represents the point of contact between
the Mediterranean world and Europe north of the
Alps, a point of contact especially important during
the Bronze Age. The easy passes across the moun-
tains north from the Po plain make the northern
Adriatic basin a key area for understanding Europe-
an prehistory, and indeed the key site of Frattesina
is to be understood in this context. The themes that
dominate the Italian Bronze Age are the wetland
sites of the north—both lake villages and terremare
settlements—and the pastoral economy which
adapted so effectively to the mountainous peninsu-
la. The Bronze Age saw two cycles of development:
the first comes to an end at about 1200 B.C. and the
second lays the foundation for Iron Age urbanism
and social complexity. Connections between the
Italian Bronze Age and the Aegean World will also
be discussed here.

The Italian Bronze Age has traditionally been
dated by reference to central European metalwork
and to eastern Mediterranean imports. The growing
availability of radiocarbon dates (although these are
still quite rare) and, more importantly, dendro-
chronological dating of Alpine wetland sites, both
in Italy and farther north, has meant that a more ac-
curate dating scheme is being worked out. The dat-
ing of the end of the Bronze Age is still quite con-
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troversial, with most scholars arguing for a point
between 1000 and 900 B.C. The Italian Bronze Age
is conventionally divided into four segments: the
Early Bronze Age (2300-1700 B.C.), the Middle
Bronze Age (1700-1350 B.C.), the Recent Bronze
Age (1350-1150 B.C.), and the Final Bronze Age
(1150-950 B.C.). Italian scholars generally describe
the Recent and Final Bronze Ages as the “Late”
Bronze Age, a matter of confusion for English
speakers, who would normally refer to the Recent
Bronze Age as the Late Bronze Age. The Italian
convention will be used here, as it aids understand-
ing of the literature.

For the purposes of discussion, Italy is divided
into three regions: (1) the north, roughly the Po
Valley and the Alpine valleys, but including Liguria
in the west; (2) the center; and (3) the south, Sicily
and the smaller islands. For much of its history,
northern Italy has been culturally closer to central
Europe than to the Mediterranean world.

EARLY BRONZE AGE

The Early Bronze Age begins at about 2300 B.C.
and marks the start of a new cultural cycle in north-
ern Italy, which continues with few substantial
changes until the end of the Recent Bronze Age.
The Early Bronze Age is characterized by the Pola-
da culture, which has roots in the preceding Bell
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Beaker phenomenon and shows strong links to cen-
tral Europe. Polada settlements seem to be prefer-
entially in wetland locations, both in the morainic
hills along the Alpine margin (where Cavriana is lo-
cated) and around the larger lakes, but also in the
plain to the north of the Po River (where Lagazzi
del Vho and Canar are found). The choice of wet-
land locations—which were common in northern
Italy during the Early, Middle, and Recent Bronze
Ages—is difficult to explain, but they seem to be a
cultural constant. Little is known of settlement in
the plain to the south of the Po, though this area
was inhabited in the Copper Age and densely settled
in the Middle and Recent Bronze Ages. Interesting-
ly, evidence of metal hoards has been found in this
area. Burial evidence, however, is almost completely
absent in the Early Bronze Age of northern Italy,
though the presence of human skulls at some sites
(such as Barche di Solferino) suggests alternative
methods of disposing of the dead, perhaps by expo-
sure.

Metalworking seems to have taken place in set-
tlements, as indicated at Ledro, Rivoli, and Monte
Covolo. The hoards, which seem to have been de-
posited away from settlements, often consist of as-
semblages of a single artifact. For example, the
Savignano hoard consists of ninety-six flanged axes.
The Pieve Albignola hoard, from the western plain
to the north of the Po, comprised thirty-seven axes,
both finished and unfinished, some from the same
mold. Such hoards are usually interpreted as traders’
hoards. Prestige artifacts, in amber and faience, are
found in settlements, but there is little evidence for
overt social ranking.

In central Italy, the eastern seaboard is charac-
terized by the Ripatransone culture, whereas to the
west, the Rinaldone culture continues from the
Copper Age into the early phases of the Early
Bronze Age, to be followed by the Montemerano-
Scoglietto-Palidoro culture. The economy seems to
show a growing reliance on pastoralism, with the
presence of grazing camps both on the coastal plain
and the uplands. Settlements include defended
sites, like Crostoletto di Lamone and Luni sul Mig-
none, as well as caves, valley-bottom sites, and wet-
land sites, such as Ortucchio in the Fucino Basin.
Social differentiation is indicated by the Tomba
della Vedova (Tomb of the Widow), at Ponte San
Pietro, where the warrior chief is accompanied by
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his sacrificed bride with a dog guarding the entrance
to the grave. A dagger and halberd are used to signal
burials at Montemerano II, at Teramo, and at
Popoli. Cave cults continue from the preceding
Copper Age, as at Cetona, a cave with a stillicide
(continuous) water drip, where seeds were offered
in pots.

In southern Italy, the Early Bronze Age Laterza
culture of the early part of the period is succeeded
by the Palma Campania culture. The Proto-
Apennine phase sees the appearance of sites, such as
Toppo Daguzzo and La Starza, that may be central
places. Tufariello, near Buccino, and Coppa Nevi-
gata have defensive, stone-built walls. Bronze arti-
facts are rare, except in grave assemblages, and rich
tombs are infrequent—an example is the warrior
burial at Parco dei Monaci, Matera, accompanied by
a flanged axe and two daggers. Olive and vine culti-
vation, as seen in Proto-Apennine levels at Tufariel-
lo as well as at La Maculufa in Sicily, indicate agri-
cultural intensification—the cultivation of fruit trees
requires high levels of labor input.

In Sicily, Castelluccio culture sites indicate the
spread of settlement in central and southeastern
areas—the upland locations of many sites suggest-
ing a pastoral economy based on the raising of
sheep. The multiple-burial ritual makes the recogni-
tion of social hierarchy difficult, but stone-walled
fortified sites, such as Branco Grande and Timpa
Dieri, at Melilli, are known on the coast. In con-
trast, Manfria in western Sicily is an undefended vil-
lage with oval huts.

The situation in the Lipari Islands (also known
as the Aeolian Islands), which lie between Sicily and
Italy, seems to indicate growing insecurity, and the
low-lying sites of the early Capo Graziano phase,
such as Casa Lopez and Filo Braccio on Filicudi or
Contrada di Diana on the island of Lipari, give way
to later defensive sites, such as La Montagnola on
Filicudi or the acropolis on Lipari. The material cul-
ture of the islands shows parallels with Tarxien ma-
terial on Malta.

MIDDLE BRONZE AGE

The Middle Bronze Age begins at about 1700 B.C.
Its inception is traditionally fixed as marked by the
appearance of Aegean pottery in peninsular Italy,
but it corresponds to clear historical phenomena.
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In the central Po Plain, many settlements, such
as Lagazzi del Vho, are abandoned at the beginning
of the Middle Bronze Age and others, such as Cas-
tellaro del Vho immediately to the north, are
founded. The period sees large numbers of settle-
ments established in the central area both to the
north and to the south of the Po. The banked and
ditched settlements of the plain are generally re-
ferred to as terremare. It is clear from the material
culture and the choice of wetland locations that the
terremare are closely related to the circum-Alpine
lake villages (palafitte) to the north, even though
the Swedish archacologist Gosta Siflund argued
against this relationship in 1939. In the western Po
Valley, there seems to be less attraction to water, al-
though there are wetland sites, such as Mercurago.
In the east, the fortified hilltop sites, known as cas-
tellieri, of the Venezia-Giulia Karst show clear con-
nections with developments farther east.

It has been argued that the wetland societies of
the central Po Plain, the Alpine palafitte, and the
terremare of the plain show evidence of contact
with the Danubian-Carpathian region. Artifacts un-
derlying this theory include antler horse bits and
sword burials (as at Povegliano). What is certain is
that the terremare of Emilia show a dramatic in-
crease in settlement density, reaching levels of up to
1 site per 25 square kilometers. Nineteenth-century
reports of urban planning were widely disregarded
as fantasy, but evidence from modern excavations at
the Santa Rosa di Poviglio terremare and from the
Alpine lake village at Fiave has confirmed these as-
sertions. The complex drainage works and the pile-
built dwellings indicate that this society must have
been highly organized. However, little evidence ex-
ists for overt social ranking. Simple and undifferen-
tiated cremation burial begins in the Late Middle
Bronze Age terremare, and the sword burials that
appear in the Veneto Plain to the north may be in-
dicative of male warrior status rather than social
ranking. Metal production seems to have been set-
tlement based, as demonstrated at Castellaro del
Vho.

In central and southern peninsular Italy, the
Middle Bronze Age is conventionally referred to as
the Apennine Bronze Age. This period sees the es-
tablishment of a settlement pattern based on the ex-
ploitation of both lowland and upland areas. In
1959, Salvatore M. Puglisi proposed a model, based
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on ethnographic analogy, of transhumant pastoral-
ists using lowland pasture in winter and upland pas-
ture (often snow-covered in the winter) during the
summer. This was criticized in 1967 by Carl Eric
Ostenberg, who, on the basis of his excavation re-
sults from Luni sul Mignone, argued that sedentary
agricultural communities existed during this period.
Most scholars now accept the integrated economic
system proposed by Graeme Barker in 1981. This
model maintains that some groups or communities
moved into the Apennine uplands during the sum-
mer months to exploit the grazing, while others
remained at their permanent cereal-dependent set-
tlements in the lowlands. Indeed, the evidence of
sheep, goats, pigs, and cattle at most lowland sites
suggests a mixed form of animal husbandry. What-
ever its exact form, transhumant pastoralism al-
lowed the carrying capacity of sites to be raised by
moving flocks for part of the year and thus repre-
sented a form of economic intensification. The close
cultural connections of the material culture of the
peninsula, albeit with local aspects, argue for the im-
portance of this mobility in establishing social rela-
tions between groups. Metalwork seems to have
had a relatively limited distribution in central Italy,
and this picture of low-level trade is reflected in the
lack of Aegean material in this part of Italy. Like-
wise, there is little evidence for social hierarchy, al-
though two rock-cut longhouses with hearths were
found at Luni sul Mignone.

Three monumental tombs at Toppo Daguzzo
show the emergence of elite groups. In Tomb 3
there were two levels of inhumations—an upper
level of about ten disarticulated skeletons without
grave goods and a lower level that consisted of elev-
en burials, six males accompanied by bronze weap-

ons, four females (three with precious beads), and
a child.

The site of Thapsos is situated on an islet linked
by an isthmus to the mainland just north of Syracuse
in eastern Sicily. There, in the early part of the Mid-
dle Bronze Age, circular and sub-circular huts were
built, their roofs supported by a central post. The
second phase at the site, which extends into the Re-
cent Bronze Age, is claimed to be semi-urban and
to be of eastern inspiration. There are rectangular
buildings arranged around paved courtyards and
streets, and the settlement seems to have been de-
fended by stone walls. The regular planning seems
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to indicate some degree of political control, and
Sebastiano Tusa has drawn attention to its formal
similarities with Gla in Boeotia. Like the settlement
on the islet of Ognina, south of Syracuse, which
dates to the same period, Thapsos was probably
sited for maritime trade. This seems to be confirmed
by the fact that most Middle Bronze Age settle-
ments in eastern Sicily are close to the coast.

The Middle Bronze Age type site on the Lipari
Islands is Punta Milazzese on the island of Lipari.
Situated on a rocky headland, it consists of about
fifty drystone huts. This site and the settlements at
Portella on Salina and the acropolis at Lipari, both
defensively located, met with violent destruction at
the end of the period. Casting molds on Lipari and
Salina indicate a local metalworking industry.

RECENT BRONZE AGE

In northern Italy, the Recent Bronze Age (c. 1350-
1150 B.C.) saw substantial continuity from the pre-
ceding period. In the west, the cremation cemeter-
ies of the Middle Bronze Age Scamozzina-Monza
group are succeeded by the Canegrate group, which
show strong Transalpine affinities. Their relatively
dense settlement pattern, which seem to be based
on dryland villages, are in some cases relatively
large. One of these is Boffolora at Garlasco, which
measures 5 hectares. Although dry locations were
preferred for settlements, river depositions of metal-
work, in the Adda in the west and in the Livenza in
the east, suggest a ritual focus on water. It is inter-
esting, however, that this practice did not seem to
occur in the central area, which is characterized by
wetland settlement.

While in the early part of the Middle Bronze
Age the terremare of the central Po Plain were usu-
ally no larger than 2 hectares, in the Recent Bronze
Age some terremare were abandoned and others be-
came quite large. Santa Rosa di Poviglio goes from
1 hectare to 7 hectares, Fondo Paviani is 16 hect-
ares, and Case del Lago is 22.5 hectares. This appar-
ent settlement hierarchy is not supported by evi-
dence from terremare cremation cemeteries,
though the presence in some sites of inner fortified
“keeps” may identify the residence of elite groups.
On the other hand, they may be nothing but com-
munity refuges. The palafitte-terremare system col-
lapsed dramatically at around 1200 B.C., with a
rapid depopulation of the central Po Plain. Al-
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though there is no satisfying explanation for this
catastrophic event, its chronological contemporane-
ity with the collapse of the palace societies of the
castern Mediterranean may suggest some sort of
connection between the two areas. Although direct
evidence of contact is rare, it is interesting that stone
weights identified in the terremare show the use of
castern Mediterranean measures.

The Recent Bronze Age of central Italy, a peri-
od sometimes referred to as the Sub-Apennine, sees
the relocation of sites to defended locations. The
suspicion that this may be at the behest of emerging
elites is confirmed by larger than average huts at, for
example, Narce. The settlement at Luni sul Mig-
none expands dramatically, and a clear settlement
hierarchy appears in Latium and Tuscany. The in-
crease of settlement in the Monti della Tolfa may be
linked to the presence of copper resources, while
wetland and cave sites are abandoned. Metalwork
depositions in rivers and lakes and also in caves, as
at Cetona, indicate a ritual focus on such locations.
Separate groups of tombs in cemeteries at Crosto-
letto di Lamone and Castelfranco Lamoncello, in
the Fiora Valley, indicate the importance of group
(perhaps family) identity.

In southern Italy there are a number of fortified
coastal settlements at ports, such as Porto Perone,
Coppa Nevigata, and Scoglio del Tonno, along the
Apulian coast (see fig. 1). These sites seem to have
participated in trade with the eastern Mediterranean
and show evidence of craft specialization. In the in-
terior, Sub-Apennine sites are often found in loca-
tions that provide good natural defenses. Some of
these are sites, like Toppo Daguzzo or La Starza,
that show continuity from previous periods, while
others, such as Timmari and Botromagno, are new
sites. However, the inland sites did not seem to par-
ticipate in the maritime trade or the developments
seen on the coast. Vivara, an island site in the Gulf
of Naples, also shows important links with the Ae-
gean.

The earliest Late Helladic pottery found at the
site of Broglio di Trebisacce in the plain of Sybaris,
excavated by Renato Peroni, dates to the end of the
Middle Bronze Age. The Recent Bronze Age saw
the production of Aegean-type storage jars (dolia).
These jars and the introduction of olive cultivation
suggest the presence of a redistributive economy or
at least a centralized storage economy. The central
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Fig. 1. Plan of the Late Bronze Age levels of the settlement at Porto Perone. AbArPTED FROM PERONI 1989.

hut at the site had Late Helladic IIIB and IIIC
wares and local, wheel-made gray ware.

In 1973 Anna Maria Bietti Sestieri argued that
the development of a local bronze industry in the
Recent Bronze Age of southern Italy was a conse-
quence of trade with the Aegean. Although this ex-
ternal stimulus may not be the full explanation, the
period certainly sees an increase in bronze goods.
There is also direct evidence for local production in
the form of molds found at Scoglio del Tonno,
Grotta Manaccora, and other sites.

In Sicily there is very little evidence for Recent
Bronze Age coastal settlement, with the exception
of the late phases of the Thapsos sites and some
communities on the north coast. The north coast
sites are characterized by the Ausonian culture,
which is also known on the Lipari Islands. The ten-
dency was for relatively few, large sites to be located
inland. One example is Pantalica, situated in the
upper reaches of the River Anapo. Although the
stone-built “palace,” or anaktoron, which has evi-
dence for metalworking, may not date to this peri-
od, the site is surrounded by a large cemetery of
rock-cut tombs, some individual burials, others
with multiple occupancy. Upland defended settle-
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ments include the stone-wall site at Monte Des-
sueri.

The Ausonian culture of the Lipari Islands
seems to follow directly after the destruction of the
Milazzese villages, particularly at the Lipari acropo-
lis (see fig. 2). Two phases are recognized, the first
corresponding to the Recent Bronze Age. Occupa-
tion during that period is marked by Aegean Late
Helladic IIIB and C material.

FINAL BRONZE AGE

The Final Bronze Age (1150-950 B.C.) sees the be-
ginning of a new cultural cycle. Much of peninsular
Italy is united by the Protovillanovan culture, which
is best known from urnfields of central European
character.

The central Po Plain seems to be largely aban-
doned during this period, though a number of zer-
remare in the Grandi Valli Veronesi, north of the
river, continue into the early phases of the period.
These include Fondo Paviani (16 hectares), Fabbri-
ca dei Soci (6 hectares), and Castello del Tartaro
(11 hectares). In these settlements, Late Helladic
ITIC middle potsherds indicate contacts with the
eastern Mediterranean, which have been confirmed
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Fig. 2. Plan of the later Middle Bronze Age settlement at Milazzese, Panarea (Lipari Islands).

ADAPTED FROM PERONI 1989.

by chemical analysis. Bronze, glass, bone, and antler
working take place on-site.

The 20-hectare site of Frattesina, on a branch
of the Po, was occupied from the twelfth to the
ninth centuries B.C. and shows impressive evidence
of craft production in glass, glazed pottery, bone,
antler, elephant ivory, bronze, iron, and amber. The
settlement seems to have played an active role in the
Mediterranean trade system, importing raw materi-
als, such as amber, ivory, and ostrich eggs, and ex-
porting finished goods. Like the similar site of Mon-
tagnana on the Adige, it has Late Helladic IIIC late
potsherds, probably of southern Italian manufac-
ture. Montagnana appears to be the predecessor of
the Iron Age site of Este, and indeed, the first mil-
lennium B.C. Protovenetic Este culture shows conti-
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nuity from the Final Bronze Age of the Veneto.
Cemetery evidence for groups of tombs gives very
little support for the identification of ranking,
though it is likely that sword burials at Frattesina
mark out elite graves.

To the north, in the southern Alps, there is a
massive expansion of copper production document-
ed by smelting sites that are associated with the
Luco-Laugen A culture group, which seems ances-
tral to the Iron Age Raeti. Both the southern Alps
and Tuscany in central Italy supplied copper to Frat-
tesina and, through that center, the east and central
Mediterranean.

The western Po Plain sees a drop in settlement
density, with a concentration of sites around Lake
Como and Lake Maggiore. In this area, the origins
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of the Golasecca polities, which would continue
into the Early Iron Age, are evident. Sword burials
and other types of rich burials suggest a ranked soci-
ety.

In central Italy, too, the emerging pattern of
the Final Bronze Age has clear links with the suc-
ceeding phase of state formation. Most of the places
that would become major centers of the Iron Age
were occupied during the Final Bronze Age. There
is a marked abandonment of lowland sites and a
preference for locations with natural defenses, often
on tufa outcrops. One such site is Sorgenti della
Nova, which is set on a 5-hectare hilltop. Nuccia
Negroni Catacchio, who excavated the site, has ar-
gued that a separate area at the top of the hill was
occupied by the elite.

Most Protovillanovan cemeteries in central Italy
are relatively small, with little evidence for social dif-
ferentiation. An exception to this is the cemetery of
Pianello di Genga, which had more than five hun-
dred burials. It remained in use for two centuries
and probably served a number of different commu-
nities.

There is a major change in metal production,
with an increase in the range and quantity of metal
artifacts produced. Many of these types show a dis-
tribution that suggests the exploitation of the cop-
per ores of Tuscany. The nature of the economy at
this time is very controversial, with a dispute be-
tween those who prefer to see a formal economy in
place and those, more primitivist, who prefer a sub-
stantivist model. Certainly it should be noted that
the period sees a major increase in hoard deposition,
often associated with what seems to be ritual de-
struction, as in the Rimessone hoard.

In southern Italy, hoards of bronze, generally
consisting of axes, become more common. There is
also an increased presence of metalwork in graves,
which signals an emerging warrior elite. In southern
Italy and Sicily, there is evidence for early ironwork-
ing at Broglio di Trebisacce that is associated with
the Final Bronze Age phase of the site. This settle-
ment was defended by a wall and a ditch. An iron
spearhead is known from the inhumation cemetery
of Castellace, Oppido Mamertina, where a group of
elite burials, male warriors and females, were per-
haps grouped under a tumulus, an arrangement also
found in Albania, to the east. Two iron knives were
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also found at the cemetery of Madonna del Piano,
Molino della Badia, in eastern Sicily.

The emergence of a settlement hierarchy in the
Plain of Sybaris, perhaps associated with competing
warrior groups, is attested at Broglio di Trebisacce,
where the total number of settlements diminishes.
Indeed, the Castellace cemetery seems to represent
the burial place of such a group. The period is cer-
tainly one of change. Some of the principal settle-
ments of the southeast, like Porto Perone and later
Scoglio del Tonno, were abandoned, while others,
such as Toppo Daguzzo, were completely rebuilt.

In contrast to the earlier ritual use of caves,
which Ruth Whitehouse has called “underground
religion,” there is a move to more open and visible
forms of cult, such as the anthropomorphic statue-
stelae of northern Apulia, representing both males
and females, as at Castelluccio dei Sauri. Likewise,
the rock-cut Sicilian tombs, as at Pantalica, which
have architectural features and are visible from a dis-
tance, indicate a growing emphasis on the individu-
al in burial rituals.

The settlement of Sabucina, overlooking the
River Salso in central Sicily, consists of fifteen or so
circular huts. Cannatello, on the south coast, which
has both Aegean (Late Helladic IIIA and IIIB) and
Cypriot pottery, is probably a trading settlement on
the route passing to the south of the island. It con-
sists of 6 huts arranged around a central open area
with a diameter of about 60 meters. Five of the
dwellings are circular, while the sixth is square.
There is also evidence for a roughly paved road.

Luigi Bernabo Brea has argued that the Ausoni-
an culture of the Lipari Islands is linked to groups
from peninsular Italy who were eager to secure
these important staging posts for trade. In the later
phase, documented also in north and central Sicily,
the form of huts changes from circular to much
larger oval shapes. Construction is still by drystone
walls but with upright posts inserted into the walls
to give height to the structure.

THE AEGEAN CONNECTION

It has been argued that there were Mycenaean pot-
ters in Apulia and Lucania, and it has even be sug-
gested that Broglio di Trebisacce might represent
Mycenaean colonists, but it should be emphasized
that the presence of Aegean (Late Helladic) sherds
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in Italy and the islands does not necessarily indicate
the presence of Mycenaeans, even if this is likely.
Certainly, the Italian-type winged-axe mold from
the House of the Oil Merchant at Mycenae attests
to very close relations between the Italian Peninsula
and Bronze Age Greece. It should be noticed that
in the Final Bronze Age, after the collapse of the
palace societies of the eastern Mediterranean, these
contacts continue. Indeed, the exceptional site of
Frattesina dates from this very period.

The distribution of Aegean and Aegean-type
pottery in Italy and the islands varies through time.
In the sixteenth and fifteenth centuries B.C. (the
Early Middle Bronze Age-Late Helladic I and II),
it occurs in the Lipari Islands, on the coasts of Apu-
lia and Calabria (facing northern Greece and Alba-
nia) and at Vivara in the Bay of Naples. In the four-
teenth and thirteenth century B.C. (later Middle and
Late Bronze Age-Late Helladic IIIA and B), there
is an increase in the number of locations where the
pottery has been found. Material is known from the
Bay of Naples, Tuscany, and Latium but particularly
from Southeast Italy and Southeast Sicily (where
the Mycenaean influence on the Thapsos culture
has been noted), Sardinia, and the Lipari Islands.
Twelfth-century B.C. material (Final Bronze Age-
Late Helladic IIIC) shows a differing pattern. The
Tonian Sea seems to have become a key area, and the
decrease in finds in the Lipari Islands and Sicily may
suggest a new route to Sardinia passing south of Sic-
ily. The presence of five finds in the Po Plain in
northern Italy is the major novelty of the Final
Bronze Age.

CONCLUSIONS

The Italian Bronze Age saw a cycle of development,
from the Early to the Recent Bronze Age, and then,
in the Final Bronze Age, the beginning of a new
cycle that led to the complex urban sociceties of the
Iron Age. Although the evidence for social differen-
tiation is patchys, it is clear that, for example, the zer-
remare and lake-village societies of central northern
Italy reached high levels of complexity in the Recent
Bronze Age. Indeed, the sword-bearing warriors
who appeared about this time represented the visi-
ble signs of the elite groups who became increasing-
ly important as the Bronze Age drew to a close.

See also Bell Beakers from West to East (vol. 1, part 4);
The Early and Middle Bronze Ages in Central
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Europe (vol. 2, part 5); Poggiomarino (vol. 2, part
5); Late Bronze Age Urnfields of Central Europe
(vol. 2, part 5); Mycenaean Greece (vol. 2, part 5);
Etruscan Italy (vol. 2, part 6).
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POGGIOMARINO

The remarkable discovery of the Bronze Age wet-
land site of Poggiomarino is rewriting the history of
southern Italy’s Bronze Age. The peculiarity of this
riverine settlement consists of its location and the
way in which it was constructed. In fact the village
was built on a multitude of little artificially created
islands linked by a navigable network of canals,
hence its nickname the “Bronze Age Venice.”

The fortunate discovery of this prehistoric vil-
lage was made during the construction of a water-
purification system for the Sarno River in October
2000. The settlement is situated near the Sarno
River in a place called Longola-Poggiomarino (Na-
ples), about 10 kilometers northeast of Pompeii. It
is believed that the site covers an area of about 7
hectares, of which only 4,800 square meters are
being investigated. The prehistoric settlement, be-
lieved to have been one of the major Bronze Age in-
dustrial centers in southern central Italy, was occu-
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pied continuously from around the sixteenth to the
sixth century B.C., when environmental factors
forced the Poggiomarino community to abandon
the area. According to Renato Peroni, archaeologi-
cal evidence supports the theory that the same peo-
ple moved westward toward the coast and started to
build the city of Pompeii.

By 2003 the Soprintendenza Archeologica di
Pompei in conjunction with the Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique in Paris had excavated no
more than 1,600 square meters of the village. There
are seven main trenches (five measuring 20 by 40
meters and two measuring 20 by 20 meters) plus a
series of small test pits. On average, the anthropo-
genic strata lie 2.8-7 meters below the modern ter-
rain surface, but in some areas they can be even
deeper. The settlement, a fairly large area, consists
mainly of an agglomerate of small, artificially built
islands set in a network of manually dug waterways.
Eight circular islands had been discovered, ranging
in size between 120 and 240 square meters.

Each island contained a hut and a modest land-
ing stage for small watercraft and probably was con-
nected to the rest of the settlement by either perma-
nent bridges or drawbridges. The engineering was
quite sophisticated. The banks along the canals were
raised using a multitude of trunks of oak trees and
wooden panels as bulwark, creating structures of is-
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lets, which subsequently were filled in and rein-
forced in order to build habitations on them (fig. 1).
In the majority of cases, the surfaces of these islands
were paved with pebbles and slabs of volcanic rock
quarried in the area. Finally, the water level was
maintained at a constant level by a series of drainage
trenches and sluices built around the settlement.

Poggiomarino has yielded an enormous quanti-
ty of artifacts, which range from wooden construc-
tion material to the finest metal products. The large
amount of well-preserved wood (mostly oak) was
found in the form of posts, flat planks, worked and
semiworked beams, wooden tools, and a few dug-
out canoes used to navigate the canal network.

The richness of the material culture is astonish-
ing. More than 500,000 fragments of pottery and
100,000 animal bones (mainly wild boar, deer, and
bear) and antlers have been found, along with more
than 600 coarse and fine artifacts made of bronze,
lead, iron, glass, amber, bone, and antler. Important
finds in the archaeological assemblage are unworked
chunks of amber, a furnace for smelting copper, and
a few mold casts for bronze objects. They suggest
that Poggiomarino was an important industrial cen-
ter, where large quantities of various goods were
produced for trade all over southern Italy and the
central Mediterranean. Another vital characteristic
of the archaeological material is the presence of a
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significant quantity of botanical and faunal remains,
which will allow archaeologists to reconstruct the
climate and vegetation of the site.

Despite the large quantity of wood found on
the site, absolute dates based on dendrochronology
are not yet available. A research team from Cornell
University led by Peter Kuniholm has begun analy-
sis of a selection of 122 posts of long-lived oak from
the islands to place them within the Mediterranean
dendrochronological sequence. Chronology still re-
lies on relative dates obtained from pottery typolog-
ical analyses, which place the settlement between
the sixteenth and sixth centuries B.C.

In conclusion, Poggiomarino promises to revo-
lutionize the chronology of later southern Italian
prehistory and protohistory and, as the largest
Bronze Age and Iron Age wetland site found in the
Mediterranean, shed light on the occupational pat-
terns and chronology of later prehistoric wetland
settlements in Europe. Surprisingly there are quite
a few gaps in the southern Italian chronologies that
precede the Pompeii period. The long occupation
of Poggiomarino along with Nola, an Early Bronze
Age settlement situated only 25 kilometers north of
Poggiomarino and destroyed by the eruption of
Mount Vesuvius in the eighteenth century B.C., will
help fill in the gaps and clarify cultural aspects of
local populations that occupied the area well before
Pompeii was built. The settlement also will shed
light on important aspects of local and long-
distance trade and social interaction in later prehis-
toric Europe. In fact, having been a large and im-
portant industrial center, it might well have been
connected to the long-distance trade route (in the
Aegean area of the Baltic Sea) through southern
Italy and the Alpine region. Finally, Poggiomarino
might play an important role in solving the mystery
of the disappearance of the Alpine wetland settle-
ments at the beginning of the Iron Age. The majori-
ty of European Iron Age wetland populations de-
cided to become more “terrestrial,” and for some
reason that does not seem to be fully environmen-
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tal, this trend started around the Alpine lakes and
subsequently spread over Europe.

See also The Italian Bronze Age (vol. 2, part 5).
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The Bronze Age of the southeastern quadrant of the
Iberian Peninsula constitutes an archaeologically
well-documented example of the barbarian social
formations of later prehistoric Europe. The rich
body of mortuary evidence first developed in the
late nineteenth century by the Belgian mining engi-
neers Henri Siret and Louis Siret has been supple-
mented by a number of settlement excavations that
have taken place since the 1970s. As a result, one
can reconstruct the major lines of the economic and
social organization of southeastern Iberia in the late
third millennium and early second millennium B.C.
Radiocarbon dates for the classic Bronze Age cul-
tures of southeastern Iberia generally fall between
about 2200 to 1500 B.C. There are three regional
variants: the El Argar culture of eastern Andalusia
and Murcia, the Bronce Valenciano of the Spanish
Levant and southern Aragon, and the Mancha
Bronze Age of the southern Meseta. Of these, the
Argaric is the best known.

EL ARGAR

The bulk of the evidence for the El Argar complex
comes from coastal lowlands of the provinces of Al-
meria and Murcia. The Siret brothers’ mining oper-
ations were based in this region, and the most im-
portant modern excavations, at Gatas and Fuente
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Alamo, have been carried out at sites first excavated
by the Sirets. The coastal zone of southeastern
Spain lies in the rain shadow of the Betic mountain
systems (the Sierra Nevada, the Sierra de Segura,
and so forth). In the present, this is the most arid
region of Europe, with mean annual rainfall of less
than 400 millimeters, so that irrigation is a prerequi-
site for stable agriculture. The El Argar culture area
extends westward into the uplands of eastern Anda-
lusia, windward of the mountain systems, where
higher precipitation permits reliably productive dry
farming. The available paleoenvironmental evi-
dence indicates that the climate during the Bronze
Age was similar to that of the present. The modern
environmental contrasts within the area are caused
by the mountainous geography and would have
been diminished during the Bronze Age only by
changes in atmospheric circulation patterns greater
than can be plausibly postulated for the Holocene
period.

Settlement. The Bronze Age archaeology of south-
castern Iberia is an archaeology of settlements.
Hundreds of Argaric villages are documented: in
areas that have been surveyed systematically they are
found every 2 or 3 kilometers along the water-
courses. The villages typically consist of tight clus-
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ters of rectangular houses packed on the crests of
steep hills and terraced on the upper slopes of the
hillsides. Almost all of these sites are small (a frac-
tion of a hectare), limited in size by their emplace-
ments, but they are often deeply stratified, reflecting
long occupations that cover much of the seven hun-
dred-year span of the Argaric Bronze Age. A few
sites, Cerro de la Virgen, for example, were occu-
pied in the preceding Copper Age, but most were
newly established in the Bronze Age. Argaric settle-
ment strategies were apparently governed by defen-
sive considerations of unprecedented severity.

Production. The long-term occupations character-
istic of the Argaric were based on stably productive
mixed farming. The staple grains were wheat and
barley, supplemented by legumes, such as peas,
broad beans, and lentils. Animal species included (in
descending order of frequency) sheep and goats,
cattle, pigs, and horses. A variety of intensifications
of agricultural production had been initiated in the
preceding Copper Age, and these were maintained
in the Argaric. The evidence indicates the exploita-
tion of sheep, goats, cattle, and horses for their sec-
ondary products (wool, milk, traction). There may
have been some cultivation of olives. It also seems
likely that there was some development of hydraulic
agriculture: throughout the Argaric culture area,
sites are oriented toward land that could be irrigat-
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ed, and in the arid sector the cultivation of crops,
such as flax and broad beans, would have required
irrigation.

Argaric households engaged in a complete suite
of production activities, none of them exhibiting a
significant degree of craft specialization. The ceram-
ic industry generally exhibits a low degree of artisan
investment. Vessels were coil-made and generally
coarsely tempered pottery that was fired at low tem-
peratures under reducing conditions. Ceramic dec-
oration is generally rare except for digitations (fin-
ger impressions) on the rims and appliqué buttons.
The range of forms (carinated vases, bowls, baggy
storage jars of various sizes) is monotonous and re-
petitive but not apparently standardized. The frag-
ments of linen and woolen textiles that have been
recovered are homespun, and loom weights are
found in most domestic spaces. Esparto grass was
used to make baskets and cords. The chipped-stone
tool industry consists mainly of unmodified blades
and flakes, the main distinctive tool type being
backed and denticulated sickle teeth. Typologically
nondescript milling stones and groundstone axes
were also produced. Even metallurgy appears to be
a household industry. Arsenical copper ores were
smelted in small ceramic crucibles found in other-
wise ordinary-seeming domestic contexts; the over-
all number of artifacts produced was very small (par-
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ticularly in comparison to other regions of Europe
at the same time), and the trace-element signatures
of'slags and finished artifacts varied from site to site
(suggesting that the circulation and recasting of
metal was minimal). Metallurgical production was
devoted primarily to making arms (daggers, hal-
berds, swords, projectile points) and ornaments
(such as bracelets) to be interred with the dead.
Tools such as chisels were produced in smaller
quantities.

Social and Political Orvganization. The Ar-
garics buried their dead under the floors of their
houses in natural cavities, stone cists, or large jars.
These were individual interments, but in some cases
there were double (male and female) burials. Radio-
carbon dates on the skeletons of a series of five of
these double burials indicate that in all cases the fe-
male skeleton was a century or more older than the
male, suggesting a matrilocal residence pattern. Ar-
garic grave goods consist of the personal finery of
the dead, such as ceramic drinking vessels and
bronze weapons and ornaments, and they show
considerable differences in wealth. These wealth dif-
ferentials are more marked at sites in the arid sector
of the Argaric culture area and have generally been
interpreted as evidence of hereditary stratification,
but analyses of the skeletal evidence provide no clear
evidence that individuals with wealthier grave goods
grew taller or were healthier in childhood.

Systematic, extensive excavations of Argaric vil-
lages are still few, but the results from the most
completely published sites—El Picacho, Gatas, Pe-
fialosa, and Fuente Alamo—do not suggest marked
internal differentiation in residential facilities. Some
houses are bigger than others to be sure, but there
is no prima facie evidence for chiefly residences. It
is of particular interest, for example, that no claims
have been made for the association of wealthier
burials with larger residences. Likewise, there is lit-
tle monumentality in public architecture. Large
public spaces or plazas are not evident (if only be-
cause the packing of the houses onto hilltops would
have made these difficult to establish). The only
buildings interpretable as public or official build-
ings—the freestanding rectangular structures H and
O, built during phases III and IV of the Fuente
Alamo occupation—are both relatively modest in
size (about 50 meters squared and 80 meters
squared, respectively).
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Fig. 1. Grave contents of Fuente Alamo grave 9. PHOTOGRAPH
COURTESY OF HARVARD COLLEGE LIBRARY.

Argaric settlements show some differentiation
in size. Robert Chapman interprets this as evidence
of a two-tier settlement hierarchy, which in turn
would suggest a chiefdom level of social organiza-
tion. Roberto Risch suggests that at Fuente Alamo
large-scale grain milling was out of proportion to
the agricultural resources found in the immediate
vicinity and infers from this that its residents must
have received grain from lower-ranking communi-
ties elsewhere. Similar claims have been made on the
basis of as yet incompletely published survey proj-
ects. The difficulty with such claims is the limited
scale of differentiation involved. The range of site
sizes is from villages of at most 6 or 7 hectares (not
necessarily occupied simultaneously) to hamlets of
a fraction of a hectare. This is not what one would
expect of a society with a well-established social hi-
erarchy.

The general consensus of students of the Ar-
garic has been that it was a culture that showed signs
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of “emerging complexity” (this term serves as the
title for Chapman’s study). Most scholars feel that
it was certainly a chiefdom and even perhaps a state.
The evidence accumulated by the functionalist ar-
chaeology of the past generation to test this view
suggests a more “tribal” form of social organiza-
tion, however. Households were self-sufficient and
undifferentiated in their production. The multiplici-
ty of small settlements found throughout the Ar-
garic zone suggests that small groups of households
enjoyed the freedom to establish themselves in new
communities. Considerable wealth differentials may
have arisen in the context of the competition over
the resources, including herds and irrigated plots.
These differentials might have become more pro-
nounced in the course of agricultural intensifica-
tion. They appear to be larger in the arid zone
(where environmental constraints would have
sharpened such competition), but there is little to
suggest that commoners were caged by powerful
aristocrats.

Ideology. The burial of the dead under the houses
of the living strongly suggests the existence of clan
ideologies that legitimated household property
claims in terms of ancestry. Apart from the mortuary
record, Argaric archaeology is conspicuously lack-
ing in direct evidence of systems of beliefs. There is
no art; there are no figurines or other nonfunctional
objects interpretable as fetishes; there are no evident
cult spaces, apart from a possible altar from the site
of El Oficio. This is in sharp contrast to the abun-
dant evidence of religious practice that character-
ized the communal institutions of the preceding
Copper Age and the civic ones of the succeeding
Iron Age.

THE BRONCE VALENCIANO AND
THE MANCHA BRONZE AGE

The Bronce Valenciano and the Mancha Bronze
Age cultures are broadly contemporaneous to the
Argaric and grade into it seamlessly along their
“frontier” in northern Jaén and Murcia Provinces.
They are differentiated from the Argaric (and from
each other) more to facilitate didactic archaeologi-
cal classification than because of differences in their
principal features. The main substantive contrast, in
fact, is the scarcity of burials inside the settlements.

The Bronce Valenciano is distributed in the
mountainous zone and coastal areas of eastern Spain

48

between the Rivers Ebro and Segura, an area whose
climate and resources are broadly similar to the less-
arid portions of the Argaric domain. The Mancha
Bronze Age is found in the southeastern Meseta
north of the Sierra Morena and Betic mountain sys-
tems. This region has a more arid and Continental
climate than the Spanish Levant, but conditions are
in no way as unfavorable to agriculture as in the
coastal Argaric zone.

Settlement. Both the Bronce Valenciano and the
Mancha Bronze Age are characterized by their large
numbers of small settlements, usually placed on hill-
tops, promontories, or other defensible positions.
In the Alto Palancia district (within the Bronce
Valenciano area), for example, 50 open settlements
(open-air settlements, as opposed to caves or rock
shelters) are documented in an area of a little over
1,000 square kilometers. A survey of 10,000 square
kilometers in northern Albacete Province (in the
Mancha Bronze Age area) documented the exis-
tence of some 250 Bronze Age settlements. Site
densities of a similar order of magnitude are found
wherever archaeologists have worked systematically.
The Mancha Bronze Age is distinguished by the
construction of fortified settlements built on a cir-
cular plan in areas where the natural relief affords in-
sufficient protection (El Azuer and El Acequi6n are
the best-known examples).

Production. The lack of published, functionally
oriented excavations means less is known about the
organization of productive activities for the Bronce
Valenciano and Mancha Bronze Age than for the
Argaric, but the available evidence suggests that
subsistence patterns were broadly similar. The same
range of domesticates were husbanded, the pattern
being one of mixed farming with intensifications,
such as the use of the plow and other exploitations
of animals for their secondary products. In terms of
artifact technology, what mainly distinguishes the
Bronce Valenciano and Mancha Bronze Age from
the Argaric is the absence of some of the more dis-
tinctive Argaric productions, such as ceramic chal-
ices and bronze swords and halberds. In the Argaric,
these are only found in burials, and burials are scarce
in the Bronce Valenciano and Mancha Bronze Age
areas.

Social and Political Ovganization. The scarcity
of mortuary evidence from the Bronce Valenciano
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and Mancha Bronze Age areas deprives archacolo-
gists of one of the principal avenues for assessing so-
cial distinctions. Cerro de la Encantada, in the Man-
cha Bronze Age area, contains burials, but it is often
considered an Argaric outlier because it has as many
as twenty burials, which falls far short of the more
than one thousand found at El Argar itself. The evi-
dence elsewhere is too sparse to permit assessment
of its central tendencies. The Mancha Bronze Age
circular fortified settlements are sometimes inter-
preted as being occupied by elites, and some of
them have yielded items that are suggestive of an
elite presence (such as the 107-gram ivory button
from El Acequidn). But systematic testing of this
hypothesis would require comparison of the con-
tents of habitational spaces found at these large sites
with their counterparts at smaller sites. Our most re-
liable avenue for assessing social differentiation is re-
stricted to the settlement-pattern evidence obtained
in systematic surveys. The multiplicity of small sites
and the small size of the larger ones (Cola Caballo,
the largest site documented in the area surveyed by
Antonio Gilman, Manuel Fernindez-Miranda,
Maria Dolores Fernandez-Posse, and Concepcidon
Martin, measures 1.4 hectares) argues strongly for
a segmentary social organization.

Ideology. José Sanchez Meseguer’s interpretation
of one of the constructional spaces at Cerro de la
Encantada as a cult space, even if accepted, would
be an isolated exception to the general absence of
overt ideological manifestations in the Bronce
Valenciano and Mancha Bronze Age cultures. The
overall pattern of absence of overt “superstructural”
activities is similar to what is found in the Argaric.

COMMENTARY

The rich archaeological record available for the El
Argar culture permits one to sketch out its principal
features. The makers of that record were largely self-
sufficient households of socially segmentary mixed
farmers engaged in intense competition over land
and other factors of production. In the course of
that competition, they developed incipient social
ranking. The evidence for the Bronce Valenciano
and Mancha Bronze Age cultures is less complete,
but it is clearly indicative of social groups operating
along similar lines. This reconstruction is very dif-
ferent, however, from those that can be obtained for
societies that are historically documented. One can-

ANCIENT EUROTPE

OF THE IBERIAN PENINSULA

not tell, for example, what language (or languages)
the Bronze Age people of southeastern Iberia
spoke. (One might speculate that they spoke an an-
cestral version of the non-Indo-European Iberian
spoken in the same area of the peninsula fifteen hun-
dred years later, but the changes in the artifactual in-
ventory from the Bronze to the Iron Age is so per-
vasive that tracing a direct archaeological filiation is
impossible.) This, in turn, makes any ethnic inter-
pretation of the Iberian Bronze Age a dubious
proposition: the archaeological record does not
document an ancient society but rather an ancient
way of life that may have been shared by groups that
would have considered themselves (and would have
been considered by contemporary observers) to be
quite different. It is important to realize, therefore,
that this deep prehistoric case is in some important
respects not comparable to ones documented eth-
nohistorically.

See also Late Neolithic/Copper Age Iberia (vol. 1, part
4); Iberia in the Iron Age (vol. 2, part 6); Early
Medieval Iberia (vol. 2, part 7).
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ANTONIO GILMAN

SARDINIA’S BRONZE AGE
TOWERS

During the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age,
from 2000 to 600 B.C., the western Mediterranean
island of Sardinia, now part of Italy, was home to a
remarkable people, the Nuragic culture. For much
of their history the Nuragic people lived in scattered
farmsteads, practiced intensive small-scale farming
and stock raising, and communicated without writ-
ing. In these respects they resembled many of their
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contemporaries in the western Mediterranean and
Europe. However, the Nuragic people distin-
guished themselves from their mainland neighbors
by channeling their creative energies into their ar-
chitecture: the dramatic conical stone towers,
known as nuraghi (singular, nuraghe), that give
their name to the culture. To modern time these
towers, some seven thousand of them, dot the is-
land’s landscape. Even after some four thousand
years of wear and tear, they remain impressive and
beautiful monuments. The neighboring islands of
Corsica, the Balearic Islands, and Pantelleria all have
monumental towers akin to the nuraghi. But their
numbers are fewer, and they appear slightly later in
history, so they are thought to be copies of the Sar-
dinian towers. The Sardinian examples, then, justly
have received the most study. Twentieth-century
investigations of the towers greatly expanded un-
derstanding of the origins, construction, and devel-
opment of the nuraghi and their social significance.

CONSTRUCTION AND
DISTRIBUTION

The nuraghi are composed of large stone blocks
constructed without benefit of mortar or any other
binding agent. Construction styles vary: the blocks
may be well dressed or only roughly hewn, and they
may be arranged in horizontal courses of walling or
stacked with progressively smaller stones used as the
wall gets higher. The towers average 12 meters in
external diameter and reached an estimated 15 to
20 meters in height when they were complete (most
have lost the upper portions). Inside the towers typ-
ically consist of a windowless central circular cham-
ber on the ground floor, with two or three shallow
niches offit. The ceiling took the form of a corbeled
vault. To the side of the entrance is a small niche,
commonly called a “guard’s chamber,” though its
function remains obscure. Often these towers had
an upper story, and in the case of the largest ones
two upper stories, reached by a staircase built inside
the double walls. The builders used local stone: ba-
salt and granite were preferred, but in some cases
limestone was used. Although the nuraghi’s ground
plans are quite homogeneous, there is enormous va-
riety in their appearance. The variation in size and
building techniques suggests that these towers were
not built under the direction of an islandwide au-
thority but instead were the result of local decision
making.
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The nuraghi are found all over the island
though in greatest densities in the hilly central re-
gion. Their distribution is dispersed, positioned no
less than half a kilometer apart. Stone tombs known
as “giants’ tombs,” consisting of an elongated
chamber of large stone slabs and fronted by a semi-
circular forecourt, are found near many #uraghi and
were the sites of communal burials.

QUESTIONS OF FUNCTION

Theories abound to explain the function of the
nuraghi. For several hundred years scholars have
proposed that they were temples, tombs, farms,
storehouses, and forts. But finds from excavations
over the twentieth century suggest fairly conclusive-
ly that the towers were habitations. Remains of ves-
sels for cooking, serving, and storing food; animal
bones and sceds; traces of hearths; stone tools; and
implements for weaving and spinning all point to
domestic activities in the towers. Given their rural
setting, the towers seem to have been farmsteads,
each, in all likelihood, occupied by a family who
grew crops or herded sheep and goats on the sur-
rounding land. However, this does not explain their
monumental size. The towers’ height, their location
in prominent places such as hilltops, and the fact
that many towers seem positioned to be in sight of
each other all suggest that they functioned as watch-
towers. Their solidity points to self-defense. In the
absence of any evidence of external threats, many
scholars think of them as fortresses for a society
prone to chronic feuding between families, inter-
spersed with moments of cooperation. Clearly such
cooperation was needed from neighbors in order to
construct these towers: a single family could not
have done this alone. The towers took an estimated
3,600 person-days to build. However, this theory
remains somewhat tentative as there is little evi-
dence of warfare apart from the towers themselves,
and it is perplexing why neighbors would help to
build structures that would then be used as defense
against them.

ORIGINS AND CHRONOLOGY

Until the late twentieth century the nuraghi were
thought to be Greek in origin: their vaulted ceilings
and conical shapes resemble the zholos, or “beehive”
tombs, of Mycenae. However, subsequent work has
laid this theory to rest. New dating has shown that
the nuraghi are earlier than the Mycenaean struc-
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tures, which date from the Late Bronze Age or fif-
teenth century B.C., and the construction tech-
niques of the two types of monuments are different.
Itis widely accepted that the nuraghi emerged inde-
pendently on the island rather than copied from
somewhere else.

Dating the nuraghi themselves is difficult, and
so the chronology for the emergence of the nuraghi
is still hotly debated. There is no method for dating
the construction itself, so the ages of the nuraghi
are determined by carbon-14 dates from associated
organic deposits and from the chronologies of the
artifacts found in the towers. Unfortunately linking
the artifacts or organic deposits to the moment of
construction of the towers is problematic because of
their long period of occupation. Still scholars have
reached some consensus on the chronology and na-
ture of the towers’ development. The classic conical
nuraghe is the product of a gradual architectural
evolution. This evolution is evident from the re-
mains of older structures labeled “proto-nuraghi”
that are composed of monumental stone blocks but
lack the interior vault and conical form. Most schol-
ars favor a date for the appearance of the conical
towers around 2000 B.C., though the ranges given
vary from as early as 2300 B.C. to as late as 1700 B.C.

The nwuraghi continued to be occupied for
around a thousand years, and likewise Nuragic cul-
ture carried on, though with some changes to the
social structure that are reflected in the architecture.
After 1300 B.C. some of the simple single towers
were expanded: new features included surrounding
bastions, walls, and additional towers. In some cases
these complexes were built from scratch, without
having an older tower as a base. Though clearly be-
longing to the same architectural family as the sim-
ple nuraghi, these new multitowered nuraghi,
numbering around two thousand, greatly exceed
them in scale and grandeur. While the earlier homo-
geneous single towers were strong evidence that
Nuragic society was egalitarian, these new complex
towers suggest the emergence of a social hierarchy,
with the elites residing in the grand nuraghi. These
large complexes would have required considerable
numbers of people to build them, far more than the
cooperative neighboring families envisaged for the
single towers’ construction. Around the nuraghi,
both the complex and the simpler ones, circular
huts appear in the second half of the second millen-
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Fig. 1. Nuraghe Su Nuraxi, Barumini. © GianNi DAGLI ORTI/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

nium B.C., suggesting a general population growth.
The relationship between these modest huts and the
complex nuraghi was perhaps akin to that between
a medieval village and its castle. The clearest ac-
count of the progressive development of these tow-
ers is given at Nuraghe Su Nuraxi di Barumini, a site
excavated in the 1950s. As the excavation showed,
the complex began as a simple single tower and
gradually expanded out to become an urban settle-
ment (fig. 1).

In conjunction with these architectural and set-
tlement changes, Nuragic life was changing in other
respects in the late second century B.C., and the
stimulus was perhaps due to greater contacts with
the rest of the Mediterranean world through trade.
There is evidence of increasing metallurgical activity
at Nuragic sites: a variety of weapons, tools, and fig-

52

urines in copper and bronze as well as some iron and
some lead have been found. By 1300 B.C. the
Nuragic people were clearly participating in the vast
Mediterranean trading network, as evidenced by the
pottery from Mycenaean Greece and Cypriot cop-
per ingots found at Nuragic sites on Sardinia. In
turn, Sardinian ceramics have been found in Greece
as well as on the island of Lipari off the north coast
of Sicily and in two Etruscan burials in central Italy.
Phoenician colonies were established along Sardin-
ia’s western and southern coasts in the eighth centu-
ry B.C., further influencing the island culture.

At this time, in the Late Bronze Age and the
Early Iron Age, from 1100 to 900 B.C., a new type
of building appears that points to a change in ritual
practices: a water cult practiced at newly construct-
ed well temples. This period is also characterized by
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the introduction of ashlar masonry techniques and
new pottery forms and decoration. No new nuraghi
seem to have been built, and some were destroyed
and abandoned at this time. The Nuragic period
was on the wane, ending historically when the Car-
thaginians conquered the island in the late sixth
century B.C. Since then the island’s inhabitants have
been under the rule of various foreign groups.
However, the towers live on as extraordinary and
enduring testaments to the creative vitality of this
insular society.

See also E1 Argar and Related Bronze Age Cultures of
the Iberian Peninsula (vol. 2, part 5).
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In Britain and Ireland the beginning of the Bronze
Age is marked by the appearance of metalworking,
new burial practices, and an increase in trade and ex-
change. What is significant about these develop-
ments is their social impact: they facilitated the
emergence of hierarchical societies in which social
difference was marked out through the ownership
and display of bronze artifacts and other exotic
objects.

MINING AND METALWORKING

The earliest evidence for metalworking in the Brit-
ish Isles can be dated to c. 2500 B.c. This technolo-
gy was introduced from the Continent, possibly via
contacts with the Low Countries. At first, unalloyed
copper was used to create a limited range of simple
tools, weapons, and ornaments. These included
such items as flat axes, knives, halberds, and rings.
Unalloyed copper is a relatively soft metal, however,
and tools and weapons made from this material will
blunt quickly. By c. 2200 B.c., metalworkers had
learned to alleviate this problem by mixing tin with
copper to create bronze. Bronze is a harder metal
consisting of approximately 90-95 percent copper
and 5-10 percent tin.
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Sources of both copper and tin were known and
used in the British Isles in the Bronze Age. Copper
is found in southwest Ireland, Wales, and the north-
west of Scotland, and major sources of tin are locat-
ed in southwest England. During the Bronze Age
it is likely that tin was panned from river gravels, a
process that does not leave traces in the archaeologi-
cal record; our evidence for the exploitation of tin
during this period is scanty. Copper, however, was
mined, and several Bronze Age copper mines have
been identified. In southwest Ireland the copper
mines at Ross Island and Mount Gabriel have pro-
duced evidence for activity spanning much of the
Early Bronze Age (c. 2200-1650 B.C.).

A series of short shafts following veins of miner-
alized rock into the hillside have been identified at
these sites. Stone mauls, wooden picks, and wooden
shovels were recovered from the mines at Mount
Gabriel, providing evidence for the kinds of tools
that would have been used. Once the ore had been
won from the rock face and brought to the surface,
it was crushed and sorted, allowing the most visibly
mineralized pieces to be separated from waste mate-
rial. The ore was then smelted. No evidence for kilns
has been identified at either Mount Gabriel or Ross
Island, however, and it is likely that simple bowl fur-
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naces (shallow scoops in the ground lined with clay)
were employed for this purpose. Mining does not
seem to have been carried out on an industrial scale.
Calculations indicate that the mines at Mount Ga-
briel would have produced little more than 15-20
kilograms of copper per year. It seems likely that
mining was seasonal work carried out by small
groups of people, perhaps at quiet times in the agri-
cultural cycle.

Evidence for the casting of bronze objects is
provided by molds, crucibles, and bronze waste.
High-status settlements, such as Runnymede in
Surrey, have produced particular concentrations of
metalworking debris, suggesting that elite groups
might have controlled the production of bronze.
Stone, ceramic, and metal molds have all been iden-
tified. The earliest molds are of one piece, although
two-piece molds were introduced by c. 1700 B.C.
These molds facilitated the production of more
complex and varied forms of bronze objects, includ-
ing socketed implements. Over time, innovations in
bronzeworking facilitated the production of an
array of new types of artifact. Such tools as chisels,
hammers, gouges, punches, and sickles became
common during the Middle Bronze Age (1650-
1200 B.cC.). Developments in weaponry include
spearheads, which appeared at the end of the Early
Bronze Age, and swords, which were introduced by
c. 1200 B.c. By the Late Bronze Age (1200-700
B.C.), the presence of highly complex and finely
crafted items of sheet metal, such as cauldrons,
horns, and shields, may indicate the existence of
full-time specialist bronzesmiths.

TRADE AND EXCHANGE

Because of the localized distribution of sources of
copper and tin, most communities were reliant on
trade to acquire metal. The importance of bronze
to the Bronze Age economy resulted in a marked in-
crease in the scale of trading activities during this
period. Lead isotope analysis of metal objects shows
that Ross Island was the main source of copper used
throughout the British Isles during much of the
Early Bronze Age, although in later centuries com-
munities in southern Britain became more depen-
dent on imported scrap metal from the Continent.
Other materials that have been traced to particular
sources include amber from the Baltic and jet from
east Yorkshire; both materials were used widely for
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the production of ornaments in Britain and Ireland.
Finished items also were exchanged over long dis-
tances. For example, a Middle Bronze Age axe from
Bohemia was found at Horridge Common in
Devon, and a hoard of bronzes from Dieskau in
eastern Germany included an Irish axe of Early
Bronze Age date. During the Late Bronze Age evi-
dence for the production of salt at sites near the
coast, such as Mucking North Ring in Essex, indi-
cates that staples were exchanged alongside prestige
goods. Ideas also traveled. Similarities in the pottery
styles used in different areas suggest significant in-
terregional contacts. For example, bowl food vessels
from Ireland, southwest Scotland, the Isle of Man,
and southwest Wales are extremely similar stylisti-
cally, although petrographic analysis argues that
they were manufactured from local clays in each re-
gion.

There is good evidence for the movement of
goods and people by both land and sea. Significant
deforestation occurred during the Bronze Age, so
that travel by land perhaps became easier than it had
been during the preceding Neolithic period. Wood-
en trackways were constructed to facilitate passage
across marshy or boggy land. Some of these were
light structures, built purely for small-scale traffic on
foot. Others were more substantial and would have
been able to accommodate wheeled transport. It is
during the Late Bronze Age that the first evidence
for wheeled vehicles is found in Britain and Ireland,
for example, the block wheel from Doogarymore,
County Roscommon. Knowledge of horse riding
also spread into these islands at this time, although
this activity may have been restricted to high-status
people. For example, antler cheekpieces (parts of
horse bridles) tend to be found at wealthy settle-
ment sites, such as Runnymede in Surrey.

Over longer distances waterborne transport was
a vital means of communication. Dugout canoes
fashioned from single oak trunks provided a suitable
mode of transport in estuarine and riverine con-
texts. Seagoing plank-built boats also are known,
for instance, from North Ferriby, North Humber-
side (fig. 1). Occasionally, shipwrecks give vivid in-
sight into the cargo of such vessels. At Langdon Bay
near Dover a cluster of more than three hundred
bronze objects was found some 500 meters oft-
shore, although the ship itself had not survived.
Many of the items recovered were French, provid-
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Fig. 1. Excavation of the Dover boat. The boat was abandoned in a creek near a river over 3,000 years ago. CANTERBURY
ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRUST. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

ing evidence for the importation of goods into Brit-
ain from abroad.

Although the Langdon Bay shipwreck hints at
large-scale and highly organized trading ventures,
commercial exchange as we know it today is unlikely
to have existed during the Bronze Age. There is lit-
tle evidence for the presence of a specialist merchant
class, for dedicated marketplaces, or for early forms
of currency. Instead, most goods would have
changed hands as gifts between neighbors, kinsfolk,
or chiefly elites—perhaps to forge new friendships
or to cement long-standing alliances.

BURIAL PRACTICES

During the Early Bronze Age, the communal mor-
tuary monuments of the Neolithic were replaced by
traditions of individual burial with grave goods. Al-
though single burials of Late Neolithic date are
known, it was during the Early Bronze Age that this
form of mortuary rite became widespread across
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much of Britain and Ireland. Funerary practices at
this time seem to have been greatly influenced by
developments abroad. In many parts of continental
western Europe, the so-called Beaker burial rite had
become the dominant mortuary tradition by the
middle of the third millennium B.c. This rite ap-
pears to have been introduced into the British Isles,
probably via the Low Countries, around 2500 B.c.

Beaker burials are so called because the dead
were accompanied by a pottery beaker, or drinking-
vessel, of a distinctive S-shaped profile. Other char-
acteristic grave goods include copper knives and
daggers; archer’s equipment, such as stone wrist
guards and barbed-and-tanged arrowheads made of
flint; stone battle-axes; antler “spatulas” (probably
used to produce flint tools); and buttons of jet or
shale. Usually, the dead were inhumed, their bodies
laid on their sides with their legs and arms drawn
up, as if asleep. The precise positioning of the body
in the grave evidently was important. In northeast
Scotland, for example, men were placed on their left
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sides, with their heads pointing to the east. Women,
however, were laid on their right sides, with their
heads oriented to the west. In some cases wooden
mortuary houses were erected over the graves.

Beaker burials have produced some of the earli-
est metal items known from these islands. In the
past archaeologists believed that these burials indi-
cated the immigration or invasion of a large group
of Beaker folk from abroad, who brought with them
the new metalworking technology. Current theo-
ries, however, stress that although there is likely to
have been small-scale movement of people during
this period, knowledge of Beaker mortuary rites
probably was acquired through preexisting net-
works of trade and exchange. For elite groups in the
British Isles individual burial with exotic artifacts,
such as copper knives, represented an appealing new
way of expressing personal status.

Once the practice of individual burial with grave
goods had been introduced, local variants of this
form of mortuary rite were quick to emerge. In Ire-
land, for example, very few Beaker burials are
known. Instead, single burials were accompanied by
indigenous forms of pottery, such as food vessels.
Toward the end of the Early Bronze Age, inhuma-
tion was replaced by cremation as the dominant
mortuary practice. The cremated remains of the
dead were collected from the pyre and placed in a
ceramic vessel, such as a collared urn or cordoned
urn.

Both inhumation and cremation burials were
accompanied by grave goods indicative of the social
status of the deceased person. The wealthiest Early
Bronze Age burials included not only copper or
bronze objects, such as daggers and awls, but also
ornaments, decorative fittings, and small items of
exotic materials, such as amber, jet, faience, and
gold. These rich burials have been termed “Wessex
burials,” after a region of southern England in
which there is a particular concentration. Rich
graves are found elsewhere, too. For example, the
cremation burial from Little Cressingham, Norfolk,
produced two bronze daggers, an amber necklace,
a rectangular gold plate with incised decoration,
and four other small decorative fittings of gold, in-
cluding a possible pommel mount for one of the
daggers. Such wealthy burials may indicate the pres-
ence of a chiefly class whose status depended at least
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in part on their ability to acquire prestige goods
through exchange.

Round barrows and round cairns were the dom-
inant form of mortuary monument during the Early
Bronze Age. Although the mounds raised over
Beaker burials usually were small, by the later part
of the Early Bronze Age, large and elaborate bar-
rows were being constructed. These barrows could
be up to 40 meters in diameter and often were built
in several phases. Some have lengthy histories of
construction and appear to have been enlarged over
successive generations. In many parts of Britain bar-
rows cluster together into cemeteries. Linear ar-
rangements of barrows in such areas as the Dorset
Ridgeway hint at the importance of genealogical
succession in Early Bronze Age society; the relative
positioning of different barrows within a barrow
cemetery may have been a means of expressing kin-
ship relationships.

Not all burials were provided with such a mark-
er, however. Some were left unmarked by any form
of monument, whereas others were inserted into
preexisting mounds. Within individual barrows or
cairns archaeologists often distinguish between
“primary” and “secondary” burials, that is, between
the interment over which the mound originally was
raised (the primary burial) and burials that were in-
serted into the mound at a later point (secondary
burials). It has been suggested that people interred
in secondary positions within a monument were not
of sufficient importance to have a barrow or cairn
constructed for them alone. Alternatively, such peo-
ple may have wished to underscore their links with
significant ancestors buried in preexisting monu-
ments.

During the Middle Bronze Age cremation was
the dominant mode of treatment of the dead. In
some cases burials were grouped together into
small, flat cemeteries. Elsewhere, they were inserted
into earlier barrows or had their own small, simple
mound raised over them. Grave goods accompanied
tew burials during this period. Some archaeologists
see this change in funerary rites as indicating the
collapse of Early Bronze Age chiefdoms. It is more
likely, however, that status was simply expressed in
a different way outside the mortuary arena. During
the Late Bronze Age burial rites become archaeo-
logically invisible, and we do not know how the bo-
dies of the dead were disposed of. The discovery of
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unburned, disarticulated, and fragmentary human
bone on settlement sites, however, may hint that ex-
posure to the elements became the normal mode of
mortuary treatment during this period.

SETTLEMENTS

Bronze Age settlements in Britain and Ireland gen-
erally were small in scale. There is no evidence for
the construction of hamlets or villages. Instead, the
settlement pattern is predominantly one of scattered
farmsteads, each providing a home for a single nu-
clear or small extended family group. In most areas
the dominant house form was the roundhouse, cir-
cular in shape and usually some 6-12 meters in di-
ameter. A central ring of stout timber posts gave
support to a thatched roof. The walls were con-
structed of wattle and daub, although in many up-
land areas, stone was used. The doorway usually
faced east or southeast and often was protected by
a porch structure (fig. 2). Hut 3 at Black Patch in
Sussex provides interesting evidence for the internal
spatial arrangement of activities. A hearth located
toward the front of the building was the focus for
a range of craft activities. At the back of the house
were a number of storage pits as well as a line of
loom weights, which may indicate the original loca-
tion of an upright weaving loom.

Most Bronze Age settlements comprise several
roundhouses set within an enclosure formed by
lengths of bank, ditch, and palisade. Analysis of the
distribution of finds indicates that settlements in-
cluded a main residential structure along with one
or more ancillary structures. The latter provided
specialized working areas for a variety of tasks, as
well as storage facilities and housing for animals.

The settlement at Black Patch is a good exam-
ple. At this site five roundhouses were set within
small yards defined by lines of fencing. The main
residential structure was hut 3, which contains evi-
dence for such activities as the serving and con-
sumption of food, storage of grain, leatherworking,
and cloth production. A large number of cooking
vessels, along with quern stones and animal bone,
were recovered from hut 1, suggesting that this was
an area dedicated to food preparation. Both hut 3
and hut 1 had their own water sources, in the form
of a small pond. Hut 4 produced evidence for a
combination of the activities carried out in huts 3
and 1, but this structure did not have its own pond,
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hinting that it may have been the home of a depen-
dent relative of the household head, perhaps a
younger sibling or elderly parent. Huts 2 and 5 pro-
duced few artifacts and may have been used as shel-
ters for animals. The excavator, Peter Drewett, sug-
gested that there may have been a gendered aspect
to the use of space at this site. A razor was found in
hut 3, the main residential structure, and two finger
rings were recovered from hut 1, the cooking hut.
Drewett argues that these finds indicate a male head
of household whose wife had her own hut.

During the Late Bronze Age, there is increasing
evidence for the development of settlement hierar-
chies. Hillforts began to be constructed during this
period, hinting at the large-scale mobilization of
labor for certain projects. Some of these sites appear
to have had high-status inhabitants. The hillfort
known as Haughey’s Fort, in County Armagh, Ire-
land, was occupied between c. 1100 and 900 B.c.
Three concentric ditches enclosed an area of about
340 by 310 meters, inside of which were located
several very substantial timber structures. The site
produced several small decorative articles of gold,
among them, a stud, pieces of wire, and fragments
of sheet gold, as well as glass beads and bracelets of
bronze and lignite.

In southern England, a category of very rich
midden sites can be identified during this period. At
Potterne in Wiltshire, a 2-meter-thick deposit of
refuse covering approximately 3.5 hectares hints at
large gatherings of people at certain times of the
year. Much of this midden consisted of cattle dung,
barn waste, and domestic refuse, although the site
also produced 186 bronze objects, along with deco-
rative items of antler, jet, shale, amber, gold, and
glass. Analysis of the animal bones and ceramics re-
covered attest that feasting activities were carried
out on a large scale at Potterne. The accumulation
of such large middens may in itself have been an in-
dicator of social status, providing physical evidence
for the keeping of large herds of animals, feasting,
and craft production.

In eastern England a lower level in the settle-
ment hierarchy may be indicated by a class of sites
known as ringworks, or ringforts. These are small,
defended settlements enclosed by a circular bank
and ditch. They have produced copious evidence for
craft-working activities, such as the production of
bronze objects; salt; and cloth, although “exotic”

ANCIENT EUROTPE



BRONZE AGE BRITAIN AND IRELAND

Fig. 2. Artist’s reconstruction of house 2222 at Trethellan Farm, Cornwall, showing the different
structural elements of the building. CoPYRIGHT ROSEMARY ROBERTSON. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

materials, such as amber, gold, or glass, generally
are not found on these sites.

THE ECONOMY

Bronze Age farmers practiced mixed agriculture.
Cattle and sheep or goats were the most important
domestic animals, although pigs also were kept. At
some sites horses were present, but usually in very
small numbers. Over time there was an increase in
the relative proportion of sheep to cattle. The recov-
ery of large numbers of spindle whorls and loom
weights from Middle and Late Bronze Age settle-
ments suggests that sheep generally were kept for
their wool rather than their meat. Wheat and barley
were the main cereals grown, and peas, beans, and
lentils also were cultivated. During the Middle and
Late Bronze Ages, several new crops were intro-
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duced, including spelt wheat, rye, and flax; the latter
was a source of fiber and oil. Agricultural imple-
ments, such as digging sticks, hoes, and ards, proba-
bly were manufactured from wood and therefore
rarely survive, although during the Middle and Late
Bronze Ages, bronze sickles became relatively com-
mon. Ard marks are known from several sites, most
famously, Gwithian in Cornwall.

Bronze Age field systems have been identified
in several regions. On Dartmoor in Devon a series
of field systems covering thousands of hectares of
land were constructed around the fringes of the
moor. These systems appear to have been carefully
laid out during a single planned phase of expansion
into the uplands around 1700 B.c. The boundaries
themselves were built of earth and stone and enclose
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rectilinear fields of varying sizes. Individual bounda-
ries can be up to several kilometers in length. Within
each field system, roundhouses, droveways, cairns,
and other features can be identified. The round-
houses were not distributed evenly among the vari-
ous parcels of land, however, but were clustered to-
gether into “neighborhood groups,” suggesting a
communal pattern of landholding. The large-scale,
organized, and cohesive nature of land division on
Dartmoor has suggested to some researchers that a
centralized political authority must have been re-
sponsible for the planning and construction of the
boundaries, although the possibility of intercom-
munity cooperation also has been raised.

In other parts in Britain and Ireland rather dif-
ferent forms of land enclosure can be identified. On
the East Moors of the Peak District, for example,
small field systems 1-25 hectares in area have been
identified. These systems comprise groups of irregu-
lar fields of broadly curvilinear form. In contrast to
the situation on Dartmoor, such individual field sys-
tems were not laid out during a single phase of con-
struction but seem to have grown and developed
over time, with new plots enclosed as the need
arose. Their scale suggests that they probably repre-
sent the landholdings of individual families or
household groups. As on Dartmoor, however, the
development of new forms of land management
may indicate the intensification of agricultural
production.

HOARDS

Although settlements and burials sometimes pro-
duce bronze objects, the vast majority of Bronze
Age metalwork has been recovered either as single
finds—unassociated with any other artifacts—or as
part of a larger collection (a hoard) of metalwork
buried in the ground or deposited in a river, lake,
or bog. Metalwork deposited in wetland contexts
would not have been easily recoverable, and such
finds can be interpreted as a form of sacrifice to
gods, spirits, or ancestors. Votive offerings of this
type often include particularly fine metalwork. For
example, in the Dowris hoard from County Offaly
there were bronze buckets, cauldrons, horns, and
swords along with many other items, all found in an
area of reclaimed bog in the 1820s. More than two
hundred items were recovered. It seems unlikely
that all of these items were deposited as part of a sin-
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gle event. Rather, they may be the material remains
of periodic ceremonies at a location that was visited
repeatedly over a long period of time. Richard Brad-
ley has made the point that the act of throwing fine
metalwork into a river, lake, or bog would have
been highly ostentatious and would have enhanced
the status of those persons who could afford to sac-
rifice such valuable items.

In comparison, items buried or hidden in dry-
land contexts would have been easier to recover.
These finds usually are explained in utilitarian terms.
Collections of worn, broken, or miscast bronzes
often are interpreted as “smiths’ hoards”—scrap
metal accumulated for recycling into new artifacts.
This type of hoard can include ingots, waste metal,
and fragments of crucibles and molds. At Petters
Sports Field in Surrey, seventy-eight bronze objects,
among them, numerous broken items and other
scrap metal, were buried in two small pits cut into
the upper silts of a Late Bronze Age ditch. This ma-
terial had been sorted carefully: the size and compo-
sition of the scrap metal from each of these deposits
was different, suggesting that the two collections
had been intended for recycling into different types
of object.

Some dryland hoards have produced several
identical items, perhaps cast from the same mold,
along with objects that do not appear to have been
used. Such hoards often have been interpreted as
“merchant’s hoards”—the stock of a trader who, for
one reason or another, was unable to recover this
material from its hiding place. Other hoards consist
of a single set of tools or ornaments probably be-
longing to one person. For example, the Mount-
rivers hoard from County Cork comprised two
socketed axes, a bronze penannular bracelet, a
string of amber beads, and two gold dress fasteners.
The owners of such “personal hoards” may have
hidden them for safekeeping in times of unrest.

SOCIETY AND POLITICS

Many archaeologists have argued that the appear-
ance of rich individual burials during the Early
Bronze Age indicates an increase in social stratifica-
tion. Burials accompanied by items of gold, amber,
faience, and the like may signify the emergence of
a chiefly class. Undoubtedly, the development of
metalworking and the associated increase in trade
and exchange played a significant role. Metal, an
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eye-catching and adaptable material, provided novel
ways of displaying personal status. Control over the
distribution of prestige goods and the materials
from which they were produced would have facili-
tated the accumulation of wealth by particular
people.

Rich burials had disappeared by the end of the
Early Bronze Age. This does not indicate a return
to a more egalitarian political order, however.
High-quality metalwork continued to be produced.
During the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, it was de-
posited into rivers, lakes, and bogs as part of the
conspicuous consumption of wealth by high-status
persons. The Late Bronze Age saw the development
of a distinct settlement hierarchy. High-status set-
tlements, such as Runnymede in Surrey, furnish co-
pious evidence for metalworking and other craft ac-
tivities, as well as exotic items imported from distant
parts of Britain and beyond, indicating that control
over production and exchange continued to be im-
portant.

See also Trackways and Boats (vol. 1, part 4);
Stonehenge (vol. 2, part 5).
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JOANNA BRUCK

STONEHENGE

Stonehenge in Wiltshire, England, is a unique Neo-
lithic monument that combines several episodes of
construction with various monument classes. The
final monument, as seen in the early twenty-first
century, represents an extraordinary level of sophis-
tication in design, material, construction, and func-
tion rarely found at other prehistoric sites in Eu-
rope. Stonehenge evolved slowly over a millennium
or longer and was embellished and rebuilt accord-
ing to changing styles, social aspirations, and beliefs
in tandem with the local political landscape of Wilt-
shire. The various stages, which archaeology identi-
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fies in three main phases and at least eight construc-
tional episodes, link closely with monument
building and developments seen elsewhere in Brit-
ain and Europe (fig. 1).

Stonehenge began its development in the early
third millennium B.C., a period of transition be-
tween the earlier Neolithic, with its monuments of
collective long barrows and communal causewayed
enclosures, and the later Neolithic world of henges,
avenues, ceremonial enclosures, circles, and mega-
lithic monuments. Across Britain and western Eu-
rope, this period signaled the closure of many of the
megalithic tombs and seems to indicate changes in
society, from small-scale, apparently egalitarian
farming groups to more hierarchical and territorially
aware societies. Burial especially reflected these
changes, with the abandonment of collective rites
and the emergence over the third millennium B.C.
of individual burials furnished with personal orna-
ments, weapons, and tools. Landscape also showed
changes, including more open landscapes cleared of
trees, growing numbers of settlements, and an ap-
parent preoccupation with the creation of ceremo-
nial and monumental areas incorporating numerous
sites within what is described as “sacred geogra-
phy,” or monuments arranged intentionally to take
advantage of other sites and views, creating an arena
for ceremonial activities.

Toward the end of the third millennium B.C.,
the later Neolithic and Bell Beaker periods evi-
denced increasing numbers of individual burials and
ritual deposits and the growing use of megalithic
stones and building of henges. Early metal objects,
first of copper and then of bronze and gold, ap-
peared in burials, and these items have close paral-
lels with material developments in western Europe
and across the British Isles. The quest for metals,
with a related rise in interaction between groups, is
reflected in rapidly changing fashions in metalwork,
ornaments, and ritual practices. Wessex and its so-
called Wessex culture lay at the junction between
the metal-rich west of Britain and consumers in cen-
tral eastern Britain and Europe. Through political,
ritual, and economic control, these communities ac-
quired materials and fine objects for use and burial
in the tombs of elites on Salisbury Plain and the
chalk lands of southern Britain.

The main building phases of Stonehenge reveal
the growing importance of the Stonehenge area as
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a focus for burial and ritual. Earlier sites either were
abandoned or, as in the case of Stonechenge, were
massively embellished and rebuilt; many other very
large and prominent monuments were located with-
in easy sight of Stonehenge. Geographic Informa-
tion Systems studies suggest the Stonehenge was
visible to all its contemporary neighbors and thus
strategically located at the center of a monumental
landscape. The significance of its location may stem
from Stonehenge’s special function as an observato-
ry for the study of lunar and solar movements. With-
out doubt, the later phases of Stonehenge’s con-
struction focused on the orientation of the
structures, which aligned with observations of the
solstices and equinoxes, especially the rising of the
midsummer and midwinter sun. Few other prehis-
toric sites appear to have had comparable structures,
although several were observatories, such as the pas-
sage graves at Maes Howe on Orkney, Newgrange
(rising midwinter sun) and Knowth in County
Meath, Ireland, and many of the stone circles across
Britain and Ireland.

CONSTRUCTION SEQUENCE
AND CHRONOLOGY

Stonehenge was constructed over some fifteen hun-
dred years, with long periods between building epi-
sodes. The first stage, c. 2950-2900 B.C., included
a small causewayed enclosure ditch with an inner
and outer surrounding bank, which had three en-
trances (one aligned roughly northeast, close to the
present one). At this time, the construction of the
fitty-six Aubrey Holes probably took place; these
manmade holes filled with rubble may have sup-
ported a line of timber posts. Deposits and bones
were placed at the ends of the ditch, signifying ritual
activity. At the same time, the Greater and Lesser
Cursus monuments, termed “cursus” after their
long, linear form, suggestive of a racetrack, were
constructed to the north of the Stonehenge enclo-
sure. Some 4 kilometers north, the causewayed en-
closure of Robin Hood’s Ball probably was still in
use. The surrounding landscape was becoming in-
creasingly clear of tree cover, as farming communi-
ties continued to expand across the area. Survey has
identified many potential settlement sites.

The second phase of building took place over
the next five hundred years, until 2400 B.C., and
represented a complex series of timber settings

ANCIENT EUROTPE



Aubrey Holes

North Barrow
b

Station Stone

STONEHENGE

The Avenue

Heel Stone

Slaughter Stone

—— Y Holes

Station Stone

~ Z Holes

South Barrow

Fig. 1. Phases in the construction of Stonehenge. REDRAWN FROM HTTP://ZEBU.UOREGON.EDU/~JS/AST122/IMAGES/STONEHENGE_MAP.JPG.

within and around the ditched enclosure. Subse-
quent building has obscured the plan, but the
northeastern entrance comprised a series of post-
built corridors that allowed observation of the sun
and blocked access to the circle. The interior includ-
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ed a central structure—perhaps a building—and a
southern entrance with a post corridor and barriers.
Cremations were inserted into the Aubrey Holes
and ditch, along with distinctive bone pins. During
this phase a palisade was erected between Stone-
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henge and the Cursus monuments to the north, di-
viding the landscape into northern and southern
sections. To the east, 3 kilometers distant, the im-
mense Durrington Walls Henge and the small
Woodhenge site beside it, incorporating large circu-
lar buildings, seem to have represented the major
ceremonial focus during this period.

The third and major phase of building lasted
from 2550-2450 to about 1600 B.C., with several
intermittent bursts of construction and modifica-
tion. The earth avenue was completed, leading
northeastward from what was by then a single
northeastern entrance. Sight lines focused on two
stones in the entrance area (the surviving Heel
Stone and another now lost) that aligned on the
Slaughter Stone and provided a direct alignment to
the center of the circle. Four station stones were set
up against the inner ditch on small mounds, form-
ing a quadrangular arrangement around the main
circle.

The first stone phase (stage 3i) was initiated
with the erection of bluestones in a crude circle (at
least twenty-five stones) at the center of the henge,
but lack of evidence and the subsequent removal of
the stones leave the form of the possibly unfinished
structure unclear. It was followed (stage 3ii), c.
2300 B.C., by the erection of some 30 huge (4 me-
ters high) sarsen stones, capped and held together
by a continuous ring of lintels, in a circle enclosing
a horseshoe-shaped inner setting of 10 stones 7 me-
ters high. These were “dressed,” or shaped, in situ
with stone mauls (hammers).

This arrangement was further modified with the
insertion of bluestone within the sarsen circle (stage
3iii), but it was dismantled and rearranged by c.
2000 B.c. (stage 3iv), and more than twenty of the
original stones probably were dressed and set in an
oval around the inner sarsen horseshoe. Another
ring of rougher bluestones was assembled between
this and the outer sarsen circle, and an altar stone
of Welsh sandstone was set at the center. Between
1900 and 1800 B.C. there was further rearrange-
ment (stage 3v) of the bluestone, and stones in the
northern section were removed. A final stage (stage
3vi) saw the excavation of two rings of pits around
the main sarsen circle—the so-called Y and Z Holes,
which may have been intended for additional set-
tings. Material at the bases dates to ¢. 1600 B.C., and
several contained deliberate deposits of antler. In
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parallel with these final phases of rebuilding, Stone-
henge became the main focus of burial for the area,
with about five hundred Bronze Age round bar-
rows, some of which contain prestigious grave
goods.

RAW MATERIALS AND DEBATES

The raw materials that comprise Stonehenge were
selected deliberately and transported over great dis-
tances, which suggests that the materials themselves
were symbolically important. The sarsen stone that
forms the main massive trilithons and circle derived
from areas north and east of Salisbury Plain, some
20 to 30 kilometers distant. Sarsen is a very hard
Tertiary sandstone, formed as a capping over the
Wiltshire chalk and dispersed as shattered blocks
over the Marlborough Downs and in the valleys.
The shaping of this extremely hard material at
Stonehenge represents a remarkable and very un-
usual exercise for British prehistory, when stones
generally were selected in their natural form and uti-
lized without further work. The bluestones have
long been the focus of discussion, since they derive
only from the Preseli Mountains of Southwest
Wales, located 240 kilometers from Salisbury Plain.
Collectively, the stones are various forms of dolerite
and rhyolite, occurring in large outcrops. Many the-
ories have been proposed, and in the 1950s Richard
Atkinson demonstrated the ease by which these
quite small stones could be transported by raft to
the Stonehenge area. Later geological study sug-
gested that glacial ice probably transported consid-
erable quantities of bluestone in a southeasterly di-
rection and deposited it in central southern Britain.

The debate continues, but the carefully selected
shape and size of the bluestones at Stonehenge
seem to indicate that it would have been difficult to
find so many similar stones deposited by natural
agencies in Wiltshire. One theory suggests that the
original bluestones were taken wholesale from an
existing circle and removed to Stonehenge, perhaps
as tribute or a gift. Other materials also have been
found at Stonehenge, including the green sand-
stone altar stone, which may derive from the
Cosheston Beds in southern Wales. Other local
sites, such as West Kennet Long Barrow, include
stone selected some distance away, such as Calne
(Wiltshire) limestone. The interesting and complex
dispersal of exotic stone axes and flint from early in
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the Neolithic further supports the idea that exotic
materials were highly prized and had special sym-
bolic properties.

SURROUNDING LANDSCAPE
AND SITES

The landscape surrounding Stonehenge is a dry,
rolling chalk plateau, with the broad Avon Valley
and its floodplain to the east. The valley areas were
attractive to early settlement, but perhaps because
of its bleakness and lack of water, the area immedi-
ately surrounding Stonehenge was little settled. The
special ritual status afforded the location also may
have deterred settlement over much of prehistory.
Initially (4000-3000 B.C.), the landscape at the be-
ginning of the Neolithic was heavily wooded, and
clearances made by early farmers were the main
open spaces. By the transition from the earlier to the
later Neolithic, c. 2900 B.C., it seems that well over
half the landscape was open, and monuments such
as the Cursus were widely visible. Over the next mil-
lennium, increasing clearance reduced tree cover to
belts of woodland around the edge of the Avon Val-
ley and sparse scrub, allowing Stonehenge and the
surrounding monuments to be visible one from an-
other and to gain prominence in a largely manmade
landscape.

Late Mesolithic activity has been identified in
the parking area of Stonechenge, where four large
postholes were located. They may have demarcated
an early shrine, but a relationship to activity more
than four thousand vyears later seems remote.
The two-ditched causewayed enclosure of Robin
Hood’s Ball represents the earliest major site in the
Stonehenge landscape in the early fourth millenni-
um B.C., alongside some ten or more long barrows
in the immediate area. Such a concentration is typi-
cal of these ceremonial foci and is repeated around
other causewayed enclosures. Other sites developed
over the late fourth and third millennia B.C., includ-
ing an enclosure on Normanton Down, which may
have been a mortuary site. Contemporary with the
building of the enclosure in Stonehenge phase I is
the Coneybury Henge located to the southeast. It
was small and oval-shaped and contained settings of
some seven hundred wooden posts arranged around
the inner edge and in radiating lines around a cen-
tral point. Its ditches contained grooved-ware pot-
tery, and, significantly, among the animal bone de-
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posits was a white-tailed sea eagle, a rare bird never
found inland, so its placement would appear to be
intentional and ritual.

To the west of Stonechenge lies another very
small henge, only about 7 meters in diameter—the
Fargo Plantation, which surrounded inhumation
and cremation burials. Such concerns also were re-
flected at Woodhenge, located 3 kilometers north-
east of Stonehenge, where the central focus is on the
burial of a child with Bell Beaker grave goods, who
might have been killed in a ritual sacrifice. The site
formed the ditched enclosure of a large structure—
probably a circular building supported on six con-
centric rings of posts. Immediately north lies Dur-
rington Walls, the second largest of all the henges
of Britain, with a maximum diameter of 525 meters
and covering some 12 hectares within an immense
ditch and bank. Only a small linear area of this site
had been investigated before road building took
place, but this study revealed two more large, wood-
en, circular buildings. A great quantity of grooved-
ware pottery was found together with animal re-
mains and fine flint, suggesting offerings had been
placed in the ditch and at the base of the timber
posts. The henge sites all seem to have been occu-
pied until the end of the third millennium. The
Early Bronze Age saw an increasing emphasis on
burial landscapes and the construction of monu-
ments.

Over the course of only half a millennium, the
five hundred or so round barrows were constructed
in groups at prominent places in the Stonehenge
landscape. Dramatic locales, such as the King Bar-
row Ridge, were chosen for linear cemeteries of as
many as twenty large, round barrows. Another ex-
ample, Winterbourne Stoke, west of Stonehenge,
was the site of an earlier long barrow. To the south
of Stonehenge, the Normanton Down cemetery,
with more than twenty-five barrows, included very
rich burials, such as Bush Barrow. Excavations at
many sites in the nineteenth century emptied the
tombs and destroyed much of the evidence; never-
theless, much artifactual information was gathered.
This information formed the basis of studies by Stu-
art Piggott and others that helped define the Wessex
culture of the Early Bronze Age, which lasted from
¢. 1900 to 1550 B.c. Corpses were inhumed in buri-
al pits accompanied by collared urns, a variety of
small vessels used for offerings and incense, and per-
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sonal ornaments, which sometimes were made of
valuable amber, shale, copper, gold, and jet. Many
of the finest objects were fashioned from exotic ma-
terials, some of which have electrostatic properties
(materials that can take an electrical charge and
spark, such as amber and coal shale). Bronze weap-
ons and tools, including daggers and axes, were bur-
ied with the dead and provide a means of relative
dating and sequencing. The goldwork of the Wes-
sex tombs is especially distinctive, with linear geo-
metric patterns incised into sheets of hammered
gold. Particularly rich burials are known from Bush
Barrow and Upton Lovell as well as farther afield.

As the Bronze Age developed, the focus on
Stonehenge waned, and by the middle of the second
millennium B.C. both the monument and its sur-
rounding cemeteries were abandoned. Cremation
cemeteries took the place of barrow cemeteries, and
fields and settlements replaced earthwork monu-
ments. These changes have not been fully explained,
but it seems that the availability of metal tools and
weapons through increased interaction across wide
areas of Britain and Europe, together with growing
populations and more productive agriculture, re-
duced the significance of ritual in megalithic sites
and their calendar observations.

OTHER HENGES AND STANDING
STONE MONUMENTS

Stonehenge is a comparatively small henge site and,
with its curious inner bank and outer ditch, one of
a small, rare group within the eight different henge
forms that have been identified. Most henges have
outer banks and inner ditches, crossed by one to
four causewayed entrances. With the largest henges
spanning 500 meters in diameter, Stonehenge mea-
sures only 110 meters; clearly, its size is not a signifi-
cant factor. Stonehenge’s ceremonial complex of
sites is repeated as a distinctive “module” elsewhere
in Neolithic Britain. At Avebury, Dorchester, Cran-
borne Chase, the Thames area, and the Fenland,
similar associations of successive enclosures, bar-
rows, monuments, and henges have been docu-
mented. In the uplands, tor (high granite outcrop)
enclosures seem to represent comparable ceremoni-
al foci, and elsewhere in Britain and Ireland, pit en-
closures, palisade sites, and cursus and other struc-
tures similarly cluster around concentrations of early
burials and megalithic tombs. Research shows that
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the distribution of these complexes is related closely
to the parent rock and draws on local traditions.
Eastern Britain tended toward monuments built of
ditches and pits, earth, wood, and gravel, whereas
the rockier north and west invariably made use of
local stone, with fewer attempts to excavate deep
ditches. Common to all areas was construction of
manmade landscapes of ritual significance, focused
on a series of ceremonial sites.

The use of megalithic stones in monument
building was adopted from the beginning of tomb
building in the west and north of Britain, soon after
3900-3800 B.C. Megalithic cemeteries, such as Car-
rowmore and Carrowkeel in County Sligo, Ireland,
employed large boulders and stones in early passage
graves. The use of large stones in other types of cer-
emonial monuments is difficult to date, as the com-
plex succession of Stonehenge demonstrates, but it
seems likely that standing stones became common
as ceremonial markers and components of struc-
tures during the first half of the third millennium
B.C. For example, the stone circles at Avebury in
Wiltshire, Stanton Drew in Somerset, Arbor Low in
Derbyshire, the Ring of Brodgar on Orkney, Cal-
lanais on Lewis, or the Grange circle in Limerick,
Ireland, seem to have been constructed in the sec-
ond half of the third millennium B.cC., in the Late
Neolithic, with additions in the Bronze Age. Beaker
burials inserted at the base of some standing stones
show that these structures were erected before the
end of the third millennium B.C. Many of the stone
circles of the west of Britain, Ireland, Wales, and
Scotland—such as Machrie Moor on Arran (an is-
land off the west coast of Scotland)—and the re-
cumbent stone circles of northeastern Scotland—
such as Easter Aquhorthies—date from the earlier
Bronze age, contemporary with the final stages of
Stonehenge. Although local practices clearly con-
tinued in remote areas, the use and construction of
stone-built circles, rows, alignments, and individual
menbhirs seem to have faded in the mid-second mil-
lennium B.C.

The range of megalithic structures across the
British Isles is varied and often regional in distribu-
tion. In Scotland complexes of stone rows, often in
elaborate fanlike arrangements, as at Lybster in
Caithness, appear to have had observational func-
tions. Similarly, the concentrations of stone rows in
southwestern England and Wales represent align-
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ments on major focal points, such as barrows and
ceremonial sites. The equivalent structures in the
lowlands and in eastern Britain are represented by
earth avenues and post alignments, both of which
are found at Stonehenge and many other sites that
have been identified through aerial photography.

The interpretation of Stonehenge and thus, by
association, many of the other stone-and-earth cere-
monial complexes across Britain suggests that these
monuments were focused on mortuary, death, an-
cestral, and funerary concerns. Barrows, deposits,
stone and timber structures, and ritual activity indi-
cate dimensions of a spiritual and symbolic world-
view. Analysis has indicated that the use of stone was
itself symbolic of the dead, whereas the living were
represented by wood and earth.

See also The Origins and Growth of European
Prehistory (vol. I, part 1); Ritual and Ideology (vol.
1, part 1); The Megalithic World (vol. 1, part 4);
Avebury (vol. 1, part 4).
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CAROLINE MALONE

FLAG FEN

The site at Flag Fen sits in a basin of low-lying land
on the western margins of the Fens of eastern En-

ANCIENT EUROTPE

FLAG FEN

gland, at the outskirts of the city of Peterborough.
Before their drainage in the seventeenth century the
Fens were England’s largest area of natural wetland,
comprising about a million acres, to the south and
west of the Wash. The Fen margins immediately
east of Peterborough have been the subject of nearly
continuous archaeological research since about
1900. In 1967 the central government designated
Peterborough a New Town, which resulted in addi-
tional government funding and rapid commercial
development. Most of the archaeological research
described here took place as a response to new
building projects in the last three decades of the
twentieth century.

A ditched field system in use from 2500-900
B.C. is situated on the dry land to the west of the
Flag Fen basin (an area known as Fengate). A similar
field system has been revealed at Northey, on the
eastern side of the basin. The fields of Northey and
Fengate were defined by ditches and banks, on
which hedges were probably planted. The fields
were grouped into larger holdings by parallel-
ditched droveways (specialized farm tracks along
which animals were driven), which led down to the
wetland edge. It is widely accepted that the fields at
Fengate and Northey were laid out for the control
and management of large numbers of livestock,
principally sheep and cattle. Animals grazed on the
rich wetland pastures of Flag Fen during the drier
months of the year and returned to flood-free graz-
ing around the fen edge to overwinter.

The center of the Fengate Bronze Age field sys-
tem was laid out in a complex pattern of droveways,
yards, and paddocks. This area, centered on a major
droveway, is interpreted as a communal “market-
place” for the exchange of livestock and for regular
social gatherings. The droveway through these
communal stockyards continued east until it en-
countered the edge of the regularly flooded land.
Here the line of the drove was continued by five
parallel rows of posts, which ran across the gradually
encroaching wetland of Flag Fen to Northey, some
1,200 meters to the ecast.

The five rows of posts are collectively termed
the “post alignment.” The post alignment was pri-
marily a causeway constructed from timbers laid on
the surface of the peat within and around the posts.
These horizontal timbers were pegged into posi-
tion, and their surfaces were dusted with coarse sand
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Fig. 1. Timbers of the Flag Fen post alignment (a ceremonial causeway), 1300-900 B.c. COURTESY OF FRANCIS PRYOR. REPRODUCED BY
PERMISSION.

and fine gravel to make them less slippery. The up-
standing posts, which may have projected more
than 3 meters above the causeway surface, would
have marked out and drawn attention to the route
of the causeway, especially when water levels were
very high. Dendrochronology shows the post align-
ment to have been in use for some 400 years, be-
tween approximately 1300 and 900 B.c. About 200
meters west of the Northey landfall, the post align-
ment crossed a large artificial platform also con-
structed of timber; both platform and post align-
ment were contemporary and part of the same
integral construction. The nature, use, and develop-
ment of the platform is as yet poorly understood,
but it undoubtedly was linked closely both physical-
ly and functionally to the post alignment.

Conditions of preservation were excellent in the
wetter parts of Flag Fen, and it was possible to study
woodworking in some detail. The earliest timbers
were generally of alder and other wet-loving species,
but in later phases oak was used too. Wood chips
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and other debris suggest that most of the wood-
working was of large timbers, and there was little
processing of coppice (trees or shrubs that periodi-
cally were cut off at ground level), except in the
lower levels of the timber construction of the plat-
form. Examination of tool marks indicates that
socketed axes were used almost exclusively. There
were numerous wooden artifacts and reused pieces,
including part of a tripartite wheel, an axle, and a
scoop.

Study of the animal bones and pottery showed
two distinct assemblages at the edge of Flag Fen (at
a site on which a power station subsequently was
constructed) and within the wetland proper. One
was dominated by domestic material that may have
derived from settlement(s) on the fen edge nearby.
There was also a significant ritual component at
both sites, but principally at Flag Fen; ritual finds in-
cluded complete ceramic vessels and the remains of
several dogs. Some 275 “ofterings” of metal objects
clearly demonstrated the importance of ritual at
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Flag Fen. The bronze and tin objects included
weaponry, ornaments, and several Continental im-
ports (mainly from France and central Europe).
There was evidence that many of the items had been
smashed or broken deliberately, before being placed
in the water. A significant proportion of the assem-
blage could be dated to the Iron Age and must have
been placed in the waters around the post alignment
long after the structure itself had been abandoned.

The posts of the alignment were interwoven
with five levels of horizontal wood, which served as
reinforcement, as foundation, and, in places, as a
path with associated narrow tracks. The posts, too,
served many purposes: as a guide for travelers along
the tracks, as a near-solid wall, and as a palisade.
There also was evidence of transverse timber and
wattle partitions, which may have divided the align-
ment into segments 5 to 6 meters in length. It is
suggested that these segments had an important rit-
ual role. The partitions were emphasized further by
the placing of “offerings” or boundary deposits of
valuable items, such as weaponry or unused quern
stones [hand mills]. It has been suggested that the
segments may have been used to structure rituals in
some way—perhaps by providing different kin
groups with distinctive foci for family-based cere-
monies. It has also been suggested that the private
or kin group rites at Flag Fen took place at times of
the year when the main community stockyards at
the western end of the post alignment were the
scene of much larger social gatherings.
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IRISH BRONZE AGE GOLDWORK

and Initial Excavation.” Proceedings of the Prehistoric So-
ciety 52 (1986): 1-24.

FRANCIS PRYOR

IRISH BRONZE AGE GOLDWORK

In Europe the earliest evidence for goldworking
dates to the fifth millennium B.C. By the end of the
third millennium goldworking had become well es-
tablished in Ireland and Britain, together with a
highly productive copper- and bronzeworking in-
dustry. While it is not known precisely how the Late
Neolithic people of Ireland became familiar with the
use of metal, it is clear that it was introduced as a
fully developed process. Essential metalworking
skills must have been introduced by people already
experienced at all levels of production, from identi-
fication and recovery of ores through every stage of
the manufacturing process.

During the Early Bronze Age, between 2200
and 1700 B.C., goldsmiths produced a limited range
of ornaments. The principal products were sun
discs, usually found in pairs, such as those from Te-
davnet, County Monaghan; plain and decorated
bands; and especially the crescent gold collars called
lunulne (singular lunula, “little moon™). These ob-
jects were all made from sheet gold—a technique
that is particularly well represented by the lunuine,
many of which are beaten extremely thin. A lunuin
such as the one from Rossmore Park, County Mon-
aghan exemplifies the high level of control and skill
achieved by the earliest goldsmiths. During this
early period decoration consisted mainly of geomet-
ric motifs, such as triangles, lozenges, and groups of
lines arranged in patterns. Incision using a sharp
tool and repoussé (working from behind to produce
a raised pattern) were the principal techniques em-
ployed. Sheet-gold objects continued to be pro-
duced up to about 1400 B.C.

By about 1200 B.C. there was a remarkable
change in the types of ornaments made in the work-
shops. New goldworking methods were developed,
and new styles began to appear. Twisting of bars or
strips of gold became the most commonly used
technique, and a great variety of twists can be seen.
By altering the form of the bar or strip of gold and
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Fig. 1. Gold collar from Gleninsheen, County Clare, Ireland.
NATIONAL MuseuMm OF IRELAND. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

by controlling the degree of torsion, a wide range
of styles could be produced. Torcs (torques) might
be as small as earrings or as large as the exceptionally
grand pair from Tara, County Meath, which are
37.3 centimeters and 43.0 centimeters in diameter
and weigh 385 grams and 852 grams respectively.
Many of these ornaments necessitated very large
amounts of gold, suggesting that a new source for
gold had been discovered. Between 1000 and 850
B.C. there seems to have been a lull in goldworking,
as few gold objects can be dated to that time. It may
be that this apparent gap is caused by changes in de-
position practices, which have made it difficult to
identify objects of this period.

The succeeding phase was extremely produc-
tive, however, and is noted for the great variety and
quality of both goldwork and bronzework. Gold-
smiths had developed to a very high degree all the
skills necessary to make a range of ornaments that
differed in form and technique. The same care and
attention to detail were applied to objects large and
small, irrespective of whether they required the ex-
penditure of vast quantities of gold or only a few
grams.
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The goldwork of this period can be divided into
two main types. Solid objects, cast or made from
bars and ingots, such as bracelets, dress fasteners,
and split-ring ornaments (incomplete circular ob-
jects for use in the ears, nose, hair, and so forth),
contrast dramatically with delicate collars (fig. 1)
and ear spools made of sheet gold. Gold wire also
was used in numerous ways but especially to pro-
duce the ornaments called lock rings (elaborate, bi-
conical ornaments made from wire probably used as
hair ornaments). Thin gold foil, sometimes highly
decorated, was used to cover objects made from
other metals, such as copper, bronze, or lead. The
best example of this technique is the bulla from the
Bog of Allen, a heart-shaped lead core covered by
a highly decorated fine gold foil. The purpose of this
and other similar objects is not fully understood,
but they may have been used as amulets or charms.

Decoration is an important feature of Late
Bronze Age goldwork. Many different motifs were
used to achieve the complicated patterns that often
cover the entire surface of the object, consisting of
geometric shapes, concentric circles, raised bosses
(domed or conical), and rope and herringbone de-
signs. The goldsmiths produced these motifs
through combinations of repoussé and chasing,
stamping with specially made punches, as well as in-
cising the surface of the gold.

Knowledge of Bronze Age goldwork from Ire-
land is largely dependent on the discovery of groups
of objects in hoards. At least 160 hoards of the Late
Bronze Age have been recorded from Ireland. Sev-
eral different types of hoards have been found, in-
cluding founders’ hoards consisting of scrap metal,
merchants’ hoards containing objects for trade, and
ritual or votive hoards deliberately deposited with
no intention and, in many cases, no possibility of re-
covery. Hoards can contain tools, weapons, and
personal ornaments using bronze, gold, and amber.
Where tools and weapons occur together with orna-
ments or jewelry, it may be that they represent the
personal regalia of an individual. In Ireland there is
little or no evidence from burials to show how or by
whom certain ornaments were worn.

The number of spectacular discoveries from
bogs suggests that the people of the Bronze Age,
particularly during its later phases, regarded them as
special places. In the eighteenth century a remark-
able series of discoveries was made in the Bog of
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Cullen in County Tipperary. Very many bronze and
gold objects were found during turf cutting over a
period of about seventy years. Only one gold object
can be positively identified from the Bog of Cullen.
It is a decorated terminal, the only surviving frag-
ment of a once magnificent dress fastener. This is
one of a series of exceptionally large objects weigh-
ing up to 1 kilogram apiece.

A large hoard of gold ornaments found in 1854
in marshy ground close to a lake at Mooghaun
North, County Clare, contained more than two
hundred objects, most of which were melted down.
The hoard consisted mainly of bracelets but also in-
cluded at least six gold collars and two neck rings.
It is difficult to explain the reason for the deposition
of such a huge wealth of gold. Its discovery close to
a lake suggests that is was a ritual deposit.

During the Bronze Age, Irish goldsmiths did
not function as an isolated group of specialist crafts-
people on the western shores of Europe. While they
maintained links with Britain and Europe, drawing
some of their inspiration from trends that were cur-
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rent abroad, they always imparted a characteristical-
ly Irish style to each product. At the same time they
likewise expressed their individuality and creativity
by producing gold ornaments that are unparalleled
elsewhere.

See also Bronze Age Britain and Ireland (vol. 2, part 5);
Jewelry (vol. 2, part 7); Early Christian Ireland (vol.

2, part 7).
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Bronze Age Coffin Burials
Bronze Age Cairns . . .

The Bronze Age was first acknowledged as a sepa-
rate period, and thus as an object of study in 1836,
when Christian Jiirgensen Thomsen published his
famous Three Age System. In this system, the
Bronze Age was sandwiched between the Stone Age
and the Iron Age. The latter periods built on indige-
nous materials of stone and iron. The Bronze Age,
by contrast, was founded on an artificial, and thus
truly innovative, alloy of copper and tin, metals that
were traded into metal-poor Scandinavia from
metal-rich regions of central Europe. Thomsen’s
system evidenced an evolutionary logic that was vir-
tually Darwinian, and it became the foundation of
all later research, which has progressed mostly in
leaps.

The investigation, during the later nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, of numerous ex-
tremely well-preserved bodies of persons buried in
oak coffins below earthen mounds is of special sig-
nificance. The thousands of mounds in the cultural
landscape thus became linked to the Bronze Age
and gave rise to the notion of “the Mound People.”
Likewise, a growing awareness of the past among
peasants and the bourgeoisie, in conjunction with
nationalistic trends and more effective agricultural
and industrial production, brought increasing num-
bers of bronze artifacts to museums. Then, in 1885,
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Oscar Montelius was able to establish subdivisions
of the Bronze Age into periods I-III for the Older
Bronze Age and periods IV-VI for the Late Bronze
Age. Later scholars have regulated the content of
this system, which nonetheless still stands, surpris-
ingly intact. Current research endeavors to improve
our understanding of Bronze Age society. These in-
terests have been prompted by improvements in
theoretical tools, in absolute chronology, and in
methods of data recording and analysis. Scandinavia
in the Bronze Age stands as one of the most bronze-
rich areas in Europe, despite the fact that every bit
had to be imported.

GEOGRAPHICAL FRAMEWORK

The core region of the classic Nordic Bronze Age
is southern Scandinavia, consisting of Denmark,
Schleswig, and Scania. The adjoining northern Eu-
ropean lowland in present-day Germany, as well as
southern Norway and south-central Sweden, can be
considered to be closely associated. Within this re-
gion cultural coherence was mediated through par-
ticular practices in the domains of metalwork style
and personal appearance, sacrificial and funerary rit-
uals, cosmology, economy, and social conduct and
organization. The Bronze Age to us nevertheless is
very much the culture of a social elite.
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Northern Scandinavia is culturally distinct, if
not unaffected by the general Bronze Age idea. The
border is fluid and changeable, however. With in-
creasing distance northward, cairns for burial re-
placed mounds, bronzework becomes rare, and
eastern patterns of communication toward Russia,
Finland, and the eastern Baltic region become prev-
alent. Moreover, the focus of pictures carved on
rock changes from food production to hunting and
fishing, hence also reflecting differences in subsis-
tence economy, ideology, social organization, and
probably ethnicity.

CHRONOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Among more recent research advances, count the
“revolutions” of carbon-14 dating and dendrochro-
nology, which have been applied to Bronze Age ma-
terials with astonishingly precise results. The small
group of oak-coffin graves, notably, could be dated
to a brief period between 1396 and 1260 B.c. The
Bronze Age proper commenced ¢. 1700 B.C. and
concluded c. 500 B.C., but metals became socially
integrated by about 2000 B.C., during the Late
Neolithic period—already a bronze age in all but
name. Approximate dates in calendar years are as
follows: Late Neolithic I, 2350-1950 B.C.; Late
Neolithic I, 1950-1700 B.C.; period I, 1700-1500
B.C.; period II, 1500-1300 B.C.; period III, 1300-
1100 B.C.; period IV, 1100-900 B.C.; period V,
900-700 B.C.; and period VI, 700-500 B.cC.

Metal was brought in from metal-controlling
societies in central Europe. Comparative chronolo-
gy therefore is the foundation for assessments of so-
cial networks and dependencies across Europe. The
Late Neolithic period and the earliest Bronze Age
(period IA) are contemporaneous with the Danubi-
an and Unétician Early Bronze Age cultures in cen-
tral Europe (¢. 2300-1600 B.C.). Periods IB-II cor-
respond to the Middle Bronze Age Tumulus culture
(1600-1300 B.C.). Periods IT1I-V are parallel to the
Late Bronze Age Urnfield culture (1300-700 B.C.).
The final Bronze Age, period VI, corresponds to the
Early Iron Age Hallstatt culture (700-500 B.C.).

THE BEGINNING

The first copper objects appeared in southern Scan-
dinavia in the fourth millennium B.C., along with
the consolidation of food production. They pre-
sumably were accompanied by experiments with
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metallurgy, but the knowledge was not maintained.
At the end of the third millennium B.C. metallurgy
was reintroduced, together with the northward dis-
persal of Bell Beaker material cultures; this time,
production and use of metals were integrated per-
manently into culture and society.

The period around 2000 B.C. is an important
turning point in the social history of early Europe,
with, for instance, innovations in tin-bronze tech-
nology and consolidation of social hierarchies. In
southern Scandinavia there was a veritable boom in
metal use, which was connected to a powerful
metal-producing center in the Unétice culture
across the Baltic Sea on the river plains of the Elbe-
Saale area of Germany. Overt presentation of salient
individuals was avoided, perhaps because social
practices were rooted in principles of communality.
This view finds support in the continued emphasis
on sacrificial practices in sacred wetlands; at least,
this is where some of most prominent finds of early
metalwork have been discovered, notably, the
hoards of Gallemose and Skeldal in Jutland and Pile
in Scania. There are small signs of an elite group,
which appears to have interacted closely with neigh-
boring elites.

It was not until about 1600 B.C. that social
structure and the material world shifted manifestly
toward patterns that came to characterize the Nor-
dic Bronze Age. Precisely at this time large earthen
mounds began to be built, and identities of wealth,
rank, age, and gender began to be presented overt-
ly. One probably must understand these presenta-
tions as forming part of an aristocratic and highly
competitive lifestyle among a social elite and not
necessarily in terms of rigid positions of rank within
this elite.

Copper as raw material prevailed for a while,
but from c. 2000 B.C. objects were more consistent-
ly made of bronze, which by 1700 B.c. had become
absolutely dominant. Flint and stone, accordingly,
were valued less. The local production of metalwork
initially was very one-sided: flat axe heads were fa-
vorites from the onset and were put to traditional
social and practical uses. In about 1600 B.C., howev-
er, a much more varied repertoire of bronzework
was produced, circulated, and consumed in a variety
of new or altered contexts. This variance coincided
with the first overt elite manifestations and with the
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spread of new social habits, ideas, and fashions—
part of the so-called Tumulus culture.

METALS AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

It has been claimed that in early Europe it was not
money that made the world go around, but metals.
It is certainly true that when the technique was first
discovered and became part of the fabric of social
life, European societies were altered in the process.
Social hierarchy can exist easily without metals, but
it is harder to find profoundly metal-using societies
that maintain an egalitarian way of life. The reasons
for this are not straightforward, but one can specu-
late on such factors as differential access to and con-
trol of key resources and of exchange networks.
Copper ore, in fact, is unevenly distributed geo-
graphically, with a few major concentrations, hence
providing a natural barrier against uniform circula-
tion of raw copper and finished objects in Europe.
Tin is distributed even more narrowly, with only
one major source in central Europe, located in the
mountains between Saxo-Thuringia and Bohemia.

Craft specialization is another important factor,
because it creates divisions in society beyond those
of gender and age. Producing items of copper is a
difficult and prolonged process, demanding divi-
sions of labor and specialist knowledge and thus an
institutionalized system of apprenticeship. The fan-
tastic transformation of raw copper into finished ob-
jects is difficult to comprehend and may well have
been surrounded by secrecy and mythical imagina-
tions, again a possible medium for gaining control.
In a sense, metallurgy is the exercise of power over
material and human resources. Social hierarchy and
elitism thus walk hand in hand with metallurgical
production in metal-poor as well as metal-rich re-
gions of Europe. Most important, however, the
metal objects themselves—owing to their inherent
attraction and ascribed functions and meanings—
actively built social identity. Metal objects soon as-
sumed important roles in creating and maintaining
individual identities relating to gender, status, and
rank, hence accentuated social distinctions of vari-
ous kinds.

ORGANIZATION OF METALWORK
PRODUCTION

The basic technique employed by the Scandinavian
metalworker was casting. Hammering the bronze
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rarely was used as a primary technique. This is unlike
the situation in central Europe, where, for instance,
vessels and shields were beaten into shape rather
than cast. Cold and hot hammering nevertheless
was not unknown in Scandinavia, indispensable as
these techniques are to harden, for instance, the
cutting edge of an axe or a sword. Remains of melt-
ing and fragments of tuyeres and crucibles of baked
clay are known from some settlements, especially
from the Late Bronze Age. Composite stone molds
of Bronze Age date exist, but their rarity suggests
that they usually were made of more perishable clay
and sand. This is consistent with details on the
bronze objects implying that they often were cast
using the lost-wax method (cire perdue). In addi-
tion, so-called Uberfangsguss or over-casting was
used, for example, when the hilt of a dagger or
sword needed to be attached securely to the blade
or when repairing broken objects. Skills in metal-
working were considerable, and the objects created
in bronze were far more complex than earlier ob-
jects in copper.

Manufacturing objects of bronze is specialist
work and therefore, as mentioned earlier, required
divisions of labor within society. The quality of
Scandinavian metalwork and remains from the pro-
duction process suggest that further specialization
soon came about: from c¢. 1600 B.C. there was a divi-
sion into ordinary metalworkers producing for kin
and community and specialist metalworkers re-
tained by the social elite. A patron-supported craft
production is suggested by findings in the large pe-
riod II longhouse at Store Tyrrestrup (Vendsyssel,
Denmark). There, unfinished axes had been depos-
ited, together with casting residues, under the floor,
close to the fireplace. The smith is a curiously anon-
ymous person throughout the Bronze Age, and this
may sustain the interpretation of a patron relation-
ship. In fact, only one burial of a bronzesmith is
known, at Galgehgj (Hesselager, Denmark).

THE DEAD AND THE LIVING

Funerary practices are embedded in society as a
statement of the way things are or should be. They
are performed by the living in memory of the dead
and as a mixture of habitual ritual action and social
strategy; quite often one aspect dominates the
other. Inhumation in stone cists or oak trunks was
the dominant burial custom in the Older Bronze
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Age, whereas cremation in urns took over in the
Late Bronze, with period III as transitional. These
two major funerary customs of the Bronze Age
broadly reflect the situation in Europe, first in the
Tumulus Bronze Age and, from about 1300 B.C.,
the Urnfield culture. Both probably must be under-
stood as the rapid spread over geographic space of
particular social and religious practices among an
“international” elite.

In the Older Bronze Age mounds of turf or
cairns of stone were erected to cover the inhumed
remains of the deceased, who was placed in the cof-
fin wholly dressed and with various accessories, reg-
ulated by such parameters as age, gender, profes-
sion, and rank. Borum Eshgj near Arhus and Hohoj
at Mariager Fjord in Denmark and the Bredaror
cairn at Kivik in Sweden are examples of large tumu-
li. The tumulus-covered burials from the Older
Bronze Age can have represented only a segment of
the population, no doubt chosen among the elite.
The new custom of tumulus burial was first used to
commemorate certain heroes of war and only later
came to incorporate other social identities.

In the Late Bronze Age fewer tumuli were built,
but existent ones continued in use as the family
burial place, celebrating the recent dead and the an-
cestors. Small houses sometimes were built at the
mound periphery, probably indicating that the
corpse lay in state before the cremation ceremony
took place. The cremated bones usually were placed
in a pottery urn together with a few personal items
of bronze. The conspicuous display of the previous
period is mostly absent. A large number of urns typ-
ically were placed in the side of a tumulus or near
it, and it is likely that more people than in previous
years received a proper burial. The cremation cus-
tom contributed to making people more equal in
death, but still the level of wealth varied quite a lot.
It therefore is likely that the cremation custom con-
cealed a reality of considerable social inequality.
This view is supported by the existence of chieftains’
burials below giant tumuli, notably Lusehgj in the
central region of southwestern Fyn and the mound
of Hdga near present-day Uppsala in central Swe-
den.

PERSONAL APPEARANCE AND
SOCIAL IDENTITY

Material culture, and, in fact, all sorts of cultural
consumption, is predisposed to fulfil a social func-
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tion: namely, that of legitimating social differences.
In the Bronze Age clite identity was signified out-
wardly through forms of personal appearance that
included particular types of dress and personal
equipment. Objects of bronze and gold formed an
integral part of an aristocratic outfit, which varied
according to status, gender, and probably also age.
The inhumations of the older Bronze Age reflect
ideal social structure within the privileged group of
people who received a mound burial. Skeletons, un-
fortunately, have been preserved only rarely, but the
small group of well-preserved oak coffins provides
valuable information not least on gender distinc-
tions. In the Late Bronze Age the custom of crema-
tion made it difficult to assess personal appearance
and thus the social identities the deceased had main-
tained in life. Principles of dress and accessories ap-
pear to have remained the same throughout the
Bronze Age, whereas the style of metalwork
changed systematically from period to period, nota-
bly with spirals in period IB-II and wavy bands in
period V.

The first rich mound burials appeared in period
IB, c. 1600 B.c. They commemorated certain per-
sons with a warrior identity, presumably males, as,
for instance, at Buddinge (Copenhagen, Denmark)
and Strandtved (Svendborg, Denmark). Notably, it
was not until period II that females became visible
as persons of rank. Early elite warriors carried a
sword or dagger, a weapon axe, and sometimes a
spearhead or a long pointed weapon for stabbing
(fig. 1). Dress accessories of bronze included a dress
pin and belt hook and sometimes a frontlet of gold
sheet, as well as such personal items as tweezers, pal-
stave (an axe-like implement), or chisel for work and
a fishhook. Running spirals quite often adorned the
weaponry of period IB, but the real breakthrough
of this ornamental style did not occur until period
I1, when it became especially associated with female
trinkets and worship of the sun.

Several hundred burials testify to personal ap-
pearances in periods IT and III. The small group of
oak coffins from the peninsula of Jutland in Den-
mark is particularly valuable as a source for Bronze
Age social life, because they preserve organic mate-
rials, such as wood, wool, and antler. These burials
contained such personalities as the Egtved Girl, the
Skrydstrup Woman, the Mulbjerg Man, the
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Fig. 1. Warrior’s equipment of sword, axe, chisel, pointed
weapon, tweezers, and fish hook from mound burial dating to
the earliest Bronze Age, c. 1600 B.c., at Strandtved near
Svendborg in Denmark. THE NATIONAL MuUseEUM OF DENMARK.
REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Trindhej and Borum Eshej bodies, and the Guldhej
Man.

High-ranking women and men wore woolen
dresses of superior quality, including shoes and
headdress. Over a belted kiltlike coat the males wore
a mantle and, on the head, a round-crowned hat.
One or more additional objects of bronze and
sometimes of gold accompanied the deceased or
completed the dress, among them, arm ring, belt
hook, dress pin, fibula (a clasp resembling a safety
pin), double buttons, tweezers, razor, dagger, and
hafted axe for work or for war. Bronze swords in a
finely cut wooden sheath symbolized high male
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rank in addition to adulthood and warrior status.
The sword was suspended at the waist or arranged
diagonally across the chest. Buckets of birch bark,
wooden bowls with or without tin nail ornamenta-
tion, folding stools of wood with otter skin seats,
antler spoons, and blankets of wool and oxhide add
to this picture of social superiority.

The female dress seems to have varied according
to position within an age cycle, with a major division
at the transition to womanhood. The miniskirt of
strings worn by the sixteen-year-old girl from Egt-
ved may have shown that she was unmarried. The
long skirts worn by the eighteen- to twenty-year-old
young woman from Skrydstrup and the middle-
aged woman from Borum Eshej may have signaled
their status as married women. Similarly, elaborate
hairstyles stabilized by a hairnet or a cap might well
be associated mainly with married women. A short
blouse with long sleeves, by contrast, appears to
have been worn by women of all ages. A spiral-
decorated belt plate of bronze—later a belt box—
fastened to the stomach with a belt of wool or leath-
er also was nearly a standard dress accessory. Smal-
ler, button-like plates (tuzuli), fibulae, neck collars,
and various rings of gold and bronze for the ears,
arms, legs, neck, or hair completed the female dress.
Small personal items, such as antler combs and
bronze awls and strange objects perhaps carrying
magical meanings, sometimes were added to the
outfit, contained in a small purse or box or suspend-
ed at the belt.

SETTLEMENT AND LANDSCAPE

The sources for subsistence economy notably con-
sist of pollen diagrams, preserved fields, plow fur-
rows, wooden plows, bones of livestock, charred re-
mains of domesticated plants, and tools of stone and
metal. Sources for settlement organization include
the remains of wooden longhouses, four-post struc-
tures, and storage pits in addition to many other
fragments of human activities in the cultural land-
scape. It was only within the last decades of the
twentieth century that Bronze Age settlements
began to emerge in the archaeological record. Im-
portant fieldwork has been undertaken, notably in
Thy, on Djursland; in Senderjylland and southwest-
ern Fyn in Denmark; and in the regions of Malmo
and Ystad in Scania. Important sites are Fosie IV
near Malmo and Apalle near Stockholm in Sweden.
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In addition, there are Hgjgard in southern Jutland,
Bjerre and Legard in Thy, Grentoft and Spjald in
western Jutland, and Hemmed on Djursland, all in
western Denmark.

The Bronze Age falls within the Subboreal peri-
od, which was on the whole warm and dry. In the
settled regions, especially near the coast, the land-
scape was open, with mounds prominently occupy-
ing the top of the low hills. The forested inlands, far
trom the coast, were only thinly settled. The econo-
my was agrarian, based on the cultivation of cereals
in small oval fields close to the settlements and on
herds of livestock grazing in nearby pastures. Cow
dung probably was collected as manure for the
fields. Domestic animals, such as cattle, sheep, and
horses, contributed immensely to keeping the land
open, as did felling of trees with metal axes for the
building of houses, ships, wagons, and burial cof-
fins. The coast rarely was far removed from settle-
ments in the Bronze Age, and fishing is known to
have contributed to the basic economy.

The farm usually consisted merely of one wood-
en longhouse, which in the beginning of period II
developed from having two aisles to having three
aisles (divided by posts). Longhouses were of a vari-
ety of sizes, the largest covering 400 square meters
and the smallest about 50 square meters, with a
range of intermediate sizes. In analogy with royal
buildings of the Late Iron Age, the largest long-
houses have been designated “halls” and interpret-
ed as residences of chiefly families, for instance, at
Brodrene Gram, Spjald, and Skrydstrup in Jutland
(Denmark). Some houses were so well preserved
that internal divisions could be observed into a liv-
ing area with hearth and a barn area with small com-
partments for the stalling of cattle or horses.

The basic settlement unit was the single farm,
consisting of a longhouse and typically also a small,
tour-posted building, perhaps used for the storage
of hay (figs. 2 and 3). The last decades of excava-
tions have demonstrated a predominantly rather
dispersed settlement organization, with farmsteads
each occupying a micro-territory of a few square ki-
lometers within a larger social and economic macro-
territory. Sometimes the family cemetery of mounds
is located on the manor; in other cases, the mounds
are placed in particular community cemeteries.
Macro-territories were separated from each other by
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bogs, lakes, streams, and rivers, which were consid-
ered liminal places inhabited by spirits and gods.

Excavations often reveal several houses in the
same area, but this pattern does not necessarily indi-
cate the existence of a village, as all these houses
hardly stood at the same time. Old houses were left
to decay when new houses were built. Single farms
seem to be a dominant feature, and villages in the
form known from the Early Iron Age, with fenced-
in clusters of buildings, have so far not been ascer-
tained in the Bronze Age. Still, however, the people
occupying the single farmsteads could well have
shared some of the routines of daily life and work.

In the Late Bronze Age a settlement hierarchy,
with a large central farmstead surrounded by smaller
farmsteads, is apparent in one well-examined and
very wealthy region in southwest Fyn, with the site
of Kirkebjerget as a nodal point. The giant mound
of Lusehgj, with its two rich cremation burials from
period V, is located nearby, among a group of larger
and smaller mounds. A settlement hierarchy may
well have existed in the Older Bronze Age, especial-
ly in regions with large concentrations of burial
mounds. Future research will show whether the hi-
erarchical model is generally applicable to the orga-
nization of social space in the Bronze Age.

RITUALS AND COSMOLOGY

The Bronze Age is rich in pictures, relics, and frag-
ments of practices with a ritual character. Together
they deliver certain clues to a complex world of
myth, cult, and religion, which was entangled with
the social world of the elite. One motive, in particu-
lar, dominated the cosmology, that is, the journey
of the sun across the sky, day and night, throughout
the year. This motif formed part of the pictures
carved on metalwork and on rock, for instance, in
Bohuslin in Sweden. The famous sun chariot from
Trundholm Mose in northwest Zealand (Denmark)
must be understood as a cult object. The sun disk,
with its day-golden and night-dark sides, is pulled
by a horse, but the sun horse is placed upon a six-
wheeled wagon. The Trundholm chariot probably
played a role in religious ceremonies and proces-
sions. Through depictions on rock carvings and on
bronze razors the sun horse is related to other sa-
cred signs, mainly ships.
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Fig. 2. Plans of three-aisled longhouses from the Danish Period Il localities of Bredrene Gram in southern Jutland (upper) and
Legard in northwestern Jutland (lower). The Gram house measures 50 x 10 meters with living quarters in the western part and
byre in the eastern part. The Legard house is 33 meters long and seems to have accommodated two households, one at each
end separated by a barn for stalling of livestock in the center. THE NATIONAL Museum OF DENMARK. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Feasts with cultic activities, sport games, and
processions seem to have taken place regularly, in
spring and autumn and at the solstices of winter and
summer. They probably also occurred on other oc-
casions, such as when important people died or
when war victories were celebrated. The end point
of these activities frequently was marked by the de-
position in watery places of valuables of bronze and
gold as gifts to the gods. The latter often are located
at the boundary between settled territories, thus
hinting at the communal intention of these sacred
depositions. Instead of bronze valuables, ritual kill-
ing and sacrifice of humans took place on rare occa-
sions in sacred liminal places thought to be inhabit-
ed by spirits and gods. Other offerings of valuables
were connected to the settlements; in particular, it
was customary to deposit small hoards in a posthole
when building a new house. Still other cult activities
were carried out in specific houses—cult houses or
temples—known from the sites of Sandagergird in
Denmark and Kivik and Héaga in Sweden.
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SOCIAL NETWORKS AND THE END
OF AN ERA

Bronze Age clites all over Europe strove to acquire
wealth in metals and to possess the newest fashions
in dress and metalwork in order to emphasize aristo-
cratic appearances and manners. Much material cul-
ture in the Bronze Age can be understood broadly
as the international language of an elite, who used
it in strategies to maintain and extend authority in-
side society and to sustain alliances with neighbor-
ing elites. Ingots of copper and tin are rare, and this
suggests that bronze reached Scandinavia as fin-
ished objects that were recycled continuously.

Metals moved across Europe as trade in com-
modities and exchange of gifts. The means of trans-
port were wagons across land and ships on the great
rivers of Europe and onward across the Baltic Sea to
Scandinavia. Trackways of stones or wood have
been excavated, mostly connecting territories across
swampy areas, but linear distributions of tumuli
across the landscape indicate the existence of major
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BRONZE AGE SCANDINAVIA

Fig. 3. Three-aisled Bronze Age longhouse. Modern reconstruction at Hollufgard in Odense, Denmark. KARSTEN KJER MICHAELSEN,
OpeNse CiTY MuseuMs. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

lines of communication, in all likelihood earthen
roads. Large ships, horses, and chariots are depicted
on rock carvings, supplemented by finds of horse
bones in settlements and a few boats and wooden
wagons from bogs. Horses’ bits and bronze fittings
for chariots or wagons occur occasionally in burials
and sacrificial hoards.

Some people probably made the great journey
to faraway places and, as a result, were able to en-
hance personal power and prestige on their return.
The Bronze Age, however, was not characterized
simply by peaceful exchanges of ideas and material
goods. Hostile encounters also took place—always
with serious implications for combatants and non-
combatants alike. The huge number of weapons,
some cases of skeletal trauma, and pictorial repre-
sentations of armor and fighting all suggest recur-
ring warfare.

The end of the Bronze Age in Scandinavia can
be explained mainly with reference to the social and
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economic situation in central Europe, where there
was a crisis in the supply of metal in the ninth and
cighth centuries B.C. Before the end of the eighth
century in central Europe iron had taken the place
of bronze as a common medium of exchange and
measure of value, but in Scandinavia this did not
happen until a couple of centuries later, even if iron
objects began to appear. The rich Nordic Bronze
Age slowly faded and came to an end around 500
B.C. Bronze was increasingly short in supply and the
“international” elitist network, which depended on
bronze for its existence, simply ceased to exist.
From 750 to 700 B.C. new political alliances and so-
cial networks were in the making, primarily between
the dynastic semi-urban Hallstatt kingdoms and
Mediterranean city-states. Scandinavia had become
a marginalized region outside the mainstream of
events.

See also Bell Beakers from West to East (vol. 1, part 4);

Bronze Age Coffin Burials (vol. 2, part 5); Bronze
Age Cairns (vol. 2, part 5).
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BRONZE AGE COFFIN BURIALS

A small group of Danish oak-coffin burials in earth-
en mounds contain excellently preserved bodies of
men and women, who lived 3,500 years ago. These
finds offer an unexpectedly clear glimpse into the
life of a Bronze Age social elite. Information exists
concerning 85,000 burial mounds in Denmark, and
most of them probably date to the Older Bronze
Age (1600-1100 B.C.). Of these burials, a mere
eighteen thousand mounds have been preserved in
the present landscape, and the number, sadly, is de-
creasing owing to an inadequate modern heritage
law. Several hundred burials have been investigated
archaeologically, but processes of decomposition
usually mean that organic materials, such as textiles,
antler, and wood, do not survive the passing of cen-
turies. On this background the survival of some
twenty oak-coffin burials with personalities like the
Egtved Girl, the Mulbjerg Man, the Skrydstrup
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Woman, the Guldhej Man, and the Trindhegj and
Borum Eshej bodies constitute a veritable miracle.
They are on permanent exhibition at the National
Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen.

The phenomenon of oak-coffin burials has been
known sporadically in Denmark since the early his-
torical period. When archaeology was scientifically
consolidated around the middle of the nineteenth
century, the true worth of these occurrences was
recognized, and professionals began to supervise ex-
cavations. Several finds of oak coffins even then
were severely damaged, and sometimes lost to the
world, as the result of unprofessional undertakings.
Up through the twentieth century, insight and
knowledge have increased steadily with respect to
technical details, the buried persons, and the society
of which they once formed a part. All finds of pre-
served oak coffins are from the peninsula of Jutland,
especially its southern and western parts. The same
burial custom, however, with interments in large,
hollowed-out oak trunks, occur all over southern
Scandinavia, including the adjoining parts of Ger-
many.

In relative chronological terms the oak coffins
belong to Nordic Bronze Age period II; a few be-
long to early period III. Apart from having pin-
pointed each burial to a specific year, dendrochro-
nology has provided the surprising result that these
burials took place within a short time span between
1396 and 1260 B.C. Most of them, notably, date to
the span 1389-1330 B.C., which means that these
persons must have known each other. Some of the
burials were looted in the Bronze Age, suggesting
that less fortunate people sought the buried riches
or that enemies wished to demolish the social iden-
tity and status of the deceased.

The generally well-preserved state of the Jutish
coffins and their contents can be explained with ref-
erence to chemical processes, which may have been
broadly recognized and thus intentionally activated.
All mounds in question have the same bipartite con-
struction, with a waterlogged bluish and clayey core
containing the coffin and a dry outer mantle of turf.
A thin, hard layer of iron pan always separated the
two parts, sealing the coffin on all sides and thus
hindering decay. It is evident that the sealing took
place immediately and could have been instigated
by watering the clay core prior to building the turf
mantle. This may have been the yearning for an
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eternal afterlife not unlike what the Egyptians
sought to create through the embalming of dead
bodies. Holes in the bottom of each coffin point in
the same direction, presumably aimed at leading
water away from the buried person.

In the year 1370 B.C. a girl about sixteen years
old was interred in the hollow of a 3-meter-long oak
trunk at Egtved in south-central Jutland. The fully
dressed body was placed extended on the back,
looking toward the rising sun and wrapped in a
large oxhide. When the coffin was opened in 1921,
the skeleton had deteriorated because of acidic con-
ditions; however, the skin, nails, and hair were pre-
served. So was her high-quality woolen dress, con-
sisting of a short blouse with long sleeves and a
miniskirt of strings. Her blonde hair was styled in a
short-cut fashion, and her body length was estimat-
ed to be 1.60 meters. Pieces of cloth were wrapped
around the feet. A large bronze belt plate with spiral
decoration ornamented her stomach. This plate had
been tied to her waist with a belt string, which also
held an antler comb. There were bronze arm rings
around her wrists, and she also wore an earring.
Near her face a small bark box contained personal
belongings. At her feet stood a small bucket of birch
bark. Upon further investigation, a dried-out sub-
stance at the bottom of the bucket turned out to be
a kind of honey-sweetened beer. Also at her feet, a
small bundle of cloth contained the cremated bone
fragments of a five- to six-year-old child, who could
not have been her own child. Finally, a blanket of
wool covered the body. A flowering milfoil showed
that the burial had taken place in the summer. The
mound, Storehegj, measured about 4 meters in
height and 22 meters in diameter.

At 7 meters in height and 40 meters in diame-
ter, the Eshej mound stood out from a group of
mounds at Borum in eastern Jutland. It had been
built over three oak coffins containing a man and a
woman, both of middle age, and a young man
about twenty to twenty-two years old (probably
their son). All of them had been wrapped in oxhides
and interred in their finest woolen clothes and with
paraphernalia of bronze and wood. Two of these
coffins have been dendrochronologically dated to c.
1351 B.C. and 1345 B.C., respectively. The equip-
ment of the woman was similar to that of the Egtved
burial, only richer; among the personal belongings
were a dagger, a fibula, rings for the neck, fingers,
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Fig. 1. Costume of young Danish Bronze Age woman, from
Egtved. CourTESY OF THE NATIONAL MuUSEUM OF DENMARK.
REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

and arms, a belt plate, and buttons (so-called #u-
tuli), all of bronze. The two men wore loincloths
and large kidney-shaped mantles. The older man
wore a rounded cap, was clean-shaven, and had
manicured hands and nails. The young man carried
a wooden sword sheath, which held only a bronze
dagger, perhaps because he had not yet earned the
right to carry a real sword.

The monumentality and high visibility of the
mounds, in addition to the high quality of dress and
equipment, leave little doubt that they were re-
served for people of high rank. Personal appearance
and material culture clearly were very important in
building social identities in the domains of gender,
age, and rank. The elite built mounds to commem-
orate their ancestors and to maintain authority in a
society with some degree of social mobility. The
graded variation in wealth suggests as much. There
must have been considerable rivalry within the elite
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for the control of power sources, such as bronze.
The hectic activities in mound construction are one
facet of this rivalry; another is the display of warrior-
hood among males.

See also Bronze Age Scandinavia (vol. 2, part 5).
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BRONZE AGE CAIRNS

Large tumuli for burials, consisting of stones or turf,
are widely characteristic of the Scandinavian Bronze
Age, c. 1700-500 B.C. Bronze Age tumuli still form
a meaningful part of modern cultural landscapes in
many regions of Scandinavia, even if the number has
decreased drastically since the Bronze Age. A cairn
is a tumulus built of rubble stones collected in the
vicinity of the burial. A mound, by comparison, is
a tumulus built of earth and turf, which has been cut
from adjacent grassland. In general, tumuli hardly
ever represent an entire population but were burial
places for the privileged few.

Mounds and cairns are parallel phenomena with
similar functions and meanings. Owing to natural
conditions, stone cairns occur primarily in the rocky
north of Scandinavia, whereas turf mounds charac-
terize the agricultural lowlands of southern Scandi-
navia. Zones of overlap exist, however—for exam-
ple, in the central Swedish lake district. Moreover,
mixtures of cairns and mounds occur: it is not alto-
gether unusual to find a cairn with a thin external
layer of turf or a mound with a massive inner core
of fieldstones. Likewise, there are cases where a
monumental cairn stands solitary in a typical mound
region and vice versa.

Such entanglements are rooted not directly in
nature but rather in culture and social practice:
clearly, the deviating visual effects of turf and rubble
were brought to bear in the creation of social identi-
ty. More generally, both types of burial relate in dif-
ferent ways to the surrounding landscape, materially
and symbolically. According to pollen analyses, the
bulk of southern Scandinavian mounds, for exam-
ple, were built in a period in which there was a pre-
dominance of open pastures created by grazing cat-
tle and sheep. Quite possibly, the building of turf
mounds mediated and celebrated social power,
which was connected to land and livestock. In a sim-
ilar fashion, cairns may have symbolized domestica-
tion of the stony wilderness outside the settlement.

TIME FRAME, CONSTRUCTION,
AND ORGANIZATION

The majority of tumuli were erected during the ear-
lier Bronze Age, in the periods IB-III (1700-1100
B.C.). For Denmark it has been calculated that the

ANCIENT EUROTPE



BRONZE AGE CAIRNS

ool PTG

Fig. 1. A cluster of prominent Bronze Age burial mounds in the present-day cultural landscape, Skyum Bjerge in northwestern
Jutland, Denmark. PHOTOGRAPH BY JENS-HENRIK BECH. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

original number may have been as many as one hun-
dred thousand mounds, most of which were con-
structed within a fairly short period of about two
hundred to three hundred years. In the Late Bronze
Age, that is, in periods IV-VI (1100-500 B.C.), ex-
istent mounds typically were reused as burial places,
but new tumuli to some extent were still construct-
ed. Cairns of the north tend to be slightly later con-
structions than the mounds of the south.

Tumuli normally were built to cover inhuma-
tion burials in oak coffins or stone cists, but they
continued in use when the burial custom began to
change toward cremation c. 1300 B.C. Apart from
the primary, centrally placed burial, a tumulus thus
usually includes several graves—inhumations as well
as cremations. When new burials were added, the
tumulus often was enlarged in height and width, ex-
hibiting several building phases with old and new
barrows. The inner structure often is complex, per-
haps incorporating a core of stone or clay and fre-
quently one or more circular ring walls of field-
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stones at the foot of the tumulus; even dry masonry
and wooden posts occur. Tumuli thus embody
complicated life histories in addition to the shifting
connotations of meaning applied to them by people
through the ages.

The shape of most tumuli compares to a cupola
or a bowler, but flattened forms also are known.
The size of these monuments varies considerably,
from about 10 meters to almost 80 meters in width
and from about 1 meter to 12 meters in height. A
diameter of 15-20 meters and a height of 3—4 me-
ters are most common. The largest ones represent
an enormous investment of work, such as: the Bre-
daror cairn at Kivik in Scania; the Uggarda Rojr on
the island of Gotland; the Linkulla cairn on the pen-
insula of Bjire in northwest Scania; the Hohgj
mound at Mariager Fjord in northeast Jutland; and
the Tdrup mound and Borum Eshgj in eastern Jut-
land.

Tumuli typically occur in groups or in rows, oc-
cupying the ridge of hills to increase visibility. In
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this way they dominate the landscape and its inhabi-
tants. Small clusters of tumuli appear to form the
cemetery of a single farmstead or a hamlet control-
ling a larger territory. Such a scattered settlement
pattern prevails in the earlier Bronze Age (1700-
1100 B.C.), but there also are larger clusters of tu-
muli. The latter might have been central places of
cult and communication and may perhaps have re-
lated to a larger, cooperative settlement comparable
to what we call a village.

THE BREDAROR CAIRN AT KIVIK

The Bredaror cairn at Kivik in southeastern Scania
in Sweden is a monumental cairn situated in a re-
gion otherwise predominated by mounds. This po-
sition underscores the exclusiveness of the cairn, its
builders, and the person(s) who were buried in the
inner grave chamber of rock-carved stone slabs.
Otherwise, the location of the cairn in the landscape
is strangely inconspicuous, and the Kivik region is
marginal in a larger Bronze Age perspective. Our
understanding of this extraordinary monument is
severely hampered by its unhappy destiny with suc-
cessive plundering and early excavations. Cult hous-
es, later cemeteries, and other remains of ritual ac-
tivities surrounding the cairn suggest that the place
was attributed central functions.

The cairn has a considerable diameter of 75 me-
ters. It seems to have been flat on top, but the origi-
nal height can no longer be estimated. Masses of
stone covered a cist of about 4 meters in length. The
inside of the cist was carved with pictures referring
to the life of its first inhabitant(s), funerary games,
and a wider Bronze Age cosmology found on rock
carvings and on bronze work. The original order of
the slabs has been disturbed, and some of them are
damaged or have disappeared. Likewise, the burial
chamber has been plundered, probably in the
Bronze Age as well as in the recent past. A few frag-
mented remains suggest that in period II of the
Bronze Age, c. 1400 B.C., a man was put to rest in
the chamber. The size and form of the cist, howev-
er, recall a wider tradition of communal gallery
graves originating in the Late Neolithic period. This
might suggest that the cist at Kivik was intended for
a family or leading clan members, rather than one
person, and that it was built before period II of the
Bronze Age. If not unique, Kivik is at least distinctly
removed from the ordinary.
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SOCIAL COMMEMORATION

In all likelihood tumuli were constructed for and by
a social elite, but this identity should not be under-
stood in an absolutist or static way. The graded con-
tent of the burials, among other things, suggests
ongoing rivalries internal to the elite and also hints
that the border between the elite and non-elite
might have been fairly negotiable. Men, women,
and children received burials, but the two latter
groups are somewhat underrepresented. Males typi-
cally were depicted as warriors with swords and
other paraphernalia, whereas the personal appear-
ance of females was more peaceful. The social com-
memoration of certain persons in death—and the
overt presentation of certain people in life—
evidently were the foremost idea behind the build-
ing of tumuli and the material wealth invested in the
burials.

The tradition of building tumuli, along with
conspicuous consumption in metalwork and other
valuables, connects to a larger European trend in
material culture and social conduct, which began
around 1600 B.c., with the so-called Tumulus cul-
ture. Similar material styles and ideologies were em-
ulated effectively across geographical space, indicat-
ing the existence of an “international” elite
network.

See also Bronze Age Britain and Ireland (vol. 2, part 5);
Bronze Age Scandinavia (vol. 2, part 5).
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LATE BRONZE AGE URNFIELDS OF CENTRAL EUROPE

Around 1300 B.C. the prevailing burial rite in much
of Europe shifted from skeletal burial under small
mounds (called tumuli) and in flat cemeteries to
cremation and subsequent burial of the ashes in an
urn. In central and parts of southern Europe, such
urn burials were grouped together in clusters of
dozens, even thousands, of graves. Since they subse-
quently came to be discovered under agricultural
fields, the term “urnfield” came to be applied to
such cemeteries, although there is no reason to as-
sume that these places were completely clear of veg-
etation when they were in use. This burial rite is a
defining characteristic of the Late Bronze Age in
many parts of continental Europe.

The existence of the urnfields was recognized
by nineteenth-century prehistorians, and the East
Prussian scholar Otto Tischler (1843-1891) was
the first to attribute them to the Bronze Age. Their
existence had been signaled centuries earlier, when
medieval chroniclers spoke of pots that spontane-
ously emerged from the soil. We now know that
their appearance was the result of the erosion of soil
from above the shallow cremation graves. The
forms of the metal artifacts found in the burials al-
lowed the German prehistorian Paul Reinecke
(1872-1958) to establish the basic chronological
position of the urnfields within the Bronze Age and
the essential continuity between the Late Bronze
Age and the Early Iron Age in central Europe.

NOMENCLATURE
Urnfields represent an unusual phenomenon in Eu-
ropean prehistory, since they simply represent a
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widespread common burial rite shared by peoples
with very different artifact types and settlement
forms. Despite the fact that German archaeologists
often speak of an “Urnenfelder kultur,” the urn-
fields do not constitute an archaeological culture in
the traditional sense. Instead, the shared burial rite
links a number of regional cultural entities, and thus
it is more proper to speak of an “Urnfield complex.”

Within the Urnfield complex are a number of
distinctive cultural entities. One such group is the
Lusatian, or Lausitz, culture, which is widespread
over much of Poland and eastern Germany, while
another is the Knoviz culture of Bohemia and adja-
cent parts of Germany. Elsewhere, smaller regional
groups have been identified. In general, however,
the term “Late Bronze Age” is always a safe charac-
terization that avoids taxonomic nomenclature and
its controversies.

CHRONOLOGY

Between 1902 and 1911, Reinecke worked out the
basic chronology for the Bronze Age and Early Iron
Age of central Europe. He distinguished between a
“Bronze Age” and a “Hallstatt Age,” the latter
named after the immense mountain cemetery south
of Salzburg excavated by Johann Georg Ramsauer
(1797-1876) in the nineteenth century. Both ages
were divided into four stages, labeled A through D,
based on grave associations and hoards. These con-
tinue to provide a basic yardstick for the relative
chronology of central Europe of the second and
early first millennia B.C. In general, Reinecke’s
Bronze D and Hallstatt A and B can be equated
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with the Late Bronze Age and the associated Urn-
field complex.

In calendar years, this corresponds to approxi-
mately 1300-750 B.C. It must be noted that the end
of the Bronze Age is a very vague and imprecise
boundary. Most of the trends in artifact style, settle-
ment form, and burial rite continue straight onward
into Hallstatt C of the Early Iron Age. For the pur-
poses of this discussion, these chronological units
are primarily of academic interest, although for ar-
chaeologists they continue to define an elaborate
chronological matrix to which new finds can be
connected.

DISTRIBUTION

Urnfields are often considered to be a central Euro-
pean phenomenon, and it is true that they are found
throughout Germany, Austria, Slovenia, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and Poland. But they
also extend well to the west in France and south into
Spain and Italy. In Scandinavia and the British Isles,
there was also a transition to cremation burial dur-
ing the Late Bronze Age, but these areas lack the
vast cemeteries with dozens of burials that mark the
classic Urnfield expression in central and western
continental Europe.

Chronologically, it appears that the switch from
inhumation burial under barrows to cremation
burial in cemeteries as the dominant mortuary rite
occurred first in east-central Europe. From there it
spread west and north into Germany and Poland
and south into Italy. Finally, in the first decades of
the last millennium B.C., it is found in France and
northern Spain.

BURIALS

The Urnfield complex, as might be expected, is
known primarily through its burials, a trait it shares
with many other periods of the Bronze Age in Eu-
rope. Unlike the rich skeletal burials of the Early
Bronze Age, in which the dead are accompanied by
all sorts of trappings of rank and status, most Urn-
field cremations are somewhat less impressive by
comparison. Each grave contains one or more ce-
ramic vessels containing the ashes of the deceased
individual and ash from the funeral pyre. The only
artifacts likely to be found in the urn itself are those
worn as body ornament, generally bronze pins and
jewelry and glass and amber beads. The small pits
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into which the urns were placed often contain wood
ash from the pyre, suggesting that the cremation oc-
curred close to the place of burial. Often, the pits
contain supplemental vessels with traces of food of-
terings, as well as other metal artifacts. At Poing, in
Bavaria, parts of a four-wheeled wagon were found
in one of the graves, and bronze wagon models have
been found in Urnfield burials across Europe.

Although cremation became the dominant
burial rite, inhumation continued to be practiced.
At Przeczyce in southern Poland, 132 of the 874
burials were cremations, and the rest were inhuma-
tions. At Undenheim in Germany, two children
were buried uncremated under sturdy wooden mor-
tuary structures in stone-lined pits, accompanied by
many vessels and bronze artifacts.

Some Urnfield cemeteries are enormous. The
one at Kietrz in the Silesia region of southern Po-
land has yielded more than 3,000 burials over many
years of excavations. A cemetery at Zuchering-Ost
in Bavaria is estimated to have contained close to
1,000 originally, while Moravicany in Moravia has
yielded 1,260 cremations. Others are smaller, such
as the 262 graves at Vollmarshausen in central Ger-
many. Still more have yielded a several dozen or
fewer burials. Hundreds of Urnfield cemeteries have
been excavated, and probably many more have been
destroyed by cultivation and development.

Within some of the Urnfield cemeteries there is
evidence that some of the graves were differentiated
through the use of mounds or wooden mortuary
structures. For example, at Zirc-Alsémajer in Hun-
gary, more than eighty mounds were built over cre-
mation burials, some of which were in small cists
made from limestone slabs. At Kietrz, graves were
occasionally situated among postholes that suggest-
ed the construction of a small roofed timber struc-
ture over the pit that contained the urn and grave
goods. One of the most monumental Urnfield
graves is found at Oc¢kov in Slovakia, where an indi-
vidual had been cremated on an immense pyre
along with many bronze and gold objects whose
molten traces were found among the ashes. Vessels
that had contained liquids, perhaps associated with
teasting, were among the grave goods. A mound
about 6 meters high was built over the buried ashes,
and a stone wall was built around the mound.

Some of the most unusual Urnfield burials are
the so-called “keyhole” enclosures of northwestern
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Germany and the Netherlands. At these sites, a cen-
tral cremation burial is surrounded by a small ditch
about 3 to 4 meters in diameter that is extended on
one side to enclose an elongated area. At Telgte in
northwestern Germany, thirty-five such keyhole
ditches (because from above they resemble a large
keyhole) were excavated, along with other crema-
tion burials that were surrounded with round and
oval ditches.

The adoption of cremation as the dominant
burial rite suggests a fundamental change in attitude
toward the body’s role in the afterlife. When an in-
tact corpse is buried, presumably this is done with
the belief that the body plays an important part in
the realm the deceased will encounter, whereas cre-
mation suggests that the external form and appear-
ance of the body is not relevant to this spiritual con-
cept. The rapid adoption of cremation as the most
common form of burial rite suggests that this
change in attitude was quickly and widely accepted
across much of Europe.

SETTLEMENTS

Because the Urnfield complex is defined in terms of
its burial rite, it is somewhat surprising that a rela-
tively large number of settlements are known. Thus,
archaeologists know something about the lives of
the people whose ashes are in the urns. Late Bronze
Age people in central Europe lived in various types
of settlements, some fortified, others not. Many
were large open settlements covering many hect-
ares, while some are compact strongholds on natu-
rally defensible locations such as peninsulas and is-
lands in lakes.

At Unterhaching, near Munich, a large, open
Late Bronze Age settlement yielded the traces of
about eighty houses over an area of about 15 hect-
ares. The houses were rectangular post structures
with four main corner posts and several posts along
the walls. A settlement of similar extent was found
at Zedau in eastern Germany, where seventy-eight
small rectangular houses were scattered across the
site. Some were small square houses with just four
posts, while others had two parallel rows of three
posts. At Eching in Bavaria, two small Urnfield set-
tlements of about sixteen houses each were found
about a kilometer apart.

A major Urnfield settlement is known from
Lov¢i¢ky in Moravia. Many of the forty-eight rec-
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tangular timber houses had large posts set widely
apart, some with a central row of posts for support-
ing a pitched roof. In a relatively open area at the
center of the site is a larger structure with very close-
ly spaced posts that may have served as a communal
hall. It measures 21 meters in length, with an interi-
or area of 144 square meters. The village gives the
overall impression of having greater structure than
sites such as Zedau, which tend to have a scattered
layout.

A somewhat different sort of settlement
was found at Riesburg-Pflaumloch, in Baden-
Wiirttemberg, where the seventeen structures were
built during several phases. As at Lov¢icky, the posts
of the longer houses were spaced widely apart, while
smaller structures are interpreted as granaries. Un-
raveling the stratification of the houses and the se-
quence of their construction led to the identifica-
tion of several building clusters, which have been
interpreted as loosely connected farmsteads with a
main house and several outbuildings.

Among the best-known Urnfield settlements
are the fortified villages set on islands and peninsulas
in lakes. The Wasserburg at Bad Buchau, on an is-
land in the Federsee in southern Germany, was ex-
cavated in the 1920s and 1930s, revealing two suc-
cessive Urnfield settlements. The first one was
founded in the twelfth century B.C., with thirty-
eight small, one-roomed houses, most about 4 me-
ters by 5 meters in area. It was enclosed by a palisade
with thousands of posts. After a period of abandon-
ment due to rising water levels, a smaller palisaded
settlement was rebuilt around 1000 B.C. with nine
large, multiroom houses (fig. 1). This second settle-
ment was destroyed by fire early in the first millenni-
um B.C. Many of the houses of the Wasserburg at
Bad Buchau were built in a log-cabin style, with
timbers laid horizontally on one another. The pop-
ulation of the site during both construction phases
is estimated at about two hundred people.

Fortified settlements were also built on higher
terrain, on hilltops and plateaus. In many cases, the
fortifications were quite elaborate, with their ram-
parts reinforced using timber structures, stone fac-
ing, and sloping banks. Relatively little is known
about the settlements in the interior of these fortifi-
cations, since archaeologists have typically focused
their attention on the ramparts themselves. At the
Burgberg, near Burkheim in southwestern Germa-
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2Ubb. 60,

Wafferburg Budau, TFngere Siedlung um 900 v, Chr.

Fig. 1. The “Wasserburg” at Bad Buchau, southern Germany. Reconstruction as envisioned by the excavator of the site, Hans
Reinerth. WURTTEMBERGISCHES LANDESMUSEUM STUTTGART. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

ny, excavations have revealed hundreds of round
pits, interpreted as storage pits or house cellars.
Many of the Urnfield fortified settlements of central
Europe were destroyed after a very short period of
occupation.

SUBSISTENCE

An increase in cemeteries and settlements over the
duration of the Urnfield complex suggests that pop-
ulations grew during this period in many parts of
central Europe. It appears, therefore, that settle-
ment was extended into new areas characterized by
poorer soils that had not previously been intensively
exploited. In order to make use of these soils, new
crops were introduced, with millet and rye becom-
ing common alongside the wheats and barleys that
had been in use for centuries. Oats were raised for
feeding horses. A legume, the horsebean, expanded
in use in order to fix nitrogen during crop rotation,
besides being easy to grow and nutritious. Generally
speaking, Urnfield peoples used many different
sorts of field crops depending on what soil condi-
tions occurred in the vicinity of their settlements,
and the actual mix of plants varied from site to site.
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The Urnfield animal economy was dominated
by cattle in temperate Europe and most often by
sheep and goats in the Mediterranean basin. These
species provided meat and milk, and wool was
sheared from the sheep. Oxen and horses were used
to pull and carry loads. The so-called Secondary
Products Revolution of the fourth millennium B.C.
had long been established as integral to the prehis-
toric economy. Pigs complement cattle at many of
the sites in temperate Europe. In general, the ani-
mal economy of the Urnfield complex is a continua-
tion of overall trends that began during the Neolith-
ic, with local adjustments to availability of pasture
and grazing.

METAL ARTIFACTS

The increasing sophistication in bronze metallurgy
that characterizes the second millennium B.C. led to
the emergence of many new forms of bronze orna-
ments, tools, and weapons among the Urnfield
communities. Several new techniques appeared.
One is the ability to make composite artifacts by
casting many small parts that could then be assem-
bled into a whole object. Extensive use was made of
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Fig. 2. Antenna-hilt sword from the bog near Bad
Schussenried. Swords of this type are primarily found as
offerings in bogs, lake, and rivers. WURTTEMBERGISCHES
LANDESMUSEUM STUTTGART. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

the technique of lost-wax casting, in which a wax
model with a clay core was made of the desired ob-
ject, then covered in clay and fired. The wax melted
and ran out, leaving a cavity into which molten
bronze was poured. When the outer clay was bro-
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ken away, a bronze cast of the original wax form re-
mained. Since the wax could easily be inscribed, it
was possible to cast objects with fine surface details.
Another new technique was the manufacture of
sheet bronze, which could be shaped into complex
hollow forms held together with rivets.

Although the range and variety of Urnfield
metal artifacts is astonishing, one of its most striking
aspects is the expansion in the range and variety of
weapons and armor. These have been found primar-
ily in deposits and hoards. Swords were introduced
earlier in the Bronze Age, but in Urnfield times they
are found with many different lengths and shapes of
blades and a wide variety of hilts (fig. 2). Body
armor occurs in the form of cuirasses (vests that pro-
tect the torso), shin guards, shields, and helmets.
The sheet bronze used in this armor was too thin to
be of much defense against a sword or spear, so it
is assumed that it was largely worn ceremonially as
a badge of rank.

Among the most interesting Urnfield metal ar-
tifacts are small models of wagons and carts, found
largely in southern Germany, Austria, and adjacent
areas. Their rolling wheels have four spokes, and on
their frame they are often carrying a vessel or caul-
dron. A particularly distinctive feature is their deco-
ration with stylized birds, apparently waterfowl,
which appear to have played a major role in Urnfield
symbolism.

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION

Many archaeologists have argued that the Late
Bronze Age saw the emergence of a warrior aristoc-
racy, men whose prestige was maintained through
success in combat. The principal evidence for this is
the elaboration of weaponry and armor and its ap-
pearance in elite burials, as well as the widespread
occurrence of fortified sites. Some have painted a
picture of a society permeated by fear and anxiety,
dominated by an armed aristocracy.

Yet most people continued to live in small farm-
steads and hamlets much as they had for centuries,
and it is difficult to characterize their relationship to
the presumed warrior elite and its conflicts. It is pos-
sible that they were largely unaffected by them. The
variation among graves in the Urnfield cemeteries
suggests clear differences in status and wealth, and
we can presume a continuation or even elaboration
of the differentiation between elites and commoners
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inferred from the evidence of the Early and Middle
Bronze Ages.

CONCLUSION

The Urnfield complex of the Late Bronze Age rep-
resents the adoption of a new set of shared values
across much of continental Europe, especially a new
attitude toward death and the role of the body. It
was also a time of technological advances, particu-
larly in the mastery of bronze metallurgy, and of so-
cial transformation, quite possibly including the ap-
pearance of a class of elite warriors. The Urnfield
complex very much set the stage for subsequent de-
velopments of the first millennium B.C. The Early
Iron Age (also known as Hallstatt C and D) that
began around 750 B.C. saw the continuation of the
practices of cremation burial and settlement fortifi-
cation.
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See also Warfare and Conquest (vol. 1, part 1); Hallstatt
(vol. 2, part 6); Biskupin (vol. 2, part 6).
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BRONZE AGE HERDERS OF THE EURASIAN STEPPES

The Eurasian steppe is a sea of varied grasslands ex-
tending from Mongolia to the mouth of the Dan-
ube, an east-west distance of about 7,000 kilome-
ters. No surviving inscriptions describe the Bronze
Age cultures of the steppe—they are entirely prehis-
toric. For that reason, they are much less well
known than their descendants of the Iron Age, such
as the Scythians. Unfortunately, the Bronze Age
cultures tend to be seen through the lens of these
later horse nomads and their historical cousins—
Mongols, Turks, Huns, and others. In fact, horse
nomadism of the classic Eurasian steppe type ap-
peared after about 1000 B.C. Before 1000 B.C. the
steppe was occupied by quite different kinds of cul-
tures, not at all like the Scythians. It was in the
Bronze Age that people first really domesticated the
steppe—learned to profit from it. Wagons, wool
sheep, and perhaps horseback riding appeared in the
steppe at the beginning of the Bronze Age. Chariots
and large-scale copper mining arose in the Late
Bronze Age. These innovations revolutionized
steppe economies, which led to the extension of a
single, broadly similar steppe civilization from east-
ern Europe to the borders of China. Indo-European
languages might well have spread through this new
community of steppe cultures.

CHRONOLOGY

The steppe Bronze Age was defined by Soviet ar-
chaeologists, who did not look to western Europe
for guidance. Instead, they matched the chronolog-
ical phases of the Russian and Ukrainian steppes
with those of the Caucasus Mountains—part of
both the Czarist Russian empire and the Soviet
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Union. The Bronze Age chronology of the Cauca-
sus, in turn, is linked to that of Anatolia, in modern
Turkey. As a result, the steppe regions of the former
Soviet Union have a Bronze Age chronology that is
entirely different from that just to the west in Po-
land or southeastern Europe, where the western Eu-
ropean chronological system defined by Paul Rei-
necke was used.

The Early Bronze Age of the steppes began
about 3300 B.C., perhaps a thousand years earlier
than the Early Bronze Age of Poland and southeast-
ern Europe but about the same time as the Early
Bronze Age of Anatolia. This might seem a trivial
matter, but it has hindered communication between
western and Russian-Ukrainian archaeologists who
study the Bronze Age. In addition, some influential
Soviet and post-Soviet archaeologists were slow to
accept the validity of radiocarbon dating, so com-
peting radiocarbon-based and typology-based chro-
nologies have confused outsiders.

Finally, the Bronze Age of the steppe covers
such an enormous area that it is impossible to define
one chronology that applies to the entire region. In
fact, there was a significant cultural frontier in the
Volga-Ural region that separated the western
steppes, west of the Ural Mountains, from the east-
ern, or Asian, steppes until the end of the Middle
Bronze Age, as defined in the western sequence. In
the steppes of northern Kazakhstan, just east of this
Ural frontier, the sequence jumps from a local
Enecolithic to a brief and poorly defined Early
Bronze Age (strongly influenced by the western
Middle Bonze Age), followed by the Late Bronze
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Age. Itis only in the Late Bronze Age that the east-
ern and western steppes share the same broad chro-
nological periods.

The sequence of Bronze Age cultures in the
western steppes was established in 1901-1907,
when Vasily A. Gorodtsov excavated 107 burial
mounds, or kurgans, containing 299 graves in the
Izyum region of the northern Donets River Valley,
near Kharkov in the Ukrainian steppes. In 1907 he
published an account in which he observed that
three basic types of graves were found repeatedly,
stratified one above the other: the oldest graves in
the kurgans were of a type he called pit graves, fol-
lowed by catacomb graves and then by timber
graves. These grave types are now recognized as the
backbone of the Bronze Age chronology for the
western steppes. The absolute dates given to them
here are maximal dates, the earliest and latest ex-
pressions. The Pit Grave, or Yamnaya, culture, for
example, began in 3300 B.C. and persisted in the
steppes northwest of the Black Sea until about 2300
B.C.. (Early Bronze Age). It was replaced by the
Catacomb culture in the steppes east of the Dnieper
Valley hundreds of years earlier, around 2700 or
even 2800 B.c. Catacomb sites lasted until 1900
B.C. (Middle Bronze Age). The Timber Grave, or
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Srubnaya, culture came to prominence about 1900
B.C. and ended about 1200 B.C. (Late Bronze Age).

THE ROOTS OF THE STEPPE
BRONZE AGE

The period 4000-3500 B.C. witnessed the appear-
ance of new kinds of wealth in the steppes north of
the Black Sea (the North Pontic region) and, simul-
taneously, the fragmentation of societies in the
Danube Valley and eastern Carpathians (the Tri-
polye culture) that had been the region’s centers of
population and economic productivity. Rich graves
(the Karanovo VI culture) appeared in the steppe
grasslands from the mouth of the Danube (as at Su-
vorovo, north of the Danube delta in Romania) to
the Azov steppes (as at Novodanilovka, north of
Mariupol in Ukraine). These exceptional graves
contained flint blades up to 20 centimeters long,
polished flint axes, lanceolate flint points, copper
and shell beads, copper spiral rings and bracelets, a
few small gold ornaments, and (at Suvorovo) a pol-
ished stone mace-head shaped like a horse’s head.
The percentage of horse bones doubled in steppe
settlements of this period, about 4000-3000 B.C.,
at Dereivka and Sredny Stog II.

It is possible that horseback riding began at
about this time. Early in this period, perhaps setting
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in motion economic and military innovations that
threatened the economic basis of agricultural vil-
lages. Most Tripolye B1-B2 towns, dated about
4000-3800 B.C., were fortified. In the Lower Dan-
ube Valley, previously a densely settled and materi-
ally rich region, six hundred tell settlements were
abandoned, and a simpler material culture (typified
by the sites Cernavoda and Renie) became wide-
spread in the smaller, dispersed communities that
followed. Copper mining and metallurgy declined
sharply in the Balkans. Later, in the Southern Bug
Valley, the easternmost Tripolye people concentrat-
ed into a few very large towns, such as Maida-
nets’ke, arguably for defensive reasons. The largest
were 300—400 hectares in area, with fifteen hundred
buildings arranged in concentric circles around a
large central plaza or green.

These enormous towns were occupied from
about 3800 to 3500 B.C., during the Tripolye C1
period, and then were abandoned. Most of the east-
ern Tripolye population dispersed into smaller,
more mobile residential units. Only a few clusters of
towns in the Dniester Valley retained the old Tri-
polye customs of large houses, fine painted pottery,
and female figurines after 3500 B.c. This sequence
of events, still very poorly understood, spelled the
end of the rich Copper Age cultures of Ukraine, Ro-
mania, and Bulgaria, termed “Old Europe” by
Marija Gimbutas. The steppe cultures of the west-
ern North Pontic region became richer, but it is dif-
ficult to say whether they raided the Danube Valley
and Tripolye towns or just observed and profited
from an internal crisis brought on by soil degrada-
tion and climate change. In either case, by 3500 B.C.
the cultures of the North Pontic steppes no longer
had access to Balkan copper and other prestige com-
modities that once had been traded into the steppes
from “Old Europe.”

After about 3500 B.C. the North Pontic steppe
cultures were drawn into a new set of relationships
with truly royal figures who appeared in the north-
ern Caucasus. Such villages as Svobodnoe had exist-
ed since about 4300 B.C. in the northern Caucasian
piedmont uplands, supported by pig and cattle
herding and small-scale agriculture. About 3500-
3300 B.C. the people of the Kuban forest-steppe re-
gion began to erect a series of spectacularly rich kur-
gan graves. Huge kurgans were built over stone-
lined grave chambers containing fabulous gifts.
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Among the items were huge cauldrons (up to 70 li-
ters) made of arsenical bronze, vases of sheet gold
and silver decorated with scenes of animal proces-
sions and a goat mounting a tree of life, silver rods
with cast silver and gold bull figurines, arsenical
bronze axes and daggers, and hundreds of orna-
ments of gold, turquoise, and carnelian.

The kurgan built over the chieftain’s grave at
the type site of the Maikop culture was 11 meters
high; it and the stone grave chamber would have
taken five hundred men almost six weeks to build.
Maikop settlements, such as Meshoko and Galugai,
remained small and quite ordinary, without metal
finds, public buildings, or storechouses, so we do not
know where the new chiefs kept their wealth during
life. The ceramic inventory, however, is similar in
the rich graves and the settlements—pots from the
Maikop chieftain’s grave look like those from
Meshoko.

Some early stage Maikop metal tools have anal-
ogies at Sialk III in northwestern Iran, and others
resemble those from Arslantepe VI in southeastern
Anatolia, sites of the same period. A minority of
Maikop metal artifacts were made with a high-
nickel-content arsenical bronze, like the formula
used in Anatolia and Mesopotamia and unlike the
normal Caucasian metal type of this era. Certain
early Maikop ceramic vessels were wheel-thrown, a
technology known in Anatolia and Iran but previ-
ously unknown in the northern Caucasus. The in-
spiration for the sheet-silver vessel decorated with a
goat mounting a tree of life must have been in late-
stage Uruk Mesopotamia, where the first cities in
the world were at that time consuming trade com-
modities and sending out merchants and ambassa-
dors. The appearance of a very rich elite in the
northern Caucasus probably was an indirect result
of this stimulation of interregional trade emanating
from Mesopotamia.

Wool sheep had been bred first in Mesopotamia
in about 4000 B.C. The earliest woolen textiles
known north of the Caucasus were found in a rich
Maikop grave at Novosvobodnaya, dating perhaps
to 2800 B.c. Wool could shed rainwater and take
dyes much better than any plant-fiber textile. Porta-
ble felt tents and felt boots, standard pieces of
nomad gear in later centuries, became possible at
this time. Wagons also might have been invented in
Mesopotamia. Wagons with solid wooden wheels
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began to appear at scattered sites across southeast-
ern Europe after the Maikop culture emerged in the
northern Caucasus. The evidence for the adoption
of' wagons can be seen at about 3300 B.C. in south-
ern Poland (as evidenced by an incised image of a
four-wheeled wagon on a pot of the Funnel Beaker
culture), 3300-3000 B.c. in Hungary (seen in small
clay wagon models in Baden culture graves with ox
teams), and 3000 B.cC. in the North Pontic steppes
(as indicated by actual burials of disassembled wag-
ons with solid wheels in or above human graves).
We do not know with certainty that wool sheep and
wagons both came into the steppes through the
Maikop culture, but other southern influences cer-
tainly are apparent at Maikop, and the timing is
right. Numerous Maikop-type graves under kur-
gans have been found in the steppes north of the
northern Caucasian piedmont, and isolated Mai-
kop-type artifacts have been discovered in scattered
local graves across the North Pontic region.

THE EARLY BRONZE AGE: WOOL,
WHEELS, AND COPPER

The Yamnaya culture arose in the North Pontic
steppes about when the earliest Maikop mounds
were built—3300 B.C., more or less. According to
the classic 1979 study of Nikolai Merpert, the Yam-
naya began in the steppes of the lower Volga, north-
west of the Caspian Sea, and the funeral customs
that define the Yamnaya phenomenon then spread
westward to the Danube. Merpert also divided
Yamnaya into nine regional variants, however, and
the relationships between them have become in-
creasingly unclear since 1979. The oldest Yamnaya
pottery types defined by Merpert, egg-shaped shell-
tempered pots with cord and comb-impressed
decoration, clearly evolved from the late-stage
Khvalynsk and Repin ceramic types found in the
Volga and Don steppes in the earlier fourth millen-
nium B.C. Pots such as these also are found in some
Yamnaya graves farther west in Ukraine. Most Yam-
naya graves in Ukraine, however, contained a vari-
ety of local pottery types, and some of them could
be older than those on the Volga. Yamnaya was not
really a single culture with a single origin—Merpert
used the phrase “economic-historical community”
to describe it.

The essential defining trait of the Yamnaya hori-
zon, as we should call it, was a strongly pastoral
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economy and a mobile residential pattern, com-
bined with the creation of very visible cemeteries of
raised kurgans. Kurgan cemeteries sprang up across
the steppes from the Danube to the Ural River. Set-
tlements disappeared in many areas, particularly in
the east, the Don-Volga-Ural steppes. This was a
broad economic shift, not the spread of a single cul-
ture. A change to a drier, colder climate might have
accelerated the shift—climatologists date the Atlan-
tic/Subboreal transition to about 3300-3000 B.cC.

A more mobile residence pattern would have
been encouraged by the appearance of wagons, felt
tents, and woolen clothes. Wool made it easier to
live in the open steppe, away from the protected
river valleys. Wagons were a critically important in-
novation, because they permitted a herder to carry
enough food, shelter, and water to remain with his
herd far from the sheltered river valleys. Herds
could be dispersed over much larger areas, which
meant that larger herds could be owned and real
wealth could be accumulated in livestock. It is no
accident that metallurgy picked up at about the
same time—herders now had something to trade.

Wagons acquired such importance that they
were disassembled and buried with certain individu-
als; about two hundred wagon graves are known in
the North Pontic steppes for the Early Bronze Age
and Middle Bronze Age combined. The wagons,
the oldest preserved anywhere in the world, were
narrow-bodied and heavy, with solid wheels that
turned on a fixed axle. Pulled laboriously by oxen,
they were not racing vehicles. Yamnaya herders
probably rode horses; characteristic wear made by a
bit has been found on the premolars of horse teeth
from this period in a neighboring culture in Kazakh-
stan (the Botai culture), where there are settlements
with large numbers of horse bones. Horseback rid-
ing greatly increased the efficiency of herding, par-
ticularly cattle herding.

A few western Yamnaya settlements are known
in Ukraine. At one of them, Mikhailovka level 11, 60
percent of the animal bones were from cattle. A
study of animal sacrifices in the eastern Yamnaya re-
gion (the Don-Volga-Ural steppes), however,
found that among fifty-three graves with such ani-
mal bones, sheep occurred in 65 percent, cattle in
only 15 percent, and horses in 7.5 percent of the
graves. The seeds of wheat and millet have been
found in the clay of some Yamnaya pots in the lower
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Dnieper steppes (Belyaevka kurgan 1 and Glubokoe
kurgan 2), so some agriculture might have been
practiced in the steppe river valleys of Ukraine.

Local sandstone copper ores were exploited in
two apparent centers of metallurgic activity: the
lower Dnieper and the middle Volga. Some excep-
tionally rich graves are located near the city of Sama-
ra on the Volga, at the northern edge of the steppe
zone. One, the Yamnaya grave at Kutuluk, con-
tained a sword-length pure copper club or mace
weighing 1.5 kilograms, and another, a Yamnaya-
Poltavka grave nearby at Utyevka, contained a cop-
per dagger, a shaft-hole axe, a flat axe, an L-headed
pin, and two gold rings with granulated decoration.
Dozens of tanged daggers are known from Yamnaya
graves. A few objects made of iron are present in
later Yamnaya graves (knife blades and the head of
a copper pin at Utyevka), perhaps the earliest iron
artifacts anywhere.

The basic funeral ritual of burial in a sub-
rectangular pit under a kurgan, usually on the back
with the knees raised (or on the side in Ukraine) and
the head pointed east-northeast, was adopted wide-
ly, but only a few persons were recognized in this
way. We do not know where or how most ordinary
people were handled after death. In the Ukraine,
carved stone stelae have been found in about three
hundred Yamnaya kurgans. It is thought that they
were carved and used for some other ritual original-
ly, perhaps an earlier phase in the funeral, and then
were reused as covering stones over grave pits.

Beginning in about 3000 B.C. rich cultures
emerged in the coastal steppes of the Crimea (the
Kemi Oba culture) and the Dniester estuary north-
west of the Black Sea (the Usatovo culture). They
might have participated in seaborne trade along the
Black Sea coast—artifact exchanges show that Usa-
tovo, Kemi Oba, and late stages of the Maikop cul-
tures were contemporary. Perhaps their trade goods
even reached Troy I. A stone stela much like a Yam-
naya marker was built into a wall at Troy I, and the
Troy I ceramics were very much like those of the
Baden and Ezero cultures in southeastern Europe.

The Early Bronze Age settlement and cemetery
at Usatovo, on a shallow coastal bay near the mouth
of the Dniester, is the defining site for the Usatovo
culture. Two separate groups of large kurgans were
surrounded by standing stone curbs and stelae, oc-
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casionally carved with images of horses. In the cen-
tral graves of kurgan cemetery 1 adult men were
buried with riveted arsenical copper daggers and
beautifully painted pots of the final-stage Tripolye
C2 type, probably made for Usatovo chiefs in the
last Tripolye towns on the upper Dniester. A few
glass beads have been uncovered in Usatovo graves,
and some Usatovo riveted daggers look like Aegean
or Anatolian daggers of the same period; these ob-
jects suggest contacts with the south.

Between about 3000 and 2700 B.C., Yamnaya
groups moved through the coastal steppes and mi-
grated into the Lower Danube Valley (especially
into northern Bulgaria) and eastern Hungary,
where hundreds of Yamnaya kurgans are known.
This migration carried steppe populations into the
Balkans and the eastern Hungarian Plain, where
they interacted with the Cotsofeni and late Baden
cultures. The graves that testify to the movement
were clearly Yamnaya and represented an intrusive
new custom in southeastern Europe—some in Bul-
garia even contained stelae, and one had a wagon
burial, just as in the steppe Yamnaya graves—but
the pottery in the graves was always local.

Because the Yamnaya tradition was not identi-
fied with a distinct pottery type, it is difficult to say
how the Yamnaya immigrants were integrated into
Balkan cultures. After the Yamnaya grave type was
abandoned, which happened in Hungary before
2500 B.c., the archaeologically visible aspect of
Yamnaya material culture disappeared. Neverthe-
less, some archaeologists see this Yamnaya migra-
tion as a social movement that carried Indo-
European languages into southeastern Europe.

THE MIDDLE BRONZE AGE:
WIDER HORIZONS

The Middle Bronze Age began at different times in
different places. The earliest graves assigned to the
Catacomb culture date to perhaps 2800-2700 B.C.
and are located in the steppes north of the northern
Caucasus, among societies of the Novotitorovskaya
type that were in close contact with late Maikop cul-
ture, and in the Don Valley to the north. Along the
Volga, graves containing Poltavka pottery appeared
by 2800-2700 B.C. as well; Poltavka was very much
like the earlier eastern Yamnaya culture, but with
larger, more elaborately decorated, flat-based pots.
By about 2600-2500 B.c. Catacomb traditions
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spread westward over the entire North Pontic re-
gion as far as the mouth of the Danube. Poltavka
persisted through the Middle Bronze Age in the
Volga-Ural region.

The Catacomb culture made sophisticated ar-
senical bronze weapons, tools, and ornaments,
probably using Caucasian alloying recipes. North-
ward, on the Volga, the Poltavka culture continued
to use its local “pure” copper sources, rather than
the arsenical bronzes of the south. T-shaped pins of
bone and copper, perhaps hairpins, were a common
late Yamnaya-Catacomb type. Many metal shaft-
hole axes and daggers were deposited in graves. The
same kinds of ornate bronze pins and medallions are
evident in the Middle Bronze Age royal kurgans of
the northern Caucasus (Sachkere, Bedeni, and
Tsnori) and the settlements of the Caspian Gate
(Velikent) on the one hand and the Middle Bronze
Age sites of the steppes on the other. These finds
imply an active north-south system of Middle
Bronze Age trade and intercommunication between
the steppes and the Caucasus. Evgeni N. Chernykh,
a specialist in metals and metallurgy, has speculated
that up to half of the output of the Caucasian cop-
per industry might have been consumed in the
steppes to the north. Wagon burials continued in
the Catacomb region for exceptional people. In the
Ingul valley, west of the Dnieper, as well as in the
steppes north of the Caucasus, some Catacomb
graves contained skeletons with clay death masks
applied to the skull.

Although the Middle Bronze Age remained a
period of extreme mobility and few settlements, the
number of settlement sites increased. A few small
Middle Bronze Age occupation sites are known
even on the Volga, a region devoid of Early Bronze
Age settlements. A Catacomb culture wagon grave
in the Azov steppes contained a charred pile of culti-
vated wheat grains, so some cultivation probably
took place. The emphasis in the economy seems to
have remained on pastoralism, however. Near Tsa-
tsa in the Kalmyk steppes north of the North Cauca-
sus, the skulls of forty horses were found sacrificed
at the edge of one a man’s grave (Tsatsa kurgan 1,
grave 5, of the Catacomb culture). This find is ex-
ceptional—a single horse or a ram’s head is more
common—but it demonstrates the continuing ritu-
al importance of herded animals.
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THE NEW WAVE:
SINTASHTA-ARKAIM

At the end of the Middle Bronze Age, about 2200-
2000 B.C., the innovations that would define the
Late Bronze Age began to evolve in the northern
steppes around the southern Urals. Perhaps increas-
ing interaction between northern steppe herders
and southern forest societies brought about this
surge of creativity and wealth. Domesticated cattle
and horses had begun to appear with some regulari-
ty at sites in the forest zone by about 2500-2300
B.C., with the appearance and spread of the Faty-
anovo culture, a Russian forest-zone eastern exten-
sion of the Corded Ware horizon. Fatyanovo-
related bronzeworking was adopted in the forest
zone west of the Urals at about the same time. In
the forest-steppe region, at the ecological bounda-
ry, the Abashevo culture emerged on the upper Don
and middle Volga. The Abashevo culture displayed
great skill in bronzework and was in contact with
the late Poltavka peoples in the nearby steppes.

During the Middle Bronze Age some late
Poltavka people from the Volga-Ural steppes drift-
ed into the steppes east of the Ural Mountains,
crossing the Ural frontier into what had been forag-
er territory. About 2100-2200 B.C., these Poltavka
groups began to mix with or emulate late Abashevo
peoples, who had appeared in the southern Ural for-
est steppe. The mixture of Abashevo and Poltavka
customs in the grassy hills west of the upper Tobol
River created the visible traits of the Sintashta-
Arkaim culture. Itis more difficult to explain the ex-
plosion of extravagant ritual sacrifices and sudden
building of large fortified settlements.

Sintashta-Arkaim sites are found in a compact
region at the northern edge of the steppe, where the
stony, gently rising hills are rich in copper ores. All
of the streams in the Sintashta-Arkaim region flow
into the upper Tobol on its west side. The known
settlements of this culture were strongly fortified,
with deep ditches dug outside high earth-and-
timber walls; houses stood close together with their
narrower ends against the wall. Before it was half de-
stroyed by river erosion, Sintashta, probably con-
tained the remains of sixty houses; Arkaim had
about the same. Smelting copper from ore and
other kinds of metallurgy occurred in every house
in every excavated settlement.
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Outside the settlements were kurgan cemeter-
ies containing extraordinarily rich graves, accompa-
nied by socketed spears, axes, daggers, flint points,
whole horses, entire dogs, and the heads of cattle
and sheep. Chariots were found on the floors of six-
teen graves of the Sintashta-Arkaim culture, contin-
uing the ritual of vehicle burial that had been prac-
ticed in the western steppes, but with a new kind of
vehicle. Three chariot burials at Krivoe Ozero and
Sintashta are directly dated. They were buried be-
tween about 2100 and 1900 B.C., which makes
them the oldest chariots known anywhere in the
world. There is some technical debate about wheth-
er these were #rue chariots: Were they too small,
with a car just big enough for one person? Were the
wheels too close together—1.1-1.5 meters across
the axle—to keep the vehicle upright on a fast turn?
Were the hubs too small to maintain the wheels in
a vertical position?

These interesting questions should not obscure
the importance of the technical advance in high-
speed transport represented by the Sintashta-
Arkaim chariots. They were light vehicles, framed
with small-diameter wood but probably floored in
leather or some other perishable material that left a
dark stain, with two wheels of ten to twelve wooden
spokes set in slots in the grave floor. They were
pulled by a pair of horses controlled by a new, more
severe kind of bit cheekpiece and driven by a man
with weapons (axe, dagger, and spear).

The new chariot-driving cheekpiece design, an
ovoid antler plate with interior spikes that pressed
into the sides of the horses’ lips, was invented in the
steppes south of the Urals. It spread from there
across Ukraine (through the Mnogovalikovaya cul-
ture, which evolved from late Catacomb culture)
into southeastern Europe (the Glina I1I/Monteoru
culture) and later into the Near East (graves at Gaza
and Hazor). It is possible that chariotry diffused in
the same way, from an origin in the steppes. Alter-
natively, perhaps chariots were invented in the Near
East, as many researchers believe. The exact origin
is unimportant. What is certain is that chariots
spread very quickly, appearing in Anatolia at Karum
Kanesh by about 1950-1850 B.C., so close in time
to the Sintashta culture chariots that it is impossible
to say for certain which region had chariots first.

The Sintashta-Arkaim culture was not alone.
Between about 2100 and 1800 B.C., Sintashta-
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Arkaim was the easternmost link in a chain of three
northern steppe cultures that shared many funeral
rituals, bronze weapon types, tool types, pottery
styles, and cheekpiece designs. The middle one,
with perhaps the oldest radiocarbon dates, was on
the middle Volga—the Potapovka group. The west-
ern link was on the upper Don—the Filatovka
group. The Don and Volga groups had no fortified
settlements; they continued the mobile lifestyle of
the earlier Poltavka era. This small cluster of metal-
rich late Middle Bronze Age cultures in the steppes
around the southern Urals, between the Don and
the Tobol, had a tremendous influence on the later
customs and styles of the Eurasian Late Bronze Age
from China to the Carpathians.

The Late Bronze Age Srubnaya horizon grew
out of the Potapovka-Filatovka west of the Urals;
east of the Urals, the Late Bronze Age Petrovka-
Alakul horizon grew out of Sintashta-Arkaim. Many
archaeologists have suggested that Sintashta-
Arkaim might represent the speakers of Indo-
Iranian, the parent language from which Sanskrit
and Avestan Iranian evolved. The excavator of Ar-
kaim, Gennady Zdanovich, has speculated that the
prophet Zoroaster was born there. Political extrem-
ists, Slavic nationalists, and religious cultists have
made the site a sort of shrine. These late Middle
Bronze Age Don-Tobol cultures need no such ex-
aggeration. As the apparent source of many of the
traits that define the Late Bronze Age of the Eur-
asian steppes, they are interesting enough.

THE LATE BRONZE AGE: THE
OPENING OF THE EURASIAN
STEPPES

At the beginning of the Late Bronze Age, about
1850-1700 B.C., people across the northern steppes
began to lead much more sedentary, localized lives.
Permanent timber buildings were erected at settle-
ments where tents or wagons had been used before,
and people stayed in those buildings long enough
to deposit thick middens of garbage outside and
around them. These sites are so much easier to find
that settlement sites spring into archaeological visi-
bility at the start of the Late Bronze Age as if a veil
had been lifted; they cover a strip of northern steppe
extending from Ukraine to northern Kazakhstan. A
few Middle Bronze Age potsherds usually are found
among the thousands of Late Bronze Age potsherds
at Srubnaya sites in the western steppes, suggesting
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that the same places were being used but in new and
quite different ways. We are not sure what that dif-
ference was—the nature of the Late Bronze Age
economy is fiercely debated.

In the eastern steppes, east of the Urals, the
Late Bronze Age witnessed the spread of the An-
dronovo horizon (1800-1200 B.C.) from Petrovka-
Alakul origins. Most Andronovo culture settle-
ments were in new places, which had not been occu-
pied during the preceding Eneolithic, but then the
Andronovo horizon represented the first introduc-
tion of herding economies in many places east of the
Urals. Srubnaya and Andronovo shared a general
resemblance in their settlement forms, funeral ritu-
als, ceramics, and metal tools and weapons. We
should not exaggerate these resemblances—as in
the Early Bronze Age Yamnaya phenomenon, this
was a horizon or a related pair of horizons, not a sin-
gle culture. Still, it was the first time in human histo-
ry that such a chain of related cultures extended
from the Carpathians to the Pamirs, right across the
heart of the Eurasian steppes.

Almost immediately, people using Andronovo-
style pots and metal weapons made contact with the
irrigation-based urban civilizations at the northern
edge of the Mesopotamian-Iranian world, in north-
ern Afghanistan and southern Turkmenistan—the
Bactria-Margiana civilization—and also with the
western fringes of the emerging Chinese world, in
Xinjiang and Gansu. These contacts might have
started at the end of the Middle Bronze Age, about
2000 B.C., before the Andronovo culture proper
began, but they continued through the early An-
dronovo stages. Once the chain of Late Bronze Age
steppe cultures grappled with these civilizations to
the east and south, Eurasia began to be, tenatively,
a single interacting world.

We have much to learn about exactly how the
Srubnaya and Andronovo economies worked. Some
western Srubnaya settlements in Ukraine have yield-
ed cultivated cereals, but the role of agriculture far-
ther east is debated. One study of an early Srubnaya
settlement in the Samara River valley, east of the
Volga, yielded evidence that the site was occupied
year-round, or at least cattle were butchered during
all seasons of the year. Intensive botanical study re-
covered not a single cultivated grain, however, and
the caries-free teeth of the Srubnaya people buried
in a nearby kurgan testify to a low-carbohydrate
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diet. Waterlogged sediments from the bottom of a
well at this site, Krasno Samarskoe, yielded thou-
sands of charred seeds of Chenopodium, or goose-
foot, a wild plant. At least in some areas, then, per-
manent year-round settlements might have been
supported by a herding-and-gathering economy,
with little or no agriculture.

During the Late Bronze Age copper was mined
on an almost industrial scale across the steppes. Par-
ticularly large mining complexes were located in the
southern Urals, at Kargaly near Orenburg, and in
central Kazakhstan, near Karaganda. The raw cop-
per ore, the rock itself, seems to have been exported
from the mines. Smelting and metalworking were
widely dispersed activities; traces are found in many
Srubnaya and Andronovo settlements. Andronovo
tin mines have been excavated in the Zerafshan val-
ley near Samarkand. True tin bronzes predominated
in the east, at many Andronovo sites, while arsenical
bronzes continued to be more common in the west,
at Srubnaya sites.

The combined Srubnaya and Andronovo hori-
zons might well have been the social network
through which Indo-Iranian languages—the kind
of languages spoken by the Scythians and Saka a
thousand years later—first spread across the steppes.
This does not imply that Srubnaya or Andronovo
was a single ethnolinguistic group; the new lan-
guage could have been disseminated through vari-
ous populations with the widespread adoption of a
new ritual and political system. The diffusion of
Srubnaya and Andronovo funeral rituals, with their
public sacrifices of horses, sheep, and cattle, in-
volved the public performance of a ritual drama
shaped very much by political and economic con-
tests for power.

Humans gave a portion of their herds and well-
crafted verses of praise to the gods, and the gods, in
return, provided protection from misfortune and
the blessings of power and prosperity. “Let this
racehorse bring us good cattle and good horses,
male children, and all-nourishing wealth,” pleaded
a Sanskrit prayer in book 1, hymn 162, of the Rig
Veda. It goes on, “Let the horse with our offerings
achieve sovereign power for us.” This relationship
was mirrored in the mortal world when wealthy pa-
trons sponsored public funeral feasts in return for
the approval and loyalty of their clients. The Indic
and Iranian poetry of the Rig Veda and Avesta of-
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fers direct testimony of this kind of system. The
people received spectacle with their meat—they wit-
nessed an elaborately scripted sacrifice punctuated
by poems full of drama, rich in emotion, occasional-
ly bawdy and earthy, and filled with clever meta-
phors and triple and double meanings. The best of
these verbal displays were memorized, repeated,
and shared, and they became part of the collective
medium through which a variety of different peo-
ples ended up speaking Indo-Iranian languages
across most of the Eurasian steppes.

“Let us speak great words as men of power in
the sacrificial gathering,” said the standard closing
line attached to several different hymns in book 2,
one of the oldest parts of the Rig Veda, probably
composed about 1500 B.C. This line expresses very
well the connections among language, public ritual,
verbal artistry, and the projection of secular power.
A tradition that had begun in the western steppes
thousands of years earlier, with simpler animal sacri-
fices, developed by the Late Bronze Age into a vehi-
cle for the spread of a new kind of culture across the
Eurasian steppes.

See also Domestication of the Horse (vol. 1, part 4).
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BRONZE AGE TRANSCAUCASIA

Transcaucasia is the territory south of the great
Caucasus mountain range that spans the region
from the isthmus between the Black Sea and the Sea
of Azov in the west to the Caspian Sea in the east.
The modern political boundaries of Transcaucasia
include the republics of Georgia, Armenia, Azerbai-
jan, and the area of eastern Turkey and northwest-
ern Iran. Emphasis here is placed on the cultural de-
velopments of the area encompassed by Georgia
and Armenia, but the archaeological record of the
entire region is discussed in the context of overall
archaeological trends.

Although Transcaucasia is a region with a
unique archaeological history, the material record
also reflects some of the shared influences of contact
with surrounding territories to the north in the
great Caucasus and to the south in the Near East.
The span of the Bronze Age (from c. 3500-3300 to
1200 B.C.), in particular, is a period of significant in-
terregional contact, change, and development in
nearly all aspects of the way the early Transcaucasian
inhabitants lived. Some of these important develop-
ments include the invention of transformative tech-
nologies, such as metallurgy and wheeled transpor-
tation, and changes in the manner in which people
built homes, settled, and used the land upon which
they lived and established interconnections with
surrounding territories. The archaeological history
of the entire Bronze Age is of importance for under-
standing long-term cultural trends and changes, but
this article focuses on developments particular to
the Early Bronze Age (up to 2200 B.C.). It was dur-
ing this period that some of the most significant cul-
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tural transformations have been recorded and the
underpinnings for subsequent cultural, technologi-
cal, and economic changes were established.

Transcaucasia is a region of vast climatic and
ecological diversity, and this diversity had an impact
on prehistoric settlement and the emergence of
complex society during the Bronze Age. The region
is largely mountainous, interspersed with fertile val-
leys and upland plateaus. Along its western border
at the Black Sea there is a lush, subtropical depres-
sion in the Colchis region of Georgia. In the east are
desertlike, dry steppes bordering the river lowlands
in eastern Azerbaijan, and along the shore of the
Caspian Sea spreads a broad coastal plain. There are
a few seasonally passable routes linking the steppe
and the northern, or Greater, Caucasus with the
southern Caucasus. To the south in Armenia the
terrain is characterized by windswept highland pla-
teaus that connect the area almost without interrup-
tion with Anatolia (modern Turkey) and northwest
Iran. Transecting the region are two major rivers,
the Kura (ancient Cyrus) and the Araks (ancient
Araxes) (1,364 and 915 kilometers long, respective-
ly). These rivers, giving name to the Early Bronze
Age Kura-Araxes culture, flow from west to east and
are joined intermittently by highland-draining trib-
utaries. They link course in Azerbaijan before flow-
ing into the Caspian Sea. The headwaters for both
the Kura and Araks Rivers lie in eastern Turkey.

The presence of the rivers and their tributaries
is significant for supporting some of the ecological
riches of the region, in that they afforded the avail-
ability of water necessary for supporting agriculture
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and for the establishment of permanent settlements
along the river courses. As well as being rich in fer-
tile land for practicing agriculture and pasturing
animals, Transcaucasia also is rich in other natural
resources, such as obsidian (volcanic glass), semi-
precious stones, and the very important resource
copper.

BACKGROUND ON
ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Some explanation of the history of archaeological
research in the region is relevant for understanding
how archacologists have come to reconstruct soci-
ety during the Bronze Age. During the nineteenth
century, antiquarians began to investigate the pre-
historic riches of the region with the discovery of
massive earthen burials called kurgans. Kurgans are
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large circular or square semi-subterranean pits,
sometimes constructed in wood and lined with
stones, within which were often placed numerous
bodies, wagons, animals, jewelry, bronze artifacts,
and pottery. The artifacts uncovered in kurganspro-
vide the earliest glimpses into the rich archaeologi-
cal prehistory of the region. During the first half of
the twentieth century more systematic excavations
in Transcaucasia were implemented, and a fuller pic-
ture of the region’s archaeological history began to
emerge. These investigations were conducted by
Russian and Caucasian (Georgian, Armenian, and
Azerbaijani) archaeologists.

While the significance of these excavations was
recognized and published within the region, these
reports often did not circulate among western
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scholars with interest in European and Near Eastern
prehistory. Among the reasons that western scholars
did not have access to the archaeological reports
from Transcaucasia is that during the Soviet era
(1917-1992) members of the scientific community
of the Soviet Union remained largely isolated from
their European and American colleagues. In addi-
tion, the reports of these excavations were pub-
lished in Russian or in the language of the country
where the excavations were conducted. These lan-
guage barriers further hindered access to what was
being recorded of the rich archaeological past. Since
the collapse of the Soviet Union, collaborations
among western and former Soviet scholars have
opened exchanges of archaeological findings, which
has afforded a greater understanding of the overall
archaeological picture in Transcaucasia. The archae-
ological history of this region now can be compared
more effectively with contemporary prehistoric de-
velopments in surrounding regions, such as Europe
and the Near East.

CHARACTERIZING THE EARLY
BRONZE AGE IN TRANSCAUCASIA

The nature of the development and emergence of
the Early Bronze Age Kura-Araxes culture in Trans-
caucasia is not very well understood, but the archae-
ological record shows an explosion in the number
of settlements across the region. Hundreds of new
sites were established in ecologically diverse zones.
While excavations at several Early Bronze Age sites,
such as Kultepe and Baba Dervish (both in Azerbai-
jan), Imiris-Gora and Shulaveris-Gora (both in
Georgia), Shengavit (Armenia), and S6s Hoyiik
(Turkey) have revealed uninterrupted occupation
from the preceding Aneolithic period, the vast ma-
jority of these sites represent newfound settlements
where none previously existed. In addition to the six
sites named, dozens of other sites have been thor-
oughly excavated, and from these excavations ar-
chaeologists are able to interpret much about the
culture and economy of the region. Cemeteries
have been discovered in association with a few Kura-
Araxes settlements, such as Horom in Armenia and
Kvatskelebi in Georgia, and the material remains re-
covered from graves provide an enriched account of
the customs of burial as well as a more thorough
documentation of Kura-Araxes material culture.

Before the Early Bronze Age, the Aneolithic pe-
riod (5500-3500 B.C.), which corresponds to the
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“Copper Age” in southern and southeastern Eu-
rope, is characterized by relatively few sites, typically
no larger than a hectare in size. The structures built
during the Aneolithic Shulaveri-Shomu Tepe and
Sioni cultures were constructed from mud brick or
wattle and daub, and they typically were rounded,
single-room dwellings, sometimes with benches
built along the interior walls. The pottery was hand-
made from coarse clay, and the vessel shapes gener-
ally were simple bowls and jars. Stone tools made
from obsidian and flint during the Aneolithic are
abundant and reflect a sophisticated technology, as
do tools made from antler and bone. A limited
number of radiocarbon dates of the fossilized re-
mains of plants and animals reveals that as early as
the sixth millennium B.C. people inhabiting the re-
gion practiced some agriculture and kept livestock,
such as cattle, sheep, goats and pigs. They also sup-
plemented their diets by gathering wild cereals and
hunting wild game.

Archacologists typically use the appearance of a
more complex copper-based metallurgical technol-
ogy to mark the chronological and technological
distinction between the Aneolithic and Early
Bronze Age. There are other significant cultural and
economic attributes, such as the increase in the
number of sites, intensified agriculture and pastoral-
ism, and changes in ceramic technology, that distin-
guish these periods. While about a dozen copper ar-
tifacts, such as awls and beads, have been excavated
from Aneolithic levels at such sites as Khramis Didi
Gora and Gargalar Tepesi in the central Transcauca-
sia, these objects are not typical of the period. It is
not until about 3200 B.C. that a more developed
copper-alloy metallurgical technology was estab-
lished in Transcaucasia. The origins of metallurgy in
the region are not well known, but the Caucasus
Mountains are rich in polymetallic ores necessary for
producing metal objects, especially bronze. It is
likely that metallurgical technology was adopted
from regions outside Transcaucasia, such as north-
ern Mesopotamia or, more likely, the Balkans and
areas along the Black Sea, where earlier archaeologi-
cal evidence of metal production appears. During
the early stages of the Bronze Age, metal objects
were typically manufactured from a combination of
copper and arsenic.The deliberate addition of small
amounts of arsenic to copper can make the final ob-
ject, such as a dagger or a bracelet, stronger than if
it were made from copper alone.
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While the adoption of metallurgy had a pro-
found effect on the regional economy of Transcau-
casia at the beginning of the Bronze Age, there are
other significant economic and technological
changes evident in the archaeological record as well.
The practice of agriculture and pastoralism was in-
tensified during this period. At least six varieties of
wild wheat are known to be indigenous to Trans-
caucasia, although it is likely that the practice of ag-
riculture was introduced from territories to the west
and south in Anatolia. Rain-fed agriculture could
have been practiced on the central and southern
Caucasus plains, where tributary-fed valleys would
have been fertile enough to support an agricultural
economy. Irrigation would have been required in
the eastern region of Azerbaijan, where more des-
ertlike conditions are prevalent; conversely, drain-
age would have posed a problem in the semitropical
Colchis region of Georgia along the Black Sea.

Because of Transcaucasia’s ecological diversity,
however, it is impossible to define a single economic
base that characterizes the entire region during the
Early Bronze Age. Pastoralism, whether seasonal or
classic nomadism, was certainly a significant compo-
nent of the economy. Archaeologists have yet to de-
cipher just how prevalent the practice of pastoralism
was during the Early Bronze Age and in what man-
ner this way of life coalesced with agriculturally ori-
ented Kura-Araxes people. Still, archaeological evi-
dence in the form of settlement patterns, where sites
reveal only single-occupation levels, faunal remains,
and portable hearth stands, supports the concept
that pastoralism was practiced to some degree.

The earliest Kura-Araxes settlements may indi-
cate a semi-nomadic lifestyle because many of the
sites have only single levels of occupation. This sug-
gests that sites were used for a period of time and
then abandoned; they do not appear to have been
occupied for long periods, which would have neces-
sitated rebuilding of houses and storage facilities.
This evidence may reflect seasonal or short-term oc-
cupation. Some of the material culture, such as elab-
orate, yet portable hearth stands, also may be an in-
dication of impermanence (fig. 1).

These conditions are not universal for all Kura-
Araxes sites, however. There are many sites, such as
Karnut and Shengavit in Armenia, where the houses
are constructed from tuft, a local volcanic stone.
The investment required to build a home from
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stone (rather than principally from mud) indicates
that the inhabitants may have intended to reside for
longer periods of time in a single location. None-
theless, there is evidence to suggest that the settle-
ments with more deeply stratified layers, reflecting
longer periods of occupation, are found mainly in
the areas that may have been better suited for agri-
cultural and year-round occupation. Those Kura-
Araxes settlements with shallow deposits that ap-
pear to reflect seasonal or short-term occupation
generally are located instead in areas where the land
was better suited for pasturing animals on a seasonal
basis. The relationship between the relative degree
of permanence among Kura-Araxes settlements in
Transcaucasia and zones of ecological diversity in
the region remains to be fully investigated.

What clearly appears to be a hallmark of the
Early Bronze Age in Transcaucasia, however, is the
establishment of many settlements where none pre-
viously existed. Rectilinear annexes on the circular
dwellings become more common after the first
stage of the Early Bronze Age (up to 2800 B.C.).
The subsequent addition of rectangular structures
has been interpreted, using ethnographic parallels,
to suggest a general shift in the economy from one
based on nomadism to one that is possibly more
sedentary and probably more agriculturally based.

Archacologists frequently rely on the presence
or absence of different types of ceramics at archaeo-
logical sites to characterize archaeological cultures,
interaction among cultures, and the relative chro-
nological periodization of sites. Kura-Araxes ceram-
ics are unique and very distinctive among contem-
porary pottery types found in Europe and the Near
East. The Early Bronze Age pottery of Transcauca-
sia is handmade, highly burnished, and red-black or
brown-black in color. Vessel forms range in size and
shape, but typical forms include carinated bowls and
jars with cylindrical necks and flared rims. The Kura-
Araxes ceramics from the first two phases of the
Early Bronze Age (up to 2500 B.C.) occasionally are
decorated with incised lines. Ceramics of the later
phase of the Early Bronze Age (2500-2200 B.C.)
are more consistently brown-black or red-black in
color, extremely highly burnished so as to resemble
a metal surface, and occasionally decorated in relief
on the exterior surface, with coils of applied clay in
the shape of spirals and geometric designs.
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Fig. 1. Two Early Bronze Age portable hearth stands excavated from S6s Hoyuk in eastern
Turkey. Hearth stands such as these examples are characteristic artifacts of early
Transcaucasian culture and sometimes also occur in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic forms.
COURTESY OF ANTONIO SAGONA. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

Kura-Araxes ceramics have been found across a
broad region extending beyond the traditional bor-
ders of Transcaucasia well into Iran, northern Mes-
opotamia, and as far south as Syria and in Palestine,
where it is called Khirbet Kerak ware. The expansive
presence of this distinctive Kura-Araxes ceramics
type across the greater Near East is indicative of the
region’s contacts with surrounding territories. The
economic forces driving the interregional contacts
are not well understood, but they may have been
connected to numerous complex factors, such as the
seasonal migrations of small populations of nomadic
pastoralists, the development of metallurgical tech-
nology, and an increasing demand for bronze arti-
facts and expertise in metal technology.

While archaeologists have yet to interpret fully
the social and economic relationships between
Transcaucasia and its surrounding territories, the
discovery of a “royal” tomb at Arslantepe in the Ma-
latya plain of eastern Anatolia reveals a far more
complex picture than was recognized previously.
Arslantepe was a major urban settlement of the re-
gion during the fourth and third millennia B.C., and
finds from this site show significant connections
with southern and northern Mesopotamia (modern
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Iraq) as well as Transcaucasia. Discovered in 1996
by a team of Italian archaeologists, the remarkable
finds excavated within the “royal” tomb, which
dates to 3000-2800 B.C., show a notable influence
by bearers of both early Transcaucasia Kura-Araxes
and Mesopotamian cultures.

Within the tomb, constructed in a cist form
characteristic of some Early Bronze Age Transcau-
casian burials, were found numerous Kura-Araxes
vessels as well as ceramic types typical of the local
tradition. In addition, four juveniles, believed to
have been sacrificed, were discovered in the upper
portion of the burial, and a single male interred with
an extremely rich assortment of metal objects was
tound within the tomb’s central chamber. The
metal objects (sixty-four in number) offer the most
telling evidence of Transcaucasian influence during
this period. These artifacts (jewelry such as a dia-
dem, or headband; spiral rings; and armbands made
from silver and silver-copper) are typologically very
similar to objects found in Georgia. In addition,
many weapons in the tomb, such as bronze spear-
heads with silver inlay, show clear connections in
their metallurgical composition and typology with
contemporary Transcaucasian examples.
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The finds from the Arslantepe “royal” tomb
and the widespread appearance of red-black, bur-
nished Kura-Araxes ceramics suggest that the bear-
ers of the Kura-Araxes culture had far-reaching in-
fluence across a wide region during the Early
Bronze Age. The command of metallurgical tech-
nology as well as the abundance of ores that existed
in the Caucasus Mountains, along with the move-
ments of nomadic animal herders from Transcauca-
sia, may have influenced the economic, political,
and social developments in highly significant ways
across the Near East.

THE END OF THE EARLY
BRONZE AGE

At the end of the Early Bronze Age in Transcauca-
sia, around 2200 B.C., there was a pronounced
change in the archacological record. Most of the
Kura-Araxes sites appear to have been abandoned,
and the Middle Bronze Age is known primarily
through rich and elaborately constructed kurgan
burials, of the same type that inspired antiquarians
in the early twentieth century to investigate the pre-
history of the region. Transportation bears a previ-
ously unseen significance at the end of the Early
Bronze Age. The domestication of the horse, which
probably was introduced from the Russian grassland
steppe, had a profound impact on the mobility of
Middle Bronze Age peoples, and two-wheeled wag-
ons appeared for the first time in Middle Bronze
Age kurgans. No simple archaeological interpreta-
tion exists to explain the drastic shift of settlement
patterns from the end of the Early Bronze into the
Middle Bronze Age. A variety of explanations seems
possible.

One possibility is that the environment may
have become unsuitable to support agriculture, thus
forcing or merely encouraging a more nomadic or
pastoral-based economy. Another possibility is that
dramatic social and political changes in surrounding
territories, such as Anatolia and the northern Cau-
casus, possibly driven by competition for resources
and the emergence of incipient state-level political
organizations, may have forced changes in how peo-
ple made a living, settled, stored wealth, and buried
their dead. Based on the present evidence, however,
such a determination is not made simply, and the re-
sult of such a shift is dramatically and swiftly appar-
ent in the material record throughout the Caucasus
at the end of the Early Bronze Age.
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Ongoing excavations in Transcaucasia continue
to provide evidence to further archaeologists’ un-
derstanding of the prehistory of the region. The
finds at Arslantepe as well as the increasing collabo-
ration among Georgian, Armenian, Azerbaijani,
and western archaeologists are changing how ar-
chaeologists understand the Early Bronze Age of
Transcaucasia. The archaeological picture is far
more complex than previously was understood. The
explosion in the number of settlements, the devel-
opment of metallurgical technology, the growing
reliance on economies of pastoralism and agricul-
ture, and interregional interaction are all compo-
nent factors in the development of increasingly
complex social and political structures during the
Early Bronze Age.

See also Barly Metallurgy in Southeastern Europe (vol.
1, part 4); Iron Age Caucasia (vol. 2, part 6).
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BRONZE AGE CYPRUS

By the beginning of the Bronze Age, about 3000
B.C., most Mediterranean islands, large or small, had
been settled. People were producing their own food
and living in the same community year-round.
About the same time, Mediterranean societies were
becoming increasingly complex, which is evident
from such factors as population growth, the pro-
duction of food surpluses, the use of storage facili-
ties, involvement in long-distance trade relation-
ships, and the establishment of territorial
boundaries. These developments occurred because
special-interest groups, or possibly even a single
local leader, came to control access to various items
increasingly in widespread demand on the Mediter-
ranean islands and in the surrounding countries:
raw materials (copper, gold, silver, tin), precious
goods (ivory, alabaster, faience, lapis lazuli, and
other precious or semiprecious stones), and a range
of more perishable goods lost to the archaeological
record. Intricate and interconnected economic sys-
tems also came into operation at this time: from the
Levantine coast in the east; through Cyprus and
western Anatolia to the Aegean, Italy, and Sardinia;
and as far west as Spain. By the end of the third mil-
lennium B.C., the trade in metals had become a key
factor in promoting social change, and copper from
Cyprus was an important component of this Medi-
terranean interaction sphere.

Cyprus, the third largest island in the Mediter-
ranean (9,251 square kilometers), lies in its north-
east corner. The mainland of Syria is approximately
100 kilometers east of Cyprus, that of Turkey about
70 kilometers north, while Egypt lies about 400 ki-
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lometers south. The boundary of the Aegean world,
at the island of Rhodes, is situated about 500 kilo-
meters west. Archaeological evidence demonstrates
that Cyprus increasingly developed trade links and
other social contacts with these areas during the
course of the Bronze Age. Several important Late
Bronze Age (c. 1600-1200 B.c.) Cypriot sites with
imported goods—Enkomi, Hala Sultan Tekke, Ma-
roni, and Kition (fig. 1)—had inner harbors situated
on large bays or at river mouths, all of which are
now silted in or dried up. The material culture of
Bronze Age Cyprus—from pottery to seals, from
ornate buildings to burial chambers, from copper
awls to bronze cauldrons—is among the best
known and widely published of any island culture in
the Mediterranean.

CYPRUS: THE CULTURAL SEQUENCE
C. 2500-1700 B.c.

Toward the end of the fourth millennium B.C., cer-
tain innovations such as the cart and the plow, a va-
riety of domesticated animals and their “secondary
products” (e.g., wool, leather, and milk), and evi-
dence for the widespread herding of these animals
(pastoralism) had appeared in parts of Europe and
the Mediterranean. By adopting all or even some of
these technological and cultural innovations, people
were able to maximize agricultural production and
thus ensure a reliable subsistence base. These new
technologies represent a phenomenon known as the
“Secondary Products Revolution.” Along with the
emergence of regional trade systems, this revolution
brought about changes in the way that people
thought about things, and also brought an in-
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creased capacity for societies to process and transfer
information, ideas, and material goods.

Although such innovations had been adopted
in the Levant and the Aegean during the third mil-
lennium B.C., initially they seem to have bypassed
Cyprus, perhaps as a result of its insularity. Toward
the end of the Chalcolithic period (about 2800-
2500 B.C. on Cyprus), however, the introduction of
the plow and the reappearance of cattle in large
numbers demonstrate that the island also had been
touched by this Secondary Products Revolution.
Excavations at several sites on Cyprus since the
1980s have provided important new evidence for
this major economic transformation, evidence that
also has helped archaeologists to understand better
the transition to the Bronze Age.

The Cypriot archaeological record of this early
stage in the Bronze Age also reveals an increased
number of ground stone tools used in agricultural
production and a growing dependence on domesti-
cated animals at the expense of hunted animals such
as deer. This expansion in the agricultural and pas-
toral sectors of the economy, in turn, served to un-
derpin a key industrial development: the mining and
production of copper from Cyprus’s abundant ore
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deposits. Although the use of copper becomes evi-
dent at several sites on Cyprus during the third and
especially the early second millennium B.C., exper-
tise in metallurgical technology is best demonstrat-
ed by the quality and quantity of metal products
found in several tomb deposits along or near the
north coast (e.g., Lapithos, Bellapais Vounos, Va-
silia Kaphkalla). Almost all foreign imports into Cy-
prus—pottery, metal implements, stone vessels, and
faience goods from the Levant, Egypt, and the Ae-
gean—also were recovered from these north coast
sites. Together, the native metalwork and the im-
ports suggest something far beyond local produc-
tion for local consumption: external demand for
Cypriot copper also must have been increasing at
this time. Indeed, nineteenth century B.C. cunei-
form records from Mari on the Euphrates River in
Syria make the earliest reference to copper from
“Alashiya,” a place-name that virtually all archaeol-
ogists and ancient historians now accept as the
Bronze Age equivalent of “Cyprus.”

Despite the limited evidence for Cypriot over-
seas contacts during the period between about
3000-2000 B.C., various states and kingdoms in the
castern Mediterranean maintained a high level of
demand for imports such as the cedars of Lebanon
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Fig. 1. An aerial overview of the excavations at the Late Bronze Age harbor site of Kition, Cyprus. DEPARTMENT OF ANTIQUITIES,
CyPRUS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

or the copper of Cyprus. Because tin was the metal
of choice to alloy with copper in order to manufac-
ture bronze, long-distance trade was stimulated
even further. Silver produced in the Cycladic islands
of the Aegean also became an important commodi-
ty, and the products of carly Aegean metallurgists
helped to expand trade rapidly throughout the east-
ern Mediterranean. Other goods traded at this time
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in the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean included
wine, olive oil, precious metals, and pottery. Tech-
nological innovations of the third millennium B.C.,
such as the longboat and sail, facilitated the bulk
transport of raw materials or manufactured goods
on an unprecedented scale. A multitude of harbors
and the diversity of trading routes further promoted
a budding sense of internationalism.
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On Cyprus, the increased size, number, and
spread of settlements throughout the centuries be-
tween about 2500-1700 B.C. indicate a successful
adaptation to environmental constraints imposed by
an island ecosystem. The limited evidence for exter-
nal contacts up to about 1700 B.C. suggests that
subsistence needs were met and social networks
maintained within the island system. Perhaps be-
cause innovations associated with the Secondary
Products Revolution reduced the amount of time
that had to be devoted to subsistence needs, some
people began to specialize in producing goods such
as woolens and textiles, stone figurines, shell beads,
gaming stones, and a variety of metal tools and im-
plements. Although a large part of the published ar-
chaeological data from this period comes from buri-
als, excavations at sites such as Kissonerga-
Mosphilia, Sotira-Kaminoudhia, Marki-Alonia, and
Alambra-Mouttes are changing that picture dramat-
ically. As a result we are better able to understand
issues of chronology, cultural continuity and dis-
continuity, foreign contacts, and all the developing
signs of a more complex social system.

To summarize the earliest phases of the Bronze
Age on Cyprus, the Secondary Products Revolution
enabled people to utilize their animals more fully
and effectively. One result was that more land be-
came available, and some people were able to ex-
ploit these economic developments, eventually to
establish themselves in positions of social if not po-
litical power. The increase in the number and size
of sites during the third millennium B.C. indicates
population increase; at the same time, some settle-
ments began to show marked differentiation from
others. In turn, these developments were linked di-
rectly to the increased production of metals and the
emergence and expansion of long-distance trade,
which was closely associated with the acquisition of
imported luxury or prestige goods. Although Cy-
prus never developed the type of palaces and palatial
economies that came to typify Levantine city-states
or Aegean citadels, somebody on the island must
have managed the increasingly specialized levels of
production and overseen the subsistence needs of
those specialists who were producing surplus goods
and metals for trade. During the third and early sec-
ond millennia B.C., major social changes took place
on Cyprus, when trade and contact with external
groups helped to overcome a deep-seated resistance
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to social and economic stratification. At the same
time, this was a transitional era, when indigenous
clites seized the opportunity to formalize, legiti-
mize, and integrate the copper industry that would
become so critical in all of the social, politico-
economic, and urban developments of the later
Middle and Late Bronze Ages.

CYPRUS: THE CULTURAL SEQUENCE
C. 1700-1100 B.C.

Throughout the course of the second millennium
B.C., states and kingdoms in the Levant and the Ae-
gean, as well as on Cyprus, became entangled in the
production, trade, and consumption of utilitarian
and luxury goods as well as a range of organic items
(e.g., olive oil, wine, honey, spices). Port cities and
palatial centers took part in this lucrative interna-
tional trade and found their political positions en-
hanced as a result. Some of the best-known trading
centers involved were Ugarit (Syria), Enkomi and
Hala Sultan Tekke (Cyprus), Tell el-’Ajjul and Tel
Nami (Israel), Troy (Anatolia), Kommos (Crete),
and Mycenae and Pylos (mainland Greece). Cypriot
and Aegean pottery has been recovered everywhere
from the southern Levant and Egypt to Sicily and
Sardinia; Aegean (Mycenaean) pottery has even
been found in Spain. Copper oxhide ingots, which
most likely served as a medium for exchange during
the Late Bronze Age (c. 1600-1200 B.C.), have
been recovered in contexts stretching from the
Black Sea and Babylonia to Sardinia.

Since the early 1990s, a number of remarkable
finds have helped to extend and refine our under-
standing of Mediterranean trading systems. Two
deserve special mention: The first is the rich and di-
verse cargo—including Cypriot, Aegean, Egyptian,
and Levantine goods—of a Late Bronze Age ship-
wreck found at Uluburun on the southern coast of
Turkey. The second is the fragmentary wall paint-
ings from a Middle Bronze Age palace in Israel (Tel
Kabri) and from a Middle to Late Bronze Age pal-
ace in the eastern Nile Delta (Tell ed Dab’a), both
of which reveal iconographic and design elements
common throughout the eastern Mediterranean
world. All these goods demonstrate the mobiliza-
tion of workers and the deployment of craft special-
ists in a wide-reaching communication system that
linked traded goods, ideology, iconography, and
sociopolitical status.
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To understand how and why Mediterranean
peoples became involved in these production and
trade systems, it is necessary to realize that trade is
a form of social communication, and social re-
sources are as important as natural ones. All goods
of lasting value, including prestige or luxury items,
are important not only in amassing wealth but also
in building social status and creating social or eco-
nomic alliances. An exceptionally diverse and abun-
dant archaeological record shows clearly that sea-
borne trade throughout the Late Bronze Age
Aegean and eastern Mediterranean had many di-
mensions: complex in nature and diverse in struc-
ture, it encompassed both state-dominated and en-
trepreneurial aspects. Within the Bronze Age
Mediterranean, there were so many different kinds
of resources and unique types of goods available,
and so many different ways to transport them, that
no single overarching system ever prevailed.

On Cyprus itself, several striking changes ap-
pear in the archaeological record of the late Middle
to Late Bronze Ages (c. 1700-1100 B.C.): (1) urban
centers with public and ceremonial architecture
(“temples”) appear throughout the island; (2) buri-
al practices reveal clear distinctions in social status
(e.g., three females found in Tomb 11 at Ayios
Dhimitrios were interred with various gold items
totaling nearly one pound in weight); (3) writing
(“Cypro-Minoan”), on clay tablets, first appears;
(4) copper production and export intensified as ex-
tensive regional and long-distance trade developed;
(5) newly built fortifications and a relative increase
in the number of weapons found indicate other
kinds of change in Cypriot society. This dramatic
trajectory of development and change reveals the is-
land’s transformation from a somewhat isolated, vil-
lage-oriented culture into an international, urban-
centered, and highly complex society. The success-
ful exploitation of mineral resources and production
of agricultural surpluses meant that political author-
ity, at least initially, had to be centralized. Eventual-
ly, the intensified production and trade of copper
catapulted Cyprus into the role of the most impor-
tant purveyor of this metal in the Mediterranean re-
gion, a situation that continued at least until the fall
of the Roman Empire, some two thousand years
later. The name Cyprus, after all, is directly related
to the Latin word for copper—cuprum.
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Newly built port cities (e.g., Hala Sultan Tekke,
Maroni, Kition) specialized in trade and prospered
as their populations grew. Cuneiform letters sent
from “Alashiya” (Cyprus) to the Egyptian pharaoh
show that the king of Cyprus wielded considerable
authority over copper production and trade. Two
cuneiform documents from Ugarit in Syria demon-
strate that high-level, diplomatic trade between
Cyprus and the Levant continued into the late
thirteenth century B.C. Like the dynasts of contem-
porary western Asia, the Cypriot ruler used state
agents to conduct foreign trade. All these documen-
tary records reveal the organizational efficiency,
shipping capacity and product diversity that charac-
terized this highly specialized, well-coordinated po-
litical and economic system. One of the letters from
Ugarit, for example, which states that copper was
sent from Cyprus to Ugarit as a “greeting gift,” ex-
emplifies a royal correspondence deeply concerned
with trade emissaries, the exchange of various
goods, and the commercial regulations that kept the
entire system functioning.

In tandem with these specialized developments
in urbanization, metallurgical production, and in-
ternational trade, Cyprus’s mixed farming economy
also underwent some changes. There is evidence,
for example, of extensive centralized storage facili-
ties at the site of Ayios Dhimitrios: some fifty mas-
sive pithoi, or terra cotta storage jars, would have
held up to 50,000 kilos of olive oil. The faunal rec-
ord is less dramatic, but it seems clear that animal
exploitation centered on sheep and goats, although
cattle remains have been recovered from several
sites. This configuration may reflect the dietary pret-
erences of social elites. Overall, this economic sys-
tem had to be adequately flexible to feed and sup-
port the specialists who made up such a key
component of the urban economy. One of the more
interesting results of the excavation of the Ulu-
burun shipwreck is the appearance of organic
goods—coriander, caper, safflower, fig, and pome-
granite seeds; olive pits; cereal grains; almond shells;
terebinth resin—part of a usually invisible compo-
nent of trade in resins, oils, fibers, wine, and other
foodstuffs. Demand for such goods certainly would
have stimulated Cyprus’s subsistence economy.

During the three centuries between about
1500-1200 B.cC., the archaeological record of Cy-
prus and the eastern Mediterranean reveals a quan-
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tum leap in the production and trade of goods such
as Cypriot and Aegean pottery; copper oxhide in-
gots and metal artifacts; glass products; prestige
goods such as ivory, gold, amber, and faience; and
various organic goods. Trade goods fluctuated as
new opportunities or distinctive products became
available. Not only did the burgeoning internation-
al system of exchange bring prestige goods to ruling
elites, it also brought raw materials to craftspeople
and food supplies and basic products to rural peas-
ants and producers. Even if powerful elites con-
trolled local economies, the dynamics of produc-
tion, distribution, and consumption freed up
resources for individual activities within a more
structured political economy.

Involvement in trade thus had the capacity to
transform social groups, change economic motiva-
tions, or inspire individual actions. What had begun
as a limited trade in high-value, low-bulk luxury
goods (e.g., precious metals in the form of jewelry,
semiprecious stones, ivory handicrafts) expanded
over time to incorporate the bulk exchange of
“nonconvertible” commodities (storage jars, tex-
tiles, glass) that were locally produced for export on
an interregional scale. The real determinants of eco-
nomic power and political status, however, were
convertible goods, especially metals and the copper
oxhide ingots; these were subject to tight control by
powerful rulers and may have been traded exclusive-
ly through formal gift exchange. Another significant
incentive in Middle to Late Bronze Age Mediterra-
nean trade was the desire by elites, especially newly
formed elites, to acquire exotic goods from a dis-
tance. One of the ways that elites and rulers legiti-
mized their position and consolidated their power
was to import luxury goods that could only have
been acquired through the production of other
goods—whether raw materials (e.g., metal, wood,
ivory, ebony) or finished products (e.g., bronzes,
textiles, jewelry, decorated chests).

THE END OF THE BRONZE AGE:
CYPRUS AND BEYOND

The century between about 1250-1150 B.C. was
characterized by a bewildering array of site destruc-
tions and demographic movements (involving in
part diverse Mediterranean peoples collectively
known as the “Sea Peoples™) that ended the cooper-
ative and lucrative international relations of the
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Middle to Late Bronze Ages in the Mediterranean.
The “Sea Peoples,” and others like them, were more
a symptom than a cause of the widespread decline.
Behind the widespread movement of peoples—
described on Egyptian monumental records and al-
luded to in the texts of cuneiform clay tablets—was
a proliferation of human displacement and ethnic
intermixing that spelled the end of an international
era. In each country, stable groups like farmers and
minor craftspeople remained in place, with their ho-
rizons narrowed but subsistence systems still intact.

On Cyprus, if expanding trade relations had
once helped to promote social fusion, the natural
circumscription of the island and the growing scar-
city of land and raw materials (the result of extensive
plow agriculture and copper exploitation) eventual-
ly may have led to social division and intra-island
competition among various factions. The overall
political and economic system nonetheless proved
to be so stable that the widespread collapse of other
states and trading networks in the Mediterranean
seem to have had limited effects on Cyprus. Some
of the most important developments in early iron
technology took place on Cyprus at this very time.
While some agricultural and mining or pottery-
producing villages were disrupted or abandoned,
the major coastal sites of Enkomi, Kition, and Palae-
paphos survived the destruction and displacement
that occurred elsewhere; they perhaps became new
centers of authority, displacing smaller regional cen-
ters and managing new Cypriot contacts that were
emerging overseas. New maritime trading routes
opened to Crete in the Aegean and Sardinia in the
central Mediterranean, in the quest for alternative
metal supplies or for other resources in demand. As
incoming Aegean and Levantine peoples—the latest
“colonists” of the island—became acculturated to
the Cypriot population, copper production and
commercial enterprise seem to have been revital-
ized, at least in the short term. By 1100 B.c., how-
ever, the settlement patterns and political organiza-
tion that had characterized the Late Bronze Age
disappeared, as new social and economic structures
dictated the establishment of new population and
power centers on Iron Age Cyprus. These new po-
litical configurations heralded the rise of Cyprus’s
early historical kingdoms and the island’s tactical
and commercial adjustments to the new Age of
Iron.
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See also Copper Age Cyprus (vol. 1, part 4).
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THE MINOAN WORLD
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Knossos

In the middle of the second millennium B.C. the is-
land of Crete supported the most complex civiliza-
tion in Europe. With elaborate palaces and well-
developed towns, the Minoan civilization was the
equal of many in the Near East and North Africa.
With the collapse of this culture in the later part of
the millennium, the world was left with faint
glimpses of their achievements, limited to a few lines
in certain Greek histories, such as that of Thucydi-
des, and the references to Knossos and King Minos
in such myths as that of Theseus and the Minotaur.

Modern knowledge of the Minoan people did
not develop until the later part of the nineteenth
century. Spurred on by the discoveries of Mycenae
and Troy made by the German-American excavator
Heinrich Schliemann, the British excavator Sir Ar-
thur Evans began his remarkable excavation of the
palace of Minos at Knossos. Archaeological work
has continued on Crete until the present day, with
excavations of palaces, villas, and towns and impor-
tant archaeological surveys of much of the island.
The portrait of this civilization that we can piece
together is at the same time impressive and frus-
trating.

We now understand quite a bit about the archi-
tecture, diet, ceramic traditions, and so on of these
people. It is not known, however, whether the Mi-
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noan world was a single culture with variations (sim-
ilar to the ethnic distinctions that we observe today)
or several cultures throughout the island of Crete,
sharing in a common elite tradition. Our under-
standing of the process of cultural development and
change is equally uncertain, mainly the product of
conflicting arguments over chronology. Dated pri-
marily through ceramic style, Minoan civilization
presents problems when we note that some ceramic
styles appear to be the result more of locational than
of temporal differences. There is controversy con-
cerning the correlation of the Minoan temporal
stages to the eruption of the volcano on the ancient
island of Thera (now Santorini) in the later seven-
teenth century B.C. Our dating could well be incor-
rect by at least a century. Rather than relying on the
ceramic identification of Minoan time periods, it is
better to refer to a chronology that focuses on large
social developments:

Pre-palatial period: c. 3100/3000 to 1925/
1900 B.c.

Proto-palatial period: ¢. 1925,/1900 to 1750/
1720 B.C.

Neo-palatial period: c. 1750,/1720 to 1490/
1470 B.C.

Post-palatial period: c¢. 1490,/1470 to 1075/
1050 B.c.
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FEATURES OF MINOAN SOCIAL
DEVELOPMENT

The Neo-palatial period is most commonly consid-
ered the zenith of Minoan civilization. At this time
there were four large palace centers—Knossos,
Malia, Phaistos, and Kato Zakros—as well as large
developed towns, such as Gournia, and numerous
examples of small isolated farmsteads. Their eco-
nomic base was a developed agricultural system that
utilized wheat, barley, olives, grapes, sheep, goats,
and cattle. But just how Minoan complexity fit into
this agricultural background is only partially under-
stood.

What we can determine of Minoan social struc-
ture derives basically from analysis of the palatial
centers. Significant sections of the structure of all
the palaces, with the exception of Kato Zakros, were
devoted to the storage of large amounts of agricul-
tural supplies. Knossos was by far the largest of the
palaces and had the greatest storerooms. Within
these rooms were stored massive amounts of olive
oil, olives, wheat, and other agricultural items. The
presence of these large storerooms gives a glimpse
into the probable structure of the Minoan social hi-
erarchy.

The storage and redistribution of agricultural
goods are best paralleled in what anthropologists
have identified as a social and economic construc-
tion in modern societies, the chiefdom. While a di-
rect comparison between these modern social con-
figurations and the ancient Minoans would be
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misleading, an analysis of just how cultures might
use food storage in the development of their social
and political structures gives insight into the possi-
ble basis for the Minoan political and social order.

Social storage of food often is a measure taken
by cultures to moderate the risk of agricultural un-
certainty. At times, this storage has been manipulat-
ed to afford the armature upon which social and po-
litical hierarchy first develops. Such was probably
the case with the Minoans. The island is composed
of a multitude of microenvironments, rather small
isolated areas, that are locked in by topographical
features, such as mountains. An important feature
of these microenvironments in those times was that
each had its own particular reaction to normal inter-
annual fluctuations in rainfall. The result was that
Crete often resembled a patchwork of distinct
microenvironments with quite different agricultural
yields every year throughout the island. Simply put,
one microenvironment could have had a bumper
crop of wheat while its near neighbors could have
been experiencing a serious shortfall in that grain
during the same summer.

Social and political hierarchy can develop when
a person or a group begins to control agricultural
storage within and between these different micro-
environments. Often this is seen in the gathering of
a certain percentage of the agricultural surplus and
ensuring that some of it is redistributed to those
people who live in areas with low productivity in a
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particular year. As one might surmise, therein lies
the basis of social indebtedness and the platform for
constructing social hierarchy.

The palace of Minos at Knossos best illustrates
this economic system. The entire western basement
was dedicated to food storage. The rulers of Knos-
sos could either return some food to areas in need
or, as can be seen from the plan of the palace, use
much of'it to support craft specialists, who occupied
up to a fourth of the palace, in the production of
luxury items for use by the ruling family. This sys-
tem of centralized redistribution was probably in
place throughout the island. Only the palace at Kato
Zakros lacks such a distinctive storage capacity.

PRE-PALATIAL DEVELOPMENTS

We know too little about the development of this
economic and political system. Our knowledge of
Cretan culture before the rise of the palaces is scant,
with much of our understanding limited to a few
small villages. The most elaborate is Myrtos (c.
2600-2170 B.C.) on the southern coast of Crete. A
small village, with up to sixty preserved rooms, Myr-
tos appears to have been settled by five or six family
units, with no identifiable hierarchical relationship.
The site was agriculturally based and displayed a
range of artifacts, from storage jars to serving dishes.
Within each family unit, we have been able identify
different types of workrooms, such as kitchens. One
unit apparently held a small pottery workshop.

Several common pottery types, most notably, a
long-necked, almost bird-shaped teapot, were
shared among these Pre-palatial communities, indi-
cating a commonality of design and perhaps func-
tion. Regional differences, however, can be seen in
distinct variations in tomb types. In the north they
were burying the dead in “house tombs,” rectangu-
lar structures subdivided into different spaces for
burial. In the south, specifically the Messara, the
common form of burial was the tholos, or circular
tomb, which presumably was roofed. In general, it
appears that both of these tomb types were collec-
tive burials, with the family unit or even a larger cor-
porate group using individual tombs. Certain tombs
appear to have been used for a millennium, high-
lighting their importance in the social construction
of early Minoan civilization. With the ever increas-
ing complexity of the later early Minoan and middle
Minoan periods came an elaboration of tombs, with
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an emphasis on ancestry in the struggle to obtain
and maintain social hierarchy.

Toward the end of the early Minoan period we
see noticeable changes in Minoan culture. In addi-
tion to the emphasis on the importance of ancestry,
there was a dramatic change in pottery types. The
introduction of “Kamares ware,” a new light-on-
dark style of pottery, as well as the barbotine pottery
style took place at this point of transition, marking
social change, with a possible emphasis on the new
social contexts—both political and religious—
where these new pottery types were being used.

PROTO-PALATIAL AND
NEO-PALATIAL PERIODS

The Proto-palatial and Neo-palatial periods com-
bine to make the era of the construction of the
major palaces of Minoan Crete. Knossos (the larg-
est), Malia, and Phaistos were built shortly after the
beginning of the second millennium, in the Proto-
palatial period. These sites were to be rebuilt about
three hundred years later, in the Neo-palatial peri-
od, along with the new construction of the eastern-
most major palace at Kato Zakros. These locales
were the residences of Minoan elites or rulers, but
other sites, such as the villa at Hagia Triadha, must
equally have been homes to the leading families of
Minoan Crete. During this period large towns, such
as Gournia, developed around major elite resi-
dences. Sanctuaries on mountain peaks also make
their appearance at this time.

The period was truly a high point in Minoan ar-
chitecture. The palaces were often several stories
high; that at Knossos, for example, probably was
four stories in its domestic quarter. Minoan archi-
tects and craftsmen showed an attention to fine ar-
chitectural detail in wall construction and a keen
sense of overall design in layout and technical con-
struction. Light wells were used with confidence to
open up the interiors of several palaces. Monumen-
tality was added by the use of grand staircases and
imposing walls. Large courts were integrated into
the rhythm of palatial construction. Minoans even
had plumbing in the palaces and other elite resi-
dences.

Among the palaces there is a striking similarity
in design and construction, which must have mir-
rored the similar lifestyles of most of the Minoan ar-
istocracy. The likenesses are remarkable and, except
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for some differences at Kato Zakros, which was the
latest of the palaces, are common features at all the
sites. Perhaps the most impressive feature of all the
palaces is the central court, a large, rectangular
plaza, around which the other sections of the pal-
aces were arranged. The east side of the central
court appears to have had a religious character, as
evidenced by cult rooms and pillar crypts (sacred
rooms with recessed floors and a central post) at
Knossos and Malia and the famous throne room—
actually a religious installation—at Knossos. As
mentioned, agricultural storage was important to
the Minoan ruling power, and all the palaces, except
Kato Zakros (which might have had storage struc-
tures in the form of outlying buildings), had large
storage rooms. At Knossos, Malia, and Phaistos
these storerooms lie on the ground floor in the wing
just to the west of the central court. On the floor
above these rooms were the public rooms, or piano
nobile. These were large reception rooms, perhaps
used for public ceremonies.

Each of the four palaces also had a large ban-
quet hall, located on the upper floor, probably to
take in a breeze. The hall was not necessarily at-
tached to the public rooms and might have been
meant for a more private gathering of elites for en-
tertaining and meals. Residential quarters have been
clearly identified at Knossos, Malia, and Phaistos. As
we might expect in the layout of private quarters,
there is a correspondence in the features of these
rooms among similar groups in the same culture.
The residential arrangement can be found in a large
number of elaborate houses, not just the palaces.
That at Knossos is the most elaborate, but it shows
the overall regularity of design. Residential space
there was composed of a long, triple-divided hall,
consisting of a light well, an anteroom, and a back
chamber. Running off this hall was access to a reli-
gious room, the lustral basin, and to toilet facilities.
Within the triple-divided hall, folding doors and
upper windows in the wall between the anteroom
and the back chamber regulated the light and air
coming from the light well.

The palaces themselves were decorated
throughout with elaborate frescoes. Favorite
themes in the wall paintings were scenes from na-
ture, religious gatherings, palace or community
events, and mythological landscapes. The most in-
tricate pottery was used, and possibly manufac-
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tured, in the palaces. Several important examples
show serving cups, amphorae (large standing con-
tainers for oils and water), stirrup jars for perfumed
oil, and pithos (storage vessels), decorated with de-
tailed floral designs, geometric patterns, and marine
creatures. In addition to this pottery, the palaces
also used carved stone bowls, ritual drinking cups
(rhyta) of carved stone and gold, and cut rock crys-
tal ornaments.

An interesting point in relation to the palaces is
the obvious lack of fortifications. We know that the
Minoans were not without a military force, as seen
in the military themes of their works of art and the
chieftain’s cup. But we are at a loss to explain why
there was no need to fortify the different settle-
ments. [t may well have been that Knossos, the larg-
est of the palaces, exercised control of the military,
but reference to societies with such political central-
ity shows that even the subordinate settlements had
fortifications. It may well have been that military
campaigns on Crete were limited to raiding, which
often took place without elaborate fortifications.

Little is known concerning how the common
Minoan lived. Perhaps the best-preserved site is that
of Gournia. There a relatively large community sur-
rounded what was an elite residence, with its identi-
fiable central court. The town itself was composed
of two- or three-room houses, some with upper
floors, laid out on compact, paved streets. Unfortu-
nately, the excavation data from Gournia was lost
before it could be published.

It was during these palatial periods that the first
writing in Europe arose. There is some evidence for
a pictographic script, but by far the strongest evi-
dence is for a script dubbed “Linear A,” which was
discovered in the Proto-palatial period at Phaistos.
Large collections of this script, written on clay tab-
lets, have been found at Hagia Triadha and Chania,
on the northwest coast. Although it is recognized
as a syllabary, attempts to decipher this form of writ-
ing have so far proved futile.

We know somewhat more about Minoan reli-
gion of this period. A great deal of the religious
focus was centered in the palaces, with examples
such as the tripartite shrine, the throne room com-
plex, which had a religious function at Knossos. At
this time there was a flowering of rituals on hilltops
and in caves. The hilltop shrines, known as “peak
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sanctuaries,” number at least fifty and appear along
with the development of the first palaces, indicating
the strong political function of these sanctuaries as
well. Gournia supplies an example of a small town
shrine. Figurines, found throughout the palaces,
depict women who could have been goddesses or
priestesses. One example of the most important fig-
urines, the snake goddesses from the palace at Knos-
sos, depicts women with snakes twirled around their
arms and sacred animals, such as owls, on their
heads. Male worshippers also seem to be featured,
and there are ubiquitous representations of bulls,
which have a long history of sacred male identifica-
tion in the Mediterranean. These figures also appear
in stylized form in Minoan culture, as horns of con-
secration.

Other artifacts indicate that the Minoans re-
garded trees and the double axe as sacred. We are
fortunate to have a sarcophagus from Hagia Triad-
ha, which, on its four sides, depicts events that took
place during a funeral. We see worshipers, possible
priestesses, and an offering table with a trussed bull
waiting to be sacrificed. On a darker note, there is
evidence from Knossos and elsewhere that the Mi-
noans also practiced human sacrifice.

During the palatial period, Minoan culture had
its greatest contacts with other contemporaneous
civilizations in the eastern Mediterranean. The evi-
dence indicates that the most contact Crete had
outside its shores was with the Cyclades and Pelo-
ponnesian Greece. Finds of Minoan pottery, do-
mestic architecture using the Minoan pier and door
hall system, and traces of Linear A script indicate a
strong Minoan presence in the Cyclades. Signs of
Minoan influence in Greece are directed largely to-
ward the Peloponnese, with a concentration in the
Argolid area. The famous grave circles of the elites
at Mycenae show numerous works of art, such as
sword scabbards and the famous Vapheio cups, that
can arguably be attributed to Minoan artists in the
employ of foreign elites.

The evidence for Minoan contacts in the rest of
the Mediterranean is not as rich. Some Minoan pot-
tery has been found at contemporary sites in west-
ern Asia Minor. Small amounts of Minoan goods
have turned up in Near Eastern contexts, and tomb
paintings from contemporary Egypt depict what ap-
pear to be Minoans, the Keftiu, presenting gifts. But
we lack a full understanding of the structure of these
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contacts. While it could have been that Minoans
were colonizing parts of the Aegean islands, as well
as the Peloponnese, the evidence could just as well
indicate that we are witnessing a strong Minoan cul-
tural ascendancy, which foreign elites were copying.

POST-PALATIAL PERIOD

Exact dates may never be known, but sometime
near the turn of the second millennium there was an
abrupt collapse of a large section of Minoan culture.
All the palaces, with the exception of Knossos,
ceased to be occupied. Theories to explain this
change vary from the devastating effect of the explo-
sion of the volcano on the island of Thera around
1625 B.C. to the possibility of an invasion from
overseas. Whatever the cause, most Minoan occupa-
tion on Crete was affected by some sort of catastro-
phe.

Alone of the palaces, Knossos remained occu-
pied. But there is much to suggest that this survival
was not Minoan in character. Evidence from burials
around Knossos and from the palace itself points
strongly to a foreign, Mycenaean presence on Crete.
A rise in militarism, represented in artworks, is dis-
tinctly non-Minoan but closely parallels that of the
Mycenaeans on the Greek mainland. Of great im-
portance is the finding of Linear B writing tablets at
Knossos. Linear B is a distinctively Greek script,
which also has been found in the archives of Myce-
naean palaces, such as Pylos and Mycenae.

While we are almost secure in seeing Mycenae-
ans in control of parts of Crete at this point, the
structure of this control is only vaguely understood.
Decipherment of the Linear B tablets at Knossos
shows that, economically at least, the palace at
Knossos was operating within a structure very simi-
lar to that seen at the mainland Mycenaean palace
of Pylos. Analysis of the Linear B tablets hints at a
condition where Knossos controlled the major part
of the island during this period, however.

In the early fourteenth century B.C., Knossos
was subject to major destruction, and any Mycenae-
an presence at the palace disappeared. However,
there is some evidence from other sites, such as the
port of Kommos and Hagia Triadha, that occupa-
tion continued on Crete. Archacological evidence
indicates that at this period Crete was becoming
more fragmented in terms of regional art styles as
well as social and economic structures.
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See also Knossos (vol. 2, part 5); Mycenaean Greece (vol.
2, part 5).
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KNOSSOS

The site of Knossos is located some 5 kilometers to
the southeast of Herakleion, in the Kairatos Valley
on the Greek island of Crete. The earliest Neolithic
settlement and the Bronze Age palace are situated
on a low hill known locally as the Kephala hill, and
the Roman settlement is located to the west, on the
lower slopes of the Acropolis hill. The first excava-
tions at Knossos were by Minos Kalokairinos in
1878, on the western side of the mound of Kephala,
but the main excavations were undertaken by Sir Ar-
thur Evans between 1900 and 1931.

Knossos is the longest-inhabited settlement on
Crete and was preeminent—culturally, politically,
and economically—as the largest settlement on the
island until the end of the Bronze Age. The Neo-
lithic settlement at Knossos was established on the
Kephala hill during the late eighth millennium B.C.
or early seventh millennium B.C. by a migrant popu-
lation probably from Anatolia, and it represents the
earliest human occupation attested on the island.
Arthur Evans first recognized the existence of a
Neolithic settlement beneath the Central Court of
the Bronze Age palace in 1923. This he divided into
four main phases, based on changing pottery styles.
Subsequent excavations by John Evans refined the
sequence, with ten strata dating from the Aceramic
Neolithic (so-called because of the absence of pot-
tery containers in the material assemblage) through
the Early, Middle, Late, and Final Neolithic.

Knossos was an obvious location for settlement,
being a naturally protected inland site on a low hill,
with a perennial spring and fertile arable land. The
settlers brought with them a fully developed Neo-
lithic economy. They reared sheep, goats, pigs, and
cattle and grew wheat, barley, and lentils. Stone
tools included obsidian from the volcanic island of
Melos in the Cyclades as well as flint and chert. Dur-
ing the course of the Early Neolithic, mace-heads
became a typical component of the material assem-
blage. The Neolithic population lived in rectilinear
houses built of mud brick or pisé (rammed earth) on
a stone foundation. Pottery is attested from Stratum
IX (Early Neolithic): initially with incised and dot-
impressed (pointillé) decoration filled with white
paste and later with ripple burnished decoration.
Equipment associated with textile production (spin-
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Fig. 1. Artist’s reconstruction of the palace of Knossos, built c. 1900 B.c., Kriti, Crete. © GianNI DAGLI ORTI/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY
PERMISSION.

dle whorls and loom weights) was also introduced
in the Early Neolithic period. The symbolic life and
religious beliefs of the earliest inhabitants of Knos-
sos remain elusive. Although no adult burials have
been found, there are infant and child burials in pits
under the house floors in various strata. Figurines
are attested from the earliest occupation levels, with
a concentration of human and animal terra-cottas in
the Early Neolithic II levels.

The Early Bronze Age (Early Minoan or Pre-
Palatial) occupation of Knossos is poorly known,
being largely obscured by the later construction of
the palace, but it has been identified in a number of
soundings throughout the site. The remains of the
Early Minoan II settlement indicate that it was large

122

and prosperous. It has been suggested that a partial-
ly excavated building beneath the West Court of the
palace was the residence of an important inhabitant,
possibly the ruler of Knossos. This structure was de-
stroyed by fire and might have been superseded by
a large building beneath the northwest corner of the
palace in Early Minoan III. The so-called Hypoge-
um, at the southern limits of the later palace, like-
wise probably dates to Early Minoan III. It has been
suggested that this was an underground, corbel-
vaulted granary. Occasional imports from the Cyc-
lades and southern Greece and even stone vases
from as far away as Egypt have been found at Knos-
sos, indicating initial trading ventures beyond the is-
land. Internal exchange is illustrated by the presence
of significant quantities of luxury pottery imported
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from the Mesara region of southern Crete and by
the Vasilike ware from eastern Crete.

Knossos is perhaps best known for the palace re-
mains on the Kephala hill. Two main phases have
been identified: (1) the Old Palace (Proto-Palatial)
period, which comprises the Middle Minoan IB,
IIA, and IIIA strata, and (2) the New Palace (Neo-
Palatial) period, comprising Middle Minoan III
through Late Minoan IB. The Old Palace period
has traditionally been dated to ¢. 1900-1700 B.C.
and the New Palace period to ¢. 1700-1425 B.C.
New chronometric dates derived from radiocarbon
dates from Akrotiri, a site on the nearby island of
Thera (modern Santorini) destroyed in a massive
eruption in Late Minoan IA, suggest that the dura-
tion of the New Palace period should be revised to
¢. 1690-1500 B.c. The palace at Knossos is one of
several palaces identified within the Minoan land-
scape of Crete: the other principal palaces are at
Mallia, Phaistos, and Zakros. Other possible palace
structures have been identified at a number of sites
in Crete. Although all the Minoan palaces conform
to general underlying architectural principles and
probably shared similar functions, there are distinct
differences most evident in the internal configura-
tion of space.

THE OLD PALACE PERIOD

The origins and function of the Old Palace at Knos-
sos are elusive. Its architectural remains are poorly
preserved, whereas those of the immediately pre-
ceding phase had been leveled. Certainly the con-
struction of the Old Palace represents the introduc-
tion of a new social and architectural concept: a
large central building and the use of repeated archi-
tectural elements to create ceremonial space. Al-
though the exact plan of the palace is unknown, two
phases of construction have been identified. In the
carlier phase the palace was laid out around the
Central Court (on a north-south alignment). Sir Ar-
thur Evans believed that the palace was laid out in
separate blocks of buildings, but it is now accepted
that the first palace was envisaged as a single archi-
tectural complex. Components of the Old Palace in-
clude the initial construction of the Throne Room,
several of the shrines along the west side of the Cen-
tral Court, and the storerooms on the east and west
wings of the palace. In the later phase the West
Court was laid out with three large circular pits
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(kouloures), possibly serving as grain silos. Also dat-
ing to this phase are the Theatral Area, to the north
of the palace, and the Royal Road leading west from
the palace.

The Old Palace is generally viewed as an elite
residence and a religious or ceremonial center. The
use of monumental architecture, in particular cut-
stone (ashlar) masonry, was designed to impress the
local populace and visiting dignitaries and also illus-
trates large-scale mobilization of labor. Moreover
the palace appears to have played an important eco-
nomic role, with control over production and redis-
tribution of agricultural staples. In addition to the
storage magazines and kouloures, the so-called Keep
was possibly used to store agricultural produce. By
Middle Minoan II there is evidence for the develop-
ment of a sophisticated bureaucracy, in the form of
clay sealings (used to seal shut containers) and “hi-
eroglyphic” clay tablets. It is also suggested that the
palace controlled the production of prestige goods.
Even so there is only limited evidence for craft pro-
duction, although some four hundred loom weights
were found in the eastern wing of the palace, repre-
senting substantial evidence for textile production.
Certainly by the New Palace period textile produc-
tion is central to the Minoan economy, and New
Kingdom tomb paintings indicate that woolen cloth
was one of the primary Minoan exports to Egypt.
Many of these activities are extrapolated from the
functions of the New Palaces.

THE NEW PALACE PERIOD

The OId Palace was destroyed at the end of Middle
Minoan II, and its reconstruction in Middle Mino-
an III marks the zenith of Minoan palatial society.
The New Palace at Knossos is the largest of the Mi-
noan palaces, covering a surface area of around
13,000 square meters. Much of the extant remains
date to Late Minoan IA. The focal point of the pal-
ace was the Central Court, a paved open area (54
by 27 meters) on a north-south alignment. The
function of the Central Court is unclear, but it
probably served as the focus of ceremonial activities,
possibly associated with the cult rooms opening
onto the west side of the court. These include the
so-called Throne Room (possibly the principal
shrine), the Tripartite Shrine, and the Temple Re-
pository, the latter where three faience figures of
possible snake goddesses were found together with
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a rich assortment of faience plaques (animals, drag-
onflies, and richly decorated female costumes).

The ground floor of the palace was devoted to
economic activities, namely craft production and
storage of agricultural produce. The storerooms (a
row of eighteen long, narrow storage magazines
containing large ceramic storage jars, or pitho:) are
restricted to the area of the ground floor immedi-
ately behind the west facade of the palace. The walls
of the storerooms are blackened by the massive fire
that destroyed the palace. The storage area was ac-
cessed either via the long corridor from the north
or through the Throne Room—the latter approach
indicating the extent to which the Minoan economy
was embedded within the ceremonial or religious
aspect. This symbolic control of the agricultural
wealth is reiterated by the presence of pyramidal
stands for totemic double axes at the entrance to the
storage magazines. To facilitate the redistribution
economy, there was a flourishing bureaucracy. Eco-
nomic transactions were recorded on clay tablets in
the Linear A script. Workshops associated with
high-status craft production are located at the
northeast side of the Central Court.

The suite of rooms located to the southeast of
the Central Court, at the foot of the Grand Stair-
case, has become known as the residential quarters
of the Knossian palace elite. These quarters com-
prise a series of Minoan halls: each hall consists of
two adjoining rooms separated by a pier-and-door
partition (a polythyron) with a light well (a shaft to
admit light) at one end. Most notable are the Hall
of the Double Axes and the so-called Queen’s Hall.
The domestic quarters also include a toilet. Indeed
Minoan domestic architecture is noteworthy for the
development of a sophisticated sanitation system,
perhaps best illustrated by the drains at Knossos. A
typical feature of the palace is its lavish decoration,
namely wall paintings located in both the ceremoni-
al rooms and the private chambers. Themes include
processional scenes, bull sports, and richly dressed
women.

The main approach to the palace was from the
west, and the western facade of the palace was
grandly built with ashlar masonry and a line of gyp-
sum orthostats. Large stone “horns of consecra-
tion” (a potent Minoan religious symbol, apparent-
ly representing stylized bulls’ horns) were displayed
in places of prominence in the West Court. Raised
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walkways led across the West Court to the ceremo-
nial southwest entrance. The southwest entrance
led into the narrow Corridor of the Procession Fres-
co (decorated with life-size figures carrying luxuri-
ous offerings) toward the Propylacum and a stair-
case to the grand reception rooms on the upper
stories of the palace and also to the Central Court.
A second entrance to the palace was located on the
northwest. This entrance was approached via the
Royal Road (leading west to the town house known
as the Little Palace) and the Theatral Area.

The palace was at the center of a large town,
which reached its greatest extent in the New Palace
period, possibly covering an area of around 75 hect-
ares. The population has been estimated to have
been around 12,000. Several grand town houses
have been excavated, such as the South House, the
Little Palace, the Unexplored Mansion, and the
Royal Villa. Workshops and kilns indicate that the
palace did not exclusively control craft production
at Knossos. Moreover several of the large houses
were decorated with wall paintings, and high-status
prestige objects were also found in these buildings.
Most notable is the steatite bull’s-head vase found
in the Little Palace.

The size and grandeur of the town and palace
at Knossos indicate the preeminence of the site in
Neo-Palatial Crete. The lack of city defenses and the
unprotected villas and palace argue for the so-called
Pax Minoica, a seemingly peaceful arrangement of
political unification and centralization of Minoan
Crete ruled from Knossos. In the absence of docu-
ments that can be read, this is difficult to substanti-
ate; however, Knossos certainly played a preeminent
cultural role on the island. The town was destroyed
in a massive conflagration in Late Minoan IB (con-
temporary with the destruction of the other palace
centers around Crete). An unusual discovery in the
town to the west of the palace suggests ritual canni-
balism of children, possibly to stave off disaster. Yet
the palace at Knossos was seemingly unaffected and
continued to function into Late Minoan IIIA (the
fourteenth century B.C.).

THE END OF THE PALACE PERIOD

The collapse of the Minoan palace centers in Late
Minoan IB is usually attributed to an invasion from
the Greek mainland and the establishment of a My-
cenaean ruling elite. Knossos continued to be an
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important center in Late Minoan II and III, along-
side Khania in western Crete. Parts of the palace
were rebuilt and redecorated, and the characteristic
griffin decoration of the Throne Room dates to this
period. Knossos appears to have been an important
religious center, and the Linear B archives (written
in an early form of Greek) illustrate the importance
of the wool industry at the site. These texts also give
the name of Knossos as ko-#zo-s0. There is a horizon
of wealthy warrior graves in the Knossian hinterland
at Zapher Papoura, Ayios loannis, and Sellopoulo.
Characteristic features include Mycenaean chamber
tombs, single inhumation, and distinctive My-
cenaeanizing grave goods: a preference for bronze
weapons (daggers and swords) and boar’s-tusk hel-
mets, hoards of bronze vessels, and large quantities
of Mycenaean-style jewelry. The date of the final de-
struction of the palace at Knossos is unclear due to
the vagaries of Sir Arthur Evans’s early excavation
at the site and in particular the context of the Linear
B archives.

The location of the Iron Age settlement at
Knossos is unknown, but several important ceme-
teries have been excavated, such as Fortetsa and
Teke. The site continued to be wealthy, receiving
imports from Athens and Phoenicia. Most notable
is a reused Minoan tholos (stone-built circular)
tomb, lavishly furnished with gold jewelry. This was
used in the ninth century B.C., probably by a mi-
grant Phoenician goldsmith. A sanctuary to Deme-
ter was established in the eighth to seventh centu-
ries B.C. to the south of the palace, and a Hellenistic
shrine dedicated to the local hero Glaukos has been
found in the western part of Knossos. In 67 B.C.
Knossos became a Roman colony (Colonia Julia
Nobilis Cnossus), and a large Roman city was estab-
lished on the lower slopes of the Acropolis hill.
Most notable among the Roman remains is the im-
posing second-century A.D. Villa Dionysos.

See also The Minoan World (vol. 2, part 5); Mycenaean
Greece (vol. 2, part 5).
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MYCENAEAN GREECE

Evidence for the hunter-gatherer population of
Greece has been scanty, but intensive research in
Epirus (northwestern Greece) and Argolid (Pelo-
ponnese, southern Greece) suggests that long-lived
successful adaptations probably were widespread on
the mainland by the end of the last Ice Age and in
the first few millennia of the current warm era (the
Holocene, after 8500 B.C.). Nonetheless, the spread
of farming and the associated appearance of domes-
tic animals, such as sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs,
around 7000 B.C. are understood as marking the
colonization of the Balkans, including Greece, by
early farming groups migrating out of the zones
where these innovations were invented, in south-
western Asia.

These first European farming settlements are
best known from their closely packed artificial set-
tlement mounds, or “tells,” which mark the great
plains of central and northern mainland Greece (no-
tably, Thessaly). In contrast, the equivalent villages
or farms on the southern mainland and the Aegean
Islands more often are widely scattered and less sub-
stantial. Such a distribution encourages the view
that this early settled farming era in Greece (the
Neolithic) was a time when the centers of popula-
tion and socioeconomic development lay well north
of those regions of Greece that would become the
focus of the succeeding Bronze Age and classical
civilizations. This view, very much influenced by the
comparative ease with which the prominent tells
have been identified by archaeologists from early in
the twentieth century, may need to be altered
slightly as a result of the recent intensive study of
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the southern Greek landscape, where greater densi-
ties of “flat” sites are being recognized.

It may be that tell villages were more stable
communities, lasting in one place for hundreds and
even thousands of years, while the typical settlement
in southern Greece and the islands was smaller and
shifted position every few generations. Until late in
the Neolithic era (c. 7000-3500 B.C.), however,
both types of Greek agropastoral societies sought
out well-watered light soils for their hoe- and hand-
based farming. In Late Neolithic times, the diftu-
sion—once more from the Near East—of simple
plows and animal traction allowed an explosion of
settlement across the expanses of fertile hill and
plain country of Greece. Here, rainfall was the es-
sential source for plant growth, rather than the
lakes, streams, and springs of the preceding era.
Since the areas with high water tables are concen-
trated in the plains of central and northern Greece,
it may be that the earlier Neolithic did indeed see
a greater population density. Later Neolithic tech-
nological changes might have encouraged the south
and larger islands to catch up, since their potential
for dry farming is much more on a par with that far-
ther north.

Despite claims that the more elaborate village
plans on tells in Thessaly suggest the presence of
distinct sectors where an elite might have resided,
it is not evident that Neolithic society had pro-
gressed beyond a social organization of kin groups,
clans, and temporary leading families (sometimes
called a “Big Man” society), into a more hierarchical
stage of chiefdoms dominating one or more vil-
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lages. Yet finds from a few settlements suggest that
populations were well over the two hundred consid-
ered by some anthropologists as the maximum feasi-
ble for community cohesion, based on a relatively
egalitarian type of (face-to-face) organization. In
these cases, either some village subdivisions based
on real or fictitious kinship (horizontal segmenta-
tion) or a power structure grounded in one or more
leading families (vertical segmentation) must be
suspected. One of the rare settlements that expand-
ed well beyond this threshold population was the
great Neolithic village that underlies the later
Bronze Age palace at Knossos in Crete. Many re-
searchers have argued that during the three millen-
nia before the inception of the Bronze Age, Knossos
grew from a small and simple hamlet of farming col-
onists into a precociously socially stratified small
town.

As for economic development during the
course of the Neolithic, there is evidence for a grow-
ing range of cultigens and more eftective use of do-
mestic animal products. In contrast, the exchange
of exotic raw materials or finished artifacts generally
tended to become less wide ranging, largely owing
to the increasing use of regional rather than import-
ed products.

THE EARLY BRONZE AGE
The main phases and dates for the Aegean region
are as follows.

Neolithic: ¢. 7000-3500 B.C.

Early Bronze Age: c. 3500-2100 B.C.
Middle Bronze Age: c. 2100-1700 B.C.
Late Bronze Age: c. 1700-1050 B.C.

The Bronze Age periods are given regional names
for the Greek Mainland (Early, Middle, and Late
Helladic), the Cyclades Islands (Early Cycladic,
etc.), and the island of Crete (Early Minoan, etc.).
These regional phases are very broadly contempo-

rary.

With the inception of the Early Bronze Age,
there are further indications of population growth
and more intense colonization of the Greek land-
scape and clearer, if still localized, signs that in some
areas a socially stratified society had begun to take
shape. To the continuing impact of plow agriculture
in stimulating denser population growth can be
added evidence for the cultivation of the olive and
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the vine. There is some debate as to how firm the
limited data are for such cultivation at this time,
however. Much clearer evidence for large-scale reli-
ance on these cultigens for food, drink, and storable
trade items derives from the Late Bronze Age two
millennia later.

Seafaring boats become more sophisticated,
which probably reflects the supplementation of
coastal diets with marine food as much as it does the
growth of regional and interregional trade. The dif-
tusion of copper and bronze metallurgy into the Ae-
gean, as well as trade in its raw materials and prod-
ucts, added to existing commercial and gift
exchange in agricultural surpluses and stone for
tools and mills, to create an early “kosne,” or interac-
tion zone, on the southern mainland and the is-
lands. There is, however, no indication of any politi-
cal aspect to this exchange. Notably, there is much
less evidence for complementary zones of economic
and cultural exchange to be found in other parts of
mainland Greece, such as the northeast and north-
west; however, the eastern Aegean islands and the
adjacent town of Troy (northwestern Turkey) did
develop a significant alternative interaction sphere.

By the third millennium B.C. on the southern
mainland, a series of relatively elaborate structures,
standing isolated or amid less pretentious houses,
have been taken as a group to mark the creation of
an elite-focused district power structure. The class
was first recognized at Lerna with the House of the
Tiles, where associated seal-impressions for stored
containers suggest the levying of some kind of tax
and its redistribution by a district authority based at
the small, walled center. By the latter part of the
same millennium, on the Cycladic islands in the
south and on some northern islands of the Aegean,
there also arose large villages or small towns with
well-planned internal layouts and defensive walls,
seeming to indicate the central management of local
populations by emergent elite groups. Some of
these centers, for example, Phylakopi on Melos,
seem to be large enough to represent a class of
proto-urban community that we can define as the
“village-state.” Here, largely endogamous marriage
created a “corporate community,” but one whose
size would have required elaborate political man-
agement.

On the other hand, throughout this first part of
the Bronze Age most of Greece retained a settle-
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ment pattern little changed from later Neolithic
times. There were two interpenetrating lifestyles:
more permanent villages (that is, tells or extensive
flat settlements) and short-lived farms and hamlets,
without any clear evidence for political stratifica-
tion. The expansion of trade and population and the
limited number of complex communities nonethe-
less give the impression that in southern Greece and
the northeastern Aegean the social and economic
bases had been laid for the rise of the first Aegean
civilization at the start of the Middle Bronze Age,
in about 2000 B.C.

MINOAN CIVILIZATION

That first civilization arose on the island of Crete,
and it is typically referred to as the Minoan civiliza-
tion, after Minos—the mythical king of Knossos,
where the most spectacular center of this new cul-
ture was located. On the Greek mainland the prom-
ising high culture of the Early Bronze Age suffered
a severe decline associated with violent destruction
at many key sites. Some researchers take the signs of
destruction to mark invasion; others link it to a cli-
matic fluctuation, which is seen on a wider front in
the eastern Mediterranean. On the islands, howev-
er, the small defended townships continued into the
new era. It is perhaps less important to explain the
delay in reaching civilization on the mainland than
to account for why civilization on Crete emerged at
all at this time.

First, let us describe the Minoan civilization in
its initial phase of florescence—the age of the First
Palaces, ¢. 2000-1800 B.c. The most striking fea-
ture is a series of palatial centers of regional adminis-
tration, the apex of a settlement hierarchy that ex-
tended through small towns (which may have had
mini-palatial foci) to villages and dispersed hamlets
or farms. Few parts of Crete seemed to lie outside
the putative control of one of the palaces, but it re-
mains unclear whether the latter formed autono-
mous princedoms within a unitary culture or were
subordinate to the largest and most central example
at Knossos in northern Crete. Great similarities in
palace design, the use of a common script (Linear
A) for recording the economic production of Crete,
and vigorous exchange of products clearly indicate
that all the palaces were in close and presumably
peaceful interaction (fortifications are rare), proba-
bly reflecting political alliances sealed by elite inter-
marriage.
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The palaces themselves appear to have been the
residences of ruling elites as well as foci for commu-
nal celebration and ritual (in the paved courts on
their outer faces and the great court at their cen-
ters). Major expanses of storage would have served
the needs of this elite (consumption, trading capi-
tal) and its retinue and servants; and its reserves of
oil, wine, grain, and textiles would have been kept
full from the tax income of the peasantry. The pal-
aces also acted as manufacturing centers, largely for
the upper class (luxury products for rituals, presti-
gious feasts, and so on). Around most centers, there
seem to have developed extensive towns populated
by a wealthy middle class (perhaps merchants, ad-
ministrators, and estate owners) and a farming or
servant lower class.

This First Palace period came to a violent end
with a catastrophic earthquake c. 1800 B.c. The pal-
aces and lesser centers were rebuilt almost immedi-
ately in a very similar or even more elaborate form
during the Second Palace period, which lasted until
another series of cataclysms ¢. 1400 B.C., probably
caused by invading Mycenaeans (see below). One
notable change in this period was the appearance of
rural elite residences (perhaps also acting as dis-
persed administrative centers) in the form of villas
across the Cretan landscape.

Although legend tells of a marine empire, or
“thalassocracy,” associated with Minoan Crete, the
available evidence downscales this political structure
to a series of zones of decreasing influence radiating
out from the island. Islands nearest Crete were
transformed into highly “Minoanized” townships,
with one or two perhaps receiving actual colonists.
Farther away, in the southern Aegean islands and on
the adjacent mainlands of Greece and Turkey, Mi-
noan influence is less pervasive, with pottery im-
ports and imitations and the adoption of other cul-
tural features into a predominantly local culture.
More distant regions of the Aegean and some parts
of the eastern Mediterranean and Italy evidence lim-
ited mutual trade with Minoan Crete. Only at the
recently excavated Nile Delta palace of Tell el-Dab’a
is a stronger form of Minoan influence present, in
the shape of frescoes of a highly Minoan character,
interpreted as perhaps the result of dynastic inter-
marriage between Crete and Egypt.

Only for the innermost of the three radii of Mi-
noan influence is political control abroad a possibili-
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ty. The Minoans required both everyday and pre-
cious metals from outside Crete and other materials
for elite prestige items. It is difficult, however, to
envisage Minoan Crete as a major merchant power
rather than as an island flourishing primarily on the
income and redistribution of regional production in
foodstutfts and textiles. Nonetheless, there are men-
tions of the Minoans in contemporary state archives
in the eastern Mediterranean, suggesting both
minor flows of trade and political alliances. Even
though the Minoan palaces incorporate elements of
traditional Cretan architecture, their design also
surely reflects firsthand acquaintance with the very
similar, but older, tradition of royal palaces of the
city-states of the Levant and parts of Turkey.

Although the clay palace archive tablets are
written in Linear A, a hitherto untranslated lan-
guage, there are close parallels in their form and ac-
counting conventions to the derivative Linear B
tablets used by later Mycenaean palaces (which are
in readable archaic Greek). Comparison suggests
that their content largely focused on monitoring the
regional production and distribution of foodstuffs,
raw materials, and finished artisan products, as well
as equipment for the palace’s officials and armed
forces. This has reinforced the general view that Mi-
noan (as Mycenaean) palace-focused polities arose
and functioned primarily through controlling the
people and products of their own territory. Caution
is required in this interpretation, because Minoan
records remain essentially unread, while the Myce-
naean archives almost certainly represent regional
management records. We have yet to recover the
foreign correspondence that contemporary Near
Eastern states of similar scale lead us to expect once
existed.

Although the Aegean Islands, especially the
Cyclades, were strongly influenced by the Minoans
and experienced similarly varying degrees of core-
periphery interaction with the following civiliza-
tion—that of the mainland Mycenaean civiliza-
tion—they continued to show signs of a vigorous
regional culture. This is evident in the typical nucle-
ar island townships that lasted from the later Early
Bronze Age into and beyond the Middle Bronze
Age. Some would elevate this culture to a distinct
Cycladic civilization, even if statchood was confined
to small island polities of a thousand or so people
at most.
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THE RISE OF MYCENAEAN
CIVILIZATION

During the peak of the Minoan First Palace civiliza-
tion in the centuries around 2000 B.C., mainland
Greece showed little evidence of complexity above
the level of village life in what is termed the Middle
Helladic period (regional Middle Bronze Age). As
the Minoan Second Palace period developed during
the first third of the second millennium B.C., howev-
er, there were striking signs of the renewal of re-
gional power structures across the southern main-
land. In the western Peloponnese there arose across
the landscape, in connection with villages and
groups of small settlements, monumental earth
burial tumuli with stone “beehive” chambers
(tholoi), amalgamating older Cretan communal
burial traditions with those of the western Balkans,
to mark the emergence of district chiefdoms. In the
castern Peloponnese an alternative elite burial
mode, using deep shafts, appeared. This is most no-
table at the site of Mycenae, where the successive
shaft grave circles A and B contain fabulously rich
gifts for what can be considered a powerful warrior
elite. In the following centuries their descendants
developed the associated settlement into a massively
tortified palatial center. More subtle changes re-
vealed by settlement archaeology also occurred
across this important transformational Middle Hel-
ladic era, with the decline across mainland southern
Greece of dispersed, short-lived rural sites and a
focus on nuclear village and town sites associated
with the crystallization of district and regional dy-
nastic elites.

In the following era, the Late Helladic (main-
land Late Bronze Age), out of this large network of
greater and lesser chiefdoms arose a series of major
kingdoms, covering most of southern mainland
Greece and centered on palaces with surrounding
towns. This relatively uniform civilization (fig. 1) is
named Mycenaean after the state center with the
highest status in later Greek legends, which are be-
lieved to have originated in this period. Still, Myce-
nae does not have the same archaeological claim to
preeminence as Knossos for the Minoan civilization,
being neither the largest nor the most magnificent
palatial center. On the other hand, Greek myths,
such as the siege of Troy, portray the king of Myce-
nae as merely “first among equals” amid the warrior
princes representing the several states of Bronze
Age Greece. This view agrees with the archaeologi-
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Fig. 1. Characteristic pottery types for Mycenaean Bronze Age civilization on Mainland Greece. FRom DICKINSON 1994. REPRINTED
WITH THE PERMISSION OF CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS AND OLIVER DICKINSON. ADAPTED FROM MYCENAEAN DECORATED POTTERY, BY P. A.

MouNTJOY.

cal picture for other major centers, such as Thebes,
Pylos, and Tiryns.

Several centuries elapsed (c. 1700-1350 B.C.)
between the proliferation of chiefly burials in the
later Middle Helladic and the construction of the
first regional palatial centers, during which we can
envisage the emergence of paramount chiefs or
kings from competitive networks of district elites.
Elite mansions may have appeared first, followed by
tull-scale palaces with close parallels to obvious
older models on Minoan Crete (fig. 2). Distinctive
features of the mature Mycenaean major and minor
centers were the provision of stone fortifications and
a general preference for defensive locations. This
militaristic facet was matched by a taste for scenes
of warfare in Mycenaean art, which, significantly,
was not seen in the more social and ritual art of the
Minoans; although it seems too romantic to follow
Sir Arthur Evans in imagining a Minoan society
lacking internal or external violence. It is reasonable
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to see the small number of Mycenaean mainland
states as developing in an atmosphere of endemic
warfare. To judge by the increasing number and ex-
panding scale of fortifications over time, the threat
or practice of major conflicts remained until the end
of this civilization, when all the key sites experi-
enced violent destruction (c. 1250-1200 B.C.).
During this period of swift decline to disappearance
of Mycenaean civilization in the later thirteenth and
twelfth centuries B.C., all signs of state-level authori-
ty, complex craft skills, and literacy faded away
across Greece. This eclipse has led archaeologists to
term the following era, up to the beginnings of his-
toric classical Greek civilization in the eighth centu-
ry B.C., a “dark age.”

Despite this emphasis on militarism, which ac-
cords with later Greek legends of internal and exter-
nal conflict, the climax of Mycenaean civilization c.
1450-1250 B.cC. vies with the greatest period of the
preceding Minoan civilization, which is certainly no
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Fig. 2. Reconstruction of the throne room at the Mycenaean palace of Pylos, mainland Greece.
© GiIANNI DAGLI ORTI/CORBIS. REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION.

coincidence. It has been argued that Mycenaean art,
architecture, and settlement organization, as well as
political and economic systems, were critically stim-
ulated through increasing contacts with its Cretan
predecessor at its height. This contact came mainly
through trade but presumably was accompanied by
political and perhaps matrimonial alliances. The
spectacular prestige objects found in the final Mid-
dle Bronze Age and the early Late Bronze Age
chieftains’ burials of the emergent Mycenaean cul-
ture show strong Minoan inspiration, perhaps the
employment of Minoan craftsmen, and the likely
obtaining of exotic materials via widespread Minoan
exchange systems.

Like other core-periphery systems studied glob-
ally, the undeveloped margin grew, in turn, into a
core in its own right. With many parallels, the pro-
cess of role inversion may well have been a violent
one. The precise historical scenario has been the
subject of debate since the early twentieth century.
Among the controversies have been the Mycenaean
takeover at Knossos, the dating and impact of the
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volcanic eruption on the island of Thera (Santorini),
and the date of the final destruction of the Knossos
palace.

At present it seems that the Thera eruption may
have occurred in the mid-seventeenth century B.C.,
destroying a flourishing island township that was a
major player in eastern Mediterranean trade with
the Aegean world. Probably it did not affect either
the emerging mainland Mycenaean chiefdoms
or the Second Palace states of Minoan Crete. Not
long afterward, however, Mycenaean warriors in-
vaded Crete and destroyed most of its palaces. They
assumed control of the island from Knossos and sev-
eral other former centers, such as Khania, adopting
Minoan modes of surplus extraction and adapting
Linear A into a script for their own Greek tongue,
Linear B. It is probable that these rump Cretan pal-
ace centers later were burned down at the same time
as the mainland Mycenaean palaces, during the thir-
teenth century B.C. It is unclear, however, if by then
it was Mycenaeans or a resurgent Minoan elite who
were in control of Crete.
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Thus, through peaceful and forceful means, out
of numerous petty chiefdoms arose some half dozen
major Mycenaean kingdoms (mainland and Cre-
tan), in the period 2000-1400 B.C., centered on
palace towns with a corps of scribes, specialist work-
ers in fine arts, and large, well-equipped armed
forces. Mycenaean trade clearly developed beyond
that of Minoan and Cycladic trade, both in scale and
geographic scope. Existing exchanges with the east-
ern Mediterranean deepened, and there were
stronger links to Italy and sporadic trade with the
western Mediterranean islands and Iberia. The
needs of the Aegean for working metal (copper and
tin) and, equally important, the elite’s appetite for
raw materials and finished artifacts for prestigious
display seem to have been the major stimuli. The
Mycenaean palatial economy, like the Minoan,
however, appeared to focus primarily on extraction
of surplus foodstufts, perishable and imperishable
products (such as textiles), ceramic and metal arti-
facts, and labor from dependent populations within
state boundaries. This allowed elite families and
their retinues in major and minor centers to live in
luxury and obtain limited imports.

EXPLANATIONS FOR THE ORIGINS
OF AEGEAN BRONZE AGE
CIVILIZATIONS

The origins of the Minoan and Mycenaean civiliza-
tions have been sought in varied factors. Perhaps
proximity to older civilizations, such as Egypt, Mes-
opotamia, and the world of the city-states of the Le-
vant and Anatolia, provided political and economic
stimulus and organizational models lacking in more
remote areas, such as the central and western Medi-
terranean and other parts of continental Europe.
The undeniable contacts in terms of trade and polit-
ical interactions offer some support for this “sec-
ondary civilization” model for the Aegean. On the
other hand, the scale of economic and political ex-
changes appears to many scholars to be too limited
to provide an adequate basis for the complexity of
Minoan-Mycenaean society.

An alternative reading emphasizes the head
start given to the Aegean through early colonization
in the seventh millennium B.C. by incoming village
farmers from the Near East. Yet this might lead to
the prediction that similar civilizations would arise
at appropriately spaced intervals of time farther west
and north. In Spain and Portugal this model might
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be justified, since widespread village farming was
delayed until c. 5000 B.C., and complex cultures of
a distinctive local character appeared two to three
thousand years later. Moreover, on Malta, the fa-
mous Temple societies developed idiosyncratically
after some two thousand years of settled farming.
With regions of intense farming in the south by the
fitth millennium B.C., Italy did not have more than
well-planned villages until the final stages of the
Bronze Age in the early first millennium B.c. All
these examples are complex state societies, whereas
this form of complex civilization was achieved early
in the course of Minoan civilization.

The concept of “environmental circumscrip-
tion” might shed additional light. The idea here is
that certain cultures are encouraged to adapt into
more elaborate social and economic forms through
being confined within geographical boundaries or
struggling under constraining ecological condi-
tions. Early Iberian complex society and the Malta
Temple culture, for example, arose in the context of
surprisingly stressful farming ecologies. There is a
parallel in the Aegean when we consider that north-
ern and central Greek tell societies failed to achieve
state formation (where climatic and soil conditions
were generally good), while southern Greece saw
the evolution of the Cretan Minoan and the main-
land Mycenaean and related Cycladic island civiliza-
tions (in environments with a stressful climate and
low-resilience soils).

Many scholars tend to combine these elements
into a complex interplay of causation: proximity to
the Near East gave rise to precocious settled village
farming and, later, economic and political stimula-
tion to the development of a stratified and urban
society in the Aegean. The concepts of “core-
periphery” and “world system” help us model how
mobilization of exchange goods, related to political
alliances and the flow of prestige goods between
elites, could have created, or perhaps enhanced, ten-
dencies in the Aegean toward the elaboration of
class societies and administrative central places. A
more stressful environment in the southern Aegean
and greater access to the Near East would differenti-
ate its path from other regions of the Aegean, with
the exception of some northern Aegean islands and
the city-state of Troy on the northwest coast of Tur-
key. Colin Renfrew argued in the early 1970s that
olive cultivation, which could have flourished in the
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south but not over most of the northern Aegean,
was a potent element in economic growth in the
Bronze Age. Although the scale and timing of large-
scale olive cultivation still are disputed, such cultiva-
tion seems to have played a major role in sustaining
the Mycenaean civilization of the Late Bronze Age.
When better paleobotanical evidence becomes
available, it may turn out that this factor acted as a
significant new force in the rise of small centers of
power in the southern Aegean Early Bronze Age
and the emergence of the Minoan civilization of the
Middle Bronze Age.

What held the Aegean Bronze Age civilizations
together as regional state societies? Diverse ele-
ments can be suggested. For Cycladic island towns
the village-state model may be critical—a centripetal
social force (that is, one that turns a community’s
life intensely in upon itself), which might have been
behind numerous cross-cultural small-scale polities
of the city-state variety. On Minoan Crete a special
emphasis on religious ritual has been offered as a
kind of unifying ideology binding different classes
together, although one can be somewhat skeptical
of a utopian reading for such a highly stratified soci-
ety. In contrast, the relatively short life and militaris-
tic flavor of Mycenaean society encourage the view
that later Homeric descriptions of unstable, aggres-
sive, and competitive warrior elites at the head of
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these states may reflect actual historical memories.
This variety in itself reminds us that history and
prehistory are the result of interactions between
partially predictable possibilities and unpredictable
contingency.

See also The Minoan World (vol. 2, part 5); Dark Age
Greece (vol. 2, part 6).
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INTRODUCTION

As citizens living in industrialized societies, it is hard
for us to imagine a world without iron. Iron is a part
of our everyday lives, from plumbing fixtures to au-
tomobiles. The village blacksmith is an almost
mythical figure in American folklore, and the iron
plow opened the American West to agriculture.
Railroad engines were often nicknamed “iron
horses.” Modern readers may be surprised to learn
that iron technology was completely unknown to
the builders of the pyramids in ancient Egypt, to the
Sumerians of Mesopotamia, and to the Harappans
of the Indus Valley. The metals used by these an-
cient civilizations were entirely based on copper and
copper alloys such as bronze.

The beginnings of ironworking represented a
fundamental technological revolution for ancient
Europe. While sources of copper and tin (which
form bronze when alloyed together) were rare in
prehistoric Europe, iron ores were ubiquitous. The
development of technologies for the smelting and
forging of iron led to the greater use of metals for
everyday tools such as agricultural implements by
Late Iron Age times. In addition, the development
of iron technology laid the foundations for the
modern industrial world.

CHRONOLOGY

When the Danish scholar Christian Jiirgensen
(C.J.) Thomsen developed the initial chronological
framework for European prehistory, he defined the
Iron Age as a period in which iron replaced bronze
for tools and weapons. This definition continues to
be used by archaeologists and historians. While the
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Iron Age in central Europe conventionally is dated
between 800 and 1 B.C., the beginning and the end
of the Iron Age varied from region to region. Ar-
chaeological research has shown that iron was in
widespread use in the eastern Mediterranean by
1200 B.c. and that iron technology was established
in Greece by 1000 B.c. Ironworking became wide-
spread in central Europe around 800 B.C., but the
Iron Age does not begin in Scandinavia until about
500 B.C.

Dating the end of the European Iron Age is
equally problematic. Since the Iron Age initially was
defined as a chronological period in prehistoric Eu-
rope, the term Iron Age usually is not applied to the
ancient literate civilizations of Greece and Rome. In
the European Mediterranean world, the Iron Age
ends with the beginning of Greek literature in the
Archaic period (eighth century B.C.) and the begin-
ning of Latin literature in the third century B.C. The
term “Iron Age” sometimes is applied to the Etrus-
cans, who were literate but whose writings cannot
be deciphered by modern scholars. For most of cen-
tral and western Europe, the Iron Age ends with the
Roman conquest during the last two centuries B.C.
and the first century A.D. For example, Gaul, includ-
ing modern France and Belgium, was conquered by
Julius Caesar in the middle of the first century B.C.,
while southern Britain was incorporated into the
Roman Empire in the first century A.D. However,
many parts of northern and eastern Europe never
came under Roman political domination. In Ire-
land, the Iron Age ends with the introduction of
Christianity and literacy by Saint Patrick in the fifth
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century A.D. In northeastern Europe, the Iron Age
continues through the first half of the first millenni-
um A.D. Although these regions were never part of
the Roman Empire, they were not immune from
Roman influence. In regions such as Germany, Po-
land, and southern Scandinavia, Roman trade goods
appear in archaeological assemblages dating from
the first to the fifth centuries A.D. In addition, many
non-Roman barbarians served in the Roman army
and were exposed to Roman material culture and
the Roman way of life. In northeastern Europe, the
period from about A.D. 1-400 is termed the Roman
Iron Age.

Since the late nineteenth century, the central
European Iron Age has been divided into two se-
quential periods named after important archaeolog-
ical sites. The earlier period (c. 800480 B.C.) is
known as the Hallstatt period. The later period (c.
480-1 B.C.) is known as the La Téne period and is
characterized by a very distinctive style of decora-
tion on metalwork. During the La Téne period,
both archaeological and historical information can
be used to reconstruct the Late Iron Age ways of
life. Archaeological data provide valuable evidence
for settlement patterns, subsistence practices, and
technological innovations. Late Iron Age peoples
also appear in Greek and Roman texts such as his-
torical and geographical works. While the classical
authors must be read with caution, these ancient
texts do provide some information on social and po-
litical organization. The availability of both histori-
cal and archaeological information has allowed ar-
chaeologists to develop a very rich and detailed
picture of Late Iron Age life in Europe.

SOCIETY, POLITICS,
AND ECONOMICS

While the traditional definition of the European
Iron Age focuses on the adoption of iron technolo-
gy, the Iron Age was also a period of significant so-
cial, economic, and political changes throughout
the European continent. During the Iron Age, the
Mediterranean region and the temperate European
region embarked on different, although interrelat-
ed, paths. During the first millennium B.C., urban,
literate civilizations developed first in Greece and
somewhat later in Italy. With the development of
cities, writing, and complex political institutions,
the civilizations of ancient Greece and Rome cannot
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be considered part of the barbarian world. Thus,
they are not explicitly covered in this encyclopedia.

Archaeological and historical sources indicate
that the barbarian societies of temperate Europe
also experienced significant social, political, and
economic changes during the first millennium B.C.,
and many of these developments are chronicled in
this section of the encyclopedia. Moreover, such
sources also document a long and complex relation-
ship between the civilizations of the Mediterranean
and the barbarian societies of temperate Europe.
For example, Greek trading colonies were estab-
lished in the western Mediterrancan by 600 B.C.
During the latter part of the Hallstatt period (c.
600480 B.C.), a wide range of Mediterranean luxu-
ry items appear in rich burials in west-central Eu-
rope. These include Greek tableware, amphorae
(designed to hold and transport wine), and Etrus-
can bronze vessels. Another example of technology
moving between the Mediterranean and temperate
Europe can be seen in the fortification walls of the
Late Hallstatt town of the Heuneburg, in Germany.
They were rebuilt in mud brick with stone founda-
tions. This technique was otherwise unknown in
temperate Europe during the middle of the first mil-
lenium B.C. but was widespread in the Mediterra-
nean regions. At a later date, Roman pottery and
glassware were traded widely outside the empire.
However, the nature of Roman and Greek contact
with the barbarian world differed in one fundamen-
tal way: while the Greek colonies that were estab-
lished in the western Mediterranean and along the
Black Sea were primarily trading colonies, the Ro-
mans were more interested in territorial conquest.
It is the Roman conquest that marks the end of the
Iron Age in much of central and western Europe.

While the historical and archaeological records
document extensive contact between the classical
and the barbarian worlds, the degree of urbanism is
one of the characteristics that distinguishes the
Greeks and Romans from the barbarian Iron Age
societies of temperate Europe. Urbanism was a cen-
tral feature of the classical civilizations of the Medi-
terranean world. Greek political organization was
based on the city-state. At ancient Rome’s height,
it may have been home to a half-million people or
more. In contrast, the European Iron Age was over-
whelmingly rural. The only exceptions were a small
number of commercial towns that developed in
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west-central Europe in the Late Hallstatt period and
the oppida—arge, fortified settlements of the Late
La Tene period. Many archaeologists have argued
that the oppida represent temperate Europe’s first
cities. Nonetheless, the vast majority of people in
temperate Europe during the Iron Age lived in vil-
lages or single farmsteads.

The archaeological record indicates that social
and economic inequality was widespread through-
out Europe by the Bronze Age. Continuing this
trend, the Iron Age societies of temperate Europe
and the classical civilizations of the Mediterranean
world were non-egalitarian societies characterized
by marked differences in social status, political
power, and material wealth. In addition, these so-
cieties were internally differentiated. While many
people may have been engaged in subsistence activi-
ties such as farming and raising livestock, craft activ-
ities such as metalworking were carried out by full-
or part-time specialists. Archaeologists often use the
term “complex societies” to describe these stratified
and differentiated societies.

ANCIENT EUROTPE
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Although both the classical and the barbarian
worlds can be seen as socially complex, their politi-
cal organization was quite different. The Romans
are a classic example of a state-level society. States
have permanent institutions of government that
outlast any individual rulers, and they are able to
exert military control over a large, well-defined ter-
ritory. Most anthropologists describe the barbarian
societies of temperate Europe as chiefdoms. Chief-
doms are generally smaller than states and have
tewer governmental institutions. Their leaders rely
more on personal qualities than on an institutional-
ized bureaucracy. Some archaeologists, however,
have suggested that certain Iron Age polities in
Gaul may have begun to develop state-level political
institutions on the eve of the Roman conquest. En-
tries in this section and the following one will ex-
plore the nature of social and political organization
in Europe during the first millennium B.C. and the
first millennium A.D.

PAM J. CRABTREE
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CELTS

Celts were a people who inhabited western and cen-
tral Europe during the pre-Roman Iron Age (first
millennium B.C.). Nineteenth-century European ar-
chaeologists divided Celtic cultural material into
two periods: Hallstatt (800-500 B.cC.) and La T¢ne
(480-15 B.C.). This division was named for two sites
containing objects that display distinctive decora-
tive motifs identified with Celtic artisans. It is also
based on the replacement of bronze by iron as the
predominant metal for weapons and other tools.
Evidence of Celtic culture has been found from the
British Isles to western Romania and from the
Northern European Plain, south to the Po Valley in
northern Italy and into Spain. Investigations of
Celtic lifeways and language, as well as their origin
and demise, have been undertaken by historians, ge-
ographers, archaeologists, and linguists since as
early as 500 B.C.

Debate exists as to whether “Celtic” is even a
valid referent, as there is no evidence to suggest that
populations that have been identified as Celtic con-
sidered themselves members of a coherent group.
Classical sources referred to the occupants of south-
ern France as Gauls; they, along with the Galatae
(Galatians) who invaded Macedonia and Greece,
are presumed to be Celts. Julius Caesar recognized
similarities between Celts of the British Isles and
Gauls, though other sources, including Pytheas of
Massalia who sailed the Celtic Atlantic in the second
half of the fourth century B.C., failed to make an as-
sociation between the two groups. Material culture
between the insular Celts of Britain and Continental
Celts shows a distinct connection, however, with in-
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sular Celtic craft producers rapidly adopting Conti-
nental styles and then adapting them to their own
tastes.

There is a consensus among scholars that the
origins of Celtic culture may be found within the
Urnfield cultural tradition (also known as the Hall-
statt Bronze Age), as early as 1300 B.c. Changes ob-
servable both in material culture and settlement dis-
tribution took place during the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries B.C. at the time of the collapse
of the Hittite Empire and the end of the Mycenaean
civilization. Movements of large numbers of people
along established trade routes are associated with
this period, and they may account for the arrival of
new skills and ideas, along with archaeologically ob-
servable increases in population density, evident
from artifacts found in villages that were established
at that time.

While proto-Celtic Urnfield populations exhib-
ited a variety of local traditions, subsequent Hall-
statt and later La Teéne material culture became in-
creasingly homogeneous. Artifacts provide evidence
for broadly defined regional traditions such as those
seen in Champagne, the West Hallstatt chiefdoms
of Baden-Wiirttemberg, the middle Rhineland, the
salt mining districts of Hallstatt and Hallein-
Diirrnberg, and northern Italy, to name a few.
Across western and south-central Europe, burials
contained weapon sets adorned with similar pat-
terns, and wealth objects indicate gift exchange rela-
tionships with Mediterranean civilizations. At about
500 B.C. a transformation of stylistic elements used
to decorate metal and ceramic objects swept across
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south-central and western Europe. This increasingly
uniform cultural material is associated with the be-
ginning of the Late Iron Age and has been identi-
fied with “Celtic art.”

HISTORICAL DEPICTIONS

The earliest written reference to Celts is from about
500 B.C., when Keltoi are introduced in the work of
Hecatacus of Miletus, a geographer writing in
Greek. In one of his few surviving passages, he indi-
cated that the people living beyond the land of the
Ligurians, in whose territory the port colony of
Massalia (present-day Marseille) had been estab-
lished, were Celts. Fifth-century sources such as He-
cataeus and Herodotus did not provide ethno-
graphic information about the Celts, though their
work makes it apparent that Celts were known to in-
habit the periphery of the Greek world. Sources
from the fourth century B.C., including Ephorus,
Plato, Aristotle, Theopompus, and Ptolemy, char-
acterize Celts in ways that accentuated their fighting
and drinking prowess. These descriptions of warrior
Celts eager for combat were written during a period
of displacement and social upheaval that coincided
with Celtic migrations. Rome was sacked by Gauls
around 390 B.C., and around 279 B.C. Delphi be-
came the target of Galatian invaders who looted the
sanctuary. These attacks immortalized Celts as bar-
barian aggressors in the psyche of Roman and Greek
citizens. At various times throughout the fourth and
third centuries B.C. Celts served as mercenaries in
Carthaginian, Etruscan, Greek, and Roman armies.

Early historic depictions of Celtic culture indi-
cate that theirs was an oral tradition, carefully man-
aged by priests (druids), bards, and poets. Linguistic
studies of Celtic languages began in the eighteenth
century A.D. and concentrated on surviving insular
Celtic (spoken Celtic languages of the British Isles
and Brittany). Celtic languages on the Continent
disappeared in antiquity and are only known from
inscriptions. Celts were mostly preliterate and
adopted Greek and Latin alphabets for writing, be-
ginning in the Late Iron Age. Third- and second-
century B.C. inscriptions on pottery and coinage
bear Celtic names using Greek and Latin letters. Ex-
ceptions to this adapted use of a foreign language
for writing exist in several places, however: in Spain,
in the form of Celtiberic; in southern France, where
the language is Gaulish; and across northwestern
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Italy, where Lepontic inscriptions predate Roman
influence. Modern linguists speculate that these
were languages of Celtic origin that continued to be
used as a means of resisting cultural assimilation.

ECONOMY AND SOCIAL
ORGANIZATION

Archaeological evidence indicates that the Celtic
economy was based primarily on agriculture and
maintenance of domesticated stock, though raiding
and trading also figured prominently. Wheat and
other cereal grains were subsistence staples and were
supplemented with legumes, fruits, and berries,
both wild and cultivated. Cows, pigs, sheep, and
goats constitute the bulk of animal remains at Celtic
settlement sites both large and small, but the pre-
dominant species vary within different regions.
Horses and dogs appear to have had a special place
among the Celts and are frequently found in burials
with and without human occupants, although occa-
sionally it appears that dogs were butchered for con-
sumption.

Celtic social organization was largely defined by
a division of labor between agriculturalists and a
warrior elite, although the general population also
included specialized craft producers and profession-
als within the priestly tradition. Some types of spe-
cialization are difficult to identify because of the
Celtic beliet in the ubiquitous nature of magic,
which was thought to be present in all kinds of sub-
stances, including iron and coral, but could also be
invoked by spells, oaths, and incantations. Skills
such as the ability to heal were shared by a number
of otherwise seemingly unrelated specialists. For ex-
ample, metalsmiths were presumed to have curative
powers, as were druids. Similarly, druids, bards
(Latin vatis), and poets were all shamans of a sort,
though their skills and abilities were assumed to
have differed. Often this was expressed as a differ-
ence in degree rather than in kind.

A warrior was a type of full-time specialist in the
service of a paramount chief. Burials of the warrior
aristocracy provide evidence for wealth and the long
distance movement of prestige goods. Not least
among the remarkable aspects of princely burials
( Fiirstengriber) of the Hallstatt Iron Age is the scale
oflabor that was mobilized for the construction and
furnishing of the graves. In the latter part of the La
Tene Iron Age, this practice was replaced by the
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monumental construction of defensive fortifications
surrounding proto-urban settlements called oppida.

CELTIC SETTLEMENTS

Iron Age settlement patterns across Celtic Europe
vary but reveal several prominent trends. Settle-
ments during the earlier Hallstatt period included
enclosed hillforts such as Mont Lassois, the Heune-
burg, Ipf, and Hohenasperg in the west, and Zavist
in Bohemia. Alternatively, ditched and palisaded
farmsteads (Herrenhife) were the dominant Hall-
statt form along the Danube in Bavaria and in other
locations removed from hillforts. Individual houses
on the Continent were square, whereas in Britain
they were round. Following the general collapse of
the so-called princely seats (Fiirstensitze) by 450
B.C., centralized settlement disbursed, and most of
the elevated hillforts were abandoned. Throughout
the beginning of the La Téne period, valley and
river terraces provided the location for small vil-
lages. Several hundred years elapsed before popula-
tions once again aggregated to establish the promi-
nently located and fortified centers that Caesar
identified as oppida. Like earlier hillfort settlements,
oppida were ideally situated for defense, trade, and
industry.

Production of iron implements—weapons, farm
tools, construction tools, and medical instru-
ments—transformed many aspects of society, espe-
cially warfare and agricultural practices. Unlike the
components of the alloy bronze, iron is plentiful
across Europe. Production of iron tools intensified
from the Hallstatt to the La Téene, and development
of the plowshare and coulter contributed to the
movement of farms and villages from the uplands,
where light loess sediments had been tilled for mil-
lennia, to the heavier but more productive soils of
valley bottoms. Enhanced yields provided surpluses
that were bartered for items made by the increasing-
ly specialized craft producers. Production and mar-
ket centers that attracted artisans, traders, and farm-
ers were similar to later emporia. Some even
included merchant’s stalls, storage facilities, and
meeting places, along with residences.

Contact with Mediterranean traders waxed and
waned during the centuries of Celtic European
domination. The apparent replacement of gift ex-
change, involving prestige items and luxury goods,
by importation of bulk commodities and high-
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quality goods that were more widely distributed
among the population, attests to the strength of a
trade infrastructure. Increases in minting and trans-
fer of coinage were promoted by returning merce-
naries who had been exposed to civilizations around
the Mediterranean, where coins were circulated in
true market economies.

ROMANIZATION AND RESISTANCE

Roman conquest of the Celts began in Gaul in the
early second century B.C. with the founding of
Aquilea in 181 B.C., followed by the annexation of
the rest of Gallia Cisalpina (Cisalpine Gaul). The es-
tablishment of the province Gallia Narbonensis
(Narbonne) in southern France in 118 B.C. was part
of the expanding acquisition of territory westward
to Spain. Over the next one hundred years Roman
provincial governors (proconsuls), including Gaius
Marius and Julius Caesar, engaged in a series of bat-
tles and skirmishes aimed at gaining and holding
territories as far north as present day Holland and
east to the Rhine. Further conquest acquired Ger-
many south of the Danube in 15 B.C. and southern
Britain in A.D. 43. Continental Celts who had sur-
vived the battles for territorial dominion were large-
ly assimilated into the Roman Empire over the next
three hundred years as their culture was completely
reorganized by Roman occupation. The Roman
strategy that utilized preexisting social hierarchies
and invested authority in cooperative local leaders
served to absorb influential Celts into the new econ-
omy and system of government.

Archacological evidence indicates that resis-
tance to Romanization was present among Celts liv-
ing on the margins of the empire, or even within it,
in areas under weak Roman control. These included
remote areas such as the East Anglian fenlands and
wetland environments where dwellings on crannogs
(artificial islands) made Roman administration near-
ly impossible. Such enclaves preserved traditional
Celtic lifeways into the era of Christianization (in
the sixth and seventh centuries A.D.) and beyond. A
late form of Celtic writing found mostly on funerary
monuments, the so-called Ogham script, was used
in the post-Roman fifth to ninth centuries A.D. Ste-
lae bearing this type of inscription have been found
in Ireland, Scotland, Wales, the Isle of Man, and in
Cornwall. The insular Celts who remained outside
the Roman Empire retained their languages, oral

ANCIENT EUROTPE



histories, and artistic styles into the medieval period.
This facilitated a migration of Celtic cultural attri-
butes from Ireland and Britain back to areas under
Roman and later Germanic influence, including
areas where Celtic cultural practices had nearly been
extinguished. The Brythonic linguistic survival on
the Breton peninsula resulted from a migration in
the fifth century A.D. of Celtic speakers from Corn-
wall to the Continent. Throughout the spread of
Christianity, the monastic tradition preserved Celtic
linguistic and artistic expression and disseminated
Celtic influenced early Christian ideology across
southern Britain and, on the Continent, into north-
ern Italy. Surviving Celtic languages, including
Scottish Gaelic and Irish in the Goidelic group, and
Welsh and Breton in the Brythonic group, are all
descended from insular Celtic culture.

See also Late Bronze Age Urnfields of Central Europe
(vol. 2, part 5); Hallstatt (vol. 2, part 6); La Téne
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(vol. 2, part 6); Celtic Migrations (vol. 2, part 6);
Oppida (vol. 2, part 6); Hillforts (vol. 2, part 6); La
Tene Art (vol. 2, part 6).
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HALLSTATT AND LA TENE

Hallstatt is both a cultural tradition, beginning in
the Bronze Age around 1200 B.C. and terminating
in the Early Iron Age between 500 and 450 B.C.,
and a type site for which the tradition is named. La
Téne (c. 480-15 B.C.) denotes the second period of
the central and western European Iron Age,
corresponding with marked changes in material
culture and mortuary practice that distinguish it
from the preceding Hallstatt. It is named for a type
site discovered in 1857 along the northwestern
shore of Lake Neuchatel, in the Swiss Alpine lakes
region.

HALLSTATT

The site Hallstatt is a large cemetery near the en-
trance to a salt mine located in the Salzbergtal, a
narrow Alpine valley in Upper Austria, in the region
of the Salzkammergut. At an elevation of approxi-
mately 860 meters above sea level, the Hallstatt
cemetery is situated high over a lake and town of the
same name. Mining at Hallstatt began at the start
of the final millennium B.C., but the majority of the
burials in the prehistoric cemetery are dated be-
tween 800 and 450 B.C. For this reason, an associa-
tion between Hallstatt material culture and the be-
ginning of the Iron Age has been made.

The discovery of the cemetery is attributed to
Johann Georg Ramsauer, who, in the course of his
duties as manager of the Hallstatt mine, was investi-
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gating a potential source of gravel in 1846 and un-
covered seven burials. Ramsauer reported his find
and was referred to Baron von Sacken, the custodi-
an of the Imperial Cabinet of Coins and Antiquities
in Vienna. Von Sacken provided financial and tacti-
cal support for Ramsauer to excavate at the Hallstatt
cemetery annually from 1847 through 1863. Under
his direction, some 980 graves were opened, and six
thousand objects were recovered for the museum.

Nearly two thousand burials have been excavat-
ed at Hallstatt in intermittent investigations that
began with Ramsauer in 1846 and ended in 1963.
Of those burials for which documentation and
provenance information exist, just over half (55 per-
cent) were flat inhumations, mostly oriented east-
west, with the body placed on its back. The remain-
ing burials were cremations, ashes and burnt bone
heaped into a pile with grave goods, including
weapons and objects of personal adornment. In
burials containing cremations, personal items and
weapons frequently were placed on top of the ashes,
surrounded by pottery and other offerings. Weap-
ons at Hallstatt are of bronze and iron and include
long and short swords (also identified as dag-
gers) that are associated with both male and female
burials.

One-fourth of the buried individuals appear to
be males, with a full complement of weapons; these
burials have been interpreted as warrior graves. The
burial population includes children of all ages, indi-
cating that mining and its attendant activities proba-
bly were familially organized. Additionally, there are
a few graves that seem to belong to traders or to
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persons from outside the community who died dur-
ing their stay at Hallstatt and subsequently were
buried there.

Stylistic changes in grave goods associated with
the Hallstatt burials led to the conclusion that the
two burial rites, inhumation and cremation, were
contemporaneous and that the cemetery was used
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over the period in which iron replaced bronze as the
dominant metal. This information contributed to
the relative chronology developed during the latter
half of the nineteenth century; and, at the Interna-
tional Congress of Anthropology and Archaeology
held in Stockholm in 1874, a two-division Iron
Age, consisting of Hallstatt and La Téne, was ac-
cepted.
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Imported objects and raw materials emphasize
the economic importance of salt mining and reveal
a distribution network of cultural material that ex-
tended from eastern France across southern Germa-
ny, Switzerland, Alpine Italy, Austria, Bohemia,
Slovenia, and into western Hungary. Baltic amber,
African ivory, Slovenian glass, Hungarian battle-
axes, Venetian knives and brooches, and Etruscan
drinking paraphernalia are all present at Hallstatt.
The site itself is positioned between the broadly de-
fined eastern and western Hallstatt traditions.

Distance from the site influences the density of
materials as well as the intensity of stylistic markers
associated with the tradition. This factor has con-
tributed to variability between regional chronolo-
gies that include Hallstatt as a temporal indicator.
The chronological divide within the Bronze Age for
French and German archaeologists is due, in part,
to distinctions made by Joseph Déchelette, who
identified the Urnfield culture period as separate
and followed by the Hallstatt, and Paul Reinecke,
for whom the Urnfield period in southern Germany
was synonymous with Hallstatt A and B (Ha A,
1200-1000 B.c.; Ha B, 1000-800 B.C.). Thereat-
ter, Hallstatt C and D (Ha C, 800-600 B.C.; Ha D,
600-500 B.C.) belong to the Early Iron Age.

Following the terminology developed by Rei-
necke and modified by Hermann Miiller-Karpe, the
archaeological evidence for Ha A and Ha B suggests
the existence of several cultures subsumed within a
generally homogeneous Hallstatt sphere of influ-
ence. Regional differences in material culture occur,
with widespread individual behavioral expressions
regarding funerary rite and settlement. The domi-
nant burial practice during Ha A and Ha B was cre-
mation, in which ashes and calcined bone were
placed, with small vessels and personal items, into
large biconical urns before burial in occasionally vast
Urnfield cemeteries. The cemetery at Kelheim in
Bavaria, where Miiller-Karpe refined his chronolog-
ical schema for the period, contained more than 268
burials.

Settlements comprised post-built structures
within stockaded and fortified compounds. Earthen
fortifications and wooden palisades were utilized to
an increasing degree, and in some areas hillforts
were established. Both the eastern German Lausitz
and the southern Bohemian Knoviz cultures estab-
lished fortified upland settlements as early as Ha A.
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On the whole, however, there are few indicators
supporting political organization of the scale that
emerges in the Early Iron Age.

The Hallstatt Iron Age (Ha C and Ha D) is a
period of extraordinary cultural fluorescence for
every part of continental Celtic Europe, with elabo-
rate and richly furnished burials often called chiefly
or princely graves and hillfort settlements. Tombs,
such as the Hochdorf mound or the burial of Vix,
and enclosed fortified hilltops, including the
Heuneburg and Hohenasperg (in Baden-Wiirt-
temberg) and Mont Lassois (in Cote-d’Or), charac-
terize the period and signal the transformation of
social organization to a political economy that con-
trolled the movement of luxury goods. A survey of
the distribution of imported goods, such as those
used for the service of wine as well as the Massiliot
amphorae that contained wine shipped into Trans-
alpine Europe, shows that the western and eastern
Hallstatt were included in Mediterranean trading
and gift exchange.

See also Hochdorf (vol. 1, part 1); La Tene (vol. 2, part
6); Vix (vol. 2, part 6); Kelheim (vol. 2, part 6); The
Heuneburg (vol. 2, part 6).
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The material recovered at La Téne appears to have
had little to do with domestic life, and though there
are numerous fibulae (brooches), few objects of
adornment are of the type belonging to women. For
these and other reasons, the site has been variously
interpreted as a military garrison or arsenal, trading
center, or votive site. An incomplete inventory of
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the material from La T¢ne includes 166 swords and
269 spearheads. The exceptional quantity of arti-
facts recovered from the lake (especially weaponry)
ensured the interest of antiquarians and archaeolo-
gists before the end of the nineteenth century, and
in 1874 the name La Téne was used to designate the
latter Iron Age.

The Swiss Lakes region played an important
role in the development of a chronological frame-
work for prehistoric Europe, beginning in 1854
with the first reported discovery of Neolithic Swiss
Lake villages. Sites along lakeshores had been
dredged for land reclamation during times when
water levels were low, and objects well preserved in
the fine silts and mud showed that prehistoric com-
munities had constructed entire villages on piles set
along the margins of lakeshores. Colonel Friedrich
Schwab originally supposed that the material recov-
ered from La Tene on Neuchatel belonged to this
carlier period until he began an inventory of the iron
swords and scabbards. In all of the collections of an-
tiquities Schwab assembled before the discovery at
La Téne, bronze had been the dominant metal. The
piles at La Téne were supports for piers and a dou-
ble bridge and have been dated using dendrochro-
nology. Dates for piers 3 and 2 of the Cornaux
bridge provide evidence for construction or mainte-
nance at 224 B.C. and 120-116 B.C., respectively.

As a term, “La Tene” describes and defines
both a time period and a style and has been associat-
ed with “Celtic” since its appearance in archaeologi-
cal parlance. Classical sources describing Celtic ter-
ritories along the Danube and Celtic migration at
approximately 400 B.C. were well known to Europe-
an antiquarians and archaeologists. Consequently,
the Early La Téne also has been called the “early
Celtic.” This terminology has been particularly pop-
ular with art historians, who associated La T¢ne sty-
listic elements with Celtic-produced artifacts or “art
objects.” Materials recovered from La T¢ne were so
well preserved that it was possible to identify and
disseminate imagery of the patterns that decorated
scabbards and swords. It soon was determined that
the “vegetal style” of intertwined plants and elon-
gated animals was a widely distributed motit that
occurred from the British Isles across France and
southern central Europe, including northern Italy,
to the Balkans.
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Central Europe has had a usable chronological
framework for the La Téne beginning in 1885 with
the work of Otto Tischler, who subdivided the peri-
od into early, middle, and late periods. When Paul
Reinecke constructed his analysis of fibula types at
the beginning of the twentieth century, he differen-
tiated the chronological subdivisions for southern
Germany from those of western Switzerland and
France. His distinctions were based on what ap-
peared to be continuity in the tumulus burial tradi-
tion for the earliest part of the La Téne. His solution
was to distinguish this phase as La T¢ne A, followed
by B, C, and D, corresponding roughly to the early
(B), middle (C), and late (D) horizons used else-
where in Europe. While this relative temporal se-
quence has been modified in light of updated re-
search, the La Tene for southern central Europe still
is divided into four horizons (A through D).

The European Iron Age typically is divided into
early and late periods, corresponding with Hallstatt
and La Téne, respectively. The transition from Hall-
statt D to La Tene usually is associated with changes
in burial rite, from large tumuli to flat inhumation
graves. Aspects of the tumulus burial tradition con-
tinued, however, in parts of southern Germany,
Switzerland, and Austria after its abandonment in
other areas. La Téne A originally was intended to
cover this anomalous first horizon and was assumed
to begin sometime around 450 B.C. Later research
placed its beginning at approximately 480,/475
B.C., coincident with dating for the Golasecca mate-
rial culture in northern Italy. A hallmark of the
onset of the La Tene is the “early style,” with its
Etruscan influences. The compass became a design
tool, particularly for bronze vessels and ornamental
metal disks but also for the occasional ceramic
vessel.

The changes evident in material culture and ide-
ology, as expressed in burial treatment, were part of
a major transition that is equally evident at the scale
of regional settlement. Most of the elevated and for-
tified settlements, such as the Heuneburg and Mont
Lassois, that had controlled the distribution of luxu-
ry goods during the preceding Hallstatt period were
abandoned, as these apparent centers of power col-
lapsed. Richly furnished burials continued, al-
though the focal area shifted northward to the
Hunsriick-Eifel region along the Moselle River.
Settlements and burials generally were smaller than
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Hallstatt period sites, suggesting more dispersed
populations and decentralized social and political
power.

La Tene B has a less certain starting date (c. 400
B.C.) associated with the beginning of a major
movement among Celtic peoples. This migration,
or expansion, depending on the source, corre-
sponded with reduced populations in the Marne,
Champagne, Bohemia, and possibly Bavaria. De-
population is indicated by a decrease in warrior
graves and adult male burials in general. Additional-
ly, fewer weapons were deposited in the remaining
graves, and the ceramic burial assemblage changed.
It was during this period that a considerably less-
labor-intensive interment, that of flat inhumation
without grave markers, becomes the dominant rite.

La Tene C sometimes is associated with the be-
ginning of the Middle La Te¢ne (280-125 B.C.), be-
cause it is when the oppida were established. The ap-
pearance of these proto-urban settlements signaled
a consolidation of power and reorganization of the
social and economic structure of Celtic society.
Throughout the Middle La Tene, migration and ex-
pansion, disruption and resettlement, contributed
to an archaeological record that is difficult to unrav-
el. During La Teéne C, inhumation burials disap-
peared altogether as cremation replaced inhuma-
tion, even for the social and political elite. This
further transition in mortuary practice occurred in
conjunction with the formation of nucleated settle-
ments across Europe, and it has been suggested that
the total shift to cremation may have been the be-
havioral expression of the impact of agglomerated
settlement on disposal of the dead.

Exposure to Graeco-Italic representation dur-
ing this period was expressed in the “vegetal style,”
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or continuous plant style. Originally named the
“Waldalgesheim style” after the burial from Huns-
riick, off the Rhine, the vegetal form can be seen in
the decorative repertoire by 320 B.c. This change in
motifincluded stylized palmettes and lotus patterns
that garlanded bowls, helmets, and scabbards.
These so-called oriental patterns appeared on weap-
ons found at La Téne, which enabled scholars to
date the site before dendrochronological confirma-
tion was available.

The Late La Téne (125-15 B.C.) is associated
with the rise of Roman colonial interests and their
impact on neighboring populations and began with
LaTeéne D1 (125-80 B.C.). La Teéne D1 ended with
the abandonment of the oppida sometime between
80 and 40 B.c. throughout France and Germany, al-
though in Bohemia oppida were inhabited until
sometime in La Teéne D2. Relative chronologies de-
pendent on settlement material, in the absence of
burials for this period, are concluded by the disrup-
tion of the oppida culture. La Tene D3 (50,/30-15
B.C.) coincided with the incursion of Germanic pop-
ulations before the Roman conquest of the region
in 15 B.C., which marks the end of the period.

See also Neolithic Lake Dwellings in the Alpine Region
(vol. 1, part 4); Oppida (vol. 2, part 6); La Téne Art
(vol. 2, part 6); The Heuneburg (vol. 2, part 6).
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CELTIC MIGRATIONS

Celtic migration refers to the Late Iron Age expan-
sion and resettlement of people affiliated with vari-
ous Celtic tribes. Historic sources establish the start
of this period of upheaval at about 400 B.c. This
date is supported by archaeological evidence that in-
dicates an intensive and rapid southward spread of
Celtic cultural material and practices. However, ar-
chaeological investigations also suggest that 400
B.C. was not the beginning of movement for Celtic
peoples and indicate that such migrations were not
an isolated phenomenon.

Economic disruption and social transformation
were experienced across south-central and eastern
Europe throughout the latter half of the final mil-
lennium B.C. By the fifth century B.C. population
pressure had compelled the Greeks and Phoenicians
to establish colonies at coastal Mediterranean sites,
such as Massalia (Marseille), Emporion (Ampurias),
and Carthage. The fourth and third centuries B.C.
were a time of national redefinition and included
the consolidation of Greece and Macedonia under
Philip II of Macedon, followed by the conquest of
Persia and Egypt by his son Alexander III (Alexan-
der the Great). Roman territorial expansion con-
tributed to regional destabilization and population
movement throughout Etruria and parts of Iberia,
setting the stage for the Punic Wars. Celtic warriors
participated in most of these conflicts as merce-
naries.

The first wave of historically documented mi-
gration is archaeologically evident both at its point
of origin (the Champagne region of France) and in
the area that was invaded (the Po Valley of northern
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Italy). Reduced population in Champagne is indi-
cated by the abandonment of settlements and by a
decrease in graves, especially those belonging to
young adult males. Chariot burials, in particular,
practically disappear. Throughout the Cisalpine re-
gion (which now forms part of northern Italy), for-
eign burial practices attest to the arrival of Celts,
who established themselves across the plain of the
Po River. In Bologna grave markers from the era de-
pict combatants armed with weapons of northern
(Transalpine) design. Also burial sites have yielded
grave goods that were carried south by the deceased
or their acquaintances. Bologna itself was renamed
from Etruscan “Felsina” to Celtic “Bononia.” Body
adornment in the form of bow-shaped brooches
(fibulae) of a Transalpine La Téne style are distrib-
uted from Champagne and Burgundy across Eu-
rope to the Carpathian Basin and south of the Alps
throughout Italy.

Not all of the invaders were satisfied to remain
in northern Italy. Around 390 B.C. a Celtic invasion
force sacked and looted Rome. According to the
Roman historian Livy, writing in the first century
B.C., the event was witnessed by residents who had
taken refuge in the citadel. The city was later ran-
somed, and the barbarians packed their plunder and
left. The effect of the devastation was profound and
influenced Roman military commanders in their in-
teractions with Celtic warlords for centuries. Julius
Caesar, for example, rushed to meet the Helvetii in
58 B.C. to prevent them from turning south into the
Po Valley. Following the battle, he turned the survi-
vors around and provisioned them to make certain
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that they would continue on their eastward journey
back to Switzerland.

The path of migration appears to have first tra-
versed the Alps along the western side of the Italian
Peninsula but was soon expanded to include routes
south from Bohemia. A delegation of Galatian Celts
met Alexander the Great on the banks of the Dan-
ube during his campaign in the Balkans in 335 B.C.
The source is Ptolemy I, later the ruler of Egypt,
who was present on the occasion. Celtic incursion
into Thrace, Macedonia, and Greece in about 280
B.C. was the culmination of frequent movements of
war parties that had begun nearly a century earlier.
Delphi was attacked around 279 B.C. by Brennos,
who led his warriors to the temple of the Oracle,
which they burned. There is no evidence for Celtic
resettlement in Greece, and artifacts associated with
the assault on Delphi are few.

Classical sources settled upon various accounts
to explain why Celts left their homeland and jour-
neyed south through Alpine passes to establish
communities in Italy and Asia Minor. A report by
Livy states, “There is a tradition that it was the lure
of Italian fruits and especially of wine, a pleasure
then new to them, that drew the Gauls to cross the
Alps and settle in regions previously cultivated by
the Etruscans.” The Greek scholar Dionysius of
Halicarnassus elaborates on this sequence of events,
saying that the Gauls were enticed to Italy with
wine, olive oil, and figs and were told that the place
was occupied by men who fought like women and
would offer no real resistance. According to these
two authors, the quality of life available on the Ital-
ian Peninsula attracted Celtic immigrants. In anoth-
er version, the Greek geographer Strabo reports
that tribes joined forces in pursuit of plunder. A fur-
ther account says that population stress prompted
consultation with the gods who directed one broth-
er to take his followers to the Hercynian uplands in
southern Germany while the other was told to take
the more pleasant road into Italy. Scholarly analysis
suggests that population growth was a contributing
factor, along with a deteriorating climatic phase.
These conditions, combined with the disruptions in
the traffic of Mediterranean imports that followed
the establishment of Roman colonies competing
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with the Greek trading post at Massalia, may indeed
have been sufficient cause.

It is probable that the migration that began in
the Champagne region was motivated by a desire to
acquire luxury goods and wine and that it was car-
ried out by young adult males of the warrior aristoc-
racy, as the archaeological evidence indicates. How-
ever, movements such as that of the Helvetii
included men, women, and children, and they were
most likely motivated by other factors that included
hardship.

Migration contributed greatly to restructuring
Celtic society. Large numbers of Celts were intro-
duced to different lifestyles in the various Mediter-
ranean civilizations. When they returned to their
homes north of the Alps (and many of them did)
they brought back coinage and an appreciation of
its use. They also transported ideas, technologies,
and objects that they acquired, along with contacts
that enabled them to enter into new trade relation-
ships. Further, the process of migration itself had
temporarily reorganized tribal units. During migra-
tion, loose coalitions of otherwise distinct groups
formed under the leadership of single individuals.
Post-migration Celtic Europe during the proto-
urban oppida phase (150-50 B.C.) reflects these eco-

nomic and social transformations.

See also Celts (vol. 2, part 6); La Tene (vol. 2, part 6); La
Tene Art (vol. 2, part 6).
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GERMANS

The question of the identity of the peoples who
were first called Germans is immensely complex.
Three main approaches to the subject are historical,
archaeological, and linguistic.

HISTORICAL

The earliest description of peoples called Germans
is in Julius Caesar’s commentary about his military
campaigns in Gaul between 58 and 51 B.c. Caesar’s
remarks formed the basis for later Roman use of the
name and thus for subsequent medieval and mod-
ern applications. Any discussion of the identity of
the early Germans must begin with Caesar. The
Greek writer Posidonius (135-51 B.C.) may have
mentioned peoples he called Germans, but his
works do not survive.

Two assertions by Caesar are of particular im-
portance. One is that the peoples east of the Rhine
were Germans, whereas those west of the river were
Gauls (whom ancient Greek writers called Celts).
The other is that the Germans had a less complex
society than did the Gauls. Unlike the Gauls, the
Germans had no towns, little agriculture, and less-
developed religious rituals, and they spent much of
their time hunting and fighting. From Caesar on-
ward, Roman writers called the peoples east of the
Rhine and north of the Upper Danube Germans. It
is not known what these groups called themselves.
It is very unlikely that they thought of themselves
as any kind of single people, at least before many of
them united to face the threat of Roman conquest.

In his work known as the Germania, published
in A.D. 98, the Roman historian Tacitus described
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in greater detail the peoples whom Caesar had
called Germans. From the second half of the six-
teenth century, when the manuscript of his writing
was rediscovered and translated, the account of Tac-
itus formed the basis for many studies of the early
Germans. Much of his description was applied even
to groups who lived many centuries after the peo-
ples he called Germans. Well into modern times,
scholars interpreted his work as if it were an ethno-
graphic account of peoples in northern Europe be-
yond the Roman frontier.

Approaches to the writings of Caesar and Taci-
tus have become more critical. Many historians be-
lieve that Caesar’s assertions that the peoples east of
the Rhine were Germans was politically motivated,
to portray the Rhine as a border between Gauls and
Germans and thus a cultural frontier at the eastern
edge of peoples whom he was fighting to conquer.
Much of Caesar’s description of the Germans as a
simpler people than the Gauls may have been based
on long-held Roman ideas about the geography and
the peoples of northern Europe. Caesar had little di-
rect contact with groups east of the Rhine, and his
remarks about them were made in the context of his
primary concern, which was the conquest of Gaul.

A century of critical study of Tacitus has led to
the conclusion that his Germania should be ap-
proached primarily as a literary work, rather than an
ethnographic one. Many believe that his descrip-
tions of the Germans tell more about Roman atti-
tudes and values than about the peoples of northern
Europe. Whereas Roman writers, following Caesar
and Tacitus, regarded Germans and Gauls as dis-
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tinct peoples, Greek authors, such as Strabo and
Cassius Dio, considered them part of the larger
group of peoples whom they called Celts. Later
Roman and medieval writers built upon the tradi-
tions of their predecessors, classifying many peoples
identified in later centuries—such as Burgundians,
Franks, Goths, and Langobards—as Germans.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL

The archaeological evidence shows a much more
complex situation than Caesar and Tacitus describe.
When Caesar was writing, between 58 and 51 B.C.,
the peoples east of the upper and middle Rhine were
very much like those west of the Rhine against
whom Caesar was fighting. Large fortified towns
known as oppida dominated the landscape. As at the
oppida in Gaul, the archaeology shows complex
economic and political organization, with mass pro-
duction of pottery and iron tools, minting of coins,
and long-distance trade with much of Europe, in-
cluding Roman Italy. East of the lower Rhine, how-
ever, the archaeology indicates a different kind of
society, without the large oppida and with smaller-
scale manufacturing and commerce. In this region
Caesar’s assertion about lack of towns corresponds
to the archaeological evidence, but his statements
about undeveloped agriculture and the major role
of hunting are proved wrong by the archaeology.
Intensive farming and livestock husbandry had been
practiced in the region for some four thousand years
before Caesar’s time.

The style of material culture, especially metal
ornaments and pottery, in much of the region east
of the lower Rhine is known as Jastorf, and it con-
trasts with the La Tene style characteristic to the
south and west. Earlier archacologists have linked
La Tene style with Celts (Gauls) and Jastorf style
with Germans, but studies show that such direct
connections between styles and peoples named by
Roman and Greek writers are unwarranted.

Throughout the Roman period (50 B.C. to A.D.
450), the archaeology shows regular interactions—
some peaceful, some violent—between the Roman
provinces west of the Rhine and the unconquered
lands to the east. Many graves east of the Rhine con-
tain fine products of Roman manufacturing, such as
pottery, bronze vessels, ornaments, and even weap-
ons. Such settlements as Feddersen Wierde in
Lower Saxony show that trade with the Roman
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world brought both wealth and social change to
communities in these regions.

LINGUISTIC

The category “Germanic” as it applies to language
is difficult to investigate before the time of the
Roman conquests because the Iron Age peoples did
not leave writings. Roman and Greek observers did
not use language as a criterion in distinguishing the
peoples of northern Europe, probably because they
did not know enough about the native languages.
When runes were developed in northern parts of the
continent (by people familiar with Latin), probably
in the first or second century A.D., they indicate the
presence of a well-developed language that linguists
classify as Germanic.

In the Rhineland, where many inscriptions sur-
vive from after the Roman conquest, some names
can be linked with Germanic and others with Celtic
languages. Certain names even combine elements of
the two linguistic traditions. Probably in much of
temperate Europe at the time of Caesar and Tacitus,
many people spoke languages that could not be
classified easily as either Germanic or Celtic today
but that included elements associated with both of
those categories.

See also Oppida (vol. 2, part 6); Manching (vol. 2, part
0); Gergovia (vol. 2, part 6); Kelheim (vol. 2, part
06); Langobards (vol. 2, part 7).
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OPPIDA
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Oppidum is the Latin word for a defended site,
often with urban characteristics, and so, by exten-
sion, simply a “town.” The modern archaeological
usage is based on Julius Caesar’s De bello Gallico, in
which he terms the native urban settlements, such
as Genava (Geneva), Vesontio (Besangon), Lutetia
(Paris), Bibracte (Mont Beuvray), and Gergovia
(Gergovie), oppida, although he occasionally calls
them urbs (city). German and British nomenclature
thus uses this word for archaeological sites similar to
these historical towns—defended Late Iron Age
sites of the second to first centuries B.C. of at least
25-30 hectares, which are found from the Hun-
garian plain to western France as well as in central
Spain. Caesar and other Latin authors also use
the term to describe hillforts and small defended
urban sites of 5-10 hectares; French nomenclature
follows this usage for the towns of southern France,
such as Entremont and Ensérune, and the sixth-
century Hallstatt hillforts, such as Mont Lassois
and the Heuneburg. In Britain the term is used
mainly for very large lowland settlements of the first
centuries B.C. and A.D., such as Camulodunum
(Colchester), which can be as large as 2,000 hect-
ares, defined by linear dikes. In this discussion the
British and German nomenclature is used. This
essay will discuss oppida in Gaul, central Europe,
and Britain.
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OPPIDA IN GAUL AND
CENTRAL EUROPE

Because of their large size and no doubt large popu-
lations, the oppida must belong to a very different
sort of political entity from that of the Mediterra-
nean city-states, or what might be termed tribal
states. They bear the name of a tribe rather than of
a major town (e.g., the Aedui and the Arverni, com-
pared with the Romans and Athenians). Where the
territorial size of the state is known, they tend to be
much larger than the city-states. Mont Beuvray near
Autun in Burgundy is a good type site. First, Caesar
names it as the ancient Bibracte, chief town of the
Aedui, who were legal allies of the Romans from at
least the second century B.C. Caesar, who spent the
winter of 52-51 B.C. in the town writing De bello
Gallico, tells a little about the state’s oligarchic con-
stitution. He mentions the annual election of the
chief magistrate (the vergobret), the existence of an
assembly (sematus), and the sources of the state’s in-
come (e.g., the annual auctioning of the right to
collect tolls from traders).

Mont Beuvray lies in a good defensive position
on a hilltop that dominates the Morvan mountain
range, and it is visible from a considerable distance
in all directions. Although the immediate area is ag-
riculturally poor, there are raw resources, such as
iron ore, and the oppidum controlled one of the

ANCIENT EUROTPE



OPPIDA

(> North Sea (" g, "
oy Vi,
%,
%
=N %
[+
. 2 % %, B
o AL
Namur 2. Amoneburg X

Fécamp

z

Titelberg @

Heidetrank
Otzenhausene® 4

o 2 "
®  Stradonice ® Hrazany ® Staré Hradisko

< s
Diinsburg ® Steinsburg Staftelberg ZiVist

o Zemplin

‘5‘%0' Lutetia Heidengraben ‘merlo.h'r Kelheim o Trigoy
Genabum e ‘%’et Breisach o Manching ganube ;;..' Bratislava
Ly
(Y. o Alesia o Altenburg 7 ep t-Gellérth
\O%e River Avacum o ® o Basel . udapest-Gellérthegy
Bibracte Vesontio e \ Magdalensbe 0 Velemszentvid
Bern  Lake y
Zidovar
Gergovia @ \ Constance 5% o
g L Lake Dye Rivel
=
3. Geneva Sava River
5
&
0 100 km Adriatic Sea
[ | Mediterranean Sea /J] =

Some of the principal oppida in Europe. ADAPTED FROM WELLS 1999.

major routes from the Mediterranean to the Atlan-
tic, from the valley of the Sa6ne into the Paris Basin
via the River Yonne. Dendrochronological evidence
shows that the oppidum was founded about 120 B.C.
and initially was surrounded by a rampart low on the
hill, enclosing some 200 hectares. This was a murus
Gallicus, as described by Caesar, a wall revetted
front and back by stone walls and with an internal
timber lacing joined with iron spikes where the
balks cross. In a murus Gallicus the space between
the walls is filled with earth and stones, and there is
an earthen ramp behind and a ditch (or, in the case
of Mont Beuvray, a terrace) in front. Somewhat
later the site was reduced in size to 135 hectares
with a new murus Gallicus rampart, which was re-
paired regularly, and, finally, in the later first century
B.C. by a Fécamp rampart—a massive bank of earth
with a sloping glacis front (named by Mortimer
Wheeler who dug the oppidum overlooking the
modern-day town of Fécamp). The reason for this
series of alterations may have been to make the ram-
parts more visible from a distance. Certainly, de-
fense is not the only purpose of the “defenses”—the
main gate, the Porte de Rebout, is much wider than
would be needed for defense, and there is no elabo-
rate gatehouse such as tho