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Stonehenge, conspicuous on the Salisbury Plain in the region of southern 
England traditionally known as ‘Wessex’, has presented an enigma since time 
immemorial. ‘Who built it?’ , ‘Why?’ and ‘When?’ are questions to which, over 
the years, many answers have been given. The early nineteenth-century 
antiquarian Sir Richard Colt Hoare (1807, 257), writing mainly with reference 
to the remarkable passage grave in Ireland at Newgrange, was pessimistic:

I shall not unnecessarily trespass upon the time and patience of my 
readers in endeavouring to ascertain what tribes first peopled this 
country, nor to what nation the construction of this singular monument 
may reasonably be attributed for, I fear, both its authors and its original 
destination will ever remain unknown. Conjecture may wander over its 
wild and spacious domains but will never bring home with it either truth 
or conviction. Alike will the histories of those stupendous temples  
at Avebury and Stonehenge which grace my native country, remain 
involved in obscurity and oblivion.

This was an understandable assessment, but it has proved, with the passage of 
subsequent years, to be unduly pessimistic.

Others were less cautious, some even seeking to establish links between 
Stonehenge and the great fortified citadel at Mycenae in Greece, following the 
excavations there of Heinrich Schliemann in 1876. It was not, however, until 
about a century later that the application of radiocarbon dating established a 
secure chronological context for Stonehenge (and confirmed the rather later 
dating of Mycenae). This allowed the interpretation to move on, beyond the 
‘When?’ question. The present volume is a triumphant documentation of 
how much more can now be said about the ‘Who?’ and the ‘Why?’ – and 
perhaps also hints at how much more there is still to be said about both.

Foreword

‘Obscurity and Oblivion’? The Challenge of 
Interpreting the Prehistoric Past

Colin Renfrew
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This refreshing and thoughtful study by John Barrett and Michael Boyd 
takes these two great monuments as a starting point for a challenging 
consideration of what can be established today, in the early twenty-first 
century, about the later prehistory of Europe of several thousand years ago. 
First they review earlier (and sometimes contradictory) archaeological 
approaches to the two designated sites. Then, choosing to focus primarily on 
two regions of Europe, south Britain and the Aegean – where these two iconic 
sites lie – they consider and develop their analysis with a treatment of three 
major fields of interest in contemporary archaeology.

In doing so they touch on a series of problems and contemporary concerns 
of archaeological theory and interpretation which are of much wider 
relevance. These relate to issues applicable to many ancient agrarian societies 
across the world which flourished before the advent of writing, and therefore 
before written history. Their thoughtful approach will offer useful insights for 
archaeologists across the world who study societies which were likewise 
active and flourishing before the advent of literacy.

A pervasive theme in their analysis is the creation of identity. Identity, 
collective as well as personal, is often clearly expressed through the medium 
of material culture – that is to say in the artefacts used by earlier societies, of 
which tangible remains can be found today. This is discussed in Chapter 3 
which forms an introduction to the succeeding trilogy of chapters where 
their thinking is most clearly developed: (4) Things that Mattered; (5) Places 
that Mattered; and (6) Bodies that Mattered. These three chapters offer a 
programmatic treatment of what becomes a richly documented exercise in 
comparative archaeology.

The consideration of the politics of the early eastern Mediterranean and 
of northern European metallurgy undertaken in Chapter 4 gets to grips with 
the evidence of the things that these people were making, things which 
clearly meant a lot to them. The beakers became the characteristic drinking 
vessels in northern Europe and the so-called ‘sauceboats’, ceramic drinking 
vessels, were a leitmotiv in the heyday of the Aegean early bronze age. They 
were clearly of symbolic significance to their makers. In both areas their users 
were associated with the development of copper and then bronze metallurgy. 
The trading networks which metallurgy brought into being are documented 
by the distribution of finds of these well-made pots, and by other conspicuous 
artefacts, including daggers, which were certainly ‘things that mattered’.

In their treatment of ‘Places that Mattered’ (in Chapter  5) the authors 
consider a number of locations of ritual significance in the third and second 
millennia bc. Their focus moves from Orkney to Stonehenge, then south to 
Keros in the Aegean, and then to Knossos in Crete and finally to Mycenae. 
Such ritual centres were used in different ways. Each became a centre of 
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influence and probably also of pilgrimage. The significance of each endured 
for several centuries.

The body is central to the concept of identity, a theme which dominates 
the discussion of ‘Bodies that Mattered’ in Chapter 6. In the context of their 
treatment of ancient DNA, where recent studies suggest a possible 
discontinuity in the population of prehistoric Britain with the arrival of the 
beakers, Barrett and Boyd assert that: ‘archaeology needs to understand the 
strategies by which shared identities were constructed by people in the past, 
rather than by imposing identities upon past populations by means of such 
classes of archaeological materials as “cultures”.’ Cautioning against the 
equation of cultural inheritance with that of genetic inheritance, they review 
mortuary strategies of identity and the placing of the dead in a ritual 
landscape, focusing first on the British evidence of the third and second 
millennia bc (particularly in Wessex) before turning to the Shaft Graves of 
Mycenae to reconsider the funeral practices there.

The two authors are careful to avoid sweeping statements about the nature 
of culture change. Their return to two well-known sites and areas offers the 
occasion for fresh and illuminating discussion of the ways that material 
culture (i.e. ‘things’) has been used, systematically and often deliberately, to 
create identities of different kinds. Their consideration is focussed on their 
two chosen areas of Europe, Britain and the Aegean. Yet clearly their approach 
could be applied to a wide range of other contexts in prehistoric Europe and 
indeed in other parts of the world. It is a brilliant demonstration of how 
interpretations can change, and how these can require new forms and 
contexts of reasoning. This is a work which moves on beyond the debates of 
the ‘processual’ and ‘post-processual’ archaeologies prevalent at the end of the 
twentieth century, and takes the analysis into other fields. The treatment 
employed here can clearly be applied to other regions beyond those of 
Stonehenge or Mycenae. I predict that the approaches and issues developed 
and debated here will soon also find fruitful application in other regions of 
the world.

Colin Renfrew





During the 1970s and the 1980s the North American archaeologist and 
founding figure of what was, in those days, called the ‘New Archaeology’, Lewis 
Binford, claimed to have identified both the problem, and the solution, to the 
conundrum that he believed bedevilled archaeological reasoning (cf. Binford 
1983). Archaeologists had long accepted that the materials that they studied 
had resulted from different formation processes and could therefore be treated 
as if they were the representations of those processes and thus of the events 
that had happened in the past. The methodological problem was to establish 
what the material actually represented in ways that found general agreement 
amongst archaeologists. Up until the mid-1960s in North America and in 
much of Europe it had been assumed that archaeological materials represented 
the ways that people had once behaved, such as the ways that they had made 
pottery, built their houses and buried their dead. It was further assumed that 
these behaviours were the cultural products of various social conventions. This 
reasoning appeared to adopt a principle from the sociology of Émile Durkheim, 
that social solidarities were constructed through the beliefs that people had 
shared with each other, and archaeology deployed this reasoning to assume 
that such beliefs were likely to be represented by the patterns of their material 
residues. Binford had two problems with this seemingly uncontentious 
reasoning. The first was that some of the patterns that were treated as if they 
represented earlier human behaviour were in fact demonstrably the products 
of non-human processes of decay and the transformation of materials caused 
by animal activity. The second problem concerned the ways attempts to explain 
changes in the sequences of material residues, and thus to explain changes in 
human behaviour, seemed to depend upon the assumption that different 
communities would have been open to influences from others who were more 
socially advanced and culturally dominant. Not only was this latter assumption 
unexamined in any detail, but the means of tracing the path along which such 
supposed influences had diffused seemed to be highly speculative, with some 
archaeologists claiming to be able to identify cultural influences in the design 
of the material residues that other archaeologists were not able to recognize.

The solution to these problems, Binford suggested, was for archaeology to 
establish the link between past dynamics and the surviving material record 
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Introduction 3

purely in terms of mechanical processes that could be replicated by means of 
modern experimentation or could be observed ethnographically. At the same 
time Binford, and the New Archaeology more generally, rejected attempts  
to explain cultural change as the product of influences diffusing from one 
social and cultural context into another, suggesting that such accounts  
often amounted to little more than guesswork. From one perspective these 
proposals represented the basis for a more secure archaeological reasoning 
that accepted the properties inherent in the surviving evidence, but from 
another perspective the resulting archaeology appeared limited in what it 
could say about the past and was, for example, unable to engage with the ways 
that human communities had actively worked to construct their own 
histories.

The writing of a European prehistory, extending from the closing stages of 
the last Ice Age until the development of the western Empire of Rome, had 
long depended upon the archaeological claim that it was able to recognize 
cultural influences that linked one region with another. Before the advent of 
the independent dating mechanism provided by radiocarbon these supposed 
links were used not only to explain cultural change within the European 
sequences of material but also to establish chronological ties between these 
sequences and the historically dated cultures of Egypt and Mesopotamia.  
The European prehistorian Gordon Childe followed upon the earlier work  
of Oscar Montelius (1903) in attempting to systematize the sequences of 
prehistoric material found across Europe and to establish presumed links 
between the different cultural sequences so established and those of 
Mesopotamia and Egypt (e.g. Childe 1925; 1929).

Childe’s aim was to do more than simply catalogue the prehistoric 
sequences of cultural material in Europe. In what was his last book, he 
restated that the aim of all his work had been to understand the distinctive 
development attested by the archaeology of European prehistory. He claimed 
that:

even in prehistoric times barbarian societies in Europe behaved in a 
distinctively European way, foreshadowing, however dimly, the contrast 
with African or Asiatic societies that has become manifest in the last 
thousand years.

Childe 1958, 9

Following upon the Neolithic colonization of Europe by agriculturalists, who 
had originated from south-western Asia, Childe regarded the initial impetus 
for this uniquely European development as having lain with Europe’s proximity 
to, and dependency upon, the civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia. He 
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Fig. 0.2  Chronological chart giving approximate calendar dates for sites 
mentioned in the text and regional periods: British Isles to the left, and Aegean 
to the right (‘Wessex’ refers to the Wessex graves: see Chapter 6).
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 ---
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--- 
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| 
| 
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--- 
--- 
| 

LATE NEOLITHIC 
| 

--- 
--- 
| 
| 
| 

EARLY BRONZE AGE 
| 
| 
| 
| 

--- 
--- 

MIDDLE BRONZE AGE 
| 

--- 

4500 –4400 
4400 –4300 
4300 –4200 
4200 –4100 
4100 –4000 
4000 –3900 
3900 –3800 
3800 –3700 
3700 –3600 
3600 –3500 
3500 –3400 
3400 –3300 
3300 –3200 
3200 –3100 
3100 –3000 
3000 –2900 
2900 –2800 
2800 –2700 
2700 –2600 
2600 –2500 
2500 –2400 
2400 –2300 
2300 –2200 
2200 –2100 
2100 –2000 
2000 –1900 
1900 –1800 
1800 –1700 
1700 –1600 
1600 –1500 
1500 –1400 
1400 –1300 
1300 –1200 
1200 –1100 

--- 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
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| 
| 
| 
| 

--- 
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| 
| 
| 
| 
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| 
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      ---        
      |     
      |     

MYCENAE 
      |     
      |      | 
     ---            --- 

characterized the archaeological challenge as being that of understanding the 
historical mechanisms by which ‘European barbarians outstrip their Oriental 
masters’ (Childe 1958, 7). The ‘distinctively European way’ of behaviour had 
emerged, at least according to Childe, with the ‘manifest superiority of 
European technology’, a technology that arose ‘through the application of 
science’, the ‘spiritual ancestors’ of which were to be found amongst the 
‘operations of prehistoric potters and smelters’ (Childe 1958, 9). The challenge 
that Childe faced was to establish how and when this ‘manifest superiority of 
European technology’ had supposedly originated. Childe proposed that:

It was with the Bronze Age that the course of Europe’s history – social 
and economic as well as technical and scientific – began to diverge both 
from that of the New World and from that of the Ancient East.

Childe 1957a, 2
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The significance of the European Bronze Age, as opposed to the Bronze 
Age of ‘the Ancient East’, lay, as far as Childe was concerned, with the different 
social contexts within which he believed that the working of metals had 
developed. The casting of metals required a geological knowledge of source 
materials, a chemical and technical knowledge that was demonstrated in the 
smelting, alloying and working of the metals, and the trading networks that 
could supply regular access to raw materials. This complex pattern of activity, 
Childe believed, necessitated the existence of specialist producers, and any 
account of the social context of production had to describe how this specialist 
class had been maintained. It was the difference between the Oriental and  
the European social contexts of production that defined, for Childe, the 
distinctive nature of Europe’s historical relationship with that of the Orient.

In Childe’s model, the specialist production of smithing would have  
been sustained by an economic organization capable of both generating,  
and managing, the distribution of food that was surplus to a community’s 
subsistence needs, and he proposed that such a surplus could be envisaged  
as having been generated originally, not by the Neolithic agriculture of 
temperate Europe, but by the agricultural exploitation of the alluvial 
environments of the Tigris, the Euphrates and the Nile rivers, and to have 
been managed through the ‘totalitarian regimes’ of the early civilizations  
of Mesopotamia and Egypt by which this ‘surplus was systematically  
extracted from the peasant masses and gathered into royal or temple 
granaries’ (Childe 1957a, 6). It was therefore in the context of the emergent 
Oriental civilizations that Childe believed that the specialist technologies  
of metallurgy arose, but it was also these totalitarian regimes that, in his  
view, ‘fettered the further development’ of the very technologies that they  
had sustained by subsuming them under the ‘complete dependence on a 
court or a temple’ (Childe 1957a, 8).

Childe proposed that the technologies of metalworking had been carried 
from the Orient, first into the Aegean, and then into the western Mediterranean 
and on into temperate and Baltic Europe by a process of transmission driven 
by the movement of smiths in search of new sources of ore, and by the 
expansion of the exchange networks that carried both the raw materials and 
their products. The assumption throughout was that the technological 
knowledge of metalworking was part of a cultural pattern of behaviour, the 
transmission of which was represented in the form and distribution of 
archaeological finds. These metal producers were therefore thought to have 
brought with them the technological and scientific knowledge gained in the 
Orient but transferred into a European context and into relations of 
production that were not constrained by the restrictive class divisions that 
had existed in the east. This move supposedly ensured that metal producers 
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were ‘freed’ by relations that facilitated innovation and the development of 
technology and science. The need to sustain specialist producers by means  
of a surplus food product none the less remained, and until such a surplus 
was released by the application of the new technologies upon European 
agricultural production, Childe claimed that this necessary support was 
achieved by trade relations with, and therefore dependence upon, the earlier 
centres of a developing metallurgy (Childe 1958).

There is much to criticize in Childe’s model for the origins of metallurgy, 
not least his ‘orientalism’ which suggested that the initial technological 
development of the Orient had atrophied, only to be taken forward by the 
entrepreneurial endeavours characteristic of European culture (Rowlands 
1984, 149; cf. Larsen 1989). Among the many things that were not recognized 
at the time was the level of geological knowledge associated with stone 
quarrying, mining and working, now understood as a feature of the early 
European Neolithic and which represents one likely foundation for the early 
organization of ore quarrying. Indeed, Childe simply did not accept the 
inherent potential for change in the agricultural systems of the European 
Neolithic.

It is Colin Renfrew who, from the late 1960s onwards, has been mainly 
instrumental in pulling apart the Childean model of prehistoric Europe in 
which cultural, technological and therefore social change had somehow 
‘diffused’ out from regions that were claimed to be innovators in economic or 
cultural development. Renfrew instigated the need to rethink the dynamics 
of European prehistory by demonstrating the impact that radiocarbon dating 
was having on models of cultural diffusion. The independent method of 
dating was resulting in moving the chronologies of key European cultural 
sequences earlier than their supposed Oriental antecedents (Renfrew 1973a). 
Renfrew’s argument for an indigenous, European development of metallurgy 
was initiated by his building of the chronological case for the indigenous 
development of an ‘autonomous’ copper metalworking tradition in the 
Balkans (Renfrew 1969a). This argument was spectacularly endorsed by the 
find, in 1972, of the fifth millennium bce cemetery at Varna near the Black 
Sea coast which yielded grave assemblages containing numerous copper  
and gold artefacts (Ivanov 1975; 1991; Renfrew 1986; Higham et al. 2007). 
Renfrew then published a case for the relatively independent development of 
metallurgy in the Aegean (Renfrew 1972). Colin Renfrew thus laid the 
foundations for the development of the New Archaeology in Europe, the 
primary concern of which was to explain how the patterns that were observed 
in the material had arisen without recourse to the suggestion that change had 
resulted from external influences. Among other things, this required Renfrew 
to establish the case for cultural change to have been an inherent property of 
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the European Neolithic, a possibility seemingly denied by Childe (cf. Renfrew 
1973b; Sherratt 1981). Renfrew’s approach therefore had the effect of 
producing a geographical distinction drawn between the regions that had 
contained the forces driving historical, and therefore material, change and 
those external relations that, whilst they may have operated between different 
regions, were none the less denied the diffusionist role that Childe and others 
had granted them in instigating cultural change (cf. Renfrew 1977; Renfrew 
and Cherry 1986).

The narratives of European prehistory that have developed over the past 
century might now be described as a series of changing geographical models 
and processes. It remains widely accepted that the origins of Neolithic 
agriculture lay with a process of colonization, lasting over some two millennia, 
by agriculturalists who introduced domesticated plants and animals from 
south-western Asia. This process extended across the European land mass 
that was itself already occupied by hunter-gatherers and that sustained a 
variety of soil, plant and animal habitats. The complex relationships between 
the indigenous and incoming populations are only now beginning to be 
understood from the result of the analysis of strontium isotopes and the 
ancient DNA that can be retrieved from individuals buried in the cemeteries 
of these earliest agriculturalists (Bickle and Whittle 2013). It was against the 
background of this palimpsest of human identities, material exchanges and 
ecological variability, that the early development of metal technologies 
occurred, marked by the initial working of gold and copper to be followed 
using lead and the alloying of copper with tin to cast bronze. Whilst indicative 
of a technological change, the Copper and Bronze Ages of Europe have also 
been taken to indicate an organizational change amongst the established 
agricultural communities. Thus, whilst Childe treated the foundations of a 
European metallurgy as the result of a further migration into Europe from 
the east, this time by smiths seeking out new sources of raw materials and 
who had originated ultimately from the early state systems of western Asia 
and north Africa, Renfrew countered this by placing an emphasis upon 
indigenous social and economic forces that resulted in the technological 
developments that had emerged within different regional systems across 
Europe.

Renfrew certainly concurred with Childe that the Bronze Age was a 
‘crucial period’ in the prehistory of Europe, ‘the only continent in which there 
was a true Bronze Age – that is to say a “barbarian” or pre-urban Bonze Age’ 
(Renfrew 1994, 159), but he rejected Childe’s diffusionist claims in which the 
‘barbarian’ development of Europe depended initially upon the urban 
societies of the Orient. Renfrew’s argument that the development of social 
ranking, a process that Timothy Earle (2002) was to equate with the 
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development of a ‘political economy’, could be understood in terms of a series 
of autonomous regional developments (cf. Renfrew 1977) was also developed 
to counter the growing interest in the application of World Systems modelling 
(Wallerstein 1974) to an understanding of the ancient world (e.g. Frankenstein 
and Rowlands 1978). Renfrew originally argued that World Systems 
approaches, with their emphasis upon economically dominant core regions, 
simply marked the re-introduction of diffusionist narratives to explain 
European cultural sequences (Renfrew 1994, 158). The contrast was therefore 
between Renfrew’s emphasis upon explaining social change by reference to 
mechanisms that were internal to the regional system, and a World Systems 
approach in which an asymmetrical relationship between a socially and 
economically dominant ‘core’ and its economically dominated ‘periphery’ was 
used to explain the structural transformations that were witnessed in both. 
The trajectories mapped by such asymmetrical connections between the 
regions comprising these larger networks of exchange, and of economic and 
political domination and dependency, might also have been expected to have 
traced a long-term path of cyclical development as the inherent demands 
made upon the periphery for increasing its levels of resource exploitation 
resulted in periods of ecological exhaustion and realignment (Friedman and 
Rowlands 1977; Kristiansen 1998).

The archaeological claim to recognize the ‘internal’ use of exotics for 
display and for conspicuous consumption, such as the use of copper and gold 
in the burial assemblages at the Varna cemetery (Renfrew 1986), assumed 
that these practices were key to the development not only of social rank but 
also to the maintenance of ideologies of authority (Miller and Tilley 1984). 
As such these ideas lent themselves to explanations in which the localized 
development of rank necessitated participation in various ‘external’ networks 
of material exchange (cf. Kristiansen 1978). Indeed, the restricted distribution 
across Europe of native ores when set against the evidence for widespread 
metal production, the distribution of numerous different types of artefact, 
and the evidence for water- and land-based transportation certainly imply 
that, whatever local processes of social differentiation and economic 
development might have been at work, these processes must be understood 
as having operated within a more extensive network of social alliances and 
material exchange (Harding 2013a & b; Sherratt 1993).

The archaeology of history

Archaeological narratives continue to depict the histories of the third and 
second millennia in Europe as if they were processes that were represented 
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by the material evidence. From this perspective it appears as if the historical 
processes that matter are the very ones that resulted in the formation of 
archaeological deposits. But surely historical processes have always involved 
much more than this? Whatever we might envisage the historical processes to 
have been, they clearly operated across both local and regional scales in such 
a way that the European Bronze Age emerged in both the regional polities 
towards which Renfrew directed our attention, and in the larger systems of 
material exchange and human movement which World Systems approaches 
addressed (Kristiansen 1998).

Kristian Kristiansen has been one scholar who has developed an 
understanding of the Bronze Age world of Eurasia as a geographically 
integrated system of communities that was held together by the exchange of 
materials, the movements of traders and warriors, and by shared concepts of 
a world order (Kristiansen 1998; Kristiansen and Larsson 2005). This model 
treats the patterns of archaeological materials as if they had been generated 
by the large-scale organizational relationships through which materials 
moved and styles were copied. By way of contrast we start from the principle 
that archaeology is an investigation of how emergent historical conditions 
enabled the construction of particular kinds of human life. In other words, 
our archaeology is primarily concerned with the material contexts in which 
particular kinds of life were possible, rather than treating archaeology as 
primarily the study of the material consequences of large-scale structural 
organizations. It is in this way that we aim to address the call made by Kristian 
Kristiansen and Thomas Larsson for the development of a theoretical strategy 
that enables us to understand the human experiences that were once gained 
by means of the local material practices that had operated in the context of 
the larger regional movements of peoples and materials (Kristiansen and 
Larsson 2005, 4–10). These experiences enabled the construction of people’s 
identity, such that those of the Mycenaean aristocracy, which were not the 
product of some spiritual, cultural or biological primordial essence, but 
rather were created by the strategic deployment of, or resistance to, the flows 
of materials and people that cut across Europe and Asia (Renfrew 1994; 
Rowlands 2010). In this way we can recognize that there is no conflict 
‘between the increasing evidence for the scale of mobility in the Bronze Age, 
including both movements of people and things’ and the evidence for long-
term patterns of regional continuity (Rowlands and Ling 2013, 517).

In the pages that follow our emphasis will be upon the archaeological 
understanding of the ways that human identities have been created. We 
follow Ingold and his colleagues in treating identity not as something given 
and fixed but as something that is achieved by development, it is a process of 
‘becoming’ that uses available material conditions and traditions of practice 



From Stonehenge to Mycenae10

to bring forms of life into being (Ingold 2001; Ingold and Palsson 2013). The 
shift we envisage is thus away from an archaeology that treats history as if it 
were merely the description of how archaeological deposits were formed, and 
towards an archaeology that is concerned with how local systems of humanity 
had constructed themselves, or were constructed by others, out of the flows 
of materials and people that were then available. The credibility of such 
narratives as these rest upon the competence of our characterization of the 
processes that we assert to be of archaeological concern, and our design of 
the archaeological procedures that enable their investigation. The structure 
of this analysis is clearly very different from that which was developed by 
Lewis Binford to achieve what he took to be a viable archaeological knowledge 
of the past. For Binford the past could only be known securely as the system 
of those mechanisms that had created an archaeological record. For us the 
past was a condition in which people found it possible to become who they 
were. Archaeology, from this latter perspective, seeks to understand how lives 
were lived given the conditions that are attested for archaeologically.

In the chapters that follow we address the conditions that developed 
during the third to second millennium bce in two regions of Europe, that 
around Stonehenge in southern Britain, and that in the insular landscape  
of the southern Aegean. The reason for this selection is that it enables us  
to address the archaeology of two regions that were once linked by the 
diffusionist narratives that Colin Renfrew recognized as no longer being 
viable (Renfrew 1968). As we show, these were two regions of long-term 
cultural continuity through which people passed and whose occupants drew 
into their own use, by processes of creolization and hybridity, the wider 
movements of materials that were available to them. We set out the challenge 
that archaeology faces in the first three chapters before examining in later 
chapters the various strategies by which people’s very being was constructed. 
We focus upon three aspects of the available archaeological material. 
Chapter  4 considers how lives might have been lived to build worlds of 
identity among the use of material things. Chapter 5 then explores the ways 
that the occupancy of place made certain kinds of identity possible before 
turning in Chapter 6 to the different ways that the lived identities of different 
communities might have been constructed relative to their dead.



1

Archaeological Approaches to Stonehenge

On a June day in 1668 Samuel Pepys visited Stonehenge. His diary entry 
records his reaction to the stones: it was a reaction that is likely to have been 
shared by many visitors before and since:

Come thither, and find them as prodigious as any tales I ever heard of 
them, and worth going this journey to see. God knows what their use was!

Pepys 1668

Whatever Stonehenge’s use was, and speculations have ranged from a temple 
to a computer, the monument continues to challenge our understanding of 
the world in which it was built, used and then abandoned. Our concern in 
this book is to consider the issues that archaeologists face in their attempts to 
make sense of worlds such as this.

There was of course a time when the purpose of the monument was 
widely understood; when it was built with such considerable effort, when it 
was modified and used, and it is this world that has been the focus of 

Fig. 1.1  View of Stonehenge from the south-west. Photograph by Elaine 
Wakefield. Copyright Wessex Archaeology.
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archaeological concern and speculation. But then that use stopped, and its 
original purpose was forgotten, and whilst the Stonehenge of today is used as 
a visitor attraction, we might wonder at the circumstances that allowed the 
original purpose of the monument to slip from view.

Pepys was certainly not the first to record an impression of the site: the site 
was sketched and recorded at various times during the middle ages, and two 
years before Pepys’ visit the antiquary John Aubrey had drawn a plan of the 
stones and observed some of the additional archaeological features that are 
part of the monument’s history. Our story will begin however with the 
archaeological excavations and the re-setting of some of the stones that took 
place between 1950 and 1964. The history of the archaeological investigations 
of Stonehenge has not been a particularly happy one. Various ‘diggings’ have 
taken place within the circle, not all of which have produced the detailed 
records that might have been expected. The work that was instigated in 1950 
was itself designed to evaluate an earlier programme of excavations that had 
taken place between 1919 and 1926. Neither of these twentieth-century 
programmes of investigation produced anything but the most minimal 
written record until all that work was finally brought together in 1995 (Cleal 
et al. 1995). Nonetheless the 1950–1964 excavations did result in a scheme  
for the architectural development of Stonehenge that remained in use until 
recently (Atkinson 1960). This proposed architectural sequence was 
reassuringly simple: three stages of building were suggested, starting with an 
earthwork enclosure within which lay a cremation cemetery, some evidence 
for a central timber structure and with stones at the enclosure’s north-eastern 
entrance. In this scheme, the second stage of development focused upon the 
trans-shipment of stones, whose distinctive geology indicated an origin in 
the south Welsh mountains of Prescelly, and their preliminary erection at 
Stonehenge, along with the construction of an avenue between the north-east 
entrance to the earlier earthwork and the River Avon. This Avenue ran for 
some 2,100 metres, initially along the line of the north-eastern axis of the 
monument and then east and south-east. It was in the third phase of the 
proposed scheme that the great stone structure was erected and modified. 
The stones came from relatively local sources on the chalk lands, but they  
had been extensively shaped before being erected in what has long been 
regarded as an outer circle of standing stones that were linked by a continuous 
line of lintels, and within which five sets of trilithons had already been 
erected. The latter comprised closely set paired standing stones, where each 
pair supported a lintel. The original south Welsh stones were re-erected 
within this more massive and complex structure.

In the three hundred years since Pepys’ visit archaeology had thus 
provided something of a building sequence for the history of Stonehenge, 
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although archaeology was less forthcoming in providing an understanding  
of its use. Richard Atkinson, who was one of those directing the 1950–1964 
programme and author of the proposed building sequence, when confronting 
such questions as: ‘why it was built, why this particular sequence of building 
and, indeed, what did it all mean?’ simply countered that:

To all these questions ‘Why?’ there is one short, simple and perfectly 
correct answer: ‘We do not know and we shall probably never know’.

Atkinson 1960, 168

That said, Atkinson then permitted himself to conjecture that the monument 
developed as a temple that originated with the digging of an earthwork 
enclosure which may have been intended to separate the sacred activities 
within the enclosure from those beyond. Atkinson suggested that the initial 
priority of the celebrants was to communicate with a nether world and that 
the development of the stone architecture implied that ritual concerns were 
lifted towards the sky and the movement of celestial bodies. We have no need 
to follow Atkinson’s suggestions in any detail for, as we shall see, much has 
changed as to how we might understand the monument and the periods of its 
use, but for all his doubts Atkinson was forced to allow that these questions 
concerning the meaning of Stonehenge, difficult as they might be to answer, 
were the kinds of ideas that archaeology should explore and that mark ‘the 
growth of ideas about what archaeology is for’ (Atkinson 1960, 178 original 
emphasis omitted).

If archaeology can provide for a securer knowledge of the sequence of 
Stonehenge’s building than it can for the use of the monument then, as an 
alternative, archaeology might provide an account of the historical context in 
which the monument was built, used and then abandoned. After all, the 
building sequence itself means little historically without an understanding of 
the kind of world in which that sequence occurred. One of the challenges 
that Stonehenge poses is therefore not so much the question of ‘what was its 
use?’, but ‘what kind of world could, and indeed would want to, build such a 
thing?’. Therefore, all the puzzling questions concerning the use of Stonehenge, 
or what the monument might once have meant, might simply come down to 
whether the world in which the building and use of Stonehenge occurred is 
understandable by us. By understanding that earlier world we might also 
come to understand ‘what archaeology is for’.

Archaeology has become adept at describing what can be known of the 
material conditions of the past, based upon the analysis of archaeological 
finds and by providing an account of the mechanical processes that created 
and transformed those finds; but understanding the past as the historical 
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context in which such things had occurred and, as the ‘New Archaeology’ 
sought, to explain why such things had come about, has proven to be much 
more difficult. The problem is that by treating archaeological finds as a  
record of human activity, archaeologists have faced the unenviable task of 
establishing the principles that might have determined, and therefore 
explained, the activities that are recorded. It is hardly surprising that the 
resulting claims have been contentious. The New Archaeology rejected the 
assertion that the ways that people had behaved simply derived from their 
social and cultural context by arguing that such an approach failed to offer a 
useable basis for explaining social and economic change. The New 
Archaeology developed, by way of an alternative, the idea that what people 
had done in terms of their various social and economic consequences, rather 
than how they had done those things culturally, revealed the historical context 
of behaviour in ways that might explain the processes of change.

Establishing a context for Stonehenge

In 1956, when Richard Atkinson first published his short book on Stonehenge, 
the problem of dating each stage of its construction, and thus of establishing 
those other things in Britain and Europe that were contemporary with the 
monument’s development, was considerable. The first results from the 
radiocarbon method of dating were only just becoming available, and a single 
date had been obtained for organic material that was recovered in the 
excavation of 1950. This material came from the fill of a pit that belonged to 
the first stage of Atkinson’s sequence (Atkinson 1960, 89), and whilst Atkinson 
treated this date with due reservation, the chronology for the entire sequence 
was estimated from it. Atkinson offered dates for the proposed sequence 
which he suggested ran from the earthwork enclosure first dug around 1900–
1700 bce to the erection of the stone monument that we see today, sometime 
around 1500 bce. The significance of these dates is not only that we now 
know them to be far too late, such that the first stone monument was erected 
around a thousand years earlier than Atkinson had calculated, but that they 
therefore placed Stonehenge in the wrong historical context.

The emphasis that archaeology places upon human history, where the 
evidence is treated as if it recorded earlier human activities, means that if we 
claim to be able to explain the historical context of Stonehenge we might not 
only be expected to describe the ways that human activities were organized at 
that time, but also offer an account as to how that kind of organization had 
come into being. The assumption would be therefore, that by tracing the 
development and organization of human activity archaeology must account 
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for not only the different technical understandings that were available and 
the levels of social organization within which those understandings were 
applied but also what had motivated those resources and that understanding 
to have been directed in a particular way. This would mean that the building 
of Stonehenge becomes understandable as not only lying within the technical 
and organizational capabilities of the prehistoric peoples of southern Britain 
but as also satisfying a certain kind of motivation. Even allowing for the late 
dating proposed by Atkinson for the erection of the stones, the unique nature 
of Stonehenge, the scale of the work undertaken, and the architectural 
refinements represented by the ways that the stones had been worked, all 
marked something of a challenge to Atkinson’s expectation of what was 
possible for the prehistoric communities of the period.

Atkinson therefore set about seeking to understand the stone architecture 
of Stonehenge as if it had been built in the Early Bronze Age around 1500 bce 
by assessing the technology used and the necessary level of social organization 
in which that technology was employed. In terms of technology, Atkinson 
employed experimental work, model building and an understanding of the 
mechanical properties of stone, to argue that the ability to transport, work 
and erect the standing stones and lintels of Stonehenge lay within the 
capability of the prehistoric communities of that period. He also noted that 
the mortice and tenon jointing employed to secure the lintel stones onto the 
uprights was a carpentry technique that had been employed here in stone-
working, and that such woodworking skills were likely to have existed given 
that timber structures had been excavated within earlier monuments in 
Britain (e.g. Cunnington 1929; Piggott 1939).

If the technical achievements implied by the monument were 
understandable, then the social context was treated by Atkinson as if it 
concerned the two questions of the ethnicity of the builders and of their 
social organization. Ethnicity had long been a central concern for 
archaeological analysis and one that was addressed by the cultural style of the 
artefacts and monuments that were created at the time. Although the 
assumption was simple, that people who had shared an ethnic identity would 
also have shared in ways of doing things, Atkinson had in fact little evidence 
that might enable him to assign a cultural context to the building of  
the unique stone phases of Stonehenge. Nonetheless, he believed that 
circumstantial evidence existed to suggest that his proposed second phase of 
construction, that brought the so-called ‘bluestones’ from Pembrokeshire to 
their initial erection in the earthwork enclosure, could be linked ethnically to 
the ‘beaker people’. Known from the western European distribution of a 
distinctive form of ceramic vessel (see Chapter  6), these so-called ‘beaker 
people’ were believed to have arrived in Britain, bringing with them not only 
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the ceramic tradition but also a new form of single grave burial and the first 
traditions of metalworking. This cultural context therefore fixed the 
construction of the first stone architecture at Stonehenge at the key moment 
when copper, gold and then bronze working was introduced into Britain.

In 1938 Stuart Piggott, who excavated at Stonehenge with Richard 
Atkinson and J.F.S. Stone, had published a survey of the Bronze Age 
immediately following upon the currency of the ‘beaker culture’ in southern 
Britain. The implication for Atkinson was that the period surveyed by Piggott 
must have covered the final development of Stonehenge. The evidence that 
was then available to Piggott included individual finds of metalwork but 
otherwise it was mainly formed of the material from late eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century excavations into round burial mounds or ‘barrows’ 
of the Bronze Age. A major concentration of these burial monuments lies in 
the immediate vicinity of Stonehenge itself and they clearly imply a Bronze 
Age funerary association with the monument (see Chapter 6). Piggott argued 
that the burial rites associated with these mounds witnessed a trend from 
earlier beaker period inhumations to the adoption of cremation in the Bronze 
Age, and that the burial assemblages from these chalk uplands of Wiltshire 
and Dorset (comprising part of an area traditionally assigned to the region of 
Wessex), produced a range of artefacts that were indicative both of an 
‘opening up’ of a wide range of Bronze Age trade routes, and of the production 
of items of display that included bronze daggers, necklace beads of amber 
and a blue vitrified material (faience) and the decorative use of gold. These 
developments, along with the changes in funerary rites, were indicative, 
Piggott suggested, of a ‘Wessex Culture’, the origins of which he believed lay 
among the communities that were represented by the ‘dagger graves’ of 
Brittany in north-west France.

The exchange relations and cultural contacts represented by this period 
appeared to be extensive. The daggers from some of the Wessex graves were 
not only comparable to finds from the Breton graves but Piggott traced 
further comparisons to central Europe and northern Italy. The amber in 
some of the graves was traced to sources in the Baltic, and the blue faience 
was believed to have had an Egyptian origin. Further decorative amulets and 
pins indicated central European contacts whilst gold sources were traced to 
Ireland. The 1938 study therefore established the idea of an international 
European Bronze Age in which the political or ethnic grouping of the Wessex 
Culture played a significant role. Piggott calculated this network to have 
occurred sometime after about 1800 bce with the arrival of Breton migrants 
into southern Britain. In his final commentary on this material Piggott 
suggested that ‘chronological and cultural equations may be made with 
regions even more remote and unexpected’ (Piggott 1938, 95). Those regions, 
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Piggott suggested, lay with the Bronze Age of southern Greece and Crete, 
where comparative material, including the distinctive use of amber, was used 
to link the Wessex grave finds with some Minoan material and the finds from 
the shaft graves at Mycenae (cf. Harding 1984, 70–87).

The Mycenaean shaft graves comprise two grave circles, one of which is 
enclosed within the later walled citadel of Mycenae itself (see Chapter  6). 
These graves were made famous in the late nineteenth century by Heinrich 
Schliemann who associated the burials with the aristocracy portrayed in  
the epic poetry of Homer. The archaeological link Piggott made between  
the Mycenaean shaft graves, the Wessex burials and other European grave 
series depended both upon general similarities in the finds, such as the 
inclusion of daggers among some of the grave assemblages, but also more 
specific comparisons, such as the complex design of the drilled plates of 
Baltic amber that were used in necklaces or other settings (Harding 1984, 
Fig. 18).

It was therefore to this international Bronze Age that Atkinson turned in 
his desire to establish a historical context for the building of the massive 
stone structures marking the third phase in his Stonehenge sequence. He 
glossed the Wessex grave finds as indicating a world dominated by warrior-
chieftains, the ‘middlemen’ who he claimed had operated on the trade routes 
that he assumed had run between Ireland, with its metal ores, and continental 
Europe. He saw these chiefdoms as having been capable of commanding ‘the 
immense resources of labour and craftsmanship necessary for the building of 
Stonehenge III’ (Atkinson 1960, 164). And yet he went on to wonder ‘were 
these Wessex chieftains alone responsible for the design and construction of 
this last and greatest monument at Stonehenge?’ (Atkinson 1960, 165 
emphasis omitted). He concluded that it was surely more likely that a 
monument that transcended all other comparable buildings in Britain had 
been influenced by the only contemporary European culture in which 
‘architecture, as distinct from mere construction, was already a living tradition’ 
(Atkinson 1960, 165 emphasis original). That culture was to be found, in 
Atkinson’s view, in the Mycenaean world with the seemingly obvious 
comparison between the lintelled stones of Stonehenge and the lion gate of 
the citadel at Mycenae, with latter’s stone uprights and lintel. Rather than 
being the product of ‘mere barbarians’, the final building of Stonehenge was 
thus assigned by Atkinson to the design of a Mycenaean architect (Atkinson 
1960, 165–166).

By the early 1960s Stonehenge and the burials beneath the round mounds 
that cluster around it had thus become the manifestations of a land of 
warrior-chieftains. It was they who supposedly organized the resources to 
build the final stone structures of Stonehenge, albeit under the direction of a 
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Mycenaean architect. By the late 1960s all this had begun to change. It now 
appeared possible that the sequence of Wessex burial mounds began at a  
time predating the construction of the Mycenaean citadel, perhaps by  
some centuries, although the shaft graves themselves also predated that 
construction. Indeed, the lintelled stone structures of Stonehenge were now 
dated earlier than most of the surrounding graves and may well have been 
constructed before 2000 bce whilst the construction of Mycenae occurred 
after 1400 bce and had nothing to do with Stonehenge and perhaps little to 
do with the origins of Piggott’s Wessex Culture (Renfrew 1968).

The shift in chronologies had arisen from the increasingly widespread 
application of radiocarbon dating to the prehistoric materials of temperate 
Europe, and we have to be clear as to the implications that were brought 
about by these changes (Renfrew 1973a). All archaeologists confront two 
problems: how to date their materials and how to best understand the 
changing patterns that are recognizable in the sequences of those materials. 
The original solution to the first of these problems impacted upon the 
approaches that were taken to the second. Before the advent of radiocarbon 
dating, along with other methods that were dependent upon the isotopic 
decay of radioactive materials, the only secure option for European prehistory 
was to establish links between European finds and the calendar-dated 
archaeological sequences from ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt. Establishing 

Fig. 1.2  The Lion Gate at Mycenae in the nineteenth century.
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such links was far from easy and depended upon finding a bridge between 
the eastern chronologies and those of temperate Europe by way of the Aegean 
sequence of materials, which could be dated by actual imports to the Egyptian 
calendar. By this means similarities between European materials and those 
from the Aegean and eastern Mediterranean formed the basis for the 
European chronological schemes. The security of these schemes was often 
slight and seemed to be held in place more by the conventions of academic 
authority than by the evidence itself. Moreover, this approach to dating was 
obviously tied to the attempts to explain changes in the prehistoric sequences 
in Europe by reference to the influences that were assumed to have emanated 
from the eastern Mediterranean.

The scientific dating of dead organic material developed in the 1950s 
involved measuring the surviving ratio of the atomically unstable to the 
atomically stable isotopes of carbon. By knowing the rate of decay of the 
former, and by being able to evaluate the ratios of the carbon isotopes that 
had originally been taken up by the living material, it was assumed that a 
possible age for the death of the material could then be calculated. The first 
adoption of radiocarbon dating provided for both an independent chronology 
for archaeologically recovered materials and for a shock, because the dates 
for early agriculture in Europe began to migrate earlier than had previously 
been expected. That shock was then compounded by a correction in the 
technique, which showed these dates lay even earlier on the absolute calendar. 
This shift in dating arose because the naturally occurring level of the 
radioactive isotope of carbon found in the atmosphere, and therefore 
available to be incorporated in living organic matter, proved not to have 
remained constant through time. Consequently, radiocarbon determinations 
did not provide accurate dates and the results had to be calibrated, an exercise 
initially achieved by using reference data derived from the dating of the 
annual growth rings of the long-lived bristlecone pine (Renfrew 1973a). 
These shifts were first identified and formalized in Renfrew’s seminal 1968 
paper ‘Wessex without Mycenae’.

Radiocarbon dating meant that it was finally possible, not only to evaluate 
previously established chronological estimates for monuments, such as the 
tombs built along the Atlantic margins of Europe by the first agriculturalists, 
and for major technological developments, such as the beginnings of 
European metallurgy, but also to assess the claimed links by which such 
innovations were explained (Renfrew 1973a). If Gordon Childe had indeed 
been correct to suggest that the major developments that occurred in the 
Neolithic and Bronze Age of Europe were driven by influences that had 
emanated from the civilizations of the Orient, then the dating should reflect 
such a sequence of European dependency. Thus, for example, if a Mycenaean 
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architect had indeed designed Stonehenge as Atkinson had suggested, then 
Stonehenge must post-date the construction of the Mycenaean citadel, and 
the radiocarbon dates indicated that this was not the case.

The major consequence of the new chronologies was that the conventional 
dating for the prehistory of Europe, beyond the immediate area of the Aegean, 
was shown to have been set too late. To take a single example, the synthesis of 
what was then known of the stone age agriculturalists of Neolithic Britain 
that Piggott had published in 1954, suggested that this period of agriculture 
had begun in Britain after 2000 bce and ended at least by 1500 bce in 
southern Britain with the establishment of the Bronze Age Wessex Culture 
graves. The arrival of the ‘beaker people’ was given to have occurred in the 
final stages of Piggott’s Neolithic, and only the first phase of Stonehenge was 
assigned to the British Neolithic. A single early fourth millennium bce 
radiocarbon date that had by then been obtained for Neolithic material  
from Ehenside Tarn in Cumbria was regarded as ‘so high, it is difficult to do 
more than reserve judgement’ (Piggott 1954, 380). Piggott was however less 
inclined to reserve his judgement when confronted by a date in the early 
third millennium bce for the construction of the great late-Neolithic henge 
enclosure at Durrington Walls in Wiltshire, brusquely dismissing the date as 
‘archaeologically inacceptable’ (Piggott 1959, 289).

A Neolithic period in Britain lasting a mere 500 years, followed by an 
apparently longer-lasting British Bronze Age, which in southern Britain was 
set to occur between 1500–550 bce (Hawkes 1959), was not only far too late 
but also impossibly short to encompass a history of the Neolithic and Bronze 
Age that ran from the first agriculturalists to the beginnings of iron-working. 
Such brevity for a period that we would now regard as being twice as long 
and extending from about 4000 bce to about 800 bce had implications for 
the kinds of narratives that attempted to account for the various changes  
in material culture and monument types. In these narratives periods of 
change were not instigated by any cumulative and internally generated 
processes that might have given rise to horizons of social, economic and 
cultural transformation, but by waves of external influences and migrations, 
including of course Bronze Age warriors supposedly migrating from  
Brittany to southern Britain and architects supposedly arriving there from 
Mycenae.

Until the 1960s the changing sequences of European prehistory were 
accounted for as the product of either cultural influences or the movement  
of peoples from elsewhere. The various lines of influence, at least for the 
European Neolithic and Bronze Age, always seemed to run from the east to 
the west, and to originate ultimately in the Orient. Piggott offered a general 
distinction in which:
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we can perceive, even in remote antiquity . . . a broad classification 
between innovating and conserving societies. In the one group, 
technological developments in the arts of peace and war must have been 
socially acceptable and therefore encouraged; in the other, once a 
satisfactory modus vivendi for the community within its natural 
surroundings had been achieved, there seems to have been no need felt 
to alter the situation.

Piggott 1965, 17 emphasis original

Childe’s own desire had been to understand why:

Four to five thousand years ago the natives of Europe were on precisely 
the same level, as far as equipment and economic organization are 
concerned, as the natives of eastern North America – a very similar 
environment – were only 400 years ago and as some native tribes in New 
Guinea are today. Why then did they not remain illiterate barbarians . . .?

Childe 1958, 7

In Childe’s view European societies were prompted to change due to their 
proximity to the economically productive and politically organized systems 
of the Nile valley and the Tigris–Euphrates delta. In the case of metalworking 
we have seen the way that Childe suggested only a managed food surplus that 
had arisen from the irrigation systems of agriculture in the Old World could 
support the specialist producers who were necessary to develop metallurgy. 
Those skills were then carried into Europe by itinerant traders, smiths and 
colonizers in search of the metal ores found in the Alps, Iberia, Britain and 
Ireland (Childe 1957a). The widespread distribution of beaker ceramics  
and the association of beakers with the earliest metalworking in many (but 
not all) areas of central and western Europe resulted in the general acceptance 
that the itinerant metalworker found archaeological representation as the 
beaker people (Childe 1957b, 222).

The construction of dated sequences of cultural change was no longer a 
central purpose of archaeology and the comparisons that had once, by the 
necessity of building a European chronology, linked together the sequences 
of European and eastern Mediterranean cultural materials became open to, 
and indeed collapsed because of, the independent evaluation resulting from 
the radiometric methods of dating. The adoption of radiocarbon dating 
therefore required the writing of a new kind of European and indeed world 
prehistory. The innovatory nature of cultures that Childe had argued as 
having originated with the itinerant smiths of the European Bronze Age now 
had to be sought to explain monument building in Neolithic Europe and the 
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origins of European metallurgy: but what were these innovative processes 
that drove these developments?

Colin Renfrew quickly sought to address the challenge facing archaeology. 
He characterized the new dating technology as necessitating a revolution  
in archaeological thinking. Associations in the Aegean Bronze Age with 
Egyptian imports ensured that the Aegean chronology remained tied to the 
well-established calendric dating of the Egyptian sequence, but to the north 
and west of this Renfrew saw that the chronologies of the European cultural 
assemblages had now moved earlier than their assumed eastern antecedents. 
Renfrew characterized this as resulting in a chronological fault line that had 
moved the chronologies of temperate and northern Europe earlier than those 
of the Aegean (Renfrew 1973a).

In 1968 Renfrew published his ‘Wessex without Mycenae’ essay, written 
when very few radiocarbon dates were available (Renfrew 1968). Nonetheless 
he sought to establish that the central and western European Bronze Age that 
had arisen from earlier traditions of indigenous copper-working, was in 
existence by 2100 bce, and predated the development of Mycenaean culture 
in the Aegean. Given the comparisons that Piggott had made between his 
Wessex Culture assemblage and the central European Early Bronze Age it 
was reasonable to suppose that the sequence of Wessex graves had begun to 
be deposited soon after 2100 bce, a proposition that has now been confirmed 
by the determination of a single date for an early Wessex grave assemblage of 

Fig. 1.3  Renfrew’s 1973 model of a chronological fault line in prehistoric 
Europe. Courtesy Colin Renfrew.
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between 2020–1770 bce (Needham et al. 2010). Whilst Renfrew also noted 
the dates that were available at the time from Stonehenge, it is now also clear 
that the upright stones with their lintels, the Stonehenge that we see today, 
were erected earlier than even Renfrew supposed, at around 2620–2480 bce, 
and that they were a product of the southern British Late Neolithic and 
clearly predated the round-barrow graves from the surrounding landscape 
(Darvill et al. 2012; Parker Pearson et al. 2015a). The development of 
Stonehenge was therefore neither the product of a Mycenaean architect nor 
of a supposed Wessex Culture aristocracy. This was followed by the case for a 
Balkan chalcolithic (‘copper age’) that should be treated as an autonomous 
development that did not develop as a product of influences deriving from 
the Aegean early Bonze Age (Renfrew 1969a).

In both these publications Renfrew used the new chronologies for the 
European sequences to disentangle them from those of the Aegean and the 
eastern Mediterranean upon which they had previously been aligned. By this 
means he sought to argue that, in the case of metallurgy, the European 
sequences developed independently of any influences from the east. The 
problem that Renfrew faced, however, was the comparable lack of information 
for the early development of copper and gold working in the region of the 
Aegean itself. Throughout these discussions, Renfrew acknowledged that 
Childe had himself recognized the vulnerabilities that were inherent in his 
own chronological scheme for the origins of the European Bronze Age 
(Childe 1957a). There are however three issues that were in danger of being 
conflated in Renfrew’s argument. First is the need to establish a competent 
chronology for the regional developments across Europe and the eastern 
Mediterranean. The second concerns the degree to which, if any, the different 
regions were in contact one with another and the mechanisms by which such 
contacts might have operated. Third is the nature of the historical processes 
that gave rise to these sequences, and the extent to which those processes 
operated at either a level of regional autonomy or at a much larger scale. The 
latter point is made without necessarily returning to models in which the 
developments of ‘innovating’ systems were diffused into ‘conserving’ systems, 
although whether this model is accepted or rejected clearly depends upon the 
kinds of historical process that are regarded as having been at work in these 
periods. Indeed, of the three issues listed above, the first is clearly of a different 
order than the latter two. Questions of chronology are now addressed through 
laboratory analysis and statistical modelling, displaying what archaeologists 
would accept as a degree of objectivity, whereas questions concerning the 
mechanisms of inter-regional contacts and historical processes are matters of 
judgement and reasoned argument that refer to the available material, but 
upon which differences of opinion are always likely to exist.



From Stonehenge to Mycenae24

Considerable quantities of new data are available fifty or so years since 
Renfrew initiated the demand that archaeology should write narratives of 
indigenous developments in Europe that had travelled from the Neolithic to 
the Bronze Age seemingly without an impetus deriving from the urbanized 
centres of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Those data have revealed a vastly more 
complex and diverse sequence of archaeological patterns than were available 
to either Childe or indeed to Renfrew. These data have not simplified the task 
of writing a synthesis of ‘what happened in history’ and we might wonder 
upon what basis narratives that make these histories understandable might 
be written. Renfrew argued that:

European prehistory has for long had a preoccupation with origins and 
with the way in which ideas and cultural traits were transmitted. Today 
it seems more fruitful to consider processes and the way in which such 
features were invented.

Renfrew 1969a, 15 emphasis original

But what were these processes that, after 2500 bce, drove the widespread use 
of copper and gold technologies across Europe and followed these with the 
adoption of the copper/tin alloy of bronze before 2000 bce? As the full 
Bronze Age developed, the Wessex Culture graves of southern Britain, with 
broadly comparable deposits from graves elsewhere in western and central 
Europe, have been treated as if indicating the emergence of ranked societies 
and chiefdoms, whilst the ‘palaces’ of firstly Crete and then of Mycenaean 
southern Greece, the latter with their archival scripts and associated tomb 
architecture, have been treated as if witnessing the development of 
redistributive economies administered from centres of elite residences. Are 
such social models justified and do they bring us any closer to understanding 
the dynamics of these periods?

We have indicated that it is by establishing a historical context for the 
periods under investigation that the processes that operated in those periods 
should become understandable, and that the material conditions of each 
context must obviously be constructed from archaeological data. This 
construction involves, in our view, rather more than the traditional treatment 
of archaeological material as if it were a record of various kinds of social, 
economic or political organization. Indeed, we suggest that it is because the 
steady accumulation of archaeological data has been treated as if it were an 
increasingly detailed record of such conditions that the archaeology of the 
periods with which we are concerned has either become increasingly 
incomprehensible or subject to largely speculative interpretations. Instead  
we will suggest that archaeology might more effectively treat the material 
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conditions that it describes as the conditions that made certain ways of living 
possible. We will explore this theme as an understanding of the ways people 
might once have understood their place in the world by reference to the 
things that they could use, the places that they could occupy and their relation 
to their dead.





2

The Emergence of an Aegean Civilization

The controversy that surrounded the first radiocarbon dates obtained for 
European prehistory, where those dates were much earlier than had been 
anticipated, is now past. We accept that the plants, animals and probably the 
people of the early communities of agriculturalists that had originated in 
south-western Asia colonized Europe, with early agriculture being introduced 
into south-eastern Europe by around 7000 bce. But we no longer explain the 
origins of the first stone-built monumental tombs constructed in western 
Europe by settled agricultural communities as either indicating an arrival of 
additional peoples or as the result of religious influences deriving from the 
eastern Mediterranean, as was once the case (Daniel 1958). Instead this 
architecture was the indigenous innovation of European agriculturalists, and 
no one else. Nor do we accept that gold, copper and bronze metal-working 
was introduced by colonizing smiths arriving from Egypt or Mesopotamia as 
Gordon Childe had suggested (Childe 1957a), but we treat it instead as an 
indigenous European development (though see Roberts et al. 2009). And we 
accept that the major development of the stone architecture of Stonehenge 
was begun in the mid-third millennium bce, in the Late Neolithic, and 
without any motivation derived from Mycenae.

Archaeology has traditionally worked by treating the surviving deposits, 
objects and monuments from the past as if they described a record of earlier 
events, where the archaeological concern was with the ways that those events 
related to various kinds of human behaviour. The new chronology for the 
histories of the third and second millennia bce in Europe posed a significant 
challenge to the ways that those events might be interpreted. The methods of 
analysis and the languages of description therefore changed as new ways 
were sought to understand the historical processes that had affected human 
behaviour without reliance upon the external influences of what Piggott had 
characterized as ‘innovating’ societies. Thus, the history of human behaviour 
in prehistoric Europe was no longer assumed to have changed as responses to 
cultural influences emanating from the east, and change was instead treated 
as if it had been self-generated. Central to these new approaches was the idea 
that the divergent aspects of human behaviour, such as economic, religious, 
technological and social behaviour, could be characterized as comprising a 
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system, the organization of which was maintained, and at times transformed, 
as the result of processes that operated within the system itself.

By adopting the position that archaeological finds represent a system of 
behaviours, the material, whether it be Stonehenge, the Mycenaean shaft 
graves or sherds of pottery, was no longer treated as if it represented how 
people had followed the rules of their culture. Instead the various classes  
of material were treated as if they resulted from the workings of different 
kinds of behaviour, such that the shaft graves represented the execution of 
behaviour relating to ritual observation and to the social distinctions between 
both the participants and the dead. The analytical challenge was therefore to 
select which parts of the system needed to be analysed and to establish how 
that analysis could be achieved with reference to the surviving categories  
of material. One important consequence was that archaeology appeared  
now to have set itself the task of describing a sequence of past organizations 
as a prerequisite for any attempt to explain how those organizations had 
emerged and were subsequently transformed. Less than twenty years after 
claiming that the radiocarbon chronology had established the autonomy of 
the European Bronze Age Colin Renfrew argued that a recurrent concern 
was for:

archaeology to go beyond the mere reconstruction and description of 
the past and to seek insight enabling us to explain how that past came 
about.

Renfrew 1982, 5

How was archaeology going to move from a description of past conditions to 
an understanding of how those conditions had come about? The problem 
was that archaeological material (the patterns and the sequences of finds) 
was used to describe the past in terms of its formation processes. How might 
that same material reveal both the causes of those processes as well as the 
historical reasons for systems to which those processes belonged?

Rethinking European prehistory

In the case of Stonehenge, Richard Atkinson had clearly recognized the 
considerable levels of labour organization demanded by its construction. He 
believed that this organization of labour resulted from the coercion of a 
chiefly elite who were represented by the rich Bronze Age burials of the 
Wessex Culture (Atkinson 1960, 166). However, as we have noted, he also 
assumed that this level of organized coercion required the further direction 
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of a Mycenaean architect if it was to execute the architectural complexity of 
Stonehenge. By placing the development of Stonehenge in the Neolithic, and 
thus before the burials of Piggott’s Wessex Culture, and indeed before 
Mycenae, the challenge posed by the radiocarbon chronology was to establish 
the conditions that could give rise to the building of Stonehenge.

An initial attempt towards this goal was made by Colin Renfrew (1973b). 
He situated the building of Stonehenge in an indigenous historical 
development, and he began by assuming that human populations divided 
themselves into ‘modular’ social units, that the organization of each social 
module tended to be territorial, and that the territorial pattern was visible 

Fig. 2.1  Renfrew’s model for a hierarchy of labour in the construction of 
Wessex monuments. Courtesy Colin Renfrew.
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archaeologically by the distribution of residues that had been generated by 
these kinds of organization (Renfrew 1977). In the case of the British 
Neolithic, Renfrew proposed that the period originated with the founding of 
similarly sized territorial ‘modules’ of agricultural organization, where  
each module represented a relatively egalitarian level of social organization. 
In northern Britain, he selected examples where this pattern appeared to  
be given by the near regular distribution of tombs containing some of a 
community’s dead (Renfrew 1976), whereas in southern Britain clusters  
of earthwork tombs seemed to be distributed around a single larger 
‘causewayed enclosure’. Renfrew argued that the distribution pattern of 
monuments in southern Britain, the hierarchy of labour demands required 
for building the enclosures compared with that of the tombs, and the  
widely accepted function of the enclosures as centres or rallying points  
for populations, implied the archaeology of primary territorial units of 
population coalescing into larger and more hierarchal levels of organization. 
Thus, Renfrew attempted to trace the history of social development in the 
Late Neolithic as having metamorphosed archaeologically into a sequence  
of ever-larger earthwork constructions, culminating with the building of 
Atkinson’s Stonehenge III. Renfrew therefore read the record of the various 
monuments’ dates, distributions and the scales of their construction as if they 
represented an internally generated sequence of increasingly centralized 
labour organization. But why should this sequence have occurred? Why 
might egalitarian agricultural systems transform themselves into ranked 
systems that culminated, at least in southern Britain, with the enormous level 
of labour organization required to build a very elaborate stone circle?

Renfrew approached this question by reducing the unique form of the 
Wessex monuments to a measure of both the scale of the work that their 
construction represented and to the structure of their geographical 
distribution, to reveal the working of a historical context that was defined  
by a particular kind of social organization. From this perspective he was  
able to draw upon analogies with the kinds of social organizations which 
were also attested for by the general anthropological categories of ‘tribes’  
and ‘chiefdoms’ (Sahlins 1968; Service 1962). Indeed, in the case of his  
Wessex study, Renfrew offered a checklist of variables, derived from the  
work of Service and Sahlins, that he took to contribute to the definition of 
chiefdom levels of organization, claiming that these variables were matched 
in the archaeological record of Late Neolithic Wessex (Renfrew 1973b, 543). 
In this way he could argue that he was tracing the indigenous rise of  
a chiefdom-type organization in the Late Neolithic of Wessex, with the 
additional benefit that such chiefdoms would be expected to share the same 
functional qualities as chiefdoms that are attested anthropologically. To this 



The Emergence of an Aegean Civilization 31

end Renfrew quoted Service (1962, 43 emphasis original) who had claimed 
that: ‘Chiefdoms are particularly distinguished from tribes by the presence of 
centres which coordinate economic, social and religious activities’ and that 
‘[c]hiefdoms are redistributional societies with a permanent central agency of 
coordination.’

Assigning a general role, such as redistribution, to a particular kind of 
social or economic organization proved hugely seductive for an archaeology 
that was attempting to explain why various kinds of organization had come 
into existence. If, for example, chiefdoms have the role of redistributing 
material through their population then it was but a short step to the claim 
that the reason that chiefdoms arose was to satisfy the population’s need for a 
system of redistribution. This argument is circular and fails to recognize that 
the consequences of a period of social and economic change can be quite 
unpredictable given the conditions that gave rise to that change. Nonetheless, 
the suggested function of chiefdoms was then linked by Renfrew and others 
(particularly in the case of the Aegean Bronze Age – as we shall see) with the 
suggestion that the chiefly redistribution of goods and services resulted from 
the need to redistribute the products of localized specialized producers 
(Renfrew 1973b, 554–556). Chiefs thus appeared to be managerially 
concerned to integrate the products of regionally diverse resources and, in 
the European Bronze Age, this kind of specialized production seemed to be 
attested for by the complex products of such production that were found in 
some of the period’s grave assemblages. However, the redistribution model 
for chiefdoms was rejected in the light of anthropological evidence almost as 
soon as it had been adopted (Earle 1977), and it was replaced by the image of 
chiefdoms as systems of political coercion and economic exploitation (Earle 
1997; Gilman 1981).

Renfrew’s claim to have identified the rise of chiefdoms in the British 
Neolithic was questioned at the time (Leach 1973; cf. Fleming 2004), and  
the function, as well as the identification, of chiefdoms remains highly 
contentious. Nonetheless the principle that was being established was in 
many ways more important: namely that archaeology should move away 
from the analysis of historical particularities (such as the design of this or 
that monument or artefact assemblage at this or that moment of history) and 
explain the general trajectories in the development of the kind of organization 
that the particularities supposedly represented. It followed that the 
explanations that were sought for the kinds of material patterning recorded 
archaeologically were expressed as the products of these more general 
processes. This move enabled analogies to be drawn, from anthropology in 
particular, for the processes of cultural change which archaeology had such 
difficulty establishing solely with reference to its own data. It also encouraged 
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the view that explanations for cultural change were likely to be expressed in 
terms of theoretical abstraction in contrast to descriptions of the past that 
were built out of empirical detail.

Renfrew’s approach throughout this and other studies at the time was in 
line with the principles that defined the birth of the ‘New Archaeology’,  
a movement later renamed ‘Processual Archaeology’. This approach was 
expressed by a methodology that read the archaeological record of the 
materials that had been deposited under specific historical circumstances as 
if they represented the operation of general kinds of processes. This meant 
that specific things, like Stonehenge, had to be read as if they represented the 
type of centre which perhaps coordinated ‘social and religious as well as 
economic activity’ (Renfrew 1973b, 543). This could then lead to the claim 
that the function of Stonehenge, for example, was comparable with the ahu 
and moai of Rapa Nui (the platforms and stone heads of Easter Island; cf. 
Renfrew 1984, 200–224). These functional comparisons that were made 
between specific patterns of material were expected to result from a common 
range of processes (such as those associated with a ‘chiefdom’, for example). It 
was these processes that had supposedly mobilized the necessary labour 
force for monument building. Archaeology was being designed to become a 
generalizing discipline that, it was hoped, would eventually establish general 
explanations for the mechanisms governing the social and economic 
development of human populations.

The one substantial study that best exemplifies the application of this 
approach to the archaeology of Early Europe was that offered by Renfrew for 
the ‘emergence of civilisation’ in the southern Aegean from the late fourth 
and through the third millennium bce (Renfrew 1972).

The emergence of civilization

In his study of the Aegean Renfrew was concerned to follow the cultural 
development that was attested archaeologically for the Cyclades, Crete and 
mainland Greece over the period that saw the establishment of metallurgy, 
complex burial rituals and early use of texts, as well as the construction of the 
dense building complexes in Crete and the southern Greek mainland that 
included the so-called palaces of the second millennium bce. The full 
development of this assemblage of material appeared to herald the birth of a 
European civilization. The term ‘civilization’ is obviously ensnared by 
contemporary assumptions that feed off a wide range of cultural values, 
prejudices and political judgements (Wengrow 2010), and other archaeologists 
have sought the greater neutrality that appears to be offered when referring 
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Fig. 2.2  Colin Renfrew’s book The Emergence of Civilisation. Courtesy 
Colin Renfrew.

to ‘complex’ societies (Smith 2012). Both terms are however difficult to define 
with any precision and, as such, they might hint that more confusion than 
clarification is gained when we attempt to group very different fields of 
human existence under the title of a single kind of organization. However, if 
we are to pursue the claim that archaeology should be a generalizing 
discipline, and this is certainly the claim that Renfrew was concerned to 
establish, then that claim necessarily concerns itself with general explanations 
for the emergence of general categories of existence, and this is the language 
that we must use.
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Renfrew was clear from the outset as to the aim of his study:

[I]t is widely felt that these first civilisations of Europe were an offshoot 
of Oriental civilisation, by which they were inspired, and without which 
they would not have existed. . . . I have come to believe that this widely 
held diffusionist view . . . is inadequate.

Renfrew 1972, xxv

The alternative that Renfrew sought to build required an understanding of 
the ways that the Aegean contained the mechanisms necessary for its own 
historical transformation, leading to the question of how these mechanisms 
might be identified.

The procedure that Renfrew followed was to treat human culture (with 
the obvious archaeological emphasis upon material culture) as the context 
that had been constructed to sustain various kinds of human existence. 
Renfrew concurred with the argument that had been set out in Lewis 
Binford’s 1962 paper (which is widely accepted as a founding text of the New 
Archaeology) which called for ancient cultural residues to be analysed as  
if they resulted from the different components of coherently functioning 
systems. It was the internal arrangement of these systems that defined the 
various kinds of human organization, ranging from egalitarian systems  
to states. The histories of these systems, represented by sequences of 
archaeological finds, thus described the ways that they had provided for the 
contexts that supplied various human subsistence, social and religious 
requirements. It was assumed that for most of the time, such systems would 
tend towards states of stability or ‘homeostasis’, requiring that any change in 
the circumstances of one part of the system, or in the environment within 
which the system had operated, was accommodated by the dampening 
mechanism of ‘negative feedback’ between the internal subsystems. What  
was more to the point was that systems did change at certain moments,  
and that these changes gave rise, in one example, to the ‘palace economies’ 
and civilization of the Bronze Age Aegean. Renfrew emphasized that these 
changes were structural (although he did not use the word), leading to new 
levels of organization, and could not therefore be explained simply by the 
growth in any one subsystem but required instead a positive feedback cycle 
in which change in one subsystem generated change in other subsystems that 
in turn amplified the original change. Renfrew referred to this feedback 
process as the ‘multiplier effect’ (Renfrew 1972, 27–44). In the case of both 
negative and positive feedback processes the problem was that the nature of 
the communicating channels between subsystems was never adequately 
defined (Clarke 1968, 46).
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Renfrew’s archaeological analysis of the Aegean treated it as if it had 
functioned as a single system. The archaeological evidence represented the 
residues produced by the subsystems that had maintained the regional 
system. The subsystems, six in all, covered subsistence, metallurgy, other craft 
production, the social world (conceived of as the immaterial relationships 
between persons), symbolic and projective systems (language and other 
symbolic forms of communication, music, dance and religion) and trade (see 
Fig. 2.3). Any given series of human actions, or any assemblage of material, 
might easily relate to more than one subsystem, but this was not in itself 
regarded as problematic, as the model was simply a window onto particular 
questions concerning a dataset acknowledged as being extremely complex. 
Using these subsystems as an organizing principle, Renfrew was able to 
describe the series of changes and innovations of the third millennium that 

Fig. 2.3  The multiplier effect, as modelled by Colin Renfrew (1972, Fig. 21.1). 
Courtesy Colin Renfrew.
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together went to make up his ‘emergence of civilisation’. Hence, within the 
subsistence subsystem he describes the innovation of olive and vine 
cultivation leading to the production of oil and wine; within the metallurgical 
subsystem the invention of the dagger in combination with the introduction 
of tin bronze alloying was seen to drive the sudden increase in production 
despite the technology having been available for many generations; within 
the trade subsystem, a move from reciprocal to redistributive exchange 
reflected centralization of storage and resources in developing political 
systems.

Renfrew’s historical narrative began by establishing what, at that time, was 
known of the material sequences for the Late Neolithic and Bronze Age of the 
Cyclades, Crete and southern Greece. These sequences were then correlated 
to bring them within the ambit of a single southern Aegean cultural sequence. 
A tentative, absolute, chronology was then established for this sequence using 
the few radiocarbon dates that were available and by reference to what 
Renfrew described as ‘true cross dating’ with the Near East and Egypt 
(Renfrew 1972, 212). Renfrew’s aim was to establish the material sequence of 
a relatively autonomous Aegean cultural system for the Neolithic and Bronze 
Age as a secure database which could then populate the theoretical model he 
proposed to use in offering explanations for cultural change.

Renfrew’s claim to the explanatory force of his approach rested first on his 
notion that changes within subsystems were expected to be exceptional, 
rather than routine, because of what he saw as the innate conservatism of the 
human condition, commenting that ‘this conservative nature of culture 
cannot too strongly be stressed’ (Renfrew 1972, 487). Most innovation would 
therefore be met with systemic opposition strongly reducing its effectiveness. 
When innovation co-occurred within two or more of the subsystems, 
however, the opposite effect supposedly occurred: the ‘multiplier effect’ led  
to the mutual reinforcement or amplification of change, expansion of the 
system and often to the expansion of the population. Hence the innovative 
development of the metal dagger was coincident with the introduction of 
longboats, crucial for the movement of metals; increased supplies of raw 
materials coincided with increased production; increased production 
fostered technological innovation: ‘trade and metallurgy grew together as 
neither could have done without the other’ (Renfrew 1972, 488).

The growth of any civilization, Renfrew argued, could be explained by 
reference to a series of coincident innovations that cut across subsystems and 
were sustained by the multiplier effect. This was the general model and its 
application to the third millennium Aegean produced a table of forty-five 
specific coincident innovations, such as ‘visible wealth provoking competition 
and war’ (the social, metallurgical and craft production subsystems) or ‘Craft 
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specialisation necessitating exchange and hence the formulation of concepts 
of equivalence, of weights and measures’ (the craft production and symbolic 
and projective subsystems). Out of these, two more general explanations for 
the emergence of Aegean civilization were offered: one, that the redistributive 
system, inherent in many of the innovations, was the principal explanation 
for the range of social changes noted; the other, that wealth and competition 
was the main factor in the increased stratification of society. In closing, 
Renfrew emphasized that it was ‘the uniquely human ability to find symbolic 
means to relate’ technological and social innovation through symbolic 
systems of equivalences that made sustained change in human culture 
possible (Renfrew 1972, 504).

The breadth and scope of Renfrew’s project was vast, and it is perhaps not 
surprising that few have undertaken the sustained research required to 
employ his general model with other datasets. Concerning its specific 
application to the Aegean, however, the book was remarkable in coherently 
offering a rich vision for what archaeology could and should be for. In a 
discipline that was at that time mired in typological catalogues and pseudo-
historical syntheses, Renfrew offered a bold vision connecting different 
strands of evidence at a detailed level to produce cogent and seemingly causal 
explanations for major questions in Aegean prehistory. Much in this vision 
has stood the test of time, such as the importance of the cultivation of the 
vine and the olive, in truth barely evidenced in 1972, but now richly 
documented for the third millennium and indeed even earlier (Margaritis 
2013a); the central importance of metal in the third millennium remains the 
subject of much discussion and theorizing, as will indeed be seen in Chapter 4. 
However, seen from outside the prism of the developing New Archaeology of 
the time, some of the approaches championed in the book do merit further 
consideration.

Toward a social archaeology

The original importation of systems analysis into archaeology was relatively 
short lived, and Renfrew’s 1972 The Emergence of Civilisation remains the one 
full length application of these ideas to European prehistory. We have already 
hinted at one methodological problem that faced such an archaeology, namely 
that entities such as artefacts, assemblages or monuments could not be related 
directly to any single subsystem. Individual entities were obviously likely to 
have functioned in more than one subsystem, as in the way that the Bronze 
Age palaces of Crete and the southern Greek mainland operated not only 
with subsistence and social functions, as Renfrew accepted, but were also 
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likely to have functioned within all the other subsystems that Renfrew had 
identified. It was therefore not straightforward to map archaeological entities 
on the organization of subsystems. Moreover, not only might archaeological 
entities act within more than one subsystem, but also subsystems overlapped, 
so that all the elements of one could also be present within another. This 
created the potential for over emphasis on cross-subsystem feedback and 
amplification when in fact the process in question was itself simply part of 
two subsystems. Renfrew acknowledged both of these points, but he did not 
consider them significantly to undermine the approach.

It was perhaps the result of this methodological uncertainty within the 
New Archaeology project generally that individual cultural systems came to 
be thought of as functioning principally as either subsistence and economic 
systems on the one hand, or as social systems on the other. Indeed, Renfrew 
suggested that ‘systems thinking’ was the analytical procedure that was 
subsumed within the larger programme of social archaeology (Renfrew 1984, 
12). The proposed analytical distinction between archaeologies of subsistence 
systems and those of social systems (as if these two aspects of any human 
system were not themselves intimately entwined) was really a distinction 
about whether the changes that were recognized archaeologically were best 
explained by reference to subsistence needs or to social motivations. In the 
former case, explanations for systemic change tended to look towards changes 
in the wider environment to which the system was assumed to adapt. Eric 
Higgs and M.R. Jarman, who fronted the British Academy’s major research 
project into the early history of agriculture during the 1970s, took the 
economy to be ‘[t]he primary human adaptation to the environment’ and 
therefore the obvious focus for archaeological concern (Higgs and Jarman 
1975, 4). Similarly, Lewis Binford, whose work was almost entirely concerned 
with developing an archaeological methodology for the analysis of hunter-
gatherers, and whose stated aim was to avoid explanations for the form of 
cultural systems that were expressed in terms of a simple environmental 
determinism, treated the environment instead as having provided a set of 
possible options within which the system could adapt. Binford assumed that 
these options were constrained by the technologies that were available to the 
system and the scale of its population, and he commented that, in his view, 
the wider range of cultural practices always seemed to depend upon the ways 
that subsistence processes were organized, writing that:

when I think about all of the factors that contribute to variability among 
hunter-gatherer groups, I am impressed with how much the character of 
the subsistence base has contributed to my explanations.

Binford 2001, 433
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In 1978 Redman and his colleagues had applied a ‘primitivist’ logic when 
asserting that whilst an archaeological concern with the ‘mundane’ topics of 
chronology, the history of technology and subsistence had made major 
contributions to the understanding of hunting and gathering societies ‘where 
other sources of information are limited’, the recognition of a richer database 
along with the use of theoretically informed model building, aspects of what 
they heralded as a ‘social archaeology’, became applicable in the analysis of 
more complex forms of social organization, thus moving the study ‘from 
hunting and gathering to state societies’ (Redman et al. 1978, 2). Renfrew also 
allowed that the adoption of a social archaeology became unavoidable when 
dealing with more ‘complex’ cultural systems, where these material systems 
tended to buffer the communities concerned from the immediate effects of 
their environments. In short, hunter-gatherers appeared only to have the 
cultural resources necessary for adaptation to their environments, and the 
development of those resources therefore tended to be driven by subsistence 
concerns and directed by environmental change. By developing more varied 
cultural conditions within which to operate, complex societies had been able 
to employ a wider range of socially driven and goal-directed options for their 
own development. The establishment of a social archaeology was therefore 
an important part of Renfrew’s concern to build a European archaeology that 
recognized the internal dynamics that had operated to provide for cultural 
change (Renfrew 1973c; 1984). In considering some of the basic questions 
that archaeologists needed to address in building a social archaeology, 
Renfrew identified ‘the size of the social unit, its political organization, its 
relations with its neighbours, and the range of roles and status held within it’ 
as being ‘matters of urgent concern’ (Renfrew 1984, 10). It was these concerns 
that structured the kind of systemic analysis that Renfrew offered for the 
development of the Neolithic and Bronze Age of Wessex and of the southern 
Aegean.





3

Living with Things: The Politics of Identity

The archaeology of representations

One of the most famous academic book reviews published in the latter half 
of the twentieth century was Noam Chomsky’s review of B.F. Skinner’s Verbal 
Behaviour (Chomsky 1959). It is famous not because Chomsky didn’t much 
like the book (he didn’t), but because he used his review to undermine the 
basis of the philosophy of Behaviourism. Chomsky carefully exposed the 
emptiness of Skinner’s case in which the explanation that Skinner had offered 
for the development of human verbal behaviour depended upon the ways the 
individual responded to externally derived stimuli (other people talking), 
and to the ways those stimuli – and the individual’s responses to them – were 
reinforced over time. The alternative that Chomsky began to introduce in his 
review, and which he went on to develop in his later work, was the theory of 
a Transformational Grammar (Chomsky 1972). Why should a debate that was 
concerned with theories of language matter in a book that is concerned with 
the archaeology of things?

Whilst archaeologists study a wide range of material residues, and where 
ideas as to how such residues should be understood vary more than you 
might expect, most archaeologists do assume that the form of those residues 
is, to a large part, the result of earlier human activity. This leads us to the 
working assumption – a taken for granted within archaeology that now 
requires a more critical handling – that the patterns recognized in 
archaeological materials should be treated as if they were an eroded pattern 
of things that represented human activity. This characterization of 
archaeological data is expressed by references that are made to the evidence 
as if it were an ‘archaeological record’. This implies that the differently 
organized, but now extinct, traditions of human behaviour are recorded by 
diverse patterns in the surviving materials.

The problem that this kind of archaeology has encountered is how it 
might move from simply describing the diversity of archaeological finds, and 
thus identifying the physical mechanisms of deposition and erosion resulting 
in their formation, to an understanding of why people once acted in a 
particular way, and the reasons why those various kinds of behaviour might 
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have changed. This move from describing what had happened to 
understanding why it might have happened is clearly contentious. However, 
it is surely necessary for archaeology to do more than merely catalogue the 
mechanical processes that resulted in the accumulation of archaeological 
residues. After all, the frustration that many felt with Atkinson’s approach to 
Stonehenge was that he seemed content to describe the mechanisms by 
which the stones had been hauled into place and then erected, but less 
concerned to understand why this had happened. And for us to fall back 
upon the vague assertions that writers like Stuart Piggott offered when 
referring to the differences between ‘innovating and conserving’ societies 
adds nothing either to our understanding of the diverse historical process 
that supposedly resulted in these different kinds of society (if such existed), 
or to our understanding of the histories of human variability. Colin Renfrew, 
on the other hand, attempted to understand why civilization emerged during 
the Bronze Age of the Aegean, and he did this by arguing that human 
communities had exploited the environmental potential to utilize a wider 
range of soils (by means of olive and vine cultivation), had used the products 
of those new subsistence procedures for storage (centralized redistribution), 
and had also competed for items of prestige to drive forward technological 
change (the origins of metallurgy). Each strand of Renfrew’s argument made 
an assumption about the ways that humans were likely to have responded to 
certain material conditions. For example, in Renfrew’s model olive and vine 
cultivation appear the necessary response to that particular environment, 
and it is accepted that humans would necessarily have competed for access to 
the exotic products of an early metallurgy, using those exotics to signify 
status differences between themselves, both in life and in death. A great deal 
more material has now been collected from the southern Aegean than was 
available at the time that Renfrew was writing, and more analytical procedures 
have also become available, but whilst this more recent work might challenge 
the detail of the case that Renfrew made, each amendment and each challenge 
has tended to assume that the human responses necessarily arose as the result 
of particular environmental stimuli. The obvious problem remains: why 
these responses and not others?

If we continue to adhere to a methodology that requires us to accept that 
archaeological remains represent the processes that were both the stimuli for 
cultural behaviour and the products of that behaviour, and that the former 
explain the latter, then this places considerable limitations on the kinds of 
historical knowledge that we are going to be able to establish. Such knowledge 
will be dominated by a catalogue of all those earlier processes that reliably 
account for the available debris, and whilst this seems obvious enough, it is an 
approach that denies us an understanding of how the choices and intentions 
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that are expressed by those actions came to be formulated. Human behaviour 
is a way of living intentionally towards – and thus of understanding – and 
coping with existing conditions. Such behaviour is not determined by the 
conditions themselves but arises from the particular ways in which people 
might have seen and have understood the world.

Archaeologists have tended to treat human intentionality as a problem 
because they have assumed that intentionality has always arisen cognitively 
and that cognitive understandings are not represented in any direct way by 
the archaeological record. The claim that cognitive planning precedes the 
execution of any action was captured by Marx when he wrote that:

many a human architect is put to shame by the skill with which a bee 
constructs her cell. But what from the very first distinguishes the most 
incompetent architect from the best of bees, is that the architect has built 
a cell in his head before he constructs it in wax.

Marx 1930, 169

If Atkinson’s presumed ‘Mycenaean architect’ had built Stonehenge in his or 
her head, as Marx had implied, before organizing its construction on the ground, 
then to ask why such a plan might have been formulated and then executed 
would lead us towards pointless speculation. This lies at the heart of Atkinson’s 
refusal to consider why Stonehenge had been built. Archaeologists have avoided 
this problem by the simple expedient of adopting the principle that human 
actions should be understood, not as working from the ‘internal’ mental 
formulation of an idea to its execution, but as the responses to ‘external’ material 
stimuli that are represented relatively unambiguously by the archaeological 
record. Thus the continuing adherence to the behavioural premise, that it was 
the stimuli that explain why a line of action was followed and that both the 
stimuli and its consequences are available for archaeological analysis.

The ‘New Archaeology’, that developed across North America, Britain and 
parts of northern Europe in the 1960s and 1970s and to which Colin 
Renfrew’s work was a major contributor, provided an important approach 
towards explaining the changing patterns of behaviour that were witnessed 
archaeologically. This approach recognized that all human actions had to be 
understood not as the single expression of a cultural idea but as the workings 
of a system of institutions. This accepted the point that human beings have 
always operated in relationship with other humans, other forms of life, and a 
wide range of other material conditions and that all these constituted the 
social conditions within which human life was lived. Changes in human 
behaviour must therefore be understood from the perspective of the systemic 
context within which those changes had occurred.
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The Behaviourism that Skinner had championed proposed that an 
individual’s behaviour resulted from the conditions that had stimulated that 
behaviour, along with the ways that the individual’s repeated responses to 
those same or similar stimuli were subsequently reinforced. This argument, 
applied to communities of individuals and concerning a wider range of 
behaviour than verbal expression, continued to find favour amongst 
archaeologists in the middle years of the twentieth century. From Renfrew’s 
own work it would be possible to argue that olive and vine cultivation was the 
response that had been stimulated by the thinner soils of the southern Greek 
mainland which were experienced as having been inadequate to support the 
fertility and drainage demanded by a sufficiently productive programme of 
cereal cultivation. The response to these conditions could then have been 
reinforced by the success of olive and vine cultivation. One problem with 
such an argument is that both olive and vine harvesting involve the products 
of mature plants, and the demands of mature growth are hardly the basis for 
the rapid reinforcement of behavioural change that Behaviourism seems to 
require. A wider problem is that the argument does not explain what it in fact 
claims to explain: it does not explain the specific form of the economic 
response. To take another example: it is very unlikely that any stimulus could 
be identified that adequately explained the architectural form and decoration 
of the complex ‘palatial’ structures that were built in southern Greece and 
Crete during the Bronze Age. Chomsky’s dismissal of Behaviourism drew in 
part upon this simple point: that verbal responses were always richer and 
more complex than could be explained by any possible stimulus. Chomsky 
continued to develop his ‘poverty of stimulus’ argument by reference to the 
childhood ability to learn a language (Chomsky 1972). The argument remains 
contentious, but Chomsky noted that children learn the language of their 
peers, partly through the external input of being spoken to which, whilst this 
provides them with a vocabulary and demonstrates the practice of speaking, 
cannot explain the rapid development of their linguistic abilities. The latter 
can only be explained, according to Chomsky, by the existence of an innate 
grammatical capability which enables the learnt vocabulary to be used in 
ways that make sense syntactically.

Chomsky therefore claimed that whilst languages vary in their vocabulary, 
and that the range of an individual’s vocabulary will increase with age and 
experience, it is the ability to learn and deploy the grammatical rules of 
language that define the linguistic skills that are innate to each individual. 
The important point that needs stressing is that when we refer to innate skills 
this does not mean that the rules of grammar are somehow ‘hard wired’ into 
the brain of each individual child. Instead what is innate is the ability to begin 
to mobilize and to develop the skills that define the grammar necessary for 



Living with Things 45

comprehensible language use, and it is this development that is integral to the 
individual’s own development in which biological and cultural developments 
come as one. The early achievement of these skills is therefore a mark in the 
growth towards the bio-cultural maturity of an individual. It is perhaps for 
this reason that the linguistic skill of language learning appears to be fully 
developed amongst young children, whereas adults, at a different stage of 
their development, find it that much harder to learn a foreign language.

We must conclude therefore that Chomsky’s ‘transformational grammar’ 
has evolved as a developmental skill that is employed each time we say, or 
write, anything original (which we do all the time). It is one of the skills that 
creates the individual as a social being. Behaviourism had assumed that it was 
‘external’ stimuli that explained why people were able to say certain things 
and behave in certain ways that were comprehensible, whereas Chomsky 
proposed that those external experiences were processed via an ability that 
was somehow innate to the embodied growth of the biological individual.

If the ability to learn grammar is innate in all human beings, in a similar 
way the ability to learn the rules and etiquette of cultural behaviour in varying 
contexts is also innate: neither external stimuli nor internal cognitive 
planning are sufficient in themselves to explain this ability. Individuals learn 
and develop in the company of others, it is the social and material context 
that facilitates the development of the individual such that to act 
comprehensibly is to act in ways that others will understand. How might this 
understanding be extended to an archaeological understanding of the 
generation of different kinds of material order?

Cultural understanding

If archaeological data were simply to be treated as if they were the eroded 
products of human behaviour, then it would seem to follow that any 
understanding of the historical significance of that behaviour depends upon 
an understanding of what had guided, determined or had otherwise 
motivated that behaviour. The conflicting models provided by Skinner and by 
Chomsky for the competent creation of verbal performances have both 
found parallels in the ways that archaeology has understood the wider 
performance of human material production. Skinner’s Behaviourism, in 
which an individual learnt how to behave verbally from their exposure to 
external stimuli, certainly dominated archaeological reasoning for the first 
half of the twentieth century by treating the stylistic aspects of human 
behaviour (such as the production of decoration on pottery vessels, or indeed 
the design of Stonehenge itself) as the cumulative result of numerous 
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individuals being exposed to, and thus learning to adopt, the cultural norms 
of the society or the community to which they belonged. It was these external 
influences of the cultural tradition into which a person had been born that 
were assumed to have contributed to the geographical and chronological 
spread of certain styles of material residue. However, the view developed in 
the middle years of the twentieth century was that such explanations were 
too general and therefore inadequate for the task of explaining the complexity 
of archaeological deposits. This meant that the Behavioural principle was 
reworked to analyse stimuli as impacting upon a system of behavioural 
institutions, where the responses to these stimuli were worked through those 
different institutions. The histories of institutions such as those that 
demarcated social, political and economic behaviour, and which were treated 
as being represented by different categories of archaeological data, were 
assumed to have been designed (by some unspecified means) to ensure the 
continuing adaptation and functioning of the entire system. It was in this 
way, for example, that Johnson and Earle proposed that chiefdom levels of 
organization had originated because:

when population density is sufficiently high to put a population at risk 
during a shortfall, risk management requires the production of a surplus 
and its storage can be handled by individual families: when it is 
centralized under a leader’s control, however, risk is averaged across 
more subsistence producers and the necessary per capita surplus (which 
we may think of as a kind of insurance premium) is less. The stored 
surplus also provides the chief with the means to invest in other political 
and economic ways, on his own behalf or his polity’s.

Johnson and Earle 1987, 209

Antonio Gilman (1991, 147) dismissed this model as offering a ‘managerial 
account’ of social evolution, one that treated the emergent power of chiefs as 
if it resulted merely from the redesign of social and political institutions to 
resolve the impact of certain ecological constraints upon a growing 
population. Under Johnson’s and Earle’s model the population had supposedly 
responded by re-organizing itself in ways that managed those constraints. 
The implication is that institutions evolved to solve problems that had arisen 
from the adaptation of the system to a particular set of changing 
environmental conditions. We have already seen that arguments such as this 
ultimately fail in their goals because they do not tell us why one kind of 
adaptive re-organization, such as centralized distribution under chiefly 
control, had arisen rather than any other. At best the correlation between an 
assumed stimulus and the institutional response might be treated as if it 
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Fig. 3.1  Linear B tablet recording the distribution of oil at Mycenae. MY Fo 101. 
EAM7667. National Archaeological Museum, Athens/Department of Collection 
of Prehistoric, Egyptian, Cypriot and Near Eastern Antiquities. Copyright  
© Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Archaeological Receipts Fund.
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described the relationship between a necessary, but not sufficient, condition 
and the emergence of a particular kind of organization. In the example 
offered here, we could argue that chiefdoms might only have emerged within 
systems that had achieved a certain population density, without then 
assuming any causal relationship between population density and type of 
political organization.

Chomsky’s ideas concerning a transformational grammar, by which 
humans can employ a finite and learnt vocabulary and an innate ability to 
employ the necessary syntactical rules to make endlessly original and 
meaningful statements is, to a certain extent, analogous to an alternative  
way that archaeology has attempted to establish the ways human agents  
were once involved in the order of those things that are represented by 
archaeological materials. Instead of explaining the material patterns as if  
they included the representations of human responses to ‘external’ stimuli, 
human behaviour might be regarded as if it exercised a prejudice as to the 
ways people might relate to things, and the ways that those things might 
relate to each other, but in the context of a particular cultural repertoire  
of things. The adoption of this position assumes that the logic that structured 
the patterns observable in archaeological residues is comprehensible to us, 
despite the foreignness of its cultural expression. This assumption implies 
that the interpretability of the material hinges upon the logic that all human 
behaviour is the expression of prejudices that are open to understanding  
by virtue of our common humanity. This seems reasonable, for no other 
reason than otherwise it would be difficult to see how any people’s actions 
could be understood if they were expressed within a cultural repertoire other 
than our own. Indeed, how else might cross-cultural studies of humanity 
operate?

An understanding of others has always been based upon the ways that 
they expressed themselves, a performance that has taken place within, and in 
response to, a material context, the residues of which survive archaeologically. 
Others have therefore become social beings by virtue of actions that have 
implied a common understanding, but not necessarily a common acceptance, 
of the world as it was encountered. It has been a commonplace, however, for 
archaeologists to treat the actions that they claim to observe as if they were 
the expressions of some mentally formulated belief, with the misleading 
consequence of treating those actions as if they were the expression of 
cognitively derived schemes of order. This has occasionally found 
archaeological expression in the claim that archaeology engages, albeit 
indirectly, with the ideas that were once ‘in people’s heads’ (Hodder 1984). 
Following the work and examples offered by Descombes (1986), Artur 
Ribeiro has shown that archaeology is not a form of palaeopsychology. He 
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has shown that all actions are intentional, meaning that they are directed 
towards an external object rather than being determined by some mental 
representation of that object. He comments that:

Central to the notion of intentionality was the idea that mental acts are 
external, that is, that fear, hate, love, etc. had to be directed to an external 
object and not to their internal representation; for example, we fear 
wolves, not the idea of a wolf, and the Eiffel Tower is visible in the 
Champs-de-Mars, not its representation.

Ribeiro 2018, 109

This captures the kind of archaeological analysis that we intend to follow 
here. We make the fundamental assumption that humans experience, and 
respond to, the world as if it were composed of individual entities, each with 
their own properties, and whilst the archaeology of things appears to record 
the order of things, the point is not as much to explain why those orders were 
created but to understand how such orders made different forms of life 
possible. Thus, the order of things does not record a cognitively derived 
scheme that had been imposed upon an otherwise unordered world, it was 
not the symbolic representation of an idea. Instead the order of things arose 
as a testimony to the ways that humans have acted towards the world in ways 
that expected to find, and to employ, an order that was inherent in those 
things themselves. Colin Renfrew (2001) has made the point that the qualities 
of materials are the qualities of embodied experience such as the experience 
of those things that are dense and heavy, or bright and warm. The residues 
that are recovered archaeologically were therefore the contexts within which 
those orders were recognized and towards which the performances of life 
were directed.

The archaeological project

Peter Winch once wrote that:

What we may learn by studying other cultures are not merely possibilities 
of different ways of doing things, other techniques. More importantly we 
may learn different possibilities of making sense of human life, different 
ideas about the possible importance that the carrying out of certain 
activities may take on for a man [sic], trying to contemplate the sense of 
his life as a whole.

Winch 1964, 321 our emphasis
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From this anthropological perspective, Winch went on to propose that all 
human life necessitated making sense of certain ‘fundamental notions’ such 
as birth, death and sexual relations. It was upon this basis that Winch 
suggested that:

The specific forms which these concepts take, the particular institutions 
in which they are expressed, vary very considerably from one society to 
another; but their central position within a society’s institutions is and 
must be a constant factor.

Winch 1964, 322

The reality that people’s lives confront has always been found to reside in 
their engagement with others in the context of things, and thus in the shared 
ways that the qualities that were recognized in those things made an 
understandable form of life possible. Archaeology must therefore extend 
beyond the study of patterns of material, and beyond an understanding of 
the physical process that created those patterns: archaeology is more than the 
detailed description of the building sequence of a monument such as 
Stonehenge or an understanding of the mechanics by which the stones were 
erected. Instead archaeology recovers the remains of the material contexts 
within which forms of life, quite unlike our own, had become possible. This 
approach moves us away from treating archaeological data as if they were the 
representations of various processes and towards their treatment as the 
mechanisms that had made these other forms of life possible.

Archaeology has long maintained a methodological concern with 
reconstructing an absent past by reference to a surviving material residue 
(Lucas 2012), a concern that is haunted by the apparent biases that arise from 
the fragmentary and partial nature of that residue. The more recent 
recognition that all life has been lived by finding a place for itself within the 
particular material assemblages that once existed (Fowler 2013), and of 
which the residues studied by archaeologists were a part (Olsen et al. 2012), 
means two things. First that material conditions have always been active 
(Shanks and Tilley 1987; Bennett 2010), in as much as they have always 
constrained and facilitated the forms of life that were possible within those 
contexts. Second that archaeology can contribute significantly to an 
understanding of those lives because we have available to us some of the 
material realities that made those lives possible. For us, therefore, archaeology 
is not a ‘discipline of things’ but rather a discipline of the possibilities of life  
as lived amongst things.

In the next three chapters we will explore three different aspects of the 
contexts that framed and that were colonized by different forms of life in 
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different parts of Europe between the late fourth and the late second millennia 
bce. The exchange of materials has tended to dominate the archaeology of 
this period, particularly in regard to the origins of metallurgy. This emphasis 
is understandable given the restricted distribution of metal ores against the 
widening distribution in the production, use and deposition of early metal 
products. The exchange mechanisms have regularly been described as a 
process of trade, evoked as the work of merchants, and situated in the social 
context of value, prestige and display. Our aim is to offer an understanding of 
the way certain identities are created and the way in which cross-cultural 
identities can be negotiated. The second aspect of our enquiry will involve an 
examination of how people’s actions and movements towards and within the 
developing architectural form of place expressed the shared understanding 
of people’s goals. The approaches developed in these two studies are then 
employed to see how the ongoing recreation of identity required the dead to 
perform certain roles. In all these cases a social archaeology is being practised. 
This is not, however, a social archaeology in which the material is treated 
either as if it recorded the cultural notions shared by the members of a 
society, nor is the material treated as if it recorded the systemic order of either 
social statuses or social institutions. Instead forms of life emerged as the 
material world participated in the bio-cultural development of individuals.

We would stress that we do not regard human identities as simply being 
‘badged’ by certain material symbols, as cultural symbols were once 
understood to function. For us identity was, and indeed is, something that 
both the self and others recognize as being a particular kind of human and 
this is constructed through the ways that materials were used and obligations 
to others were understood and met or disregarded. Identity is therefore 
practised as the recognition of others within a given material structural 
condition. Identity is an ongoing construct, recognized as a product of 
development and of interpretation, always vulnerable and never a given. 
What is important about the period which we review here is the ways that the 
face-to-face construction of knowing the self in the view of others was 
stretched and extended by the movement of people and the exchange of 
things under the changing technologies of the third and early second 
millennia bce. 

The history of various ‘forms of life’ is therefore the history of the extent 
and means by which people had been able to find the intentions of each 
other’s actions as intelligible (cf. Ribeiro 2018). This was only possible through 
their varied access to, and a practical reference towards, a shared 
understanding of some part of the wider material assemblage. It was those 
assemblages that provided the conditions of possibility for a social existence 
and it is the residues of those assemblages that survive archaeologically. By 
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gaining access to some portion of the material assemblage people will have 
gained access to a context in which notions of moral convention, and 
deviancy from those conventions, could be monitored. A form of life is and 
was a way of following a rule, which means an ability to take the next step 
beyond that which had been taught or learnt. To follow a rule was therefore 
to be empowered by experience, to move forward pragmatically and 
imaginatively, to know how to go on, to understand the options that are 
available, to foresee the effect of behaving in an unexpected manner, and to 
know when and how a mistake might have been made. In this way the 
conventions of how to proceed were maintained and evolved whilst the 
material assemblages that were occupied changed through their decay, 
elaboration or abandonment.

The ground work that Colin Renfrew laid to enable the archaeology of the 
fourth, third and second millennia in Europe to be re-thought was based 
firstly upon a methodology in which archaeological residues represented 
different kinds of social organization, secondly a social theory that treated 
the processes at work within any system in terms of their functional roles in 
sustaining that system, and thirdly an enquiry that assumed that systemic 
change resulted from feedback between two or more processes internal to the 
system, rather than a cultural input derived from external sources. The 
problem with this kind of analysis, that it should deliver causal explanations 
to the question ‘Why did such and such a condition arise?’ is that it tended to 
assume that answers would come in the form of a relatively limited set of 
antecedent conditions, such as the prior development of regionally specialist 
production resulting in the need for a system to develop that redistributed 
those products. Such an assumed simplicity can be questioned, given that a 
considerable range of causal conditions (cf. Botterill 2010), many lying 
beyond the means of archaeological representation, are likely to have been 
active in any such process. By treating archaeological data as residues of the 
material conditions that had made forms of life possible we are able to 
consider not Why questions concerning the causes of certain material 
patterns but How might different forms of life have arisen within the complex 
networks that existed between people, other life forms and things.



4

Things that Mattered: Identity in the 
Production, Exchange and Use of Materials

Introduction

Before the critique that was offered of it by the ‘New’ or ‘Processual 
Archaeology’ in the 1960s, the basic unit of archaeological analysis was taken 
to be that of a ‘culture’ (Roberts and Vander Linden 2011). Cultures were 
mapped geographically and they were defined by the similarities that were 
observed in the form of the archaeological remains that could be assigned to 
any one period of time. These similarities in the design of materials were 
assumed to represent the work of people who had once shared common  
ways of doing things like making pots, building houses and burying their 
dead (Childe 1929, v–vi). Consequently, all the material variation observed 
archaeologically was assigned to a particular cultural group, and this restricted 
the archaeological analysis of material variability to one of simply tracing 
cultural sequences in which any change in those sequences was seen to be the 
consequence of different degrees of externally derived cultural influence.

With the rejection of the assumption that all material variation was merely 
the representation of the socially established rules of human behaviour, and 
the adoption in its place of the view that material variability reflected various 
functional demands, then the study of categories of bounded groups, such  
as ‘cultures’ or ‘cultural areas’, was rejected. This was replaced by the desire  
to use material variability to identify adaptive and functioning systems that 
comprised different kinds of behaviour. For example, where variation in 
burial deposits had been interpreted as representing cultural variation, 
Processual Archaeology treated burial practices as a kind of behaviour that 
represented the treatment in death of different social categories of person 
(Brown 1971).

Processual Archaeology never denied that cultural variation must have 
existed between people, it was simply that it treated such variation as if it 
were no more than the human tendency to conform with existing patterns  
of behaviour (cf. Renfrew 1977, 92–97), rather than assuming that such 
behaviour was ever actively employed to maintain or transform historic 
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conditions. Nonetheless, long-term and regionally coherent patterns of  
both organizational and cultural development are in fact witnessed in the 
European Bronze Age, a period which necessarily required the widespread 
exchange of materials as well as the seemingly extensive movement of people 
(Kristiansen 1998).

All artefacts have been variously ‘entangled’ in different kinds of behaviour: 
those involved in identifying and procuring the raw material, of crafting and 
production, and of exchange, use and deposition. Each of these demand 
different rights of access to resources as well as a different set of skills, and the 
embodied performance of these skills may identify different kinds of people. 
Cultural archaeology tended to treat the identity of people as if it had in some 
way preceded its cultural representation. Our emphasis will be different, 
inasmuch as we treat identity to be something that is constructed, partly by 
biological development but also by the granting or claiming of rights of 
access and by the developing skills of performance. The ability to act is 
facilitated by the technologies of the materials that are available to each 
performer. This means that different kinds of performance, and thus different 
kinds of identity, are possible depending upon differential access to resources 
which may be under the control of others. In this way we begin to recognize 
the active role of material culture in the making of different kinds of 
humanness, and that there is always a politics involved in these processes.

The politics of the eastern Mediterranean

In 1982 Mehmet Çakır, a Turkish sponge diver from the village of Yalıkavak, 
brought his sketches of the copper objects that he had seen on the seabed  
just off the south-western coast of Turkey to the attention of the director  
of the Museum of Nautical Archaeology at Bodrum Castle. The follow-up 
investigation by divers from both the Bodrum Museum and from the 
American-based Institute of Nautical Archaeology recovered what remained 
of the cargo of a vessel that had foundered against the rocks of the Uluburun 
promontory sometime around 1300 bce. A second Bronze Age cargo had 
been observed by another sponge diver, Kemal Aras, in 1954, resulting in the 
excavation in 1960 of a vessel that had foundered around 1200 bce at Cape 
Gelidonya, to the east of the Uluburun wreck (Pulak 1998; Bass et al. 1967).

Some twenty years before the disaster that had overtaken the Uluburun 
vessel, the Pharaoh Tutankhamun was laid to rest in the Valley of the Kings. 
The discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922 ranks amongst the most 
famous of all archaeological discoveries, but the excavation of the Uluburun 
cargo might be regarded as just as remarkable a find. Whilst the richness of 
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Tutankhamun’s tomb is what we might have expected for the tomb contents 
of an Egyptian Pharaoh of the New Kingdom, the scale of the Uluburun 
cargo was entirely unexpected, and it is its range and sheer quantity of 
material that continues to pose a significant challenge for our understanding 
of the eastern Mediterranean in the mid- to late-second millennium.

The discovery by Howard Carter and Lord Carnarvon of the tomb of 
Tutankhamun produced a burial assemblage of objects that display the 
highest levels of skills employed in their production, whilst the Uluburun 
wreck yielded a cargo that was dominated, at least in weight, by raw materials, 
including ten tons of copper ingots and about one ton of tin, 175 ingots of 
glass, storage jars which had contained around one ton of terebinth resin 
(which might have been intended to burn as incense) and some ivory. But the 
cargo also included an assemblage of finely produced objects including 
jewellery (both complete and scrap material), drinking cups (four in faience 
and one in gold) and an assemblage of tools and weapons (Pulak 2008). 
Along with the bulk cargo of raw materials, the Uluburun assemblage might 
therefore have included some personal possessions of the crew, such as 
weaponry, although other things, like the gold drinking cup, are perhaps 
unlikely to have lain amongst the crew’s possessions. The Uluburun cargo 
was therefore diverse, ranging from raw materials, fine items including both 
useable and scrap gold jewellery, some personal equipment and, as if 
emphasizing the commercial role of the venture, a collection of pan-balance 
weights. The Cape Gelidonya wreck site also produced copper and tin ingots, 
although far fewer than those from the Uluburun cargo, along with a wide 
range of bronze tools, fittings and scrap bronze, stone weights, mortars, glass 
beads, scarabs and a cylinder seal along with some Mycenaean pottery and 
weaponry (Mee 2008, 365; Bass et al. 1967, 52–133). Clearly the two cargos 
differ in more than their scale. The Cape Gelidonya cargo included more in 
the way bronze tools and scrap metal, whilst lacking the jewellery found 
amongst the Uluburun cargo.

The relationship between the Pharaoh’s tomb assemblage and these wreck 
finds seems understandable, at least from one perspective, given that the 
economies of the eastern Mediterranean would clearly have required the 
procurement and trans-shipment of raw materials. The strict religious and 
social conventions that operated in the kingdom of Egypt may be enough to 
explain the ways that a Pharaoh, such as Tutankhamun, could have been 
expected to be entombed along with a wealth of precious materials and  
finely produced artefacts. Our challenge, however, is try to understand  
the place of southern Greece and Crete in an eastern Mediterranean political 
and economic system of production, exchange and consumption that is 
represented archaeologically by, among other things, these cargos.
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It is widely accepted that both the Uluburun and the Gelidonya vessels 
were exploiting the prevailing currents and winds to sail in a westerly 
direction around the Turkish coast (Pulak 2008), and analytical techniques 
are now well-enough developed to provide a relatively secure understanding 
of the geological, and thus geographical sources, of some of the chemical 
constituents of the metals, clays and vitreous materials amongst the cargos 
(Fig. 4.1). It is in this way that the Near Eastern origins of much of the cargos 
can be mapped, whilst the apparently mixed nationality of the crew has been 
claimed to be indicated by the style of the personal possessions recovered 
from the sea floor at Uluburun. The direction of travel towards the Aegean 
islands and perhaps the Greek mainland, and the possible mixed ethnicity  
of the crew, would certainly indicate that the Uluburun vessel was moving 
between different political worlds at the end of the second millennium  
bce and that these worlds could have included that of the citadel at 
Mycenae. Whilst it is therefore possible to map the original sources of  
some of the raw materials, and to extend that distribution to include the 
wider pattern of objects produced from this source material, and whilst we 
know of the available technologies for the transportation of bulk materials 
(Harding 2013b), these data alone do not provide us with an understanding 

Fig. 4.1  Possible routes of the Uluburun vessel, and likely sources of the 
materials carried as cargo. Courtesy Colin Renfrew.
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of the historical contexts within which the trans-shipments had been 
attempted.

The problem that archaeology continues to face is captured by these 
deposits. Archaeologists can see that things were moved, sometimes over 
considerable distances, and that these movements were of both raw materials, 
including ingots, cut wood and ivory, jars of resin, and perhaps also scrapped 
metal artefacts that could then be reworked, and also complete artefacts 
produced in locally distinctive forms, such as ceramics, and things produced 
in exotic materials, such as the jewellery and drinking cups found amongst 
the Uluburun cargo. Archaeology can also say something about the 
technologies by which such movements occur, such as the shipping that is 
attested by the two wreck finds and is represented by Egyptian temple and 
tomb wall paintings. Indeed, we can also describe the changing density of 
finds with distance from source, where those sources are known, as Renfrew, 
amongst others, has demonstrated (Renfrew 1975). However, all these factors 
are simply different ways of describing the patterns that have been recovered 
and the mechanisms that brought them about. The problem seems to be to 
establish the historical processes that generated those mechanisms and that 
can account for the changing strategies of trade and exchange between 
communities. The nature of this archaeological problem was captured by 
Lewis Binford (1987, 392) when he asked how archaeologists might move 
from the statics of material patterns that they recognize to an understanding 
of the dynamics of the historical processes that brought those patterns into 
existence.

One possible solution might be to compare the distribution patterns of 
things with different models that describe the ways that exchange systems 
could have been organized, and to evaluate which of those models best 
explain the distribution patterns (Renfrew 1975). This would simply result in 
the static distribution patterns of things assigned to one period being equated 
with a model of organized exchange, but historical understanding surely 
requires more than this. Archaeologists glimpse something of the material 
conditions through which people lived their lives, and this leads us to assume 
that a historical understanding is able to suggest how such exchange systems 
gave those lives a renewed sense of reality. This shifts our focus from the 
material itself to the ways in which those materials could have been used to 
construct peoples’ understanding of who they were and their place in the 
world. It is from this perspective that we confront the contentious problem of 
deciding what motivated the development and the transformation of 
exchange relations and to enquire as to why these things might have changed.

Processes of material production, circulation and consumption in the 
ancient world have been described as if they had operated either according to 
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a commercial logic (formalist models) or according to a logic dominated by 
social and political obligations (substantivist models). Both these views 
accept that the production, circulation and consumption of things functioned 
to satisfy the consumer’s demands, whilst treating the human relationships 
involved as either those of commercial transaction or of social and political 
obligations. This simple distinction has encouraged assumptions that all 
ancient exchange mechanisms either followed a commercial logic or were 
more likely to have been embedded in various social institutions. This bald 
distinction has now lost much of its force as the sheer complexity of the 
processes of exchange that were likely to have operated in the pre-modern 
world have come to be accepted (cf. Oka and Kusimba 2008). It is unlikely, 
given the diverse kinds of political organizations that were operating across 
Egypt, Mesopotamia, the Hittite Empire and Mycenaean Greece in the second 
millennium of the eastern Mediterranean, let alone those of the western 
Mediterranean, central and northern Europe, that a single model is applicable 
for these economic processes.

Something of the likely complexity of exchange processes is exemplified 
by the Uluburun finds. If the Uluburun vessel was a merchant ship engaged 
in seeking commercial exchange for its cargo, then a very high risk and 
speculative investment will have been required to fund the vessel, its cargo 
and its crew before any commercial return could have been secured. The cost 
required would have been substantial. Christopher Monroe (2010) has 
calculated that the loss of the ship and cargo might be accounted as equivalent 
to the cost of feeding the population of a city the size of the port of Ugarit, on 
the Levantine coast of the eastern Mediterranean (in the north of modern-
day Syria), for a year, and he asks ‘who could amass such capital and also 
assume the risks for sending it overseas’ (Monroe 2010, 29). Wealthy 
merchants are certainly known from around this time in the city of Ugarit 
where they are attested by texts in the trade archives (Monroe 2009). Engaged 
in both maritime and overland trade they dealt, amongst other things, in 
both copper and tin. Of the four merchants considered by Carol Bell (2012), 
who compares the status of these individuals to the oligarchs of post-
communist Russia, each performed a number of roles, including that of 
administrator for the Ugarit state. Their handling of produce was taxed, and 
they will also have transported produce on behalf of others, including the 
ruler of Ugarit whose need to transport materials would have been one of the 
obligations of diplomacy.

The ability of the rulers of the early empires around the eastern 
Mediterranean to procure considerable quantities of objects and raw 
materials, either as loot resulting from warfare or as tribute from subservient 
communities, is exemplified by the power of the Egyptian Pharaoh and is 
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illustrated, for example, by the limestone relief dated to around 1450 bce 
from the Karnak temple of Amon-Re which depicts that part of the war 
booty dedicated to the temple by the Pharaoh Tuthmosis III (Sherratt and 
Sherratt 1991, Fig.  2). The political domination achieved by such rulers  
would have been exercised through the extraction of tribute, which we  
should remember comprised both the labour required for the processes of 
extraction and production, as well as the procurement of the materials that 
such labour had extracted and produced. It was presumably in the context  
of such tributary demands exercised by the Pharaoh that the extensive  
bronze casting installation at Qantir – Pi-Ramesse had operated (Rehren  
and Pusch 2012). This substantial production facility (Fig.  4.2) must have 
been sustained by the ability to procure not only labour but also ingots of 
copper, presumably from Cyprus, and tin from Anatolia and Central Asia. 
The tributary presentation of ingots and materials is well-represented in 
Egyptian tomb paintings, whilst the archive of correspondence discovered  
at the Pharaoh Akhenaten’s capital at modern-day Tell el-Amarna provides 

Fig. 4.2  Reconstruction of the bronze casting installations from Qantir – Pi-
Ramesse in use. After Rehren and Pusch 2012, Fig. 22.1. Design E. Pusch and  
A. Herold, drawing J. Klang. Copyright Grabung Qantir-Piramesse, Roemer-
Pelizaeus-Museum, Hildesheim. With permission.
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us with an understanding of the ways in which raw materials, as well as 
finished articles, moved between royal households by means of diplomatic 
presentations, face-saving gifts and the demands of friendship, presentations 
in other words that both achieved and demonstrated political status and 
authority. The reach of kingly power was therefore demonstrated by its  
ability to move both people and things, and it would have been facilitated  
by the recruitment of merchant vessels and caravans. It is from this perspective 
that the Uluburun vessel with the bulk cargo of ceramics, resin, wood, glass 
and metals, and the finished articles of jewellery and drinking vessels, might 
best be understood.

Cycles of raw material extraction, production and consumption have 
defined the archaeology of regional economic systems, and the eastern 
Mediterranean has been treated as one such system. However, we emphasize 
that by tracing the changing structure of economic relations we also trace the 
likely history of political obligations and alliances across the same region. For 
example, whilst the second millennium cessation of the exploitation of local 
copper sources in the Aegean is attributed by Yannis Bassiakos and Thomas 
Tselios (2012) to the exhaustion of the local ore sources, it also marked the 
reorientation of exchange relations for the Cretan settlements, away from the 
north and the isles of the Cyclades and eastwards towards copper ingot 
supplies from Cyprus (Betancourt 2012) and thus to Egypt. It would be naïve 
to explain this reorientation as if it were driven simply by the requirement to 
maintain metal supplies, without recognizing that such a change would have 
also involved a shift in the axis of political alliances.

As we have already indicated, formalist and substantivist models no longer 
seem to provide the basis necessary for an understanding of the complexities 
involved in the economic development of the eastern Mediterranean in the 
third and second millennia. This development did more than identify new 
resources and move materials along new routes and between new political 
centres, the ways in which the trace of its history is described archaeologically. 
It was a development that provided for changing conditions in which different 
forms of life could be created, and it is from this perspective, as an understanding 
of the mechanisms by which the various interdependent identities of peoples 
and things were brought into existence, that archaeology might create the 
history of the period.

If forms of life are brought into existence by performances through which 
individuals grew and by which they created and demonstrated their place 
within the material conditions of life, then the effectiveness of such 
performances required the recognition of particular qualities and values 
invoked in their material contexts. Societies cannot be treated either as the 
units requiring historical analysis nor can they be treated as if they were the 
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determining actors in the historical narrative. Societies did not ‘do’ anything, 
instead history was made in the evolving matrix of things, plants, animals 
and people. The performances of those who sought to extend their influence 
and thus their control over the lives of others in ways that defined, for 
example, the geographically bounded regions of a state or of an empire would 
be understood within this same matrix as would the performances of those 
others subject to them. The way that such people might have gained 
something of their political legitimacy was by both claiming and being 
treated as if they were the embodiment of the life forces that sustained their 
subjects, perhaps as gods, just as the slave owed their place in the world to 
their labour that was controlled by others.

By performance being the expression of the desire to become a  
particular kind of being, it expressed the values that defined existence as a 
place in the world. It should come as no surprise therefore that the  
material conditions that enabled such desires to be expressed were sought 
after and, as Andrew and Susan Sherratt recognized, this means that the 
growth in exchange systems was driven by the demands of consumption 
rather than by the growth in their productive potential (Sherratt and  
Sherratt 1991). This argument carries the further implication, that those  
who could facilitate the satisfaction of those demands, exemplified by the 
Pharaoh’s ability to offer the materials he might procure as booty or as  
tribute, had the ability to achieve the politically dominant role of patron.  
Is this the context within which the Uluburun vessel was operating?  
The arrival of bulk raw materials in that vessel’s cargo, including metals,  
glass, wood and resins, into the Aegean would have required the  
availability of artisan labour to convert those materials into useable things. 
The archives of clay incised scripts of Linear B (Fig. 3.1) that are known from 
the destruction levels of some Mycenaean ‘palaces’ might indicate the attempt 
to both account for and administer the development of various specialized 
practices of artisan production required to work the new flow of materials  
in ways that lay beyond the traditional, orally transmitted rules and well 
understood routines of traditional agrarian labour (Nosch 2006; Killen 
2006).

Connectivity, identity and metallurgy

Let us now return to the third millennium and the working of materials 
within the particular regional context of the Aegean. The performances of 
those who worked on the metal ingots were performances that created the 
performers as artisans, as well as creating the objects of their labours. Roger 
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Doonan, Peter Day and Nota Dimopoulou-Rethemiotaki comment, with 
reference to metalworking in the third millennium on Crete, that:

Metallurgy is a dramatic process that unfolds through time. A 
technological liturgy where certain acts, for instance bellows being 
pumped, minerals being transformed by fire, and metals being poured, 
need precise choreography in order to be successful. . . . Metallurgical 
performances are surrounded with a sense of anticipation towards the 
emergence of the final object and completion is itself uncertain, and 
hence adorned in risk.

Doonan et al. 2007, 115

These authors allow that there is ‘no compelling reason’ why the different 
stages of the process, from the mining of ores to the casting of objects,  
were undertaken by different persons, before noting, in the case of early 
Aegean metalworking, the evidence that ‘smelters favoured isolated windy 
promontories whilst artefact production . . . takes place in more public 
locations’ (Doonan et al. 2007, 116). This ‘combination of isolation and 
advertisement’ might in fact indicate, contrary to their own assessment, that 
during the third millennium the spatial and visual rupture in the passage that 
they identify as running from mining to smelting and on to casting of metals 
had provided for the emergence of a complex network of political identities 
and their relationships. By the second millennium such networks could 
ultimately have extended across the eastern Mediterranean.

By the beginning of the third millennium, living with metals had been 
part of the material conditions of life in the Aegean for countless generations 
(the first metal appearing in the fifth millennium). Encounters with metal 
were, if not necessarily common, certainly not alien. However, speaking of 
encounters with metal in such generic terms masks the specificity of the 
particular practices in which we are interested. The question is how the 
practices associated with a particular material form in one creation of 
personhood might be recognized, adopted and adapted in other expressions 
of identity. If we perceive a change, or even a revolution, surrounding the 
generic concept of ‘metal’ sometime in the third millennium bc, the challenge 
must be to identify new forms of practice and how certain kinds of 
interactions led to the adoption of versions of these practices more widely.

One particular form that has become emblematic of the first half of the 
third millennium is the dagger (Renfrew 1972, 319–323; Nakou 1995; 
Broodbank 2000, 253, Fig. 4.3). These are first seen in Early Bronze I (3100–
2700 bce) in the Cyclades and Crete, but most examples come from Early 
Bronze II contexts (2700–2200 bce). Stylistically and technologically, the 
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Cretan and Cycladic forms differ, but production converged upon the same 
kind of object. The importance of this particular material culture artefact and 
its associated sets of practices is that they do not merely represent some 
generic process of intensification of metal use. With the daggers, more 
complex chains of communication are clearly involved than we will encounter 
with some other artefact categories. Away from the limited ore sources of the 
Aegean in the western Cyclades or Attica, all metal was imported, whether in 
finished artefact form, metal ingots, or even as ore for smelting. Acts of 
communication would be essential for the adoption of the dagger form, but 
these were only part of an ongoing, long-term, changeable and multifaceted 
set of engagements.

Smelting and casting are often envisaged as taking place near, or at, ore 
sources (Georgakopoulou 2016; Fig.  4.4), though there can be exceptions 
where ore is transported over long distances (as at Keros in the Cyclades, or 
Chrysokamino on Crete, both of which most likely used ores imported from 
western Cycladic islands: Georgakopoulou 2016, 55). There is limited clear- 
cut evidence for production before Early Bronze II: at Final Neolithic (4500–
3100 bce) Kephala on Kea (Coleman 1977), Final Neolithic Chrysokamino 
(Betancourt 2006, although the evidence for the early date is not clear-cut), 

Fig. 4.3  A Cycladic dagger. Naxos Museum. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of 
Culture and Sports/Archaeological Receipts Fund.
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Final Neolithic–Early Bronze I Kephala Petras (Papadatos 2007) on Crete, and 
at Early Bronze I Çukuriçi Höyük (Horejs 2017), Liman Tepe and Bakla Tepe 
(Keskin 2016) in coastal Anatolia, all in the region near Izmir. The evidence for 
primary production (smelting) before Early Bronze II is therefore limited, 
perhaps supporting the suggestion of a real increase in production in Early 
Bronze II. However, Çukuriçi Höyük has recently presented evidence of 
an advanced, complex and highly-organized metalworking centre in Early 
Bronze I (Horejs et al. 2017; Mehofer 2014). Here a series of buildings has been 
excavated, each containing its own metalworking furnace, maintained during 
the life-history of each building. The evidence is for primary production of 
arsenical copper, organized at the scale of the settlement, with some tin bronze 
working also close to the end of the site’s use period. The very large quantities 
of Melian obsidian at the site place it within Aegean networks, although it also 

Fig. 4.4  Smelting sites in the Early Bronze Age Cyclades. After Georgakopoulou 
2016, Fig. 4.2.
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functioned within a local, Anatolian context, utilizing local ore sources, and 
the smelting technology used does not match that known from elsewhere in 
the Aegean.

Çukuriçi Höyük presents evidence not only for smelting but also for the 
production (casting and finishing) of artefacts. There seems little doubt that 
these artefacts were not merely intended for local use: this highly-organized 
site was producing artefacts and some ingots that were destined for other 
locales (Mehofer 2014). While there is evidence for artefact production at 
other nearby sites, the evidence from Çukuriçi Höyük is for a specialized 
production centre, operating at a scale far above nearby sites where the 
evidence is much more limited, presenting the full spectrum of metallurgical 
activity from primary production to the production of finished artefacts. The 
artefacts produced, as indicated by finds of the artefacts themselves and from 
moulds, were a full set of tools and weapons. These include daggers, though 
not, it seems, of types common in the Aegean. This may indicate that although 
Çukuriçi Höyük was fully implicated in Aegean political networks involving 
obsidian procurement, the circulation of metals operated differently, and in a 
western Anatolian context only.

By contrast, elsewhere in the Aegean smelting and the production of 
artefacts seem usually to be separate as Doonan et al. imply (2007, quoted 
above), and sites operating on the scale of production seen at Çukuriçi Höyük 
are not yet known. As noted, primary production usually takes place near ore 
sources; the reshaping of metals into artefacts takes place in settlements. 
More particularly, smelting seems to be an outdoor activity, while it is argued 
below that artefact production in fact takes place behind closed doors. In the 
Aegean, smelting sites are located mainly in the vicinity of ore sources on 
islands such as Kythnos and Seriphos (Georgakopoulou 2016, Fig. 4.2 and 
Table 4.1), usually situated away from settlements; an important exception is 
Keros, discussed further in Chapter 5. These smelting locations appear to be 
open-air, and in that sense public; however, Doonan et al. (2007, 114–117) 
emphasize the need to travel away from settlements in order to procure ore 
and then smelt it, in an act effectively shared only by voyagers, hidden from 
the putative ‘home base’ and where, they suggest, the more public acts of 
metallurgy would normally be those of secondary production, i.e. casting. 
However, the evidence is that although artefact production does seem 
normally to take place within settlements, it also takes place in closed and 
cramped environments. Evidence for artefact production is not in fact 
widespread; important evidence comes from Early Bronze I–II Poros on 
Crete, located just to the north of Knossos, and the sites of Dhaskalio (Keros), 
Kastri on Syros, and Ayia Irini on Kea, and further north at Poliochni on 
Lemnos. At Dhaskalio, now the site with the best evidence for metalworking 
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in the Aegean, the remarkable result seems to be that metalworking was 
almost ubiquitous throughout the settlement (Georgakopoulou 2013). This 
contrasts with Kastri, where metalworking seems to have been more localized, 
although the evidence is ambiguous (Tsountas 1899; Bossert 1967; 
Georgakopoulou 2007), and Ayia Irini, where metalworking evidence is 
present but limited (Wilson 1999; Georgakopoulou 2007).

Doonan et al. (2007, 116) depict all metalworkers as ‘ambiguous figures 
merging in and out of isolation and publicity’. Their isolation is seen to occur 
during voyages and during mining and smelting. Conversely, arriving at 
stopping points on voyages or at the destination makes them public figures 
who brought with them news of the wider world. Back at the settlement after 
the voyage, their return with smelted metal is seen as very public, and while 
the acts of production themselves may be hidden behind closed doors, the 
products might have been displayed triumphantly.

It is important to compare this model of spatial distinctions with what we 
can learn from Dhaskalio. Despite being the largest built-up area in the 
Cyclades at the time (see Chapter 5), it is difficult to see the site as a simple 
‘settlement’, from which metalworking voyagers might have set off in search 
of ore, and to which they might have returned with metal. It is not only metal 
that was imported to Dhaskalio: everything was imported (Renfrew 2013b). 
There is no locally produced pottery (Hilditch 2013; Sotirakopoulou 2016); 
ground and chipped stone were all imported (Rowan et al. 2013; Carter and 
Milić 2013; Boyd and Dixon 2013), as were marble (Renfrew 2013c; Gavalas 
2013; Renfrew and Lebegyev 2013) and everything else, including food. 
However, there is evidence for production at Dhaskalio, albeit using imported 
materials: most importantly metals, but also obsidian, and some limited 
evidence for marble working (Georgakopoulou 2013; Carter and Milić 2013; 
Gavalas 2013). Consequently Dhaskalio may have come to form a very 
central node in Aegean networks, clearly drawing in far more than it was 
actually producing, but performing a role as a metalworking centre. This 
means that, rather than the image of groups of local metalworkers voyaging 
to procure materials, as implied by Doonan et  al. (2007, 114–117) and 
described above, Dhaskalio was a centre drawing in people, skills and 
resources from throughout the Cyclades (and perhaps the mainland too). 
The buildings of Dhaskalio seem less like domestic houses and more like the 
workshops of artisans, and the storehouses needed for the materials brought 
in. The smiths of Dhaskalio may in fact have been from multiple locations in 
the Cyclades, but something was drawing them to Dhaskalio in order to 
produce their artefacts. Indeed, it is possible that the identity of the artisan, 
constructed in part through locations of practice, was changing quite rapidly 
in the opening centuries of the Bronze Age as the systems of political 
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authority evolved. Hence, rather than multiple voyages of local smiths from a 
home base to an ore source and back again, a better model might be that of 
coalescing groups of smiths coming together both at ore sources and at 
production centres, of which the only clear-cut examples at the moment are 
Dhaskalio on Keros and most likely Poros on Crete. It was here at these 
production centres that objects such as daggers were produced, and from 
these production centres the objects were procured or obtained. The dagger 
itself may have come to be understood as the material result of a particular 
kind of life event, a development that was displayed on the body in such a 
way as to imply that the identity and experience of the wearer involved 
voyaging, contact and involvement in complex networks centred on places 
such as Dhaskalio. The rise of this framework was sustained by an emergent 
and changing political authority, and how Dhaskalio came to host it is 
discussed in Chapter 5.

The evidence from the Cyclades enables us to conceive that during the 
third millennium we may have witnessed a development in a network of 
labour and tribute obligations, diplomatic alliances and political authority by 
which different human identities were created in the performances that 
ensured the passage from the identification of sources of raw material to its 
working and consumption. We have chosen to emphasize the drama of the 
‘techno-liturgy’ of metallurgical processes because they leave something of a 
recognizable archaeological trace in the eastern Mediterranean whilst often 
being less easy to follow elsewhere in Europe. The unevenness of the evidence 
results, in part, from the character of the processes, with the potential for the 
recycling of material and the fragility of some materials, such as tin ingots, to 
chemical and mechanical weathering, and from archaeological methodologies 
that have been more concerned to establish the chemical sourcing of ores and 
the typological characterization of objects than to consider the material as 
contributing to the contexts in which these lives were lived.

The politics of northern European metallurgy

Exotic materials that derived from contacts between different political and 
cultural systems could only be incorporated into the indigenous system of 
materials and traditions of behaviour by gaining a value and a significance 
within some part of the indigenous tradition. This assimilation of the exotic 
is therefore a form of translation by which aspects of other worlds became 
understandable and useable, at least to some. Contact between cultural 
systems is more than a simple search for materials, it involves a complex 
negotiation of perceptions and prejudices.
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The role of contact has long been noted as a salient aspect of Early Cycladic 
culture (Renfrew 1972). Broodbank defined voyaging, concomitant of 
contact, as a central aspect of the period (Broodbank 2000). The distribution 
of Melian obsidian has long been seen as a proxy for contact and voyaging in 
the Aegean, from Palaeolithic to Bronze Age times. Voyaging was essential for 
the initiation and maintenance of contact, and so the movement of people 
was the mechanism by which aspects of a Cycladic identity could be 
propagated or contested.

Obsidian in the Aegean and the distribution of jade axes across Europe in 
the fifth and fourth millennia are both indicators of the distribution of some 
materials resulting from the complex motivations of desire and the obligations 
of politics. However with no third- and early second-millennium wreck and 
accompanying cargo deposits known from around its Atlantic and Baltic 
coasts (the wreck find reported in 2010 lying off the Devon coast dates to  
c. 1000 bce), and lacking any inscribed textual evidence, the archaeology of 
the third and early second millennium of Europe north of the Mediterranean 
has relied upon the formal comparisons of artefact typologies, a detailed 
analysis of local sequences of artefact development, and the chemical analysis 
of metal artefacts in relation to potential ore sources to trace the flows of 
material that brought metal objects into those regions that lacked any native 
ores. The problem is that, detailed as both the narratives of artefact sequences 
and typological and chemical comparisons might be, they do not reveal the 
nature of the political networks that had once activated either the exchange 
of material or the movements of people, but they might enable us to 
understand how forms of identity were constructed over this period.

Southern Scandinavia is one region across which a long-term coherency 
is implied by the character of the surviving archaeological materials. 
Scandinavian copper technology originated sometime around the mid-third 
millennium bce, and seems likely to have depended upon copper deriving 
from Alpine ores. This is confirmed by the few Swedish artefacts analysed by 
Ling and his colleagues (Ling et al. 2014), with artefact matches to ores from 
North Tyrol including the so-called Ösenring copper which supplied, in 
central Europe, the production of the Ösenringbarren, which are assumed to 
be ingots that were cast and then hammered into the distinctive shape of 
rings with looped terminals (Junk et al. 2001). In addition, copper sources 
from Iberia and Sardinia are indicated by lead isotope analysis for the 
production by the early second millennium of bronzes in southern Sweden, 
along with the possibility of some metal contribution from Greece and 
Cyprus (Ling et al. 2014, 121–124). British and Irish copper and tin from 
south-western Britain are also component contributors to Nordic metal 
production (Vandkilde 2017).
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Copper artefacts are therefore in use in the region from just after 2400 bce 
(Vandkilde 1996) whilst the working and alloying of bronze had originated 
here by about 1700 bce, implying that political relations had been established 
by then to ensure the procurement of metal ingots, along with some  
metal artefacts, from elsewhere in Europe. Ling and his colleagues have 
demonstrated by geochemical and isotopic analysis of Swedish material that 
throughout the period of the Nordic Bronze Age the metals for these artefacts 
came from the south and did not originate from any exploitation of the  
ores that were available to the north, in Sweden itself (Ling et al. 2013). These 
particular relations of supply and consumption map a political geography 
rather than one of economic expediency. It is important to recognize that if 
metal supply, exchange and the politics of identity and obligation sustain 
each other, then we should expect fluctuations over time as the politics of 
supply shift. Ling et al. have noted that ‘every single Bronze Age period has its 
own metal distribution pattern’ (Ling et al. 2013, 299). This would imply that 
every typological change in the design of objects, which is used to define an 
archaeological period, is the product of a change in the politics of production 
and identity. We must also bear in mind that the likely recasting of scrap 
metal will, over time, mix metals that were likely to have different ore 
signatures and thus mix those signatures (cf. Ling et al. 2014, 117–119).

These analyses raise the intriguing question of whether the portfolio  
of source material that supported Nordic metallurgy prior to 1500 bce is 
indicative of direct trans-shipment along the coasts or over land and 
waterways to Scandinavia from diverse southern sources. A similar question 
occurs with the earliest metallurgy of the British Isles which is almost entirely 
supported by the copper mined at Ross Island, Co. Kerry, in south-western 
Ireland (Bray and Pollard 2012; O’Brien 2004). The archaeological literature 
on this matter is redolent with references to trade and to traders, supported 
with maps confidently representing assumed trade routes, but is any of this 
likely? We have already commented on the speculative investments that any 
trader had to meet before any return could have been gained. The levels of 
complexity by which these trading networks could be established do not 
seem to have existed at this time in northern Europe.

In many communities, whether in the Aegean or in northern Europe, 
metal casting converted a material that derived from distant sources, 
procured through various forms of political alliances and patronage, and 
employed that material to sustain the practices of use and deposition that had 
developed locally. Michael Rowlands and Johan Ling have suggested that 
regions of sustained identity in prehistory were those regions that utilized the 
flows of externally derived material and people to produce specific systems  
of value, in contrast with those of outsiders (Rowlands and Ling 2013). By 
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drawing upon the work of Fredrik Barth (1969) on ethnicity, Rowlands and 
Ling accept that boundaries persisted because of, and not in spite of, the 
persons and materials that flowed across them as ethnic groups came into 
being and existed by ‘belonging to a larger field of inter-ethnic contact and 
interdependence’ (Rowlands and Ling 2013, 518).

The continuity of any regional identity was once supposedly revealed  
in the coherent pattern of an archaeological culture, whilst Processual 
Archaeology sought to establish the continuity of the regional system of 
social and economic organization. The archaeological analysis of material 
culture continues to sustain comparisons between the forms and styles of 
production, although the significance of these comparisons is often obscure 
and can, all too easily, encourage archaeological narratives that do little more 
than speculate upon the motivations of the producers. Indeed, the New 
Archaeology’s rejection of cultural analysis was to a large extent driven by the 
desire to avoid such speculative accounts. Nonetheless, formal comparisons 
do exist and some account has to be offered for them. It is perhaps worth 
remembering that the acts of production had to be publicly accountable both 
in terms of performance and product, meaning that the objects produced 
had to be recognizable and useable as objects of a certain kind. Effective 
production would therefore have been directed towards what was known and 
what was commonly understood.

The transmission of etiquette and style

No single archaeological methodology exists that can guide us unambiguously 
towards interpretations of comparisons of form, but some effort must be 
made to distinguish the likely interpretation from that which is unlikely. This 
distinction might be achieved by specifying the scales of those experiences 
that we claim were relevant for an understanding of the patterns of production 
under investigation (cf. Jones 2002, 83). An example of the problems that 
attend upon such analyses is given by some of the ceramic material from 
early to mid-third millennium Britain and Ireland. This was material in  
use at the time that the sarsen stones were being erected at Stonehenge.  
The archaeological perception of this cultural assemblage provides for a 
geographical coherency that is described by reference to the distribution of 
the Grooved Ware ceramic styles. The Grooved Ware tradition (Fig. 4.5) of 
the Late Neolithic of Britain and Ireland has long been taken to be indicative 
of an indigenous cultural identity that extended across these islands but did 
not extend into continental Europe (Thomas 2010). The earliest occurrence 
of the Grooved Ware tradition is attested amongst the third millennium 
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settlements and ceremonial sites of Orkney, whilst by the middle of that 
millennium the distribution of this material extended across Britain and 
Ireland, including the substantial assemblage recovered from the great 
enclosure at Durrington Walls, within 4 km of Stonehenge itself (Wainwright 
and Longworth 1971).

The distribution of Grooved Ware makes sense in two ways. The Orcadian 
material was the domestic assemblage of agricultural communities, and its 
intimate relationship to the working practices of people is not only indicated  
by the common size range of vessels found amongst the debris associated  
with each of the houses in the Barnhouse settlement on Orkney Mainland 
(Richards 2005). The remarkable evidence is that the production strategies  
at Barnhouse drew upon claybeds that were geologically specific to each 
household. These geographically distinct claybeds were therefore part of 
traditional patterns of household rights over different landscape resources 
(Jones 2002, 120–133). The implication of the common vessel form and the 
shared decorative motifs employed across the Barnhouse settlement, given the 
dispersed, non-centralized, processes of production, is that the practices 
associated with production and with vessel use were part of a commonly 

Fig. 4.5  Reconstructed Grooved Ware vessels. After Thomas 1991, Fig. 5.3. 
Courtesy of Thomas and Cambridge University Press.
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recognizable kind of performance which sustained not only individual 
household identity and wider settlement identity, but also an island-wide 
framework of practice. This re-emphasizes that the human security of belonging 
to a particular community and material world was a security that was achieved, 
at least in part, through the production and use of material things.

The distribution of the Grooved Ware ceramic tradition more widely 
across the British Isles by the mid-third millennium is attributable to a more 
complex process than simply the migration of a ‘grooved ware folk’ from the 
north of Scotland to southern Britain. The building of the massive enclosure 
and timber circles of Durrington Walls (Wainwright 1971), the labour of the 
quarrying, transportation and erection marking the construction of the stone 
structure of Stonehenge, and indeed the slightly later undertaking of digging 
and building the massive earthwork of Silbury Hill (Leary et al. 2013) would 
all have necessitated the movement and congregation of considerable 
numbers of people in the chalklands of Wessex. The recent excavation of the 
settlement buried beneath the southern portion of the bank of the Durrington 
enclosure and dated to around 2500 bce led to the suggestion that food in the 
form of pig and cattle carcases was also brought from regions beyond the 
chalkland soils of Wessex (Craig et al. 2015). These communal undertakings, 
which were directed towards a common purpose, expressed a shared 
understanding of purpose, however much coercion of the labour forces 
might have been involved. Such an understanding would hardly have been 
possible if there had existed strong regional variabilities in everyday practices 
of domestic life or wider cosmological understandings across the British 
Isles. The means that created the common design and sustained the common 
function of the material was also the means by which a coherency and 
common purpose was constructed that was expressed in the building of the 
monuments of the period. It was a common understanding that had to be 
formed, literally, from the ground up: that is, it emerged from the daily 
practices that finds archaeological expression today in such cultural patterns 
as the distribution of Grooved Ware ceramics.

It is important to stress two things. First that the construction of a common 
identity did not arise with the monument building, but was constituted out of 
the mundane and everyday practices of settlement and agricultural labour, 
including rights over resources, and it was situated within a shared cosmology. 
Second the making of such an identity must have drawn in part, and possibly 
quite pragmatically, upon commonly understood design motifs that may  
also have been employed in numerous contexts. These contexts include  
pecked designs on certain stones in late Irish megalithic tombs of the third 
millennium (Twohig 1981), where design motifs shared with some Grooved 
Ware ceramics were employed. This occurrence implies a common framework 
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of understanding between populations in Ireland and Britain in the third 
millennium bce (cf. Thomas 2010, 6–7). In light of this it is important to note 
the dependency on Irish copper ore sources for early metallurgical production 
in Britain which might extend into the early third millennium, providing for 
the possibility of a metallurgy that might predate the inclusion of metal 
artefacts in graves from c. 2400 bce onward (Harbison 1969, 70).

By way of contrast, in northern and central Europe in the third millennium, 
subtly different ceramic styles (Beakers and Corded Ware) fulfilled an 
emerging requirement for drinking sets, indicating a shared understanding 
of etiquette. Archaeologically this material is most clearly perceived in grave 
assemblages (Fig. 4.6) where it forms part of a set that sometimes included, 

Fig. 4.6  Primary burial at Shrewton 5K. After Green and Rollo-Smith 1984.
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in the case of Corded Ware, polished stone artefacts, and in the case of 
Beakers, copper or bronze artefacts. Sherratt (1997, 376–400) recognized that 
drinking practices emerged during the Neolithic of Europe and that these 
were executed through recognizable ceramic forms. This increasingly broad 
distribution indicates the adoption of a shared cultural framework within 
which identities were constructed. Gene-flow has recently been highlighted 
as a factor in this period (see Chapter 6), but this alone did not determine the 
ways in which people found their place within their material world. Britain 
and Ireland participated in these cultural practices after c. 2400 bce through 
the adoption of new burial practices, which entailed inhumation rituals 
utilizing metalwork and beakers. This broke with the insular patterns of 
identity formation discussed above.

Comparisons between the British Isles and Europe in ceramics, burial 
rites and the associations of both with early copper, gold and bronze  
working have long encouraged the view that the changes associated with 
metalworking in the latter half of the third millennium were associated with 
a considerable reorientation in contacts, exchanges and in the movements  
of people. The likelihood of widespread migrations occurring in this  
period has been given additional support by the matching of haplogroups 
recovered as stretches of ancient DNA (aDNA) from human skeletal material 
in samples taken from across northern and central Europe and into the 
Eurasian Steppe. These are issues to which we shall return (Chapter  6),  
and it seems clear that previous attempts to explain the continent-wide 
distribution of formally similar artefact types purely in terms of exchange 
relationships between relatively stable populations (cf. Shennan 1986) is no 
longer satisfactory. However it is equally unsatisfactory to understand the 
new aDNA evidence as in itself explaining cultural change, in terms of 
movements of populations with fixed identities. Instead, it is possible to 
understand material worlds in which human beings were able to find their 
place and reconstruct their identities by means that sometimes included 
movement, adoption of new practices focusing upon the exchange and 
working of new materials, and adapting to the consequent changes perceived 
in the world around them.

Instead of treating the late third and early second millennium distribution 
of Beaker ceramics as if it mapped a migrating population and thus as if it 
were some kind of ‘cultural badge’ for the identity of those migrants, we should 
consider the goal towards which the use of Beaker ceramics was directed. This 
recognizes that contact, travel and migrations involving individuals or groups 
are subtle and complex cultural practices aimed at bringing about a change in 
the cultural horizon. In order to investigate the complexities of scale in 
questions of contact and movement, let us now consider the implications of 
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the appearance and use of one particular ceramic form of the early third 
millennium in the Aegean, the so-called sauceboat (Fig. 4.7).

This is an unusual vessel, the mechanics and etiquette of whose use cannot 
be deduced simply by examining a specimen. The spout seemingly connects 
it with pouring or drinking, although the handle is too small for effective 
manipulation when full, suggesting a two-handed use. The spout could also 
have been used as a handle, conceivably making the vessel able to function as 
ladle, transport and delivery mechanism for small (individual) portions of 
liquid (Rutter 2017). However, how such vessels might be used in different 
contexts could only have been understood by direct observation or by 
description.

The importance of sauceboats was highlighted by Renfrew (1972, 284), 
who associated them with new serving and drinking sets for wine 
consumption. Some sort of ritualized use has been widely assumed, and more 
recently a cogent case has been made for their use in commensality or, more 
specifically, feasting (e.g. Peperaki 2007, 116–117; Pullen 2013). In the Early 
Bronze II assemblages of mainland Greece and the Aegean they are found 
widely; ‘one of the most common’ shapes on the mainland (Rutter 2017, 4), 
but perhaps originating in the Cyclades (Rutter 2017, 5), where there is 
greater variation in shape and decoration, with some examples in marble 

Fig. 4.7  Sauceboat from the Cyclades. EAM6107. National Archaeological 
Museum, Athens/Department of Collection of Prehistoric, Egyptian, Cypriot 
and Near Eastern Antiquities. Copyright © Hellenic Ministry of Culture and 
Sports/Archaeological Receipts Fund.
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(two gold sauceboats are thought to originate in Arcadia, and a similar gold 
vessel was found at Troy). On the other hand, on the Anatolian coast they are 
rare, with imported examples at Troy and Liman Tepe (Şahoğlu 2011); they 
appear on Crete only as limited Cycladic imports (e.g. Wilson 2007).

The locations of sauceboat production centres are unknown as their 
fineware fabrics make them less amenable to provenancing by petrography. 
Chemical analysis of a small number from the island of Keros, south of 
Naxos, suggests a range of provenances, including a significant number 
perhaps from the mainland (Hilditch 2018; Hein and Kilikoglou 2018). 
However, the very large numbers found at Keros (discussed further below) 
suggest that, as noted by Sotirakopoulou (2018), some production within the 
Cyclades is likely.

In 1972 Colin Renfrew identified the sauceboat as one component of what 
he called the ‘international spirit’ of the third millennium (Renfrew 1972, 
451–455). He suggested that the basis of the international spirit was peaceful 
contact, and the movement of goods regulated as commercial trade. Metals 
were the primary example of traded goods, whose value appeared 
incontestable. But sauceboats were also part of the ‘package’: what was the 
value of the sauceboat? Or, for that matter, marble folded-arm figurines 
(Chapter 5)? Renfrew’s view of trade requires a shared notion of value, but we 
have to ask how that notion of value ever came to be shared in the third 
millennium bce.

Regardless of whether sauceboats were locally made or imported at any 
given site, prior to such import or local manufacture the form itself needed to 
be seen in use and understood as something other than merely an obscure, 
exotic object, but rather as a technology of practice. It therefore requires 
meaningful contact between some people who were comfortable performing 
part of their identity through their use of these objects and others for whom 
its use was unknown, or perhaps known only by repute. Such contact alone, 
however, does not explain adoption. Contact reveals new aspects of material 
life, many of which are not selected for adoption. But contact may have led to 
a desire for the material practices of others, when viewed through the lens of 
a more favourable and expanded identity within the newly enlarged horizons 
of the world. Adoption always means adaptation, as the new practices and 
their accompanying materials come to be understood alongside existing 
notions of practice.

The locale where the interaction takes place is important. Except in cases 
where groups of travellers meet at an intermediate location (exemplified by 
the case of Keros, as described below), most meaningful contact takes place 
between one group who are ‘at home’, acting within the familiar conditions of 
everyday life, and another group who are outside the comfort of the routine: 
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the voyagers (cf. Broodbank 2000). This creates an imbalance in information 
exchange between the two groups. The travellers are able to absorb some 
understanding of the material structural conditions within which materials 
might be used and understood. But those at home perceive the travellers as 
being out of context. Thus a feast held at Lerna in the Peloponnese, for 
example, might impress visitors with the use of sauceboats amid a wide array 
of paraphernalia, all playing its part in the stage management of the event. 
But travellers stepping off a boat, sauceboat in hand, would face a much more 
difficult task in making themselves, their practices and their materials 
understood.

In the case of the sauceboat, adoption means primarily the transformation 
of specific practices into the general concept of ‘how we do things’. Once 
adopted, this new material form, and the social practices adopted and adapted 
with it, formed a specific, referable point of identity between the groups 
concerned. Renfrew’s ‘international spirit’ perhaps had more to do with 
increased contact and the transformation of other groups’ cultural practices, 
rather than with the mechanics of trade in raw materials and ‘valuables’.

This assimilation of practice applies most obviously to the uses and 
perhaps specific etiquette of this unusual vessel. But it also applies to the 
practice of vessel manufacture. Manufacturing techniques for these complex 
and often very thin-walled vessels may have been difficult to copy merely 
from inspection of an example, and it seems less likely they could have been 
manufactured based on description alone. The direct contact between potters 
seems the most likely means by which the requisite skills were transferred. 
Although not nearly enough is yet known about the extent of locally 
manufactured versus imported vessels in the different areas where sauceboats 
were used, several centres of manufacture seem likely in the Peloponnese, 
Attica and the Cyclades, and in many cases local manufacture of at least some 
vessels is indicated. So the processes of adoption of the sauceboat must be 
imagined in many cases to include the manufacture as well as the use of the 
vessel.

Sauceboats are found in quantities at some sites, such as Lerna in the 
Argolid, or at Keros in the Cyclades. But at other major sites such as Phylakopi 
on Melos or at Geraki in Laconia they are less common. If the sauceboat does 
not appear in great quantities at all sites, this perhaps confirms the restricted 
range of its use, which was already suggested by its obscure shape. At Lerna 
(Fig. 4.8), sauceboats are found in the same assemblage as seal impressions 
(clay used to close doors or objects such as vessels or baskets bearing 
impressions made by pressing carved stone seals on the wet clay, subsequently 
fired in the burnt destruction of the site; Peperaki 2007; 2016). Partly because 
of these seal impressions, along with its impressive architecture, the site of 
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Fig. 4.8  Plan of Lerna IIIC (above) and IIID (below). Courtesy American 
School of Classical Studies at Athens.
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Lerna was for long heralded as a precursor of later palaces: its excavator, 
Caskey, described it exactly in such terms (Caskey 1959, 203), and Renfrew 
noted the central building and fortifications as indicating central authority, 
with the sealings demonstrating redistribution (Renfrew 1972, 390). Recent 
analyses have not sustained this vision of an incipient palatial system (Pullen 
2011) and, as we shall see, understandings of how different later palatial 
systems may have worked have become more nuanced in recent years. In 
particular the notion of centralized redistribution as the backbone of palatial 
economies has undergone sustained criticism (e.g. Nakassis et al. 2011; 
Lupack 2011; Nakassis et al. 2016).

At Lerna, much of the attention has focused on the public building known 
as the House of the Tiles, and the open area immediately in front of it 
(Fig. 4.8). Weiberg (2007, 52–57) argued that the building and its surroundings 
should be seen as multifunctional public space, rather than the residence of a 
ruler. The sealings, along with six to eight sauceboats and 55–62 saucers (but 
no other vessels) were found in a storage room on the building’s south side. 
These, and the remains of pithoi nearby, have been interpreted as the remains 
of a feasting assemblage (Pullen 2013), perhaps made together (Wiencke 
2000, 235–236) for a single event (Peperaki 2004, 223–226) where the sealings 
record contributions to the feast (Peperaki 2004; 2016). The pithoi, sauceboats 
and saucers represent a limited repertoire of foodstuffs, and a specific 
etiquette for service and consumption (Peperaki 2004, 225). The location 
defines the maximum number of participants and allows for some hierarchy 
in terms of position within the spaces of the building and its external space. 
The six to eight sauceboats that formed part of this context are significantly 
fewer than the 55–62 bowls found with them, suggesting here at least that 
sauceboats are either related to service, or to consumption by select 
participants, rather than consumption by all participants.

However, these few vessels tell a limited story. What is interesting about 
the sauceboats of Lerna is that they are present in significant numbers:  
in Lerna III Phase D, the period to which the context above is assigned,  
100 examples are found throughout the site, and a further 134 examples are 
found in less well-dated contexts of this phase or the preceding one; and the 
total for all periods is 833 sherds. So a focus on the vessels found in the House 
of the Tiles destruction assemblage may be misleading. A study of the better 
dated contexts of the preceding Lerna III Phase C, just before the construction 
of the House of the Tiles, shows 179 sauceboats distributed over eleven 
contexts. In every case bar one they are the second most numerous shape, the 
saucer being the most common. These two shapes count on average for  
62 per cent of the pottery from these contexts (ranging from 85 per cent  
at most to 45 per cent at least); no other shape is remotely as common (it 
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should be borne in mind that these data are based on retained pottery: these 
1950s excavations discarded pottery judged less useful at that time, so the 
frequencies of shapes discussed here will be weighted more heavily because 
of that to finer vessels). Hence it would appear that at Lerna the sauceboat 
and saucer were a set, the latter accompanying the former at a ratio around 
2:1, and this seems to be the case in all the deposits of this period. The areas 
under investigation (the ‘fortifications’ and associated rooms CA and DM: 
Fig. 4.8, top) do not seem to be domestic, and the whole complex appears 
‘special’ in nature; so the consistent presence of what may be a ‘feasting’ 
assemblage makes sense in this context. Hence the unusual nature of Lerna’s 
architecture is complemented by the prevalence of this material form, one 
which is plentiful here but rarer at other contemporary sites.

The regional role of the contemporary site at Keros in the central Cyclades 
is examined in Chapter 5. The two ‘special deposits’ that form the core of the 
site consist of deliberately deposited broken materials such as marble figurine 
fragments, marble vessels, pottery and obsidian. The inclusion of large 
numbers of figurine fragments has focused attention on the site and its 
unusual character since the first excavations in the 1960s. However, the 
composition of the pottery assemblage is also of interest. In the Special 
Deposit South no less than 5,122 sauceboat sherds have been recovered 
(Renfrew and Boyd 2018; Sotirakopoulou 2018), with thousands more 
coming from the (looted) Special Deposit North (Sotirakopoulou 2004). 
Keros is therefore by some margin the site with the largest number of known 
sauceboat fragments. None of these were locally made but were imported 
from other Cycladic islands and from the mainland (Sotirakopoulou 2018; 
Hilditch 2018; Hein and Kilikoglou 2018).

The 5,122 sherds from the Special Deposit South form 41 per cent of the 
diagnostic ceramic material from that location. While a large range of other 
shapes makes up the remaining 59 per cent of sherds, one shape stands out: 
the conical necked jar accounts for 25 per cent of the diagnostic material, 
while the many other shapes account for no more than 5 per cent of the 
diagnostic material for any given shape. This points to a highly structured 
deposit: while the range of shapes represented is large, the sauceboat and 
conical necked jar far outnumber all the other forms, and must therefore 
have played an important role in the activities that led to the formation of the 
deposit. This pairing of the sauceboat with another shape is also reminiscent 
of the pattern just described at Lerna, although the partner shape is quite 
different in this case.

However, as we explain in Chapter  5, the ceramic and marble material 
deposited at Keros was deposited in fragmentary form. The selected deposit 
of which we speak does not reflect feasts or breakage that took place at Keros: 
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the breakage took place elsewhere, most likely in local rituals on other 
Cycladic islands before a sample of the material was selected for transport to 
and deposit on Keros in gatherings of participants from all over the Cyclades 
and perhaps beyond (Renfrew 2013a). Recognizing the sauceboat and the 
conical necked jar as the two main ceramic shapes implies that these two 
forms were utilized in repeated practices, perhaps involving feasting. After 
breakage the sauceboat and jar fragments were preferentially selected for 
transport to Keros (but usually only one or perhaps two fragments of each 
vessel: most of the other fragments were retained and deposited elsewhere). 
It is remarkable that these practices were widely repeated through the 
Cyclades, the initiation of each such event on disparate islands implying an 
end point at some later time in a different geographical location. Each feasting 
event carried with it the implication of future voyages and of contact with 
other islanders at the focal place (now defined as a sanctuary: Renfrew et al. 
2012; Renfrew 2013a) where the depositions would take place.

Although many gaps remain in our knowledge of the production, use  
and deposition of sauceboats, these examples have shown us that these 
idiosyncratic vessels were differentially adopted over a very wide geographical 
area. Their use seems never to have been routine, but rather to have involved 
different local customs and rituals. The specifics of their use will have varied 
from place to place, but their idiosyncratic form perhaps ensured that some 
aspects of their etiquette of use were maintained over a wide area. Their 
adoption, starting in the Early Bronze II period, is just one example among 
many of the building of personal and group identities that tended to assimilate 
and foreground non-local cultural practices. These types of exchange – even 
where materials are exported and imported – do not fit any classical model of 
commercial trade. The vessels themselves, where transported, did not contain 
stored goods, and were not themselves obviously intrinsically valuable, but 
they clearly had a value to the practitioner. They celebrated and cemented the 
participation of those involved in networks at different scales. These networks 
were not brought into existence in order to satisfy some fundamental need for 
imported raw materials. Instead, the entanglement of persons and things 
across space and time was an endlessly reworked condition pertaining to the 
engagement of agencies and material conditions across physical and scalar 
boundaries.

This perspective supplied by the example of the sauceboat, and its position 
in ever-changing nexus of contacts and engagements, allows us to return to 
the apparently more basic and fundamental question of the use of metals. The 
importance accorded to metal in our understanding of prehistory is so deeply 
embedded its use gives us our period names in most regions of the world: 
Chalcolithic (or Copper Age), Bronze Age, Iron Age – all stages described 
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technological progress from the preceding Neolithic (Rowley-Conwy 2007). 
In the Aegean, Renfrew in 1972 made metal the driving force behind his 
‘international spirit’, the great increase and contact in trade in the Early Bronze 
Age. Trade was facilitated by the invention of the longboat and driven by the 
‘first . . . commodity really worth trading’ – metal, now seen as a necessity 
(Renfrew 1972, 455). Both Renfrew and Branigan (1974) highlight an apparent 
great increase in metals in the Early Bronze II period, although it has been 
suggested that this might in part be explained by a change in depositional 
practices from curation to conspicuous consumption in graves (Nakou 1995). 
However, the sauceboat was also part of that ‘international spirit’.

With the sauceboats, we envisaged the augmentation of people’s  
perception of personal and group identity through the adoption of a material 
culture form and its associated practices. These, from the moment of adoption, 
did not require further dependency on distant resources or restricted 
technologies. However, we have also seen that, as the third millennium 
progressed, only limited metalworking was seen at many sites: its prevalence 
at the two regional centres of Poros and Keros indicates that strategies of 
production and circulation quite different from those of sauceboats were in 
effect. Finished metal products, such as daggers, travelled widely, and were 
more likely to be longer used than sauceboats, with distinctive biographies, 
and clear curation strategies; sauceboats, on the other hand, were deposited  
in some locations in large quantities, and may sometimes have been 
manufactured for single events. Hence, although the sauceboats and the 
daggers do indeed form part of a pan-Aegean social phenomenon that we 
may still wish to call an ‘international spirit’, it is now possible through the 
detailed evidence available to us to envisage different networks and the roles 
these objects played in their articulation.

Mutable and entangled conditions that existed across the eastern 
Mediterranean in the third and early second millennia enabled people to 
construct identities for themselves. Those entanglements varied in their scale, 
and they sometimes included, for example, the exercise of divine and political 
power by which subjects recognized the authorities of those who ruled over 
them, performed the practices of enslaved and corvée labour, and sustained 
the material flows of tribute. Political alliances and acts of patronage were 
serviced by gifts, trade and marriage, and these appear to have extended at 
least as far as to link the kingdom of Egypt with the Mycenaean world (Cline 
2014, 44–54). At the more local scale, these entanglements created identities 
that succumbed to traditions of local etiquette that were expressed through 
styles of personal appearance and in the practices employed in the service of 
food and drink. It was through the inhabitation of such entanglements that 
we can understand the ways that ‘self-ascribed identities whether individual 
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or collective, [were] not primordial and fixed, but emerge[d] and change[d] 
in diverse circumstances: socio-political, historical, economic, contextual  
and . . .  geographical’ (Knapp and van Dommelen 2010, 4).

Materializing personal identity in the second millennium

Given the possibility, granted by the analysis of artefact source materials,  
of identifying the possible contacts between the different parts of Europe 
through which different materials passed, we might better consider the 
developing mechanisms by which the communication between different 
regions might have been achieved, whilst also maintaining the long-term 
identities active in each region. In other words: how did people communicate 
an understanding between each other, a negotiation across identities?

Renfrew has commented that ‘no material, not even gold, has intrinsically 
high value. “Value” is something which is socially ascribed’ (Renfrew 1991, 8 
emphases omitted). This might imply that the value of things, arising as a 
process of social ascription involving a shared response to the thing that is 
valued, is culturally and socially specific. This would seem to be true when 
value is a matter of measuring the equivalence between one thing and 
another, such as in a process of exchange. However, there are things that have 
often seemed to evoke a cross-cultural and non-socially specific response 
among people in ways that those things seem to be ‘valued’ more widely. In 
materials these things include gold, jade and amber, which appear to have a 
vibrancy. Amber, like metal ore, is a material that has long been treated as 
evidence that a trade network linked the Baltic, Britain, Central Europe and 
the Aegean (Harding 1984, 68–87). Like the early use of metal, which is often 
related to the projection of self among others, amber does not satisfy mere 
functional needs. Chemically identifiable (Beck et al. 1964), the so-called 
Baltic amber might derive from a geographically wide area, extending around 
the southern North Sea and Baltic coasts but also including possible sources 
in northern Germany, Poland and Ukraine (Harding 2013b, 375). The finds 
of this Baltic amber in Italy and Greece demonstrate that amber had achieved 
an extensive distribution by the Bronze Age, occurring amongst grave 
assemblages in both Britain and the Aegean. The use of amber varies to 
include, in Britain, two amber cups (Needham et al. 2006, 96–99), the lost 
dagger pommel from Hammeldon, Devon (Piggott 1938, 62), and necklace 
beads (Fig. 4.9), including the complexly-bored ‘spacer plates’. The complete 
amber necklaces in Britain belong to grave assemblages dating to the opening 
centuries of the second millennium (Woodward and Hunter 2015, 363–388), 
whilst in the Aegean the distribution of amber seems to occur slightly later 
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on the Greek mainland and extends to Crete in the Mycenaean period, 
around the middle of the second millennium (Czebreszuk 2013).

The widespread assumption that these distribution patterns were the 
result of trade provides little by way of clarity concerning the social and 
political context that might provide the concept of trade with a more precise 
definition. It is perhaps also important to note where amber does not  
occur at this time but where it might have been expected if it was simply  
the manifestation of such a notion as a ‘prestige material’. Piggott noted the 
‘excessive rarity’ of amber from Brittany (Piggott 1938, 63) and none of the 
northern European amber is known from either end of the Mediterranean, in 
either Iberia or in Egypt (Lucas and Harris 1962). If the movement of people 
could have been aided by means of their ability to redesign their identities 
and obligations, then we should expect material to enter into circulation in 

Fig. 4.9  Amber necklace from Upton Lovell G2E. Courtesy of Wiltshire 
Museum, Devizes.
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those contexts in which it became understandable. That understanding was 
locally created, it was not carried within the material itself. Joseph Maran has 
criticized the archaeological assumption that materials that are chemically 
indistinguishable and objects that look to function in similar ways, at least 
according to archaeological analysis, must therefore have once evoked the 
same response by all people, whatever their cultural or political context. He 
comments that such objects could only have been meaningful relative to the 
contexts in which they were employed, and he refers to Latour’s concept of 
translation as involving the ‘negotiation of the meanings of the cultural traits 
received from the outside through their integration into social practices and 
discourses within constantly reassembled networks comprising human and 
non-human actants’ (Maran 2013, 147). It is upon this basis that Maran goes 
on to address what we might call the Mycenaeanization of amber artefacts 
(cf. Harding 1984, 68–79).

If this entire argument is accepted then we might expect a raw material 
such as amber, that might have evoked a widespread metaphorical association 
with, for example, the warmth and the glow of sunlight, to have been worked 
into specific forms within particular regional and cultural contexts. A 
common response to amber was that it was worn as a personal adornment 
with most second millennium finds occurring as beads and necklace plates, 
although the occurrence of the dagger pommel and cups from Britain also 
indicate more ambitious use. Nonetheless, more precise regional differences 
might also be recognized. The necklace arrangements from Britain seem to 
include the complexly-bored ‘spacer plates’, mostly found as single pieces in 
graves but occurring in the seemingly complete necklace arrangement that 
accompanied the Wessex-type cremation, possibly a secondary deposit, in the 
barrow of Upton Lovell G2(e) (Woodward 2002, Fig. 2). The stringing of the 
Upton Lovell beads would provide for a crescent-shaped necklace, possibly 
paralleling the shape of the golden lunulae found in Britain and Ireland 
(Taylor 1980, 36–41; Gerloff 1975, 200) whilst Hachmann (1957) reconstructs 
the necklaces, also with complex spacer plates, from central Europe as being 
of a collier-type arrangement (but see Harding 1990, 142). It is noticeable, 
however, that Hachmann also allows for crescent-shaped necklaces amongst 
the Aegean finds and Harding (1984, 79) has also noted the comparable use of 
amber between Wessex and Mycenae such as in the binding of amber discs 
with gold.

Amber appears in the Mycenaean world a little after 1700 bce in the shaft 
graves at Mycenae, and in other burials in impressive built structures 
elsewhere (tholos tombs: Chapter 6). Although most of the amber known is 
concentrated in just a few large deposits, it is also sufficiently widespread in 
time and space to indicate that it always had a place in an understanding of 



From Stonehenge to Mycenae86

‘exotic jewellery’ (Harding and Hughes Brock 1974). By far most of the amber 
comes from early Mycenaean contexts, such as the 1,290 objects recovered 
from shaft grave IV at Mycenae, or the c. 500 objects found in Kakovatos 
tholos A in the south-west Peloponnese (Maran 2013). The forms these 
objects took are so similar to their Wessex equivalents that they are widely 
cited as indicating that the Mycenaean material somehow made its way from 
manufacture in Wessex to the Aegean; nonetheless there is disagreement that 
this material might indicate direct exchange, since Aegean objects are not 
found in Wessex (though see Maran 2013). Maran also notes the similarities 
in context: found in graves, associated with gold. However, the Mycenaean 
finds are found in a distinct historical context: one where an eclectic mix of 
materials was being assembled in quite explicit acts of forging new identities.

In the shaft graves (which as a phenomenon are discussed in detail in 
Chapter  6), amber, found only in a few graves, is associated with a range  
of materials seemingly emphasizing expanded networks of contact and 
awareness: ostrich eggs, ivory, alabaster, lapis lazuli and faience. Some of these 
are finished objects with a distant provenance, such as the silver stag rhyton 
from Anatolia, and indeed the possibility of Wessex amber; but most of the 
objects made with Egyptian or western Asian materials seem to have been 
crafted or partly reworked on Crete (Burns 2010, 94), and it is also Crete  
that provides most of the imported material, as well as many of the motifs 
adapted on locally produced materials. The suddenly expanded horizons in 
Peloponnesian societies c. 1700 bce were initially at least mediated through a 
much greater degree of interactivity with Crete. If, as many have suggested, 
long-distance exchange was a source of political standing and social authority 
(Bradley 1984; Beck and Shennan 1991, 138) then the origins of the exotic 
material carried by that exchange had, presumably, to be appreciated by those 
who accepted the authority that came from it. Otherwise perhaps amber ‘as 
bright as the sun’ was simply treated, like gold, as if it were the appropriate 
adornment for those whose authority arose from other, more traditional 
principles.

The new identities being forged in these burials reflected a new scale of 
engagement. This engagement represented neither a sudden Mycenaean pan-
Mediterranean trade network, nor merely restricted interactions between  
a new Mycenaean elite and the ‘palace’ institutions of Crete. Instead, 
communities throughout the Peloponnese were beginning to find their places 
within networks of communication that already linked Crete, the Aegean 
islands and western Anatolia. The first widespread manifestation of this new 
engagement was the creation of a new pottery style, based initially on Minoan 
dark-on-light fineware. In its first century or so of use, this pottery was found 
in fairly restricted contexts and quantities, but subsequently became much 
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more common, and came to be found, and manufactured, throughout the 
southern Aegean, then distributed widely through the central and eastern 
Mediterranean. It became an instantly recognizable declaration of an Aegean 
identity which individual communities could easily assimilate by producing 
for themselves – and which could, as already seen with third millennium 
examples, be implicated differently in the generation and projection of 
identity in different places and at different times. The Mycenaean-style pottery 
which became an Aegean material culture lingua franca in fact replaced 
earlier styles of pottery based on Minoan forms (Broodbank 2004) performing 
similar roles: a means around which participation in wider networks could be 
mediated. Since the Mycenaean pottery was itself derived from earlier Minoan 
forms, this replacement need not have seemed very dramatic, but it reflected 
shifting axes of power in what was by this time, around 1400–1200 bce, a 
highly interconnected world.

We have already seen that this world was implicated in even wider-flung 
networks of communication and exchange, evidenced by the Uluburun 
shipwreck where this chapter began. At the highest level, this was a world of 
literate communication between kings and leaders, such as those preserved 
in the Amarna letters, documenting the exchange of gifts and tribute between 
Pharaohs and kings (Cline 2014). However we have no preserved letters to or 
from individuals in the Aegean. Writing technologies did develop in Crete a 
little after 2000 bce and were used on the mainland from about 1400 bce, 
both disappearing around 1150 bce. Almost all the evidence is for the use of 
these technologies in accounting systems, although some short, possibly 
ritual, inscriptions are preserved on artefacts in Crete (in undeciphered 
scripts) and some types of jar are inscribed with personal and place names 
written in Linear B, a script used to write the Mycenaean Greek language (the 
language or languages used on Crete, and hidden in undeciphered scripts, are 
not known). The available evidence does not document the use of these 
scripts for high-level communication within the Aegean, and communication 
further afield would have required the use of a diplomatic language such as 
Akkadian, for which there is no evidence at all. The accident of preservation 
may obscure a more complex picture, but at present it appears that the upper 
echelons of Aegean communities did not contain the ‘brother’ monarchs, 
addressed in such terms in communications between other potentates.

One possible reason for this was that it seems most unlikely that the 
Aegean was ever united under a single ruler during the Bronze Age. The 
scales of infrastructure seen, even during the heyday of Mycenae, do not 
match anything seen in the Egyptian or western Asian polities. The Aegean 
was nonetheless part of the networks of relationships of the eastern 
Mediterranean, indicated by the eventual widespread distribution of its 



From Stonehenge to Mycenae88

material culture, by depictions of Aegean peoples in Egyptian frescos, and by 
finds of imports in Crete and at the Mycenaean ‘palaces’. One remarkable 
inscription in Egypt from the reign of Amenhotep III (ruled 1391–1353 bce) 
lists a series of place names in the Aegean, including Knossos, Phaistos and 
Kydonia on Crete, and Mycenae on the mainland, with another (perhaps to 
be equated with Amyklai) perhaps indicating the important, newly discovered 
Mycenaean site at Ayos Stephanos, Lakonia. The other place names are very 
tentatively identified (Cline and Stannish 2011; Burns 2010). These have been 
interpreted as an itinerary and correlated with discoveries of possible 
diplomatic gifts bearing Amenhotep’s (or his wife’s) name, especially at 
Mycenae. This list is of great interest, as it depicts an interest in the Aegean, 
but not one that led to a more sustained interaction; and its list of place 
names, presented equally, suggests that there was no single centre of power, at 
least from the Pharaoh’s point of view, at this time.

The means by which human identities were created had developed  
out of the European Neolithic and into the European Bronze Age through  
an increasingly complex range of technologies that focused upon the body 
itself. The range of performances that bodies undertook was extended, not 
only by the requirements of a developing metal technology but also by the 
demands of the etiquettes of the service, and consumption, of food and drink, 
and by the occupancy of increasingly complex forms of architecture. In 
addition, the appearance of the body was enhanced by new forms of dress 
and decoration. All these forms of performance depended upon access to an 
increasingly wide range of material conditions and, as we have argued here, 
that access depended upon submission to, or the extension of, political 
alliances and obligations. By considering material culture, not simply in 
terms of source materials, distribution patterns and form but in terms of 
practice, and by avoiding the common assumption that stylistic comparisons 
represent the previous existence of cultural identities, we have traced the 
development of the third into the second millennium in two regions of 
Europe as a process in which populations made the material conditions of 
their own existence, but not necessarily under conditions of their own 
choosing.

We have attempted to develop these points with reference to the eastern 
Mediterranean from the third and into the second millennium bce, an 
argument that treats a form of life as the ability to live (that is to perform) 
amongst things in ways that were recognizable to, and whose effectiveness 
could be judged by, others. Archaeologically attested forms of life are therefore 
the practical ways in which intentions might once have been enacted and 
understood in the direction that they took towards archaeologically observable 
material conditions. In these conditions identities were constructed, both as 
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commonly held understandings of how to live and as a contrast with others, 
and these identities were contrasted with those whose lives might have 
expressed alternative systems of value and where such comparisons will have 
been enacted in terms of relations of political obligation and conflict. It was in 
this way that a Mycenaean world had emerged by the second millennium bce.

We thus see, in the material culture traces of the second millennium, an 
interconnected world in which different actors and communities could 
endlessly remake their place through differing scales of participation, where 
identity became something beyond the personal or local, its construction 
sometimes implicating the most far-flung connections. The dramatic 
cessation of these interconnections during the Bronze Age led to a complete 
reconfiguration of how the world might be understood and lives led within it.





5

Places that Mattered: Movement  
and Belonging

If, as Richard Atkinson suggested, a Mycenaean architect really had turned up 
in southern Britain to propose how Stonehenge might be constructed, why 
would anyone have listened? Despite its concern with the specific ways that 
human behaviour had done things, earlier archaeology was remarkably 
reticent when it came to explaining why those people had done those things 
in those particular ways. The assumption was always that influences flowed 
from what was regarded as the ‘higher’ or more ‘advanced’ culture to those 
who were somehow less advanced, or as Atkinson had put it, from those who 
practised architecture to those who merely constructed.

As we have seen, the tracing of particular cultural influences was 
abandoned and replaced by the arguments of the ‘New’ or ‘Processual 
Archaeology’ in the 1960s. These made the case that the behaviour that was 
represented by archaeological finds should be treated not in the particularities 
of its motivations but as having had clearly defined but general kinds of 
consequences. This meant, for example, that certain finds could be treated as 
if they represented behaviour that had economic consequences, or religious 
consequences, or social consequences, and so on. What motivated such 
behaviours was, apparently, the search for greater effectiveness. We have 
traced some of the ways that this new approach impacted upon possible 
explanations for the changes in the material residues that were recovered 
archaeologically. Change was no longer explained by the influences that 
might have been exerted by one set of cultural ideas upon another, but instead 
by the interaction of the different kinds of behavioural consequences that 
had operated in the context of changing environmental circumstances. It was 
in this way that various systems of human behaviours were traced as if they 
had been organized both with reference to various environmental conditions 
and, as Renfrew’s 1984 emphasis upon a social archaeology made clear, with 
reference to processes of internal social and political competition.

One methodological problem with this ‘new’ reasoning was that different 
traditions of behaviour could obviously have had more than one kind of 
material consequence. Take Childe’s 1957 model for the origins of metallurgy 
as an example. In that model the elite religious and social institutions of the 
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ancient orient were claimed to have had the economic power to support 
specialist producers. Thus, the temple and the palace might be taken as 
representing both religious and social behaviour, but they might also be 
treated as if they represented an important aspect of economic behaviour. Or, 
to take another example, should the materials that were recovered from a 
seemingly ritual deposit, such as the early metal hoard from Pile in Sweden 
(Vandkilde 2017) be treated as if it represented religious, social or economic 
behaviour?

In this book we argue that archaeology needs to consider the ways that 
humans might have been able to live amongst, and thus to have made sense 
of, the inherited and accumulated mass of the material conditions that are 
attested for archaeologically. We are therefore also concerned with the ways 
that local traditions of understanding the world might have drawn upon and 
used things that originated in other worlds and with other people. In the 
historical processes that we are attempting to understand we recognize a 
similarity with Ian Hodder’s recent observation (Hodder 2012) that relations 
of an ‘entangled’ dependency link together all things, such that the 
interdependence that had existed between humans and things, living and 
non-living, was an interdependence that had enabled certain forms of human 
life to come into being (Barrett 2014). This was because people have always 
depended upon the things that were available to them to bring the world into 
view and to act with reference to the things that were around them. As a 
consequence, cultural conventions that simply describe particular ways of 
living, were adopted because those conventions made sense with reference to 
the things amongst which people were able to live. In this way the building of 
Stonehenge made sense to those who worked upon it as the result of the 
particular perspectives that they had upon the world in general and upon 
that place in particular. This was a perspective which the gradually developing 
structures of Stonehenge or the citadel at Mycenae will have brought into 
sharper focus and have clarified, until the historical conditions arose in which 
those monuments were now only seen as the incomprehensible wonders of 
the ancient world. What we must demonstrate in this chapter is that 
archaeology is capable of understanding at least something of the ways that 
people recognized and identified themselves through their encounters with, 
and their uses of, particular places, and the ways that the architectural 
embellishment of those places made sense in these terms.

Having an archaeology that attempts to understand how forms of life 
made sense of their worlds and, upon that basis, may have lived within the 
existing material conditions, means that human identity was constructed out 
of the archaeological contexts that we investigate. Places in archaeology are 
traditionally treated as if they were the locations at which particular kinds of 
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past activity can be identified. Thus, a place such as Stonehenge was one that 
had witnessed a particular range of building acts along with the deposition of 
certain materials, and the ‘palaces’ of Mycenaean Greece were the locations 
for acts such as procession and specialist production. Having established the 
different kinds of activities that might be represented by the finds, archaeology 
then normally enquires as to why those particular activities might have 
arisen at that time and at that place. From our alternative perspective, 
however, places only achieved their historical significance to the extent that 
they enabled occupants both to understand their worlds and to act in ways 
that sustained a particular order of things.

Joakim Goldhan has suggested that the cosmological ordering of things 
that the populations of the northern European Bronze Age might have 
believed to have existed can be understood from a perspective that accepts 
that all humans have contemplated a number of fundamental questions ‘since 
the dawn of time’, such as ‘How and why was the world created?’ (Goldhan 
2013, 248). It is self-evident that Bronze Age communities were centrally 
concerned with their cosmologies and with the cosmologies of those with 
whom they interacted. However we disagree with Goldhan’s emphasis in two 
ways. First, we would argue that the asking of such metaphysical questions as 
those suggested by Goldhan was not a primary characteristic of the Bronze 
Age or any other period but has only really been encountered amongst a 
relatively small portion of populations, such as the elite religious and the 
secular intellectuals of medieval and modern Europe. The reason we argue 
this is because we take the orders of the ancient world, including the forces 
that were deemed to have created and to have held that order in place, to have 
emerged out of people’s direct experience of, and actions with reference to, 
the order of things. These sustained the empirical taken for granted 
understandings that the anthropologist Maurice Bloch has characterized as 
those things that ‘go without saying’ (Bloch 2012, 143–185). Second, the skills 
of living and the ability to divine an explicit representation of the orders of 
things were not equably distributed across all members of a community and 
may well have been deemed to depend upon experience, age and gender. 
Thus, knowledge of the order of things emerged through the routine 
occupancy of places and their associated material conditions. Finally, we note 
that once a practice has seemed to work it will have resulted in certain 
material consequences; thus the interdependence of things and practices will 
have become embedded and will have secured the continuity of human 
understanding in the physical patterns of things.

We will certainly allow that the orders of the world are likely to have been 
recognized explicitly in moments of ritual expression (Bloch 1985; Barrett 
1991), or in moments of material renewal. We might therefore expect that the 
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landscape of places that can be mapped archaeologically, contained those 
places that were routinely encountered as the order of things was revealed 
and came to be accepted, as well as those places where the governing orders 
of life were made explicit, and that these two kinds of location were not 
necessarily geographically distinguished one from the other. Thus, the 
domestic space of the house in which routines were lived and where people 
grew to maturity was likely to have been the place where schemes of order 
were learnt through routines of practice, but where those schemes might also, 
at certain times, have been made explicit. What we will detail here is the ways 
that journeys to, and the practices at, certain places made the orders of the 
world explicit. It was at these places and under such circumstances that the 
question ‘How and why was the world created?’ might have been asked and 
indeed answered. Let us now attempt to clarify our argument by means of a 
brief example from northern Britain.

The Orcadian Late Neolithic

One region in western Europe where this cumulative development in the 
architectural form of the places occupied can be traced in some detail from 
the end of the fourth to the end of the third millennium bce is Orkney 
(Fig. 5.1). The detailed survival of the material and the work undertaken by 
Colin Richards and his colleagues at Barnhouse and the more recent 
excavations at the Ness of Brodgar under the direction of Nick Card does 
allow us to point to the Orcadian Neolithic as an example of the kinds of 
processes to which we refer.

The complexity of the sequence of Neolithic activity in the centre of 
Orkney Mainland, long known from the location of the henge of Stenness, 
the stone circle of Brodgar and the tomb of Maes Howe, was extended by 
Richards’ excavations of the settlement at Barnhouse and more recently by 
the discovery and excavation of the remarkable complex of the Ness of 
Brodgar. The latter lies on the isthmus between the Loch of Harray and the 
Loch of Stenness, centrally placed between the stones at Stenness and the 
Ring of Brodgar, and immediately to the north-west of the Barnhouse 
settlement. Whilst the sequence of building at the Ness is currently uncertain, 
excavation is ongoing, and it has proved difficult to identify material from 
amongst the structures to submit for radiocarbon-dating (Card et al. 2018) 
however it seems clear that the settlement was developing at least by the early 
part of the third millennium although some structures may have had a 
relatively short period of use due to subsidence. The occupancy of Ness 
currently known from excavation was largely contemporary with Barnhouse 
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Fig. 5.1  Map of Orkney Mainland showing sites mentioned in the text. After 
Card et al. 2018, Fig. 1.

and it was a development that culminated in the construction of the large 
house structure 10. This is comparable in its internal organization, if not in its 
scale, to the largest structure at Barnhouse. Upon its abandonment after 
several centuries of use this late structure was infilled with rubble and midden 
material before a phase of final activity that might have spanned a further  
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300 years (Card et al. 2018, 247) resulted in the deposition of the slaughtered 
remains of what are calculated to have been around 400 head of cattle. 
Depending upon the period over which these events occurred and the 
numbers of animals involved, then these deposits mark periodic acts of 
feasting at the centre of Orkney Mainland that might have made quite heavy 
demands on the available stock of Orcadian cattle. This activity on the Ness is 
currently believed to have started sometime around 2400 bce, although 
activity on the site seems to have continued throughout the third millennium 
(Card et al. 2018).

The spatial logic of this and the wider Orcadian sequence would tend to 
be obscured if we were to treat it as a sequence of dated deposits, acts of 
construction and sequences of monument types. Archaeologists commit 
considerable effort to the detailing of the sequences and the methods used in 
such things as wall construction and to the processes of collapse, whereas  
the occupants of these buildings will have experienced them somewhat 
differently. Those occupants lived the differences in architectural order as the 
spatial differences between things, people and activities, and will have linked 
those areas by means of paths of movement and by visual perspectives, such 
as the view from Ness to Brodgar, or the path from Barnhouse to Stenness. 
The point of historical analysis is therefore to recognize that the ongoing 
processes by which places were modified and thus enhanced by building 
works, described archaeologically as sequences of building types, are likely to 
have developed as if they expressed an ongoing spatial order of occupancy 
and performance. The practical experiencing of that order will have revealed, 
for the participant, the forces that they believed had brought that order into 
being and sustained it. This was the empirical confirmation of things 
operating ‘as they should be’: life, in other words, made sense. Such an order 
of experiences may well have been re-examined explicitly at moments of 
ritual transformation and ceremonial display. However, it was not initially 
formulated as some kind of mental abstraction, as if it were a design to be 
imposed upon the material. Instead it emerged pragmatically by the repetition 
of material practices in ways that worked. Archaeology should therefore 
resist the temptation of listing the sequence of things as if such lists were the 
representations of the historical process. Instead we might aim to treat history 
as a narrative that traces not a sequence of things but the ways that people 
were able to identify their place amongst a particular order of things, and it is 
upon such a basis that we aim to understand the ways that places were 
defined, enhanced and ultimately abandoned. Thus, whilst the order of an 
entangled life was emergent in the routines of daily and seasonal practice so 
was the point at which such orders no longer worked or failed to deliver the 
results that were expected of them.
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The scale and concentration of settlement, ceremonial and burial 
monuments found in central Mainland Orkney, along with the late midden 
deposits that must have resulted from feasting events that spanned the latter 
part of the third millennium, imply that this area must have been known and 
to have attracted voyaging from within and beyond the Orcadian archipelago. 
The dangers of such voyaging, particularly across the waters of the Pentland 
Firth, are obvious, and overcoming such dangers presumably enhanced the 
status of those who undertook these journeys. If this picture of movement 
and voyaging is accepted then our understanding of the third millennium 
here and elsewhere shifts from one in which human identities were grounded 
upon insular origins to one in which those identities arose through journeys 
taken and places seen.

The suggestion by Richards and others that the Orcadian Neolithic can be 
understood as belonging within Levi-Strauss’s category of ‘house’ societies 
(Levi-Strauss 1982, 185; Richards et  al. 2016, 226) implies that it was the 
physical presence of the location of the places of residency that embodied  
the physical identity and continuity of a particular community, and where 
the mechanisms of recruitment to that community were openly negotiable, 
extending beyond the more restrictive demands of lineage descent. From the 
end of the fourth millennium bce it is possible to trace something of the 
physical means by which such communities constructed their identity, and  
in which the fundamental architectural orientation of the domestic space 

Fig 5.2  Spatial organization of the Late Neolithic house. After Richards et al. 
2005, Fig. 4.1.
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appears to have been initiated with reference to the position of the hearth 
that was set centrally in the floor of the house (Fig. 5.2).

The role of the hearth in orientating various patterns of behaviour might 
explain why in the immediate landscape around Barnhouse the transference 
of what appears to have been a domestic hearth by the reuse and resetting of 
the hearth-stones could have orientated the way that the central space of the 
henge enclosure at Stenness was used (Ritchie 1976). Surely the Stenness case 
implies that an analogy was being drawn between the occupancy and use of 
this penannular earthwork enclosure and standing stones of that henge, and 
of the lived space of the rectilinear house interiors of the adjacent settlement 
of Barnhouse (Richards 2005, 221). In this way the hearth appears to have 
drawn together certain activities in the domestic and ritual landscape of the 
Ness, Barnhouse and the adjacent henges and stone settings, creating a 
contrast with the further-flung monumental landscape of the dead including 
the great passage grave of Maes Howe, where no hearth-type structure has 
been located in its central chamber. Maes Howe was also isolated by means of 
the cutting of an encircling, and possibly water filled, ditch around the burial 
mound (Richards 2005, 232–235). If the foundation and maintenance of the 
hearth and with it the domestic fire did indeed evoke the foundation and 
reproduction of the living community in contrast with that of the dead, then 
it might be more accurate to characterize the evolution of the Orcadian 
Neolithic as the evolution of a ‘hearth’ society.

Stonehenge

Two observations may now be made with reference to the Orkney data that 
are of relevance to our understanding of the Stonehenge landscape. First is 
the remarkable density of buildings that appear to have satisfied different 
sacred and profane requirements, from settlement through ceremony to 
burial. The archaeological treatment of these as individual sites might deflect 
from an understanding of how these different places functioned together as 
a single field of experience for the occupant. This is a very different 
organization of space from the model of the Stonehenge landscape offered by 
Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina (1998) with its clear spatial division 
between ‘domains’ of the living and of the ancestors. We should perhaps now 
expect the Stonehenge landscape to be far busier with a range of activities 
than the Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina model suggests. The second 
observation concerns the fundamental way in which the routines of domestic 
life inculcate the ways that different practices, people and things should be 
ordered spatially, and the ways that such an ordering is then employed in the 
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practices of ceremony and ritual. Upon this basis we should perhaps look 
again at Darvill’s suggestion (Darvill 2016) that a degree of spatial homology 
should be expected between domestic architecture and the clearly non-
domestic site of Stonehenge. It would follow from these two observations 
that the historical significance of Stonehenge cannot be understood by 
treating it as the representation of a condition, be that a design in the mind of 
an architect, or the rise of a chiefdom level of organization, rather than as one 
place in a field of experience.

The place selected for the erection of the sarsen monument had already 
been pre-determined in the first half of the third millennium (Darvill et al. 
2012) by, among other things, the construction of a large circular enclosure 
with an inner bank around which were dug fifty-six so-called ‘Aubrey Holes’ 
and into which cremated bone had been deposited (Cleal et al. 1995, 94–107; 

Fig. 5.3  Plan of Stonehenge. After Cleal et al. 1995, Fig. 13. Copyright Historic 
England.
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Parker Pearson et al. 2009; Fig. 5.3). This place, along with an apparent inner 
timber setting, therefore marked, from one perspective, the end point of a 
lengthy funerary ritual, the earlier stages of which, such as the preparation of 
the corpse and of the pyre and its firing, are not currently recognized 
archaeologically. Parker Pearson has suggested that these deposits were 
marked by the erection in the ‘Aubrey Holes’ of so-called blue-stones whose 
geological origins lay in south-west Wales (Darvill et al. 2012; Parker Pearson 
et  al. 2015b). If this use of the blue-stones were indeed the case then this 
location on the chalkland of Wessex was clearly the place towards which 
paths and labour were directed whose origins may have lain at some 
considerable distance. The implication is that the location was already one 
that was widely understood to reveal something of the forces that provided 
for an order to the world.

The enhancement of this location and of the revelation that it facilitated 
had, by the middle of the third millennium, become a matter of widely  
shared purpose that involved a massive investment of labour. Recent 
excavations have indicated that one focus for the gathering from far and  
wide of this labour force was at Durrington Walls, a gathering which began 
before the building of the massive earthwork enclosure at that site (Parker 
Pearson 2012, 109–127). This investment resulted, around the middle of the 
third millennium, in the construction of a ‘horse-shoe’ or ‘cove’ arrangement 
of five closely-set pairs in lintelled sarsens (the trilithons: Fig.  5.4). This 

Fig. 5.4  Trilithons at Stonehenge. Photograph by Elaine Wakefield. Copyright 
Wessex Archaeology.
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substantial project set in place an apparatus within which ceremony and 
ritual could conform with the solar and seasonal cycle, with the sun setting at 
the mid-winter solstice behind the central and tallest pair in the trilithon 
setting and rising in front of the same setting at mid-summer and possibly 
framed by the heel stone and its now missing partner (stone 97) at the 
entrance to the earthwork. The cove that was formed by the trilithons 
remained the functioning apparatus of revelation throughout the rest of  
the third millennium and was enhanced by further acts of construction  
on the site.

These enhancements began with the construction of the surrounding ring 
of sarsen standing stones that survive, at least in part, today. These were 
capped by the addition of a continuous line of lintels that united at least some 
of these stones and screened the view towards the inner trilithon setting from 
the north-east when approached along the line of the avenue, also added 
around this time. The completeness of the ring of standing stones has been 
confirmed by the recording of parchmarks in the turf that covers the 
presumed stone-holes of those stones that are now missing to the south-west, 
behind the trilithon cove (Banton et  al. 2014). However, there is still 
considerable doubt as to whether the line of lintels was ever completed 
around the full circuit, not least because some of the remaining standing 
stones appear to be too short to support lintels (stones 11, 16 and 23) and 
because, if the supposition is correct, the felling of south-easterly stones 8  
and 9 in antiquity would also have brought down any lintels, if present 
(Pollard et al. 2017, 288–289).

The third millennium embellishment of the location of the trilithon cove 
continued with the various settings that were dug to take the blue-stones. 
These stones, quarried in south-west Wales (Parker Pearson et al. 2015b), had 
themselves, at some point in their histories, been dressed to form a lintelled 
stone monument (Cleal et al. 1995, 29). However, by the end of the millennium 
the form of the landscape, and thus the place of Stonehenge within that 
landscape, had begun to change.

Whilst the erection of the stone monument had begun about a millennium 
earlier than Atkinson had originally assumed, many writers still suggest that 
the development that traces a chronological path between the building of the 
trilithons and the Wessex barrow cemeteries of the early second millennia, 
and that surround it in the landscape, was one that is marked by a continuity 
of historical development. Renfrew, for example, regarded such continuous 
development as one that traced a developing social hierarchy, originating in 
the fourth millennium and running through into the second millennium. If 
we maintain our emphasis upon the extent to which ‘continuity’ should imply 
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the continuing role of the monument in providing a means by which a source 
for the order of life could be witnessed, then the evidence implies that the 
opening centuries of the second millennium witnessed a significant change 
in the ways that locations within the landscape were worked. The result was a 
more spatially dispersed ritual focus upon mortuary rites, and it was under 
these circumstances that the focus upon the place of Stonehenge was 
necessarily re-invented.

The steady embellishment of the trilithon arrangement in the centre of 
Stonehenge appears to have begun to change in the third quarter of the third 
millennium with the burial, in the recut ditch around the monument, of an 
individual who had died as the result of a number of arrow wounds (Evans 
1984; Pollard et  al. 2017, 284–285). After this time and for the rest of the  
third millennium, inhumation burials were placed in earth-cut graves in the 
landscape around Stonehenge, but where the locations selected for these 
mortuary rites lacked any obvious focus upon, or indeed proximity to, 
Stonehenge itself (Whittle 1981). This pattern of funerary practices then 
changed again in the opening decades of the second millennium with the 
construction of large burial mounds, or barrows, built either of combinations 
of chalk and turf or of turf alone, that covered the primary deposits; these 
mounds then became, in some cases, the receptacles for secondary deposits. 
The building of these mounds of various forms over funerary deposits had 
the effect of creating a new arrangement in the landscape architecture  
which involved the clustering of mounds into linear and grouped cemeteries. 
The contrast between the low mounds covering the earlier, spatially  
dispersed mortuary deposits and the substantial burial mounds that were 
built in the opening centuries of the second millennium appears to coincide 
with the reworking of the visual form of the Stonehenge landscape. In  
this way the mounds were placed on the skyline to the north, east and south 
of Stonehenge, whilst the one barrow cemetery to the west lies out of view 
from Stonehenge. The result is that during the first half of the second 
millennium Stonehenge was increasingly situated within a ‘visual envelope’ 
defined by the monuments of the dead (Cleal 1995, 35–37; Fig 5.5). It was at 
this time that the representations of axe heads along with a few of hafted 
daggers were chipped into the surface of two of the standing sarsen stones, 
one a trilithon (stone 4), and one belonging to the outer ring (stone 53; 
Pollard et al. 2017, Fig. 18.6).

By the second millennium therefore Stonehenge lay centrally within a 
visual envelope defined by the barrow cemeteries and where the larger 
landscape might have brought together the annual ceremonies of the solar 
year with the rituals associated with at least some mortuary rites. The original 
trilithon structure of Stonehenge witnessed an ongoing, if at times somewhat 
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ad hoc, embellishment throughout the second half of the third millennium 
(Darvill et al. 2012). We have noted that it would be wrong to assume that the 
patterns of later activity, however slight, marked a decline in the monument’s 
importance; instead these modifications further enclosed and enhanced the 
trilithon setting, attesting to its continuing importance as a place of gathering 
from near and far throughout the third millennium (Pollard et al. 2017, 282). 
Nonetheless, the second half of that millennium was clearly a period during 
which the material world was changing. The continuing material concern 
with the stone settings is indicated by the digging of the so-called ‘X and Y 
holes’ around the outer ring of sarsen stones that occurred towards the 
middle of the second millennium bce, but it was also around this time that 
the linear land division of a palisade, later recut as a ditch, was built to divide 
the visual envelope within which the stones were set by running to the north-
west and, eventually, turning south but out of sight of Stonehenge itself. 
Perhaps it was with this land division and the re-ordering of activities that 
included the developing agrarian landscapes of the mid- to late second 
millennium that the significance of Stonehenge and the truths that it had 
once revealed began to drift from view. If this was indeed the case then it 
would emphasize that Stonehenge addressed an understanding of the world 
that had developed in the third through to the first half of the second 
millennium, an understanding that perhaps involved movement and even 
migration across the landscape and that was lost with the establishment  
of the land divisions and the intensification of agrarian production that 
rendered a place like Stonehenge a place of incomprehensible wonder rather 
than one of understanding.

The archaeology of the third to mid-second millennia bce in Orkney and 
southern Britain has begun to reveal worlds in which forms of life, lived as 
routines of understanding, also constructed the means by which those taken 
for granted orders could have been made explicit and their origins identified. 
On this basis we can trace the possibility that discontinuities occurred in 
such histories such as the building of the trilithon core of Stonehenge and the 
ways that it was enhanced and encountered over the millennium of its further 
use. In the case of Stonehenge this discontinuity results from an increasing 
emphasis upon burial rites that were instigated, not by a seasonal routine, but 
by the death of individuals. This provides us with the image of a fragmentation 
and dispersal away from the central focus upon solar and lunar cycles  
and seasonal change. By the early second millennium the two themes  
could have been held together by the placing of burial mounds with the 
consequence that their visual reference was established from the vantage 
point of Stonehenge itself.
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Keros

On the other side of Europe, we can also trace the development of certain 
locales that came to offer much larger groups than previously seen places in 
which to find their place in an ordered world. This sequence is one that traces 
a growth in the scale of communities of agreed purpose and of a common 
understanding, and, in the Aegean, is intimately connected with the growth 
of that condition that has been referred to as civilization (Renfrew 1972). In 
tracing this development we will consider three kinds of place that, in their 
different ways, acted as foci that drew people towards them by facilitating 
their discovery in both those places and in their journeys to them, of a 
common identity. None of these places housed, initially, a chief or a ruling 
household and if such politically dominant institutions were to emerge, and 
we certainly see little evidence for some form of an emergent ruler in the 
Bronze Age of the Aegean, then it grew from the seedbed of common values 
that had been nurtured over the previous millennium.

Fig. 5.6  Perspective view of Dhaskalio and Kavos from the west. Contours at 
0.5m and 5m intervals. After Renfrew et al. 2015, Fig. 1.1.
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Around 2750 bce the previously uninhabited island of Keros (Fig. 5.6) 
was host to the opening acts of a sudden, remarkable focus of attention that 
led to the creation of a pan-Cycladic centre taking part in multiple networks 
of movement, exchange and contact within the Aegean and beyond. How did 
this remote spot become central to Cycladic life?

Previous signs of habitation on the island are limited (Renfrew et  al. 
forthcoming) and it may be that no-one resided there permanently when  
the first activities began to take place at the western end of the island, on an 
unpretentious slope above the sea in the area now called Kavos. No architecture 
embellished the place: instead, Kavos became the visually unimpressive yet 
long-term site of formalized depositional activity. Looting activities in the 
1950s in one part of Kavos have caused irreparable damage to one of the two 
locations of repeated deposition (now referred to as the Special Deposit North). 
But excavations from 2006–2008 uncovered the second such location (now the 
Special Deposit South) which was unlooted and apparently undisturbed since 
the end of the Early Bronze Age (now fully published: Renfrew et al. 2015; 2018, 
with earlier references).

The Special Deposit South contained a restricted range of material culture, 
deposited over a two-hundred year period. The material consisted of sculpted 
marble in the form of vessels in various forms and anthropomorphic shapes 
(‘Cycladic figurines’) as well as broken pottery and much obsidian. Elements 
of domestic life such as ground stone or organic remains, as well as metal, 
were all but absent. It seems that deposits were made in small batches, perhaps 
in earlier years exposed on a rock shelf, and later, when an overburden of soil 
and stone had developed, by digging pits and depositing into them. The series 
of depositions largely came to an end when a low cairn of stone was placed 
over the deposit, perhaps around 2400 bce.

Two aspects of this deposit are remarkable. First, the pottery seems to have 
come from a wide range of production centres in the Cyclades and perhaps 
beyond (Hilditch 2015; 2018; Sotirakopoulou 2018; forthcoming). But 
secondly, everything in the deposit seems to have been broken and fragmented, 
before deposition, at some location other than at Kavos (Renfrew 2013a; 2015). 
Careful excavation showed that small marble chips are not part of the makeup 
of the Special Deposit South, and a search for a potential breakage site 
elsewhere on Keros was fruitless (Renfrew et  al. forthcoming). But more 
importantly, there are very few joins among the many fragments. Even where 
joins were located, these fragments did not constitute a complete figurine. The 
culmination of the journey to Keros was seemingly the deposition of a single 
fragment of an already broken figurine, and the breakage took place elsewhere, 
and this before the journey began. This implies a remarkable chain of actions 
across time and space. Some evidence for broken fragments in graves and 
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other deposits shows that Keros was not the only locale where figurine 
fragments could be deposited; but the sheer numbers, coupled with the 
longevity of the site, suggests that breakage of a figurine almost always took 
place with deposition of one piece on Keros in view. We must now imagine 
that many figurines had a use-life, perhaps involving multiple episodes of 
painting (Birtacha 2017; Hoffman 2002; Hendrix 2003), followed in most cases 
by a breakage ceremony, where they were typically broken into 4–6 fragments 
(2–3 for schematic figurines, and rather more for complex figurines such as 
musicians). One or occasionally two of these fragments were brought to Keros 
for deposition, but most did not reach Keros, perhaps remaining in circulation, 
some eventually being deposited in graves or other places. The figurine 
fragments were not the only component of the Keros assemblage: it also 
included a prodigious quantity of pottery fragments (mainly sauceboats and 
conical necked jars: Chapter 4), and fragments of broken marble vessels. As 
with the figurines, the pottery and the marble vessel fragments of the Special 
Deposit South only rarely joined. It seems that these categories of material 
were treated in the same way as the figurines, and it therefore seems likely that 
the rituals of breakage practised elsewhere involved all three categories of 
material. One way of understanding this action is the concept of ‘enchainment’ 
(Chapman 2000) where the different fragments connected people and ideas 
through the distribution, retention and circulation of those fragments. But 
equally important is the journey itself: it was not just the materials that were 
transformed through these sequences of action, the voyagers also were 
changed by the undertaking of the journey, the congregation on Keros, and the 
deposition of the chosen fragments, before the journey home.

The two Special Deposits have been together described as a sanctuary 
(Renfrew et al. 2012), a centre of congregation (Renfrew 2013a) comparable 
to Stonehenge. But unlike Stonehenge, no physical architecture sets this place 
apart: the deposits are only defined by their contents, and the actions that 
brought about their deposition. It seems that the purpose of the voyaging was 
to bring the fragments to the sanctuary and deposit them, in the case of the 
better-known Special Deposit South, on a shelf of bedrock, and later as 
deposits accumulated in pits dug for the purpose. Provenance studies have 
shown that the pottery came from all over the Cyclades, although most of the 
stone artefacts were made using Naxian marble. It seems that a long-lived 
tradition developed of bringing these mixed fragments from other islands 
and depositing them on Keros, potentially at great meetings of people from 
diverse groups, congregating for the purpose. If these deposits did indeed 
occur as part of congregations, then one outcome of them was the creation, 
maintenance and negotiation of a Cycladic identity and the place of the 
different participants in that identity, rooted in place and material culture. 
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Fig. 5.7  Marble figurine from Keros (Naxos Museum 4181). After 
Zapheiropoulou 2017, Fig. 22.7.

Within the basic framework of what material was acceptable for deposition 
here, the variation that is noted (apart from chronological implications) 
might play into the definition of different types of identity within the overall 
Cycladic community being celebrated and, in a real sense, created and 
recreated here.

The characteristic Cycladic figurines (Fig. 5.7) which form an important 
part of the deposit were produced in marble in the Cyclades (and sometimes 
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elsewhere, occasionally in other materials) in the mid-third millennium bc. 
The object in Fig. 5.7 is the only apparently intact such sculpture recovered 
by archaeologists from the looted part of Kavos, although it has been claimed 
many others were found there – an important claim that cannot now securely 
be assessed (Sotirakopoulou 2005; 2008; Getz-Gentle 2008; Renfrew 2008; 
Papamichelakis and Renfrew 2010).

With a minimum number of at least 900 figurines represented in their 
fragmented state in the two Special Deposits at Kavos, and almost certainly 
far more before the looting of the Special Deposit North, the vexed question 
of the use and meaning of these objects comes into clearer focus. Previous 
finds in graves led to speculations on their roles in funerary practices, but the 
sheer numbers deposited over two centuries on Keros must now make it clear 
that most such objects were destined to be deposited here, and this factor 
probably formed part of how they were to be understood from the very 
moment of production. The breakage of these objects along with sauceboats, 
conical necked jars and stone vessels as a prelude to deposition on Keros was 
described in Chapter 4. Their deposition at the Kavos location was the final 
act in a chain of events that encompassed the voyage to Keros, preceded by 
the feasting and breakage elsewhere, and the prior use-life and the production 
of the artefacts. Their afterlife might have included the distribution and 
eventual deposition or loss of the other fragments elsewhere, and the 
rediscovery of individual fragments within the Special Deposits during 
future acts of deposition.

The commonest objects in the Special Deposits, the sauceboats, the stone 
vessels and the marble figurines, all exhibited in their production and style 
both a knowledgeable flair and competence in their making and an element 
of standardization that Renfrew has referred to as iconicity (Renfrew 2013a) 
and they might have expressed the collective ideal of identity. The components 
of these identities included not only the common recognition of the form of 
the objects, their production techniques and the etiquettes of their use, but 
also specific requirements of movement in the Cyclades. It has long been 
noted that marine mobility itself is a key feature of Cycladic society 
(Broodbank 2000), and the gatherings on Keros do indicate cohesion and 
coordination; whereas the journey from Kouphonisi or Naxos would have 
been almost routine, journeys made from further afield would have required 
planning, time and skills. But as we saw in Chapter 4, voyaging, contact and 
the remaking of identity through the adoption of new practices was the 
essential arena in which the Cycladic identities expressed in the depositions 
on Keros could be formed and reformed. While Keros lacked both the 
longevity and the architectural impact of contemporary Stonehenge, it 
functioned remarkably similarly in its regional role, drawing in participants 
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from far-flung communities in the creation of shared space in which common 
expressions of identity could seem to make sense.

In contrast to the depositions of broken material in the deposits, there is 
also some evidence for productive activity in the environs of the sanctuary. At 
Kavos Promontory, some 120m to the north, evidence of primary metalworking 
has been detected (Brodie and Georgakopoulou 2015) in the form of smelting 
of copper ores. Keros is far from the nearest ore sources on Kythnos or Seriphos 
– in fact, it is the only securely identified smelting site in the Cyclades not 
located in the so-called ‘metal-rich’ area of the western Cyclades and Attica 
(Georgakopoulou 2016, Table  4.1). The small quantity of slag at Kavos 
Promontory might mark the practice as short-lived, or small-scale, or both and 
might be linked to a second craft tradition, also attested at Kavos Promontory, 
that of obsidian working. Obsidian working also involved long-distance 
resource procurement: the source material comes from Melos in the south-
western Cyclades. The two crafts are linked not just by the need to procure  
raw materials from distant sources, but also by the highly skilled nature of 
particular transformative practices: in both cases it has been argued that 
skillsets were performed to entrance the observer (Carter 2007; Doonan et al. 
2007). Like the acts of deposition, they involve specially imported materials, 
different skills, the physical reality of voyaging and complex, intertwined 
networks of people, places and material instantiated in the rituals, centred on 
Kavos, but stretching out across the Aegean and back in time.

Recent survey on Keros itself (Renfrew et al. forthcoming) has not produced 
convincing ceramic evidence of habitation there before about 2750 bce, 
although obsidian pre-dating the sanctuary has been found in several locations. 
However, an explosion of habitation evidence on Keros thereafter indicates that 
Keros quite suddenly became a focus of activity when the sanctuary had been 
established, rather than the sanctuary being founded amidst an existing network 
of sites. This relatively sudden focus on an island with no resources remains 
difficult to explain. Settlement of the island was a culturally driven process, and, 
if not entirely propelled by the inception and growth of the sanctuary, at least it 
is clear that settlers lived there symbiotically with the sanctuary. Only by 
establishing this ceremonial site on a previously uninhabited island did that 
place enter the wider geographical perception of the Cycladic world.

On the adjacent small promontory of Dhaskalio, with an unparalleled 
view of the south, west and north Aegean on one side, and a panoramic view 
of the sanctuary on the other, quite different activities may be observed 
beginning not long after the first use of the Special Deposits. The earliest 
phase (perhaps around 2650 bce) saw the first monumental terrace walls 
ringing the promontory in order to create level spaces for construction. In the 
subsequent phase (c. 2550–2400 bce) an explosion of construction saw the 
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entire promontory covered in buildings. The last phase (c. 2400–2300 bce or 
a little later) saw a marked diminution in activity, with many buildings 
abandoned and collapsing, although occupation continued at the summit, 
with some substantial complexes.

In its physical aspect, around 2500 bce, Dhaskalio must have appeared 
something like a stepped pyramid rising from the sea, towering over the 
Special Deposits (Fig. 5.8). This, the largest known site of the Cycladic Early 
Bronze Age and one of the most impressive of the Aegean at that time, was an 
intricate and planned building complex whose construction involved a 
massive effort in importing raw materials and demanded considerable 
architectural foresight and practical skills. Most of the stone used was 
imported from south-east Naxos, 10 kilometres distant (Dixon 2013). It is of 
course not clear whether this great quantity of stone, at least 1,000 tons,  
was mainly imported over a relatively short construction phase, or evenly 
imported over the lifetime of the site, but either way indicates both 
determination and organization involving significant work on Naxos, on the 
sea journey, and at Dhaskalio. It is yet another indication of resilient networks 
of mobility centred on Keros, and how those networks slowly came to have 
their focus shift towards Dhaskalio rather than on the Special Deposits.

Although by convention the word ‘settlement’ is used to describe this 
place, in reality the broadly domestic range of activities implied by that word 

Fig 5.8  The north end of Dhaskalio. After Renfrew et al. 2013, pl. 4a.
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are not yet well-evidenced at Dhaskalio (Renfrew 2013b; Margaritis 2013b). 
Instead, craft production (particularly metals: Chapter  4) forms the main 
evidence from within the buildings, with some evidence for organized 
storage, but little evidence – so far – for domesticity. Settlement elsewhere on 
Keros may have been more directly related to daily agricultural routines. 
Moreover, the unparalleled architectural ostentation on Dhaskalio would 
imply daily routines other than those of more modest habitations.

The effort focused on Dhaskalio transformed it from another Aegean 
rocky outcrop to an entirely built-up environment whose impact on those 
approaching by sea and then climbing to the summit can only be imagined. 
The architectural work carried out at Dhaskalio, and then the endless cycles of 
daily routine embedded within it, and the innumerable interactions involving 
actors and materials creating all the different networks entangled within its 
walls, and the remarkable range of the comings and goings of the place, all 
interacted in the ongoing creation of its sense of place and the projection of 
itself out into the Aegean and both backward and forward in time. In this way 
the networks of ideas, people and resources first materialized by the deposits 
on Keros came to be transformed by the very effort of building Dhaskalio and 
thereby imagining the routines of life that could be centred there.

In attempting to understand this confluence of networks, materials and 
people through time, the notion of fields of discourse (Barrett 1988a) or fields 
of action (Robb 2010) might be useful. The field describes the conditions 
within which human action takes place: material culture, architecture, the 
encultured landscape, along with structuring principles such as memory and 
the understanding of the expectations of others. These fields cross-cut and 
the site-complex at the western end of Keros provides an intricate knot of 
interlocking of such fields. The paragraphs above have outlined some of these 
fields: the rituals in the Kavos sanctuary, the activities on the Kavos 
Promontory, acts of monumentalization on Dhaskalio, craft practice on 
Dhaskalio, voyaging and interlocution between locales separated by stretches 
of sea. In all this we can begin to trace the processes by which Keros became 
seen as a ‘place’ in the lives of the Cyclades through incremental changes in 
the interactions that it hosted, from the ritual centre of the earlier days to a 
monumentalized centre of production and power.

Knossos

Keros, like Stonehenge, has now been revealed to be a great ‘centre of 
congregation’ (Renfrew 2013a). Knowing how and when to move toward and 
occupy a place like Keros was part of the process by which people became 
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known for who they were to themselves and to others, and in which their 
identities were recreated through action. Performance, revelation and 
restricted access are three factors at work here and at the other places that 
mattered and are discussed in this chapter. The particular forms of locale, 
architecture and practice may vary but the central qualities are the same.

One other such place that mattered in the Aegean at this time, even if 
there are significant differences in the particularities, is the site of Knossos, in 
north-central Crete. Like Mycenae, discussed further below, Knossos lies at 
the very foundation of Aegean prehistory. Its thorough excavation by Sir 
Arthur Evans in the early years of the twentieth century, and its very full 
publication (Evans 1921; 1928; 1930; 1935), combined with the sheer richness 
of the finds, architecture and iconography uncovered there, made it the 
defining site of the so-called ‘Minoan’ period, whose fascination has passed 
well beyond the confines of academic archaeology.

Evans’ Knossos consisted of a multi-phase building that he referred to as 
a ‘palace’ essentially of the second millennium bce, albeit with a rich earlier 
prehistory. Now we recognize that the history of inhabitation at what is 
effectively a tell at Knossos stretches back to 7000 bce (Efstratiou et al. 2004), 
a history of inhabitation that is essentially unbroken. In recent years many 
new insights into the third millennium at Knossos offer a much deeper and 
more satisfying picture of a place that came to regional prominence at that 
time. Previous debates sought to explain the surprising and relatively sudden 
development of this very complex architecture at the very end of the third 
millennium in terms of punctuated equilibrium (Cherry 1983; 1984) and 
peer polity interaction (Cherry 1986). These models of development involved 
specific cultural and technological triggers, such as the invention of the sail. 
However, insights into the history of human practice at Knossos is now 
allowing for a richer understanding of the remarkable history of that place.

During the long Neolithic occupation of the tell, Knossos was principally 
a domestic centre. Recent work has shown the Initial and Early Neolithic  
(c. 7000–5300 bce) site was small and part of a network of (so far 
undiscovered) other sites (Tomkins 2008). The site expanded in size in the 
Late Neolithic (c. 5300–4500 bce), but not in the subsequent Final Neolithic 
(c. 4500–3000 bce: Tomkins 2008). Connections to other regions of Crete 
and beyond are indicated by imports of ceramics and obsidian; but in general 
Neolithic Knossos is now seen as a typical, rather than an exceptional, 
settlement of the period (Tomkins 2008, 41).

It was during the latter stages of the Final Neolithic c. 3300–3000 bce, that 
a series of walled terracing operations on top of the tell removed earlier strata 
(Tomkins 2012, 42). This provided a central and open space that has been 
referred to as a court (Tomkins 2012, 42), in direct analogy with the systems 
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of alternating open and built areas of later Minoan ‘palatial’ architecture.  
The court was retained but enlarged in the early third millennium (Early 
Bronze I; Fig.  5.9), and it may have been a gathering place where the 
consumption of meat was formalized presumably by cooking on stone 
hearths. In the middle part of the millennium (Early Bronze II) the court was 
probably re-laid on the same orientation and close to the dimensions of the 
later, second millennium central court. A hypothetical ‘public building’ (or 
buildings) was reconstructed on its western side and a system of buildings, 
passageways and retaining walls seems to have been built up and maintained, 
followed by further buildings clustered around this central open area. 
Although the evidence is heavily fragmented by the later constructions of the 
Minoan ‘palace’, it does now seem that the use of this particular place in Crete 
for communal gatherings may go back to the later fourth millennium, and 
that by the first half of the third millennium the court that hosted these 
gatherings had already reached approximately the size and configuration it 
was to maintain until well into the next millennium. That configuration 
included a series of axial routes which terminated at the court and the public 
buildings around it, all of which were maintained, with much embellishment, 
for nearly two thousand years.

Fig. 5.9  Knossos in the early third millennium. After Tomkins 2012, Fig. 2.
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It is obviously important for us to understand the activities that drew people 
into this court, and the places from which they came. Frustratingly little direct 
evidence is preserved for activities in the central court in any period. Indirect 
evidence for specific practices comes from a number of locations close to the 
court (Day and Wilson 2002). Day and Wilson identify a drinking set consisting 
of cup, jug and bowl, which is first seen in Early Bronze I and continues to 
occur in several deposits in Early Bronze II. The specific pottery shapes change, 
but are characterized as very fine wares, and their proportions within the 
assemblages suggest non-domestic, perhaps single-event, deposition after 
episodes of feasting. A notable change between the Early Bronze I and II 
deposits is the prevalence of forms employed in communal drinking in the 
earlier period and individual drinking shapes in the later period. It is also 
notable that a far higher proportion of this fine ceramic is of non-local origin 
(Wilson and Day 1994). This implies that by the later period Knossos was 
drawing in persons and groups from all over Crete to participate in ceremonies 
in the central court. Despite the fragmentary nature of the evidence, it is 
possible to imagine that Knossos’ place as a regional centre, analogous to the 
role of Keros in the Cyclades, was established at the same time that those 
depositions were taking place on Keros around 2700 bce.

The evidence from Knossos points to non-domestic activity involving 
gatherings of people to consume food and drink in a space set aside and, over 
time, embellished for public performances (Schoep 2012), mirroring at least 
in function the sanctuary at Keros. A similar homology exists between the 
settlement at Dhaskalio adjacent to the Keros sanctuary and the port area  
of Poros-Katsambas just north of Knossos (Day and Wilson 2002; Doonan  
et al. 2007). As noted in Chapter 4, Poros was the site of intensive metalworking 
and obsidian working. Moreover, large quantities of imported Cycladic 
pottery were present – of which not a single sherd has been found at  
Knossos. All of these activities situate the site in the same broad Aegean 
networks within which Keros was also operating, and they emphasize that 
the processes that we might identify as incipient urbanization went hand in 
hand with the Keros sanctuary and in a similar way with the gatherings in the 
Knossos valley.

The rise of both Keros and Knossos (and, indeed, Stonehenge) as centres 
to which people and resources were drawn emphasizes their equivalent roles 
in the significant creation of new congregations and thus new identities. The 
concentration of resources, skills and labour at these places was in itself new 
and this was recognized and affirmed as part of the identities being created 
during the gatherings at these places.

Knossos not only continued as a centre to which people were drawn until 
well into the Late Bronze Age, it also grew exponentially in size (Whitelaw 
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2012). It moved from what we might identify as the proto-urban to the truly 
urban, covering most of the Knossos valley with differing densities of 
habitation. At the core of this expansion the central court was retained, 
redesigned and reimagined; it must always have been a space to which people 
were drawn, and a locale where certain kinds of ways of seeing the world 
were made manifest.

Mycenae

The places discussed in this chapter – the Stonehenge landscape, Neolithic 
Orkney, Keros in the Cyclades, Knossos and now Mycenae – are all places 
which in some ways are defined by great gatherings of people that once were 
drawn in to them. But what did this process of ‘gathering’ entail and what 
transformations did it bring about?

The process of gathering was one which invited the sharing of information, 
and which demanded mutual recognition. Participants travelled, moving 
away from the everyday to a specific arena chosen for the purpose of this 
non-routine engagement. Sometimes the act of travelling must have been a 
considerable undertaking, as when a sea journey was involved at Orkney and 
Keros. Bands of travellers may have begun to meet up along the way, perhaps 
thus emphasizing corporate or kin groupings. Indeed, the very act of 
travelling beyond known bounds changed a person, as their vistas opened up, 
and their concept of place in the world changed.

Sometimes the endpoint of such gatherings formalized these acts of 
engagement with place, with others, and fundamentally with self. Nowhere is 
this clearer than at the site of Mycenae in the Peloponnese (Fig. 5.10).

The name of Mycenae is well-known to even the most casually interested 
observer (French 2002; Burns 2010). Made famous first for the excavation of 
rich graves (see Chapter 6), many years of excavation in the late-nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries have uncovered a complex and monumental site 
comprising multiple interlocking elements. Much of its earlier history is 
obscure; little is known of the configuration of the acropolis itself before the 
middle of the second millennium, although it seems to have been used during 
the third millennium. Beyond the acropolis we can see today some of the 
development of the Mycenae landscape occurred from about 1750 bce 
(Middle Helladic III) to the end of the Bronze Age, around 1100 bce.

Mycenae is situated at a confluence of landscapes and vistas. The acropolis 
itself is in fact dwarfed by the two peaks of Mount Zara to the east and  
Profitis Ilias to the north. Mycenae forms a foothill of Zara, projecting into  
a system of ridges rising above and to the north of the large Argive plain. 
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Mycenae thus sits between pathways north, south and east, and at the  
point of transition between different land types. Those passing through  
had likely long used Mycenae as a meeting point on their different ways.  
The local topography includes a long north-south ridge (the Panayia ridge) 
lying to the west and marking one of many routes from the plain to the 
Longaki-Drakonera pass east between Zara and Profitis Ilias. Smaller ridges 

Fig. 5.10  Plan of the area of Mycenae. Circles indicate tholos tombs; clusters of 
crosses, chamber tomb cemeteries. After French 2002, Fig. 25. Copyright 
Mycenae Archive.
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run west from the Panayia ridge to the northern tip of the plain, and to routes 
north and west.

Passage through this landscape was a fact of human interaction long before 
it began to be marked by monuments. One way of looking at the chronological 
development of the Mycenaean landscape is to examine the increasingly 
complex inscription of possible patterns of movement in it. It may be suggested 
that the users of Mycenae were, through time, concerned to add to the 
complexity of a landscape understood through routines of engagement and 
tradition. The role of the acropolis itself at any time before the later second 
millennium is not clear, such that (for example) in the third millennium we 
have no way of suggesting whether it was in any way marked or unusual (at 
nearby Tiryns, itself a later site of a Mycenaean ‘palace’, an unusual, monumental 
building was constructed at its highest point in the mid-third millennium, and 
marked after its destruction by a tumulus maintained well into the second 
millennium: Maran 2016). Third millennium traces of occupation are found 
in the landscape around Mycenae, for example at the Kalkani hill (Wace  
1932, 19). Occupation continued there in the early second millennium, and 
the acropolis of Mycenae as well as much of the surrounding area has traces of 
use in this period, although (with the exception of the shaft graves, discussed 
in Chapter  6) these traces are usually not coherent enough to indicate the 
structure of the site or the nature of individual buildings.

The shaft graves are discussed in the next chapter. However, they tell us 
much about Mycenae’s development as a place that mattered: here we can 
examine their role in shaping the way in which Mycenae began to gather 
people and resources from about 1750 bce. The earliest shaft graves are 
located on a ridge running west from the acropolis, where it joins the Panayia 
ridge. Topographically this forms a crossroads, the point at which all the 
different possible routes of approach from north, west or south unite into a 
single route to the acropolis. The shaft graves themselves were placed on the 
ridge top, not on the slopes, almost at the highest point of that ridge, making 
their location (marked from the start, or soon after, by a circular enclosure 
wall) very visible, and causing those moving toward the acropolis to orient 
themselves in relation to it, and thus acknowledge it, whether their intention 
was to enter the enclosure or to pass by. Having turned toward the acropolis, 
walking along the west ridge, the location of the slightly later Grave Circle A 
(perhaps not at that point a circle) is prominently marked by the jutting 
bedrock of the acropolis and the pre-existing route of the path. The bedrock 
behind Grave Circle A forms a natural backdrop, marking its location from 
afar, and on reaching it, before turning to climb to the summit, stopping, one 
can survey the near topography of whatever buildings were in existence in 
the area at that time, and the far vista of the Argive plain.



Places that Mattered 119

This was a cultural landscape. Processions of the shaft grave funerals took 
place here although the routes taken cannot now be reconstructed and the 
starting points are unknown. If the body were prepared on the acropolis itself 
(whose configuration at this time is almost entirely unknown: the great walls 
and buildings all came later), the procession might have been relatively short, 
although the preparation of the body might have taken place elsewhere, 
necessitating a longer route. Through time, the use of rare and entrancing 
materials such as gold and amber had become a key part of the performance. 
These surely gained the attention of an audience, and the procession extended 
that audience from the relatively limited number at the graveside to a 
potentially much larger group lining the route, taking part in the procession, 
or merely glancing towards the performance (Boyd 2016a).

The centrality of the funerary role of the Mycenae landscape through time 
was reinforced by the establishment of ever more chamber tomb cemeteries 
and the construction of the great tholos tombs (Chapter 6). These suggest that 
until the end of the Bronze Age procession was one of the principal modes 
through which people came to know the Mycenae landscape and their place 
in it. Beginning by the middle of the second millennium (Late Helladic I),  
the chamber tombs, and the tholos tombs to follow, began to spread the 
cemetery landscape over a far wider area than previously was the case. Areas 
such as Kalkani began to gain several such tombs, and eventually no less than 
twenty-seven chamber tomb cemeteries had fanned out around the Mycenae 
acropolis (Shelton 2003). Individuals and small groups (whether family,  
kin, village, craft-specialism, or any other reason for banding together), who 
during shaft grave funerals may have watched or followed the procession, 
began to inscribe their own identity on the Mycenae landscape in a burgeoning 
network of movement and funerary deposition thus defining the places that 
mattered within a wider landscape centred on Mycenae. Their tombs were 

Fig. 5.11  Sketch of procession fresco from Pylos. After Lang 1969, pl. 119. 
Courtesy of The Department of Classics, University of Cincinnati.
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conspicuous in a different sort of way from the shaft graves, the passageways 
to the doors (when not completely filled with earth) inviting the passer-by to 
wonder at who was buried within. The relationships between the tombs, 
manifest in the growth of separate cemeteries and the act of placement of 
each new tomb, mirrored at a larger scale the relationships between the dead, 
and between the living and the dead, which as we shall see in Chapter  6 
underwent a complete change from the principles of the shaft graves.

The idea of procession, with its leaders, participants and observers (Boyd 
2016a), became an organizing principle and means of finding one’s place 
within the Mycenaean acropolis itself. By the latter half of the Late Bronze Age 
(Late Helladic IIIA-B) procession was accommodated in the layout of blocks 
and design of individual buildings; it was also depicted iconographically, on 
walls in fresco and in other media (Fig.  5.11). Procession within the more 
enclosed built spaces of the acropolis would have had to have been more 
ordered, and potentially more exclusive, as the enclosing architecture 
demanded. This formalization of procession within the acropolis promoted an 
exclusivity that reflected on those groups able to act within that sphere, unlike 
the more open processions practised elsewhere at Mycenae and throughout 
the southern Greek mainland. Processive activities within Mycenaean ‘palatial’ 
complexes, ending in some moment of revelation, not only reinforced the 
place of those participating within a cosmological order, it also laid claim that 
the earthly apex of that order was located in that place. At the same time all 
these practices gained apparent teleology whereby they could all be seen as 
leading to one particular destiny.

In the latter half of the second millennium the approach to the acropolis 
at Mycenae began with a passage through the enclosing wall. This wall, 
subsequently expanded on two further occasions, was a massive undertaking 
in terms of labour, resources and planning. By the time of its inception 
Mycenae had already been a place of gathering for centuries. The wall was not 
initially intended to encircle all of the constructions on the acropolis, hinting 
at the concerns of different interest groups not all of which may have been 
fully complicit in a scheme laying such emphasis on an enclosed summit 
area. The expansion of the enclosure downslope a generation or two later 
implies the intention to bring those aspects of the acropolis (such as  
Grave Circle A and the so-called ‘Cult Centre’) that lay outside the original 
construction of the wall, within the identity and the authority represented by 
the buildings, persons and institutions enclosed within the wall (Fig. 5.12). 
These building episodes inscribed the labour of great numbers of people 
coming from far and wide upon the very form of the Mycenae acropolis. 
However, there is no escaping the top-down and directed nature of these 
gatherings, the accumulation of power now exercised from the acropolis of 
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Mycenae, and monumentalized in the enclosure wall and the great tholos 
tombs (Wright 1987; 2006a; 2006b). These construction projects were so 
immense in scope that one wonders how long they might have lasted; one 
can imagine decades where the projects were the end in themselves, and 
actually stopping construction activities may not have been seen as a goal. 
Vast gangs of people laboured to solidify an exclusivity that was already 
apparent in the power and class relations between those planning the walls 
and organizing the labour and those breaking the stones, carting them to the 
acropolis and building these structures.

The entrance to the acropolis through the enclosure wall is preserved 
today as the famous Lion Gate, which was constructed as part of the second 
stage of the enclosure wall. The elongated entrance passage would enforce a 
certain bodily discipline on those approaching, cutting off their peripheral 
view of the surrounding landscape, until they were entirely focused on the 
architectural devices of the entrance gateway itself and the famous emblem 
above it of two lions, flanking a column, their forepaws resting on a baetyl or 
altar. The view through the gate frames Mount Zara in the background 
(Fig. 5.13; we thank Roger Doonan for this observation), and the triangular 
shape of the lion emblem continues to mirror that of the mountain, 
juxtaposing secular power, the mythical realm and the Mycenae landscape in 

Fig. 5.12  Plan of excavated features at the citadel of Mycenae. After French 
2002, Fig. 18. Copyright Mycenae Archive.
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a single vista. The processional route beyond the gate led past the, by now, 
ancient Grave Circle A by circuitous route to the megaron complex above.

This formalization of movement reached its zenith at the heart of the 
acropolis, in the so-called megaron. Much recent work has considered the 
nature of processions at the better-preserved Mycenaean megara of Tiryns 
and Pylos (Maran 2006; Thaler 2015; 2016; Farmer and Lane 2016) as well as 
at Mycenae. At both Pylos and Tiryns it is possible to reconstruct specific 
routes which would have led processions toward the final point at the 

Fig. 5.13  Mount Zara framed by the Lion Gate, Mycenae.



Places that Mattered 123

megaron itself. The preservation is less good at Mycenae but after passing 
through the enclosure wall a procession to the megaron would have turned 
uphill, through one of two circuitous routes (the Mycenaean architecture is 
today obscured below later remains) to reach either the propylon or the 
staircase (Fig. 5.14). Both architectural features brought those participating 
to a point through which they could not see the subsequent route ahead. At 
the propylon this was achieved by the use of columns restricting the line of 
sight through the narrowed entrance which necessitated single file passage, 
leading onto a corridor that curved, again restricting the line of sight ahead. 
At the staircase those approaching would have seen a tall construction 
supporting the megaron complex, which would loom above them as they 
approached; their route up involved entering a darkened staircase, again 
single file, with several turns and restricted vision at all times. In both cases, 
whether approaching by propylon and corridor or by staircase, the darkened 

Fig. 5.14  Routes of movement in the megaron complex at Mycenae.
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route with restricted vision ended at an open court and those arriving would 
have been confronted by the façade of the megaron itself.

The megaron (Fig.  5.14) has previously been regarded as the primarily 
secular centre of a Mycenaean state (the throne room of a king); however, the 
complex is clearly ritual in nature, and many now regard the religious aspect 
as of equal or greater importance to the secular aspect. The building is 
elongated, about twice as long as broad (proportionally 9 : 5 at Mycenae and 
Pylos, and 11 : 5 at Tiryns) containing three spaces: a main room, taking up 
most of the back space (55 per cent of the length of the building in each case), 
with two smaller rooms of approximately equal size at the front. These front 
rooms with their central passageways narrow the focus from the large, open 
façade into the back space of the building. For those approaching, the front 
space of the building, whose façade consists simply of columns and antae, 
forms a stage area, where public activities could take place with reference to 
the interior. Those taking part in the procession and reaching the megaron 
were probably already a subset of the larger procession, as the size of the court 
limited numbers, and most interaction between the processants and those 
occupying the megaron would have taken place between those at the façade 
and those facing it. It is also possible that a system of circulation would have 
allowed processants to enter the court via the propylon and leave via the 
staircase, or vice-versa – thus allowing a potentially much larger number of 
processants to make their way at least as far as the façade of the megaron, and 
to take part in the interaction at that point. Similarly, it is clear that at least 
some persons would make their way into the heart of the megaron itself, and 
perhaps in a similar way a system of circulation would have facilitated ingress 
and egress (as perhaps evidenced by additional doorways at Tiryns and Pylos).

For those with rights to enter the megaron, the architectural effect was 
once again to move from open space through a very focused route into an 
enclosed and rather dark area. The main room at the back of the megaron has 
only a single entrance, so this area was never passed through, it was always 
the point of destination. The interior space was largely open, with a central 
circular structure forming an oversized hearth which may have imposed a 
circular, peripheral route of movement on those entering. On the right side of 
the Tiryns and Pylos megaron rooms an installation was set against the wall 
(and this may also have been the case at Mycenae, although the evidence was 
lost in the collapse of the palace terrace). This was evidently a focusing device, 
perhaps in the form of a seat privileging the position of a single person in 
relation to all others in the room. The revelation for those entering the room 
was to see the figure on the seat framed by depictions on the wall (at Pylos, 
these were mythical animals) and situated in relation to the fire burning in 
the centre of the room. Those present were presumably attended upon by 
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those carrying out particular roles, the entire performance placed all the 
participants in relation to each other. Subsequent emergence back into the 
light of the court, through the framing device of the façade of the megaron 
made the participants, in the eyes of those observing, the recipients of highly 
restricted knowledge. Their subsequent movement led them out to the wider 
world changed and transformed by their experience at the heart of the 
Mycenaean world.

This description of an evolving architecture and performance of procession 
at Mycenae from around the middle of the second millennium allows us to 
see a landscape and a built topography in which people found their place by 
joining, forming or leading processions. These acts stayed with them once 
they left Mycenae and went back to their more local communities of more 
immediate kinship, where they found ways to understand their own, and their 
community’s, relationship to Mycenae through the somatic experiences and 
the encounters they had while at the great centre of their world.

What we have discovered in the archaeologies of Orkney, Wessex, the 
Cyclades, Knossos and Mycenae is the development from the third into the 
second millennia of places and architectures to which travels were undertaken, 
at some risk, to witness the means by which the order of things, implicit  
in the routines of daily life, were made explicit when experienced through  
the lens of formal practice and ceremony. Each of these great centres drew  
in participants from afar via significant travel to participate in rituals of 
procession, of commensality, of revelation, wherein communal ties were 
reforged and networks of people and things were remade. This was what 
made the third and second millennia different from what had gone before, or 
what would come after. People found ways to perform themselves and their 
understanding of the world on a grander scale than had previously been 
imagined, in so doing anchoring a perception of the world at those places 
whose ritual and architectural embellishment proceeded from their endless 
rediscovery by generation after generation. When these shared understandings 
of the world eventually fell away, such grand projects were not to be enacted 
again for many centuries.





6

Bodies that Mattered: The Role of the Dead

In August 1952 the object shown in Fig. 6.1 (left) was unearthed in a grave at 
Mycenae. Some 22cm high, it is, among other things, a depiction of a human 
face. Whose face is it? What did its maker, and whoever controlled its use, 
want anyone to think when we looked at it? And what sequence of events led 
to its deposition in a grave at Mycenae? This is but one of the grave goods 
recovered at Mycenae that appear to evoke the level of wealth and display 
that is also associated with burials elsewhere in Europe, including those 
excavated over a hundred years ago on the Wessex chalkland of southern 
Britain. At Bush Barrow, 1 kilometre south of Stonehenge, some 4,000 years 
ago the object shown in Fig. 6.1 (right) was placed on the body as part of an 
inhumation ceremony. The lozenge was a unique object which not only 
carried its own history but whose role could be understood by an audience 
when bestowed upon a corpse.

Fig. 6.1  Left: ‘Mask’ of thin metal alloy found in grave Gamma, Grave Circle B, 
Mycenae. National Archaeological Museum, Athens/Department of Collection 
of Prehistoric, Egyptian, Cypriot and Near Eastern Antiquities. Copyright  
© Hellenic Ministry of Culture and Sports/Archaeological Receipts Fund.  
Right: Large gold lozenge from Bush Barrow. Copyright Wiltshire Museum, 
Devizes.
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Across Europe new media were in vogue for the construction and 
manipulation of identity, and increasingly these media were deployed in 
funerary contexts. If these materials can be regarded as the media by which 
different kinds of relation between people, and thus the relative status of 
individuals and groups, could be negotiated and signalled, then funerary rites 
can be treated as if they were a negotiation between the place, status and 
identity of the dead and that of the living. The dead might not have buried 
themselves, but they were certainly active in the ways that their presence, and 
possible threat, was perceived.

The technologies of metallurgy provided many of the objects that have 
long been associated by archaeologists with the construction of both 
individual and group status and identity. It was the deployment of these 
things in funerary contexts that has so strongly evoked the idea that these 
deposits included the dead of an elite, as was proposed by Piggott (1938) in 
discussing the significance of his ‘Wessex Culture’ burials. In this chapter, we 
ask how identities were created in funerary rites and how these might relate 
to analyses offered by funerary archaeology.

The questions posed by the analysis of aDNA

Martin Furholt begins his discussion of what archaeology has identified as a 
third-millennium pattern of material uniformity in northern and central 
Europe, the so-called ‘Corded Ware Culture’, by expressing the concern that:

All too often, artefacts and practices from different areas that are 
classified as being similar . . . are uncritically interpreted as the signs of a 
social phenomenon (such as group identity, ethnicity, etc.) that is likewise 
shared between these areas.

Furholt 2014, 67

He goes on to warn of the pitfall resulting from the assumption that 
archaeological categories of material similarity are necessarily the products 
of, and thus represent, single socially defined populations or ethnic entities 
(cf. Furholt 2018). A concern similar to that expressed by Furholt might now 
accompany our understanding of the ‘Beaker Culture’ in northern Europe 
and Britain. Named after a distinctive ceramic vessel that also occurs in 
settlement contexts, this cultural assemblage has dominated the archaeological 
mind by virtue of the distribution of funerary deposits in which a beaker 
vessel has been included. The apparent uniformity of the European Beaker 
Culture has been emphasized by the archaeological practice of identifying a 
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common package of artefacts that are found in only some of the graves of the 
period (Burgess and Shennan 1976; Shennan 1986), thus downplaying in 
effect the diversity of funerary rites that had occurred more generally. It 
appears that a shared resource of material was being worked into a series of 
common forms, some of which could be employed in funerary rituals. Our 
argument however is that archaeology needs to understand the strategies by 
which shared identities were constructed by people, rather than imposing 
identities upon past populations by means of such classes of archaeological 
materials as ‘cultures’.

The radiocarbon chronology has long since separated the date of the 
building of the sarsen structure of Stonehenge, around the middle of the third 
millennium, from that of the grave assemblages of the so-called ‘Wessex 
Culture’, the deposition of which occurred in the opening centuries of the 
second millennium (Needham et  al. 2010). The accepted chronology now 
separates the earlier building of the main stone structure of Stonehenge  
from the later burial of those whom Atkinson believed had overseen that 
construction, and it places the origins of the ‘Wessex Culture’ graves before 
the citadel of Mycenae, although these burial traditions, along with those with 
which they had been compared in Amorica and central Europe by Piggott, 
continued to develop into the second half of the second millennium. These 
chronological realignments have therefore introduced half a millennium into 
the southern British sequence between the building of the sarsen structure of 
Stonehenge and the ‘Wessex Culture’ burials, during which time metallurgy 
was fully adopted in Britain and a developing set of grave rituals had become 
established. In his 1973 model of the social development of the fourth through 
to the second millennium in Wessex, Renfrew presented the entire sequence 
as one that was marked by the steady development of an indigenous social 
complexity, characterized as a process of political ranking and centralization. 
Much has now changed, and indeed continues to change, and we need to 
assess possible archaeological interpretations of those changes alongside the 
new kinds of data that have become available.

In Britain, and indeed across central and northern continental Europe, the 
third millennium is a period in which the analysis of ancient DNA (aDNA) 
from human skeletal material has now produced results that have been 
greeted by both the enthusiasm of welcoming a ‘third scientific revolution’  
in archaeology (Kristiansen 2014, cf. Reich 2018) and by various levels of 
archaeological reservation (Hofmann 2015; Heyd 2017; Ion 2017; Furholt 
2018). In Britain the implication of the aDNA analysis is that those bodies 
deposited after 2500 bce and that are associated with beaker vessels, a form 
and style of ceramic production that appears to have originated in continental 
Europe, also carried a substantial component of a genetic ancestry that was 
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derived ultimately from populations on the Eurasian Steppe. If we were to 
take these results at face value, then it appears that the associations that 
defined ‘Beaker Culture’ cadavers carried the strong indication of a biological 
inheritance from one or more migratory populations. The closest genetic 
comparisons carried by those bodies that have been analysed in Britain is 
found amongst the occupants of the Beaker graves in Noord-Holland, 
Netherlands. It is thus implied that the Beaker-associated dead were buried 
sometime after an earlier third millennium population movement from the 
Eurasian Steppe had occurred and that this earlier migration is represented 
by burials assigned to the Corded Ware Culture of northern and central 
Europe (Olalde and Reich et al. 2018; cf. Haak et al. 2017; Heyd 2017). The 
complexity of population dynamics occurring in the latter half of the third 
millennium is further indicated by the isotopic analysis of skeletal material of 
this date from across Britain (Parker Pearson et al. forthcoming). This analysis 
provides evidence of both diet and lifetime migrations across different 
geological zones that had been achieved by individuals, and it indicates a 
considerable degree of migratory movement, although most of those lifetime 
migrations appear to have occurred within Britain itself (Parker Pearson 
et al. 2016).

What are we to make of the fact that the evidence for the third millennium 
in Britain was read in the 1970s and 1980s to imply both long-term indigenous 
continuity in social development and is now read, in today’s more dramatic 
terms, as if it marked a discontinuity with a population migration across the 
North Sea and English Channel? Our own view is simple: we should not 
conflate two entirely different processes. Lines of biological inheritance do 
not carry with them cultural badges of identity. This point can easily be 
missed in an archaeology that treats different material patterns as if they 
recorded different components or ‘levels’ of a common historical process. 
This muddled thinking is then sustained by the assumption that some base 
level process, such as the biological inheritance of a population, ‘explains’ (as 
in ‘causes’) a cultural pattern of uniformity that is identified archaeologically: 
it does not. We argue instead that, whilst the evidence for human migrations 
is clearly important and contributes to our understanding of the ways that 
networks of communication might have been generated, the creation of 
cultural identities by those populations may well cut across, and cannot be 
reduced to, lines of biological inheritance. It is therefore the task of 
archaeology to understand how people made their identities, and those of 
their dead, by cultural means as distinguished from the networks that resulted 
from the biological reproduction of various populations (Barrett 2018).

If we are considering different flows of cultural and biological resources in 
the making of different forms of human life, then we should perhaps 
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comment upon the idea of a single cultural origin for beaker ceramics. 
Radiocarbon dates indicate that this style of ceramic was present in the 
Iberian Peninsula by the second quarter of the third millennium (Cardoso 
2014), and whilst such a chronology might suggest an Iberian origin for the 
European phenomenon (but see Jeunesse 2015), a second origin, based upon 
a typological development of styles from Corded Ware, has been claimed for 
the Dutch sequence (Lanting and van der Waals 1976). Attempts to locate a 
single origin for the Beaker phenomenon and to trace, from that origin, a 
diffusion of this ceramic style across the rest of Europe have thus continued 
to pose a considerable archaeological challenge (Needham 2005). Perhaps 
there was no single origin for Beaker ceramics (Clarke 1976)?

Equating cultural inheritance with that of genetic inheritance involves, as 
we have argued, the naïve reasoning that the social group is defined both 
culturally and by a common origin in a shared genetic inheritance. As we 
have seen, Processual (‘New’) Archaeology dismissed the archaeological use 
of ‘culture’ as an analytical unit, and sought instead to prioritize geographically 
identifiable systems of human organization as the unit of analysis. In these 
systems different kinds of behaviour produced an interacting and balanced 
set of outcomes in relationship with an environmental context. By making 
the system of behavioural outcomes the unit of analysis, a distinction was 
drawn between the style of doing something (equated with cultural rules) 
and the material consequences of that action (equated with functional 
outcome). The distinction between style and function was one that Robert 
Dunnell suggested marked a ‘fundamental dichotomy’ in archaeological 
reasoning (Dunnell 1978). Analytically this might make some sense if we 
were to view human practice from the detached view of an external observer, 
the so-called etic perspective. However, if we are concerned, as we are in this 
book, with the ways that human practices were mobilized to achieve certain 
ends by developing a particular engagement with an understood order of 
things, an emic perspective, then the distinction between style and function 
makes no sense at all. As Robin Boast noted some time ago, it is impossible to 
do anything and thus to have any effect, without having a way of doing it. In 
other words, given that all actions involve a way of acting then style and 
function are the two sides of the same coin (Boast 1997).

We have already argued that a form of human life establishes its identity 
practically and thus relative to the orders that it recognizes in things and in 
places. Identity is therefore made out of the ability to inhabit a certain order 
of things in ways that are understandable to others. Movement and migration 
from one place to another is one such form of life, and it is a practice that 
must not only display the ability to find a place for itself amongst things 
afresh, but it must also find the means to make explicit the forces that 
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generated that order. This might place a particular onus upon a mobile 
material culture: people carried part of these orders, of which their identities 
were a part, with them in the ways that they moved, spoke and dressed. In 
addition, the rituals associated with funerary rites might have been one 
theatre in which the explicit logic of the world was recreated. Taken together 
this might imply that familiar materials related to appearance, that is dress, 
technologies of trust, in which we might include the sharing of food and 
drink, all facilitated the possibilities of the understanding established between 
participants. We might suspect that these materials could have been drawn 
into funerary rites.

In the early third millennium of northern and central Europe numerous 
funerary rituals had ended with the deposition of either an inhumation in a 
grave or the deposition of cremated remains. In some cases, these deposits 
were marked with a surrounding ditch or a slight covering mound. The 
deposition of human material might have been accompanied, among other 
things, by worked stone in the form of axes and arrow heads, ceramic vessels 
and beads that included the use of amber. These single deposits, and in 
particular the inhumations buried in a single grave, are drawn together 
archaeologically as representing the ‘Corded Ware Culture’, as if this culture 
was the normative activity of a single social collective, rather than having 
encompassed a range of variation in the ways that the practices were executed 
(Furholt 2014). This perception of uniformity is now overwritten by the 
aDNA evidence recovered from skeletal material, equating cultural origin 
with biological migrations from the Yamnaya cultures of the Eurasian  
Steppe (Haak et al. 2015; Olalde et al. 2017). The migration of these aDNA 
haplogroups certainly indicates human movement and migration westwards 
from the Steppe; but the grave assemblages were the products of strategies 
that were designed to establish various human identities of the living relative 
to their dead, and not relative to their genetics.

The early funerary sequence in southern Britain

In the early half of the third millennium in Britain archaeology has identified 
the ways that some human cremated bone was deposited in ditched or 
palisaded enclosures that might have been places of congregation and of 
ritual or ceremonial practices (e.g. Atkinson et al. 1951). In some examples 
these deposits of material, selected at the end of the funerary ritual, might 
have been employed as foundation deposits associated with particular 
building events (cf. Speak and Burgess 1999, 26–38), and such foundation 
deposits could include the cremations from the ‘Aubrey Holes’ that had been 
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dug around the inside of the bank of the early Stonehenge earthwork 
enclosure (Parker Pearson et al. 2009; Fig. 5.3). In other words, none of these 
locations need necessarily represent ‘cemeteries’, if by that we mean the focal 
places for the funerary ritual itself. None of this human material has been 
included in the recent aDNA analysis of the human remains of the third and 
second millennium bce.

From the middle of the third millennium and over much of Britain and 
north-western Europe a dug grave tradition had emerged in which the graves 
were often covered by small mounds and might be surrounded by a circular 
ditch. The notable associations that are widely taken to begin the barrow 
burial tradition in Britain in the centuries after 2500 bce are early metallurgy 
in the form of copper and bronze artefacts and some small pieces of gold, and 
Beaker ceramics. When the interpretive emphasis was placed upon the 
indigenous development of cultural sequences, beakers and early metallurgy 
were treated as having been drawn into the evolution of systems of social 
ranking that originated in the British Late Neolithic and were indicated by 
the specific treatment of a few individuals by single grave internment 
predating the development of Beaker graves (Thomas 1999, 151–153). One 
example of such a sequence might be given by excavations of plough-eroded 
mounds at Stanton Harcourt, Oxfordshire (Fig. 6.2). Among these was the 
burial of a young female whose flexed corpse was accompanied by a flint 
knife and jet belt fitting. The grave was surrounded by a double ditch, which 
was in turn cut by a smaller ditched enclosed grave that held a wooden coffin. 
This coffin contained the flexed corpse of a young male accompanied by  
a beaker placed behind the head. A bone belt fitting may have been attached 
to the corpse and a quiver of seven arrows was probably placed behind  
the corpse, represented by the surviving flint arrow heads (Grimes 1960,  
154–164; cf. Barclay et al. 1995). Few as these earlier deposits are, a round 
mound, single grave tradition might predate Beaker graves in Britain (Kinnes 
1979), and some Beaker burials may then have been made with reference to 
the objects of that tradition.

There was indeed a continuity of sorts in Britain during the millennium 
that ran from soon after 2500 until about 1500 bce. Once a cultural 
archaeology of Britain and Europe would have depicted this period as 
marking a sequence of cultural replacements, only for that model to be 
overturned by Renfrew’s narratives of indigenous social evolution. The recent 
work on aDNA, as we have seen, need not herald a return to a cultural 
archaeology. Indeed, Renfrew’s emphasis upon the processes by which 
organizational change might have been generated from within a social and 
economic system, rather than being imposed from outside such a system by 
cultural diffusion, might continue to guide our thinking. This is because 
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whatever the genomic mix of the populations of Britain and Europe, they 
generated the cumulative redesign of the material conditions within which 
they could secure their own identities. Over many areas of northern and 
western Europe this process involved the steady redesign of the landscape 
through the execution of funerary rites. Once again, our point is not to treat 
the patterns represented by the differential treatment of the dead as if it 
merely represented a structure of social differentiation (Binford 1971), but 
rather to recognize that social position and identity was being renewed and 
possibly renegotiated through such practices as the funerary ritual. This shifts 
our focus away from the corpse as the relic of an individual’s proclaimed 
status to the practices of the mourners who, through their actions in relation 
to the dead, were actively engaged in renewing the fabric of a social existence.

Burial beneath and within earthen round barrows has often been treated 
as if it were the normal procedure for Early Bronze Age funerary rites  
in Europe. However, Atkinson (1972) demonstrated that any population 
estimate based upon projected numbers of burials in a possible barrow 
density for England and Wales proved to be remarkably low. The destruction 
of mounds that may leave no other subsoil trace (cf. Evans 2016) renders any 
such estimates suspect. Burial without the erection of a covering mound was 
also a significant component in third and early second millennium funerary 
rites (Bradley et  al. 2016, 126–131) and other rites may have left no 
archaeological trace. Funerary rites therefore had varying impacts upon 
landscape architecture, the results of which could then be drawn upon as 
reference points in future rituals (Evans 2016, 483). In this way the funerary 
rites of the late third and early second millennia began to bring a new 
landscape architecture into existence (Garwood 2005). The practices that 
were structured by the increasingly formalized, entangled relationship 
between funerary monuments and other elements of the settled landscape is 
seen clearly around Stonehenge. Here early Beaker burials, often beneath 
slight mounds, were sited away from the monument, and it was not until the 
early second millennium that the location of more substantial burial mounds 
produced a landscape in which these mounds now enhanced the visible 
horizons to the south, east and north (but significantly not to the west) when 
viewed from the monument itself (see Fig. 5.5).

Placing the dead in a ritual landscape

Mortuary rites are forms of ritual performance, the formal procedure that 
effects a transition between different conditions of existence. It might appear 
that such conditions could only co-exist under the most dangerous of 
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circumstances (such as in ‘the living dead’). Such conditions are seen to define 
a given state of order where a transition from one condition to another 
involves a momentary break with, or dissolution of, that order. Maurice Bloch 
has argued that rituals therefore provide a mechanism by which a discursive 
understanding of those orders and the forces that sustain them can be made 
available, and thus their legitimacy recognized and extended (Bloch 1985). 
The simple assumption is that ritual transitions will follow a three-stage 
sequence, as was originally characterized at the beginning of the last century 
(Hertz 1907; Van Gennep 1960). In such a rite de passage the two states of 
existence and order are separated by a transitional stage of liminality, and 
rituals thus facilitate a transformation between the ‘relatively fixed or stable 
states’ via a transformative state of ‘anti-structure’ (Turner 1967, 93).

The Late Neolithic landscape is redolent with ritual and ceremonial 
activity, and the problem confronting communities at the end of the third 
millennium was the ways in which the dead might be inserted into those 
ritual landscapes. The problem was solved in the case of the Stonehenge 
landscape by utilizing the burial mound as a form of landscape architecture 
that reworked the visible horizon around that monument. The resulting 
complexity of this process is illustrated by the ways in which the ceremonies 
and rituals of burial at that site were integrated into the celestial order which 
Stonehenge had long addressed.

The image of funerary rites operating as a movement and as a transition is 
important given the static nature of archaeological deposits. We need to 
understand this transition in terms of the formation of archaeological 
residues (Barrett 1988b). For those involved in the process it will have 
mapped that reality at different moments by means of a spectrum of events 
such as washing and dressing the corpse, its transportation, the use of 
cremation, the deposition of the corpse into the grave and the decay of the 
corpse (for inhumation see Fig. 6.8). This would mean that those attending 
upon, officiating or otherwise engaged in the process of mourning the dead 
must have accompanied the corpse and were thus instrumental in performing 
the rites of transition. They did this through a network of persons, places and 
materials in which a range of practices resulted, in the case of an inhumation, 
with the possible deposition of both the corpse and its dress, as well as 
materials associated with the transitional processes and those of mourning. 
This process might therefore result in enhancing the quantity and range of 
artefacts that have been recognized archaeologically as ‘grave goods’ (Barrett 
1994, 64–65; Boyd 2014). It is unfortunate, given the complexity of the 
processes involved, that the nineteenth-century assumption that mortuary 
deposits merely provided quarries for the recovery of antiquities continues to 
inform a great deal of archaeological practice worldwide, although admittedly 
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archaeology now exhibits an increasing refinement in the analysis of the 
artefacts that have been recovered (cf. Woodward and Hunter 2015). What is 
needed, however, is for the excavation of mortuary deposits to be treated as 
an examination of the very rich ritual and material media that enabled a 
relationship between the states of the living and those of the dead.

This leads to a further observation, that the archaeological residues that 
result from inhumation grave deposition and those resulting from the 
deposition of cremated remains result from different stages in the ritual 
process. Inhumation rites are likely to have closed the initial rites of transition 
around the infilling of the grave whilst, in the case of cremation, this stage of 
the ritual process focused upon the pyre (Barrett 1988b). Comparisons of 
inhumation with cremation deposits, both generally referred to as ‘burials’, do 
not compare like with like.

Ritual practices are widely regarded as being highly formulaic and 
tradition bound, with the implication that long-term regularities should be 
witnessed in the archaeological deposits resulting from these rites. However, 
the range of options concerning the processes of transition (such as 
inhumation or cremation) and of the places and of materials used to mark 
out the various stages and participants involved are considerable. Thus, whilst 
ritual practices are processes of rule following, the means by which those 
rules were rediscovered and elaborated upon allowed perhaps considerable 
latitude, at least around the symbolic margins of the process, meaning that it 
is unlikely for there ever to have been a typical example of a particular 
cultural tradition in burial.

The evolution of Early Bronze Age burial traditions in 
southern Britain

The mounds of the late third and early second millennium linear barrow 
cemetery at Barrow Hills, Radley, Oxfordshire, had been largely levelled in 
the past and were mostly represented by their surrounding ring-ditches 
which were discovered by aerial photography. The cemetery itself was 
excavated over several different field campaigns between the 1930s and 1980s 
(Barclay and Halpin 1999). The mound of Barrow 4A was paired with a 
second mound by enclosing both within a single ditch (Williams 1948, 1–9; 
Barclay and Halpin 1999, 153–157). The central grave-pit beneath Barrow 4A 
contained the corpse of an adult male, lying on its left side, facing north-east 
and with its legs tightly flexed. The corpse wore two gold hair ornaments (cf. 
Sherratt 1986) whilst a beaker lay near the feet. Three arrow heads came from 
the grave fill above the level of the skeleton. This simple assemblage, with the 
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vessel placed by the mourners against the flexed and prepared corpse with its 
attached hair ornaments and with the arrow heads belonging with the grave 
filling, might be compared to the recently excavated and very much more 
elaborate grave assemblage of the ‘Amesbury Archer’ (Fig.  6.3). This grave 
contained one of three Beaker-associated funerary deposits excavated on 
Boscombe Down, Amesbury, Wiltshire (Fitzpatrick 2011). This particular 
grave was not surrounded by an enclosing ditch but appears to have been 
demarcated by wooden shuttering around the edges of the grave-pit. The 
flexed corpse of an adult male lay on its left side, facing north-east. The 
additional material from the grave can now be divided into four types of 
deposit: those things seemingly attached to the corpse, those things placed in 
direct spatial relation to the corpse, those things from the floor of the grave 
that did not appear to be spatially ordered in relation to the corpse, and those 
things included in the grave fill itself. The first of these deposits is represented 
by a stone ‘bracer’ found against the left forearm. This is taken to be an outer 
decorative plate mounted on a leather wrist-guard (Fokkens et  al. 2008; 
Woodward and Hunter 2011). The case for this plate being attached to the 

Fig. 6.3  Burial of the Amesbury Archer. Courtesy of Wessex Archaeology.
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corpse is admittedly ambiguous in this case, but other examples listed by 
Fokkens and his colleagues seem to confirm that such an arrangement was 
maintained elsewhere. The second kind of deposit includes five beakers 
which were arranged around the body, two in front of the face and the others 
at the back of the head, at the buttocks and at the feet. A copper dagger lay 
under the right shoulder of the corpse and a copper knife in front of the 
chest. Assuming that the dagger is amongst this second deposit, then neither 
appear, from their position, to have been attached to the corpse. The third 
group of material includes a scatter of objects in the north-eastern corner of 
the grave, beyond the knees of the corpse. This scatter includes another 
copper knife, two gold hair ornaments, another stone bracer and a bone ring. 
A cache of flint projectile points lay near this scatter and other caches of flint 
flakes and projectile points lay in groups around the body whilst a small 
group of flakes and two projectile points were recovered from the grave fill. 
Other materials were recovered from the grave along with those mentioned 
here, and we can now make some general comments based upon what has 
been described.

Both the Radley and the Amesbury inhumations conformed with a 
regional regularity by which a flexed male corpse was placed on its left side 
facing east or north-east. On the basis of comparisons elsewhere it is possible 
to suggest a limited set of items that could be attached to the corpse itself and 
were therefore part of its dressing. These were arm bracers, hair ornaments 
and belt ring fittings. This raises an immediate question as to why it was this 
set of things that was scattered along one side of the Amesbury grave-pit: it 
suggests the distinct possibility that the grave had been reopened and an 
early inhumation removed, leaving this assemblage of things behind. If this 
had occurred, then the corpse that was excavated archaeologically was the 
second inhumation placed in this grave, and further post-depositional 
intervention in the case of this corpse is indicated by the removal of the 
entire left first rib (McKinley 2011, 86). Removal of corpses or of bones from 
corpses as part of a continuing concern with the body of the dead might help 
explain the reasons behind the charnel burial of bodies associated with 
beakers that was also recovered during the Amesbury excavations (Fitzpatrick 
2011, 9–61). Practices involving the mixing of bones and artefacts create a 
second stage in the transformation of the dead and the living, as the dead 
move from identifiable individuals to members of the ancestral group.

Obviously, beakers were amongst all the items placed in inhumation 
graves as part of the mourners’ involvement with the ritual, and their placing 
was always relative to the position of the corpse. What is perhaps more 
surprising is that knives and daggers, where they occur, also seem to have 
been placed alongside the corpse rather than attached to it. This might imply 
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that the dagger was one mark of an identity conferred upon the dead by 
others, and this also alerts us to the wider issue of the ways that codes of 
appearance and dress were important across Europe as ways of making or 
conferring an identity upon individuals (see Chapter 4). The importance of 
this process is not only indicated by the burial assemblages in the case of the 
dead but also by the anthropomorphic representations that occur on certain 
continental stelae and plaques (Harrison and Heyd 2007).

Beaker-associated inhumations have, by virtue of the materials deposited 
with them, tended to dominate our perception of the mortuary deposits of 
the late third millennium in Britain. It is therefore important that we 
recognize that a cremation tradition continued throughout this period in 
both Britain and Ireland (Needham 1996, Fig. 2), but one that by now involved 
the deposition of cremated remains in pits and sometimes in cists, and only 
occasionally at the locations of earlier sites of congregation. These deposits 
were often deposited with accompanying ceramic vessels that appear to have 
derived from the development of earlier third millennium styles (Waddell 
1976, 284). The relationship between these practices and those seen with the 
Beaker burials might indicate a complex but long-term process of population 
continuity.

The contrasting mortuary rituals of inhumation and cremation, with their 
differences in the mapping of the ritualized journey taken by those officiating 
the path into death, clearly require careful reconsideration. What does appear 
to happen by the end of the third and the opening decades of the second 
millennium, at least in some regions and for some cases, is that both traditions 
converged upon building and embellishing the kinds of round barrow 
cemeteries that enclosed the landscape around Stonehenge (Fig. 5.5) and that 
are represented elsewhere by the linear arrangement of ring-ditches, such as 
those excavated at Barrow Hills, Radley. It was from the excavation of these 
burial mounds, mainly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, that the 
associated grave assemblages were recovered that include those taken by 
Piggott (1938) to mark his Bronze Age ‘Wessex Culture’.

The diversity of the finds associated with these later acts of deposition is 
considerable and an attempt to summarize the material is not only daunting 
but would inevitably result in over-simplification. We therefore need a way to 
guide us through this material that will make sense in terms of the practices 
that brought these assemblages together. If we are correct in our assertion that 
inhumation burial and the depositing of cremated remains represent different 
stages in the funerary ritual then this should be supported by differences in the 
ways that the inhumation and cremation assemblages have been structured. 
We will begin by examining whether such differences existed with reference to 
four deposits from the barrows on Normanton Down, Wiltshire, where a 
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group of mounds include those that sit on the southern horizon when viewed 
from Stonehenge. We will then examine the development of assemblages 
associated with cremated deposits with reference to an example from the 
Radley cemetery.

It is upon Cunnington’s early nineteenth-century excavations and Hoare’s 
publication of them that we depend for our understanding of the four 
deposits from Normanton Down that are discussed here (Hoare 1812). The 
Bush Barrow (Wilsford G5; Fig. 6.4) produced an inhumation and a mortuary 
assemblage that remains the best known early ‘Wessex’ mortuary assemblage 
from Britain (Piggott 1938, Fig. 3; Needham et al. 2010, 9–24). The account 

Fig. 6.4  Reconstruction of the Bush Barrow inhumation. After Ashbee 1960, 
Fig. 24, courtesy of E. Ashbee and K. Massey; and after Needham et al. 2010, 
Fig. 3, courtesy S. Needham. Copyright S. Needham. Head at the south.
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given is of a ‘male’ inhumation that had been laid with the head to the south 
and on the ground surface, rather than in a grave-pit (although the cut of a 
shallow grave might well have been missed), and where a range of objects 
were then placed around and on the corpse. If the corpse and associated 
materials were indeed placed upon the old ground surface then we must 
assume that they had been protected by a mound that was thrown up 
immediately after deposition rather than being buried by a grave fill. The 
major ambiguity affecting our understanding of this particular funerary 
deposit however concerns the arrangement of the corpse for, as we have seen 
in the case of the Beaker inhumations, the corpse becomes the point of 
reference around which additional funerary deposits were arranged. The 
Cunnington/Hoare account is unclear and two reconstructions have been 
offered; that by Paul Ashbee is of an extended corpse (Ashbee 1960, Fig. 24) 
and that by Stuart Needham and colleagues offers us the image of a flexed 
inhumation lying on its left side (Needham et  al. 2010, Fig.  3). We would 
make two observations concerning these suggestions. First, the Ashbee 
reconstruction offers the image of a more ordered pattern of deposition than 
that offered by Needham, and in which a clear distinction was made by the 
deposited material lying on the right and not the left-hand side of the corpse. 
Both reconstructions do however allow that the large gold lozenge (Fig. 6.1, 
right) is the only item that might actually have been attached to the clothing 
of the corpse. Second, Needham’s reconstruction not only introduces the 
image of a more jumbled pattern of deposits, which is not the impression 
gained from Hoare’s description, but the corpse also faces west. Given the 
emphasis placed upon the east-west (sun-rise and sun-set) axis at Stonehenge 
and the easterly, sun-rise, facing corpses recorded in earlier graves then, 
whilst a westerly facing orientation might well have been possible, it is a 
difficult claim to make, based as it is upon very ambiguous evidence.

Our reading of the mortuary process is therefore as follows. This ritual did 
not involve the deposition of any ceramic vessels. The corpse was placed on 
the ground (no trace of bier is recorded) and various objects were placed 
around it, including two hafted daggers and a smaller knife, some gold work, 
including an organic plate covered by a decorated gold lozenge which might 
have been placed upon the corpse’s chest (if it was not already attached to the 
clothing); additional materials included a perforated stone mace head, a 
‘baton’ decorated with bone mounts (Fig.  7.1) and an axe, the latter being 
placed near the head. An unknown copper and organic object was also placed 
above the head and which has recently been interpreted as a ‘stud hilted 
dagger’ (Needham et al. 2010). This whole deposit was then quickly covered 
by a mound. Among the many problems of interpretation are the possible 
indications of organics, including the wooden hafting of the axe, and the 
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relation of the hafting of the baton with that of the mace head, where the 
latter two have recently been reconstructed as a single object (Needham et al. 
2010, Fig. 8). The possibility of the bronze axe-head also being hafted when 
placed in the grave is uncertain; however the axe-head does carry the 
impression of a textile in the surface corrosion product which might imply 
that it was un-hafted and wrapped, possibly in linen, when deposited. This 
alerts us to the evidence for a similar wrapping of an axe-head from another 
barrow (Weymouth G8: Woodward and Hunter 2015, 131) and the occurrence 
of axe-heads and daggers contained in three wooden boxes placed in the 
grave at Kernonen à Plouvorn, Amorica (Briard 1984, Fig.  31). The two 
surviving daggers from Bush Barrow were also sheathed when deposited 
(Annable and Simpson 1964, nos. 169 and 170, and pls. 2 and 5). The daggers 
from the Plouvorn grave are typologically comparable to the two surviving 
daggers from Bush Barrow and belong with those from the Breton ‘dagger-
graves’ whence Piggott had derived his supposed incoming ‘Bronze Age 
aristocracy’. Some of the material deposited by those officiating at the 
funerary rites may therefore have been wrapped or otherwise enclosed in 
containers, and this might call into question the claims that have been made 
that these were items publicly displayed in acts of conspicuous consumption 
(although wrapping after display might have been part of the funerary ritual). 
One final point should be noted concerning the possibility that the axe-head 
was un-hafted when deposited, as were the French examples: the carvings 
that are on the sarsens at Stonehenge are of un-hafted axe-heads and not of 
functioning axes, and it is upon this basis we might accept that the axe-head 
and the useable axe were regarded with different levels of cultural significance.

Fig. 6.5  Burial assemblage from Wilsford G8. Courtesy Wiltshire Museum, 
Devizes.
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Three further mounds (Wilsford G7, G8 and G23) are also among those 
excavated by Cunnington, reported upon by Hoare and included amongst 
the Wessex Culture assemblages by Piggott. Whilst two are cremations 
(Wilsford G8 and G23), the remaining mound covered an inhumation. That 
inhumation (beneath Wilsford G7) is recorded as lying in a west to east 
orientation in a shallow grave-pit with an urn at its feet (Longworth 1984, 
289 and pl. 10 no. 1716) and with an additional small ceramic vessel in the 
grave. The corpse was accompanied by three shale beads, one with a gold 
cover, and four amber pendants, a shale pendant in the shape of the kind of 
stone battle axe that is mainly known from Ireland and northern Britain 
(Needham et al. 2010, 27), two fragments of a sheet gold pendant cover and 
two fragments of fossil encrinite. The cremation deposit from below Wilsford 
G8 (Fig. 6.5) is also accompanied by what have been described as ‘trinkets’ 
which included amber pendants, two gold bound amber discs, a gold covered 
shale button, a small ceramic vessel and two possible miniature icons: one an 
amber ‘halberd pendant’ bound in gold and with a copper blade, the other a 
gold-covered copper alloy pendant that has sometimes been compared in 
form with a central European ingot torc (but see Needham et al. 2010, 28).

Fig. 6.6  Halberd pendant from Wilsford G8. Courtesy Wiltshire Museum, 
Devizes.
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Two observations may be made concerning these deposits of an 
inhumation and a cremation. First that the decorative items in the cremation 
deposit could not have gone through a cremation pyre and survived; they 
were therefore not attached to the corpse during the funeral process. By 
extension, this would indicate that neither set formed part of the dress of the 
corpse but was placed in the grave by those officiating. The impression is of 
officiates selecting material for deposition from an assemblage of items that 
might indicate distant cultural contexts and might have conferred identity or 
status when worn. Whilst the process of selection is therefore likely to have 
been restricted by the values of convention, such that axe-heads never occur 
in the earlier Beaker-associated mortuary assemblages and are very rare in 
these later deposits, a range of options and possibilities could be expressed. 
For example, the deposit of cremated remains that lay in a chalk-cut pit 
beneath the turf mound of Wilsford G23 was accompanied by two daggers, a 
whetstone, a bone pin and a possible flute, or whistle, cut from the long-bone 
of a swan, implying perhaps a more idiosyncratic way of identifying those 
involved in the ritual (Grinsell n.d., 36). Our second observation, assuming 
that our reading of these assemblages is correct, is that they include icons of 
items from geographically distant contexts of northern Britain and Ireland, 
in the case of the battle-axe icon, and central Europe in the case of the metal-

Fig. 6.7  Radley cremation from Barrow 1, showing deposition of pin, tweezers 
and dagger on top of the cremated remains. After Barclay and Halpin 1999, 
Fig. 4.82. Courtesy Oxford Archaeology.
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bound halberd icon (Fig. 6.6). These icons would have meant nothing if such 
items could not have been more widely recognized in southern Britain, with 
the implication that exotic items had become part of a currency of identity 
and status. This will return us to a further consideration (Chapter 7) of the 
Bush Barrow mortuary assemblage that includes the bone mounts on the 
‘baton’, and the apparently comparable ivory mounts from Shaft Grave Iota at 
Mycenae (Harding 1984, Fig. 31).

Given our emphasis upon the actions of the officiants in these rituals  
let us now consider the assemblage of material that came from the more 
recently excavated Barrow 1 in the Radley cemetery (Barclay and Halpin 
1999, 141–148; Fig.  6.7). Any surviving mound had, in this case, been 
ploughed away leaving the surrounding ditch and a central oval pit that 
contained two deposits. A dense concentration of cremated bone which 
might originally have been held in an organic container lay to the north  
of the centre of the pit on top of which had been placed a bronze knife or 
dagger in a leather sheath, a pair of bone tweezers and a bone ring-headed 
pin. In the southern half of the pit the excavators recovered ‘a deposit of deep 
red-brown sandy loam’, which contained charcoal flecks, ash and fragments 
of cremated bone. The implication is that human cremated bone was collected 
and bagged for deposition along with some pyre debris that still contained 
bone fragments. A sheathed knife or dagger was placed on top of the 
cremation along with a pin and tweezers. The latter remind us of the 
possibility that the officiants might have modified their own appearance by 
plucking hair and that the mortuary deposit will have drawn the ritual to a 
close by containing those items that had been employed in this process  
(cf. Barrett 1994, 119–121).

All these graves indicate that most of the objects associated with the 
corpse were not part of its dress, but were placed in the grave by those who 
were officiating. The implication is that an identity was being conferred upon 
the dead by means of these objects at a late point of the funerary rite. It may 
also be significant that the re-entry into the grave that is attested in the case 
of many Beaker graves (Barrett 1994, 62–69) does not appear to have 
occurred in the case of the later, non-Beaker deposits which were, instead, 
buried beneath or within more substantial mounds. This implies a change in 
how the dead were understood. Previously, stages in the transition from life 
to death and ancestorhood were marked by interventions in the grave; now, 
after the closure of the grave, the corpse was no longer a medium in this 
process, but the newly visible barrow mounds themselves presenced the 
ancestors in a visible and comprehensible networks of association which 
created the ancestral landscape of Stonehenge. In light of this understanding 
as to how material culture might have been employed to construct a 
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relationship between the living and the dead, we will now consider the shaft 
graves of Mycenae.

The Mycenae shaft graves

In attempting to interpret archaeological data, in many instances worldwide 
archaeologists have made the mistake of trying to reconstruct a ‘snapshot’ 
interpretation of a static archaeological record. We have seen this with the 
earlier treatment of Piggott’s Wessex burials, and similarly the shaft graves of 
Mycenae have often seemed to offer a snapshot in time. Archaeologists of 
past generations can perhaps be forgiven for the feeling that such a remarkable, 
unique archaeological resource should offer a very clear vision of the nature 
of Mycenaean society, or at least of its golden elite – one which could simply 
be ‘read off ’ the data. But the synchronic and static pictures offered in such 
interpretations belie the long continua of human action which resulted in the 
palimpsest of deposits sometimes referred to as ‘the archaeological record’.

The face in Fig. 6.1 (left) was found in a grave located just to the west of 
the citadel at Mycenae. The shaft graves are so called because of their peculiar 
construction: deep shafts (from 1.2 to 3.5m deep in Grave Circle B, some 
perhaps deeper in Grave Circle A) at the bottom of which is a grave, either 
stone-built or simply made by narrowing the shaft in all directions thus 
creating a ledge; this ledge was used to support roofing of stone or wood, 
sealed with clay. Although some of the shaft graves were of modest 
proportions, the largest were as much as 6.5m × 4m at floor level. Fourteen or 
sixteen such graves were unearthed in Grave Circle B (the uncertainty in 
number is due to the exact form of the grave not always being clear) with six 
in Grave Circle A (and one more nearby; there were also other, non-shaft 
grave, burials in both areas). The graves of Circle B began earlier than those 
of A, which finished later, but there was much chronological overlap between 
the two groups (Schliemann 1878; Mylonas 1973; Dickinson 1977; Graziado 
1988; 1991; French 2002; Nafplioti 2009; Prag et  al. 2009; Papazoglou-
Manioudaki et al. 2010; Dickinson et al. 2012; Boyd 2015b).

Amid the pomp and splendour of the Mycenae shaft graves the faces are 
almost unique in seemingly offering individual insight into the identity of 
those buried. Other items, such as swords, exquisite inlaid knives, gold body 
coverings or amber necklaces, might all have been worn by the dead, and 
even have been part of their public identity, but the masks promise something 
more: they let us look upon the faces of the dead. They seem to humanize the 
dead by giving us an easy insight into aspects of their identities other than 
their apparent wealth. Like looking at photographs of the long dead, or like 
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the Fayum portraits, which were fixed to the mummified bodies of the dead, 
these Mycenaean faces seem to offer a direct connection to lives lived 
millennia ago.

Identity in practice: three shaft grave funerals

In this book we have been concerned to highlight the ways that identity was 
created, both as lived and as perceived, in how people acted to inhabit the 
world as they found it and as they shaped it through their actions. We have 
highlighted the role of material culture and of locale in the creation, 
projection and transformation of identity, in very different circumstances at 
different ends of Europe from the mid-third to the late second millennium. 
The opening of the shaft graves in the late nineteenth century led first and 
almost exclusively to questions of identity, which are still being asked today. 
Whose identities were being crafted and displayed in the shaft grave funerals, 
or protected by the elaborate roofs and deep shafts of the graves?

All funerals consist of a series of events, one often leading to the other, 
beginning with the initial transformation of a living human, a source of 
purposeful agency, into an inanimate object, and ending with the deposition 
of the corpse in the grave and the closure of the latter (Fig. 6.8: Boyd 2016a). 
Agency is situated within and at the same time transforms the material and 
immaterial structural conditions of action: a funeral is a time where those 
conditions have already begun to change through the departure of the lived 

Fig. 6.8  Sequences of action in carrying out an inhumation.
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participation of the deceased, with the decay of the corpse becoming only too 
evident. So it is clearly wrong to simply ‘read off ’ an identity for the shaft 
grave dead as if they themselves had chosen the location and form of the 
grave, their position within it, the material in which they were clothed, or  
the items placed beside them. All this was done by those who remained; but 
the agency of those newly dead no doubt played a prior and lingering role  
in the creation of the material and immaterial structural conditions within 
which the acts of the funeral were carried out, and which were both reinforced 
and subtly changed by that funeral. But the funerary tableau – the arrangement 
of dead and material in the grave just before it was closed – was created by the 
living in the changed circumstances of life after the death of the subject of the 
funeral.

In order to pick apart these questions, let us look at three shaft grave 
funerals. These three funerals took place at around 1750 bce, 1700 bce and 
1600 bce, respectively. One of the earliest of the shaft graves is grave Zeta in 
Grave Circle B, in the north-western group (Fig.  6.9; Mylonas 1973, 102–
105). This grave, 1.9m × 1.1m at floor level and about 0.60m deep, was closed 
by a roof located about 0.25m below the modern surface and (uniquely) 
supported in the four corners by posts (indicated by the post holes noted 
during excavation). The grave was oriented east-west, and contained a single 

Fig. 6.9  Grave Zeta in Grave Circle B, Mycenae. Objects shown approximately 
to scale. After Mylonas 1973, pls. 88–90. Courtesy Archaeological Society at 
Athens.
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inhabitant (a male of about forty-nine years), lying in contracted position 
along the south side, facing north. Six ceramic items and a sword with ivory 
pommel were ranged along the north side and in the north-east corner of  
the grave.

Archaeologists have often fetishized the unspoiled grave. This is because 
the grave appears perfectly to preserve a moment in time: the moment at  
the end of the funeral when the covering of wood and clay was placed  
over the grave and its newly-arranged contents. However, until recently, the 
interpretations offered of these moments in time have been based on one of 
two explanations that seemed somehow ‘obvious’ – that items in the grave 
were personal possessions that fixed the identity of the dead in death, or that 
they were items for use in the after-life. In the case of grave Zeta, the ceramic 
items could be seen as supplies for the journey, and the sword might identify 
the occupant as part of a warrior class. These interpretations are focused on 
the reading of an assemblage, but as we said earlier, funerals are arranged and 
conducted by the living. Before attempting explanations about what objects 
in a grave mean, we should first reconstruct the flow of human action of 
which they formed both the material conditions and the outcome.

In this example, we see several acts of deposition within the grave. These 
are anticipated by the size of the grave: although small compared to later shaft 
graves, the corpse takes up only about 30 per cent of the available floorspace. 
It was rare for graves of this period to be so much larger than required for a 
single occupant: those who arranged for the digging of the grave had already 
anticipated depositional activities beyond the simple contracted burial. How 
might the objects deposited in the grave have been handled by the mourners? 
The ceramics are high-quality, rather than quotidian, some in a new, dark-on-
light style derived from Minoan Crete (Chapter 4), and all relate to liquids 
rather than food. There are two small drinking shapes, two large drinking 
shapes and two large pouring shapes. These suggest the distribution and 
sharing of liquids as part of the funerary ceremony, perhaps through the act 
of drinking or the pouring of libations. The larger drinking cups were capable 
of holding a large volume of liquid, probably close to a standard bottle of 
wine, whereas the two smaller drinking shapes held between one-seventh 
and one-eighth that volume. The two pouring vessels could have refilled the 
two large drinking vessels three or four times each. It is possible, then, to see 
two types of serving and drinking activity here: one more restricted, where 
small cups are filled and drunk from, and one more open to wide participation, 
where the larger cups might be shared among many mourners and refilled 
several times. Hence despite the restricted number of vessels, it is clear that 
they would serve adequately the needs both of a small group directing the 
flow of action at the grave, and a larger group, perhaps gathered around it, or 
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perhaps filing past and partaking of drink while observing the grave. Aside 
from drinking, each of the vessels could also have been used for libations. 
Their placement within the grave becomes part of the record of the funeral 
acts that the grave tableau presents.

The grave’s only other object is a sword, with an ivory pommel. A sword 
was an unusual object in the world of the late Middle Bronze Age Argolid: 
this sword is one of only two found in the earlier graves (two daggers were 
also found in other early graves). The decision to deposit such a rare item  
in this grave must have been extraordinary. The object’s history, of which  
the funeral participants were presumably aware, included highly skilled 
manufacture (on Crete, or perhaps locally) and the procurement of exotic 
ivory for the pommel. Such objects would have been carefully curated and 
passed from hand to hand, won in battle or competition, or bestowed on 
initiates by leaders (Harrell 2014), each with a growing history of ownership 
and use through time. Burial with the dead brings that history to an end, 
associating the sword with the dead in a definitive and unarguable way. As 
the mourners looked down into the tomb after its arrangement, it is even 
possible, if the face of the dead were obscured by a shroud, that the sword was 
the only recognizable and individual element of the grave tableau. Were the 
grave reopened at some later time when the flesh had decayed (we have no 
evidence in this particular case that this happened) the sword might be the 
primary recognizable object, much more so than the bones of the dead, 
enduring where flesh decayed.

In this early shaft grave funeral we see the active construction of identity 
at the graveside: both for the living and the dead. The careful positioning of 
items in the tomb is an act of memory creation, and the role of the shaft grave 
roof is to preserve the tableau intact, both in memory and in reality: the roof 
closes that field of discourse and preserves it, to be found again as left (Boyd 
2015b). The placement of the dead amid the material employed during the 
funeral is a reflexive act of identity construction, bearing on the interlinked 
identities of the dead, of individual living actors, and of that section of the 
community as a whole taking part in the funeral.

A later shaft grave funeral took place in grave Gamma, where this chapter 
began. This is a larger grave (3.2m × 1.8m at floor level, which was fully 3.5m 
below the surface, where the opening of the grave measured 3.8m × 2.8m) 
with stone and mudbrick walls lining the actual grave at the bottom of the 
shaft. At floor level in area it is almost three times larger than grave Zeta, and 
in terms of volume up to ten times larger. In grave Zeta the shaft grave 
concept was barely developed; in grave Gamma, built in the middle years of 
use of the Grave Circle, the design had significantly grown in scale. Some fifty 
or more years may separate the construction of these two graves; many of the 
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same principles of action can clearly be seen in both, with some significant 
developments.

Grave Gamma (Fig. 6.10) was used up to five times for interment (Voutsaki 
et  al. 2006, 90; Triantaphyllou 2010, 444; pers. comm.). The funeral with 
which we are concerned is not the earliest. It is the burial taking up most of 
the space in the north and west part of the grave, a male of about thirty-three 
years at death. Superficially there are many points of comparison with the 
burial in grave Zeta. This man has been laid out extended rather than 
contracted; but, as with grave Zeta, no trace of dressing is preserved: no 
jewellery or other unperishable components. Like Zeta, on the right (west) 
side is a sword, this time joined by a shorter sword and a knife. It seems 
certain that these three objects were deposited at the time of the funeral. 
What is less certain, however, is which other items within the tomb were 
either introduced as part of this funeral, or were perhaps moved from one 
position to another during it. It is important to understand the sequence of 
actions that might have been possible within the material conditions that 
would have been revealed to the mourners upon reopening the tomb. So we 

Fig. 6.10  Grave Gamma in Grave Circle B at Mycenae. After Mylonas 1973, 
pl. 33. Courtesy Archaeological Society at Athens.
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must step back in time from the completion of the funeral to the prior 
moment when the grave was reopened.

What the mourners would have seen at this point is two extended 
inhumations, one close to the east side of the tomb, and one next to it, closer 
to the centre line of the tomb. The inhumation on the east side was the earlier; 
the arrangement of material related to the close of the funeral of the more 
central burial. One of the acts undertaken by the mourners was to move the 
central skeleton to the east, turning her over so she lay face-down on top of 
the original eastern skeleton. The high degree of articulation in the body 
shows this was done fairly soon after her burial (we owe these observations to 
Ioanna Moutafi: pers. comm. The highly unusual face-down position of this 
skeleton seems not to have been previously noted).

A group of weapons west of these two earlier corpses consisted of two 
swords with ivory pommels, three shorter blades and a spearhead; these were 
found more or less on top of each other, perhaps wrapped up together, or 
simply placed as a single deposit. Another pair of swords lay in the north-
west corner of the grave, against the wall, and close to the face (made of 
electrum, an alloy of gold and silver) where we began this chapter. The face 
was found closest to the western inhumation, but not placed over the head of 
the dead: it was actually located a short distance to the north, and found 
perpendicular to the ground, next to two cups, a smaller one of gold and a 
larger one of bronze; inside the latter were two sword pommels of alabaster, 
six blue paste beads, another of rock crystal and an amethyst bead with a 
depiction of a bearded face in profile. The excavators thought that all of these 
objects were contained in a small wooden box, based on a darkened hue to 
the earth from which they were excavated.

Although it is not possible to be sure when each of these items was 
introduced into the tomb, or where each was originally positioned, it is 
possible to discuss the actions of the mourners at the third burial amidst  
all this material. Perhaps most striking is the number of bladed weapons, 
consisting of four long swords, three short swords and three or four other 
bladed weapons – as well as a spearhead. These may have undergone  
multiple rearrangements by the time of the third funeral, and for this  
highly potent category normative assumptions about which swords belong  
to which body are misleading. With grave Zeta, we saw that the identities 
being created in the funeral, of the dead, those leading the funeral and the 
burying community, were structured through complex interactions between 
people and materials. Now, in grave Gamma, we see the same process with 
the added dimension that all those involved were acting within material and 
immaterial conditions partly created on previous occasions. How they chose 
to enact their funeral amidst the detritus of past events was a core element of 
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the identities created, negotiated, bolstered or undermined during the 
process.

The box containing representations of two faces is a remarkable discovery. 
We might be inclined to regard such depictions as portraiture. Their location 
in a closed box, rather than placed on a body, confounds our expectation: 
whose identity did they express? At least in the grave, these expressions of 
human individuality were hidden rather than displayed. Did these faces 
relate at all to the dead of the grave?

The features of the electrum face are simple: approximately triangular in 
shape, with large, undecorated forehead and chin areas, the features are 
concentrated in the central third of the face. The closed eyes have always 
given an impression that the face represents the dead. The act of (re)placement 
in the box was presumably part of the action of the third funeral, although 
the box may predate the third funeral. So if the face was either not placed, or 
did not remain, over the dead, what uses did it have? There are several possible 
explanations, and indeed more than one of them may be relevant. Dickinson 
(1977, 45; Dickinson et al. 2012, 177) suggests the mask may have been part 
of the interment ritual for the female second burial; when she was moved, the 
mask was moved to the box. There is nothing particularly gendered about the 
face, so it would be possible to posit that it represents the actual face of the 
female previously buried here (it now seems that one or two of the Grave 
Circle A faces may have been associated with female burials: Dickinson et al. 
2012, 177). However, the other material perhaps related to the female burial 
(the ivory comb, and the gold cup, diadem, strip and foil object) were gathered 
and placed close to the moved skeleton, rather than being placed in the box. 
Curation in the box suggests a special place and different meaning for the 
face: not least in that, as with the swords, this rare and idiosyncratic object 
would have been very recognizable.

But it is important to ask whether the face represents a single individual 
(perhaps the female dead of grave Gamma). The generic features and closed 
eyes allow for the possibility that the face was not intended to portray a 
particular individual. Its role in identity-building might have been more 
distributed: multiple individuals might have felt themselves in some ways 
related to the face if, for example, it were taken to represent a specific ancestor, 
or the mythical progenitor of a group, or the ancestors in general. Its role in 
multiple funerals could allow the meanings associated with the face to grow 
each time it was displayed or used. And its production may also have played 
an important part in how it was understood: which artisan created such an 
individual piece? Was she or he thought to be channelling the ancestors in 
creating the representation? More prosaically, where did the metal come 
from? Electrum is not unknown in the shaft graves, and it does occur 
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naturally in Anatolia. But we can also imagine the act of alloying gold, silver 
and small amounts of copper as a skilled and knowledgeable act (cf. 
Demakopoulou et al. 1995) – and it is also possible to imagine the creation of 
the material for this face through conscious selection of existing objects to be 
melted and reformed into this object. Thus the retold and embellished history 
of the face may have included the histories of the objects from which it was 
made.

The shaft grave acted to preserve the results of the actions of the mourners. 
The box similarly created a discrete context somehow separate, and requiring 
its own act of reopening, its contents requiring their separate interpretation. 
The box, with its own procedure for opening, and its solid borders, attempted 
to categorize the material within it differently from the other material in the 
grave. The special treatment suggests the attempt to create a context within 
which the physical association of these items and the immaterial reasons for 
this were projected into the future, to a foreseen subsequent reopening of 
grave and box, creating a special context claiming immunity from the 
disassociation and reassociation of material as part of further burial activity. 
The selection and assemblage of the artefacts of the box forms an expression 
of identity in which the individual – if represented at all by these objects – is 
subsumed in the creation and projection of a corporate identity, one which 
the mourners took care to arrange for themselves (or those who came after 
them) to rediscover in an act of future planning.

The implication of much of this is that there was necessarily a receptive 
audience. It is clear that the scale of shaft grave funerals was already growing. 
With grave Zeta we suggested drinking and pouring ceremonies using both 
larger and smaller vessels, suited both to individual acts of key mourners, and 
communal acts of consumption. In grave Gamma the ceramic and metal 
vessels fall into broadly the same categories, including cups of gold and bronze. 
The grave itself was not filled with ceramics, however: some were found close 
to the north wall, with another small group near the fourth skeleton. A far 
greater number was found in the fill of the grave, above the roof, all broken: 
seventeen large pouring and portage vessels, two large drinking vessels, five 
small pouring vessels and twelve small drinking vessels. (The vessels on the 
floor of the grave included six large pouring and portage vessels, two small 
pouring vessels and four small drinking vessels, supplemented by the two gold 
and one bronze cups.) In comparison with grave Zeta, it is clear that there is 
more emphasis on individual drinking shapes than previously, including 
several fashioned of metal: only two of the communal drinking vessels were 
found in the fill, and none on the floor. A further change is that many of the 
vessels were now broken and deposited as part of the refilling of the grave. This 
implies multiple stages in the funerary feast, some while the tomb remained 
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open, and others after closing the roof and during the refilling of the shaft. 
Some animal bones, probably sheep or goat, were also found in the shaft, 
indicating the possibility of eating as part of the refilling ceremony. The wider 
group of mourners thus participated in creating the meaningful material 
assemblage of the grave on several levels, through active consumption and 
through participation in acts of recognition, whereby the funeral leaders in 
dialogue with the wider mourners created the final funerary tableau.

For our third shaft grave funeral we move to Grave Circle A. Having been 
excavated so long ago (Schliemann 1878), the details of the exact arrangement 
of materials within the Circle A graves, or their stratigraphy, are much  
less reliable than with Grave Circle B (though recent work is extremely 
informative: Prag et al. 2009; Nafplioti 2009; Papazoglou-Manioudaki et al. 
2010; Dickinson et al. 2012). Nonetheless the general picture in each grave  
is clear enough, and often it is possible to be reasonably sure where items 
came from.

Grave Circle A properly refers to six shaft graves laid out (with one 
exception, grave VI) on a north-south (not circular) alignment in an area  
of about 24m × 12m. Additional probable shaft graves excavated later in  
the vicinity probably belonged to the same group (Wace 1923, 55–59; 
Papadimitriou 1955; 1957; Dickinson 1977, 51 disputes whether any of these 
were in fact true shaft graves). Schliemann and those who came later 
excavated several non-shaft grave burials within this zone, as well as a pit 
containing pottery from a preceding phase of the Bronze Age (Alden 2000). 
The information is too imprecise to reconstruct a reliable history of the use 
of the area; the earliest of the six numbered shaft graves (II and VI) belong 
with the latest of Circle B chronologically (Graziado 1991), and the others fall 
only slightly later.

The funeral in question was of a male, buried in grave V, the second-
largest of the shaft graves (6.55m × 3.5m × up to 5.33m deep). Schliemann 
(1878, 294) and Stamatakis (who was present at the excavation: Papazoglou-
Manioudaki et al. 2010, 163–164) both recorded three burials in this large 
space, with the burial with which we are concerned taking up the whole of 
the southern half of the tomb, oriented north-south (the others to the north 
oriented east-west: Fig. 6.11). Recent restudy of the skeletal material suggests 
the bones of other individuals may have been present in the tomb, although 
this is not certain (Papazoglou-Manioudaki et al. 2010, 214).

The recent publication of Stamatakis’ sketch of the grave gives some idea 
of its condition when discovered (Fig. 6.11): the body laid out in the centre of 
the southern part of the grave, with swords at the feet, perpendicular to the 
axis of the body, and vessels to the west. Schliemann mentions seven copper 
vessels on the west side of the tomb (Schliemann 1878, 331), while Stamatakis’ 
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Fig. 6.11  Stamatakis’ plan of Grave V in Grave Circle A. After Papazoglou-
Manioudaki et al. 2010, Fig. 10. Courtesy L. Papazoglou-Manioudaki.

rough sketch shows fifteen: either some larger ceramic vessels were also 
placed here, or some of the gold cups described by Schliemann, but not 
precisely located, should come from this group on the west wall. The body 
was dressed with a gold face mask (despite popular belief, this was not the 
face that Schliemann identified with Agamemnon: Dickinson 2005), placed 
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at the head, a large decorated gold breastplate (530mm × 370mm), a gold 
armband and many other gold discs used on the dress of the corpse. About 
100 amber beads come from this tomb, most or almost all probably associated 
with this burial (Harding and Hughes-Brock 1974). Fifteen shorter and 
longer swords were associated with this burial, ten at the feet, five elsewhere, 
with seven alabaster pommels and one of wood. Fragments of silver vases, an 
alabaster vase, gold tubes, silver tweezers, a gold toggle, and thirty-nine gold 
button covers (found inside the alabaster vase) are the other objects noted 
with this burial; it may be the case that other items in grave V should also be 
associated with this burial.

Although details are lacking we can still marvel at this remarkable funeral 
and reconstruct some of the actions of this striking event. In arranging the 
body for the procession and interment, large quantities of gold were 
employed: with the face, breastplate and other coverings, much of the surface 
of the body was draped in gold. The body must have been carried on some 
sort of bier or perhaps on a cart. In sunlight, the gold and the amber adorning 
the body would have glittered, perhaps reflecting the light blindingly; 
alternatively, under torchlight, against the darkness as backdrop, these 
materials would have focused and mesmerized the eyes, the patterns of light 
reflected in the flickering of the torches and the movement of the bier or cart. 
The procession was thus a spectacle, and the dead thus transformed was 
meant to be viewed by a large audience.

Fifteen swords is a large number to imagine as belonging to the deceased. 
Harrell (2014) has suggested one possible modality for the accumulation of 
swords toward the end of the shaft grave sequence (she counts forty swords 
in grave V in total: Harrell 2010, 96). She suggests that swords were presented 
by faction leaders to initiates and that these were subsequently returned to 
the dead in the grave. She also suggests many were re-hilted for burial, 
removing working hilts and replacing them with ornate gold; many were 
wrapped in a shroud, in a process she sees as analogous to the preparation of 
the body for burial. If this suggestion is correct, then multiple acts of 
preparation, and possibly multiple acts of transport, led to these final 
moments at the graveside. Swords and corpse were worked upon and 
transformed in order to create and narrate the interconnected identities of 
the living and the dead, group identities and the individuals who might be 
part of multiple group identities.

Harrell’s is not the only possible hypothesis to explain the presence of 
large numbers of ornate blades in the later shaft graves. The swords are one of 
many categories of material to go through hyper consumption in the three 
graves most replete with material; gold, silver and bronze vessels form 
another, along with many aspects of ornamentation such as gold body 
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coverings and amber and other beads. The sheer quantities give pause, such 
as the 1,290 amber beads from grave IV (Harding and Hughes-Brock 1974) 
or the approximately 900 gold dress items (including 701 gold discs) from 
grave III (Dickinson 1970, 326). The contribution of such elements of dress at 
the preparation phase was perhaps one opportunity for different individuals, 
and representatives of kin or other groups (ritual specialists, social classes or 
other elements of society, and non-locals), to manifest their presence and 
their place in the now immensely complex nexus of interaction, negotiation 
and performance that was the wider funeral. Further such opportunities 
came during the procession (Boyd 2016a), when the great quantities of 
vessels and weapons being brought to the graveside could be prominently 
displayed.

The end of the procession instigated the activities preceding and including 
the interment. The drinking and toasting ceremonies familiar from the 
beginning of the shaft grave sequence were writ large, with huge metal 
containers for liquid, and ever more elaborate gold and silver receptacles 
from which to drink. There was probably also consumption of meat, perhaps 
on a very large scale. Swords were dedicated to the grave, having undergone 
their own transformation in preparation. The most elaborate of the vessels 
were also now unique items, with histories of their own, each producing a 
different reaction among the mourners as it was brandished and utilized 
prior to deposition. Those too far back to observe the events closely would 
nonetheless have been touched by the procession and would have seen all the 
gear pass close by at some earlier stage. The stories generated about the 
incredible acts of consumption and deposition, including the potential 
divinity of the material employed, bound the actors in with the observers, 
and manifested the relationships between the living and the dead, and 
between the living, as articulated through the incredible array of material 
culture sacrificed in these events.

The simple burial of earlier years with a sword and a few pots in many 
ways exhibited a much tighter control over meaning and identity: a narrow 
group selected the items to be deployed, and through their control over the 
funerary process – including the transport of material and corpse to the 
grave – would have had more power over asserting the meanings intended to 
be understood. With the later burials, especially in Grave Circle A, a wider 
group was involved, not least in simply transporting materials to the grave. 
This group can be seen to be claiming a direct stake in the conduct of the 
funeral and in fixing relationships between those taking part; the fabulous 
level of consumption highlighted the histories of the objects concerned and 
the networks formed during the processes of procurement and distribution. 
These later shaft grave burials emphasize ever-widening circles of relationships 
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being remembered, emphasized, negotiated and contested through the 
deposition of meaningful material with the corpse. These practices can be 
read as a demonstration of wealth and power, but they can equally be read as 
suggesting a distribution and dependency of power through wider networks 
or groups claiming a part in the process—albeit firmly centred on Mycenae 
and fixated on the by now well-developed shaft grave rituals.

The end of the Mycenae shaft graves

When the earliest shaft graves were being dug, a variety of different practices 
began to emerge in other locales, driven by one factor that stands in contrast 
to the practices developing at Mycenae: the predestined reuse of the grave, 
along with new practices of secondary action on the remains (Boyd 2016b). 
By the end of the Middle Bronze Age, a tripartite architecture had developed, 
either dug in soft rock (the ‘chamber tomb’) or stone-built, partly underground 
and partly below a mound (the ‘tholos tomb’). This form of tomb became 
common first in the south-west Peloponnese, and then was adopted elsewhere 
by other groups. The first chamber tombs near Mycenae were built in the 
earliest years of the Late Bronze Age, while shaft grave burials were still taking 
place in both grave circles; the first such tomb at Mycenae itself probably 
dates to the same time period (Boyd 2015b, notes 35, 38).

One candidate for the earliest of these tombs at Mycenae is known as 
tomb 518 (Fig. 6.12), which was located west of the Panayia ridge, dug into 

Fig. 6.12  Plan and section of tomb 518 at Mycenae. After Wace 1932, Fig. 29. 
Courtesy British School at Athens.
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the north side of the Kalkani hill, with north-south orientation and, perhaps 
surprisingly, out of sight of the nearby Mycenae acropolis. The tomb consisted 
of an 8m-long entrance passage (‘dromos’) cut into the slope leading to a 
door situated about 3.3m below the surface. The door (‘stomion’) was partially 
blocked by stone walling, and its height is unknown due to the roof ’s collapse, 
which occurred after two or more centuries of use. The chamber was 
rectangular, about 5m × 3.8m, and perhaps originally about 2m tall (Wace 
1932, 75).

In the shaft graves, the increase in the quantity, variety and rarity in the 
deposition of material focused upon the presentation of the dead during the 
laying out and procession. Once deposited within the grave, however, this 
strong visual impression was available only to those able to glance down into 
the shaft before it was closed. The arrangement of the dead and other material 
in the grave was the last act before closure, and one that was directly observed 
by only a small group. Alternatively the construction of reusable and 
inhabitable tombs for the use of a small group of mourners allowed for more 
emphasis on the deposition of the corpse, the participation of a larger group 
of people in its presentation in the tomb, and eventually the practice of 
disarticulation and mingling of pristine burial contexts. The entire funerary 
process was thus being extended in time and broadened in its scope. 
Consequently the laying out and procession now led on to a more complex 
and restricted set of rituals.

Early chamber tombs at Mycenae and elsewhere in the Argolid might 
seem to have been a considerable challenge to the social order implied and 
celebrated by the shaft graves. It is of course the case that shaft graves were 
reused, and especially the larger, later ones were built large enough to 
accommodate several burials. But there is a crucial difference between the 
shaft graves and the chamber and tholos tombs that were to supplant them. 
Shaft graves were initially designed to hold one burial, and when reuse 
became normal they were enlarged to increase the available floorspace. In 
most cases (but not all), second and subsequent burials were placed within 
empty spaces in the tomb, and the tomb was slowly filled over the years with 
the recognizable detritus of individual funerals. Where previous burials were 
rearranged, it was often the case that some attempt was made to retain the 
integrity of the burial context (although other practices, such as removal of 
bones and pottery, have also been noted). On reopening the tomb, each time 
the funerary tableau was revealed just as people would have remembered it 
from the time before – a vista seen from above, appreciated from the outside, 
experienced by most as a view of things beyond reach, not as a space within 
which a human might walk, turn and interact with others and with the stuff 
of the grave.
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The first chamber tomb of Mycenae challenged this order. It appeared 
fully formed, an architectural format imported from elsewhere. Built at some 
distance and out of sight of the acropolis, it was nonetheless built at Mycenae, 
on one of the routes toward the acropolis. Its construction took some time – 
no whim impelled by (say) the death of a visitor from elsewhere. The amount 
of earth and soft stone removed in its construction was larger than most shaft 
graves, and the complex format required the participation of an experienced 
specialist, as the risk of failure was high. Why did those committed to the 
rituals of the shaft graves tolerate this contrary expression of group identity?

The answer must surely be that the shaft grave group was far less 
homogenous and established than we might imagine. The group was formed 
anew at every funeral, ad hoc; its membership on each occasion would reflect 
social or political opportunities as well as inherited or kin-based obligations. 
The first chamber tomb, while challenging the shaft grave order, was still built 
within the emerging parameters of what was acceptable within wider society. 
Now the chamber tomb form was seized upon as a new way to project 
distinctiveness. The construction of tomb 518, and the subsequent history of 
funerary practices at Mycenae, allows us a glimpse of a landscape occupied 
by newly emergent identities, coming together in different configurations at 
different times for different purposes: the centrality of Mycenae was not so 
much that of a single source of authority vested in an individual and kin 
group, the place an accident of history; instead the place itself was the 
attraction, and people came there to bring their communities into being in 
the wider world, and thus inscribe on the landscape a record of different 
moments in time.

Fig. 6.12 shows the interior of tomb 518 as it was excavated. The remains 
were found at different levels: the tomb was in use for such a long time that 
the decay of the sides and roof, and perhaps sometimes minor roof collapses, 
led to significant deposits of material covering the traces of earlier events. But 
even on the floor of the chamber, several phases of use can be detected. 
Remnants of the earliest burials (at least three individuals) seem to have been 
gathered and placed in the niche at the back of the chamber. On the floor, 
both articulated burials and disarticulated remains were found, representing 
at least three further individuals. Four other skeletons were found at different 
levels higher in the fill.

The practices of disarticulation and rearrangement may be characterized 
as practices of recontextualization arising from the engagement of the  
living with the dead via the remains of past funerals, and over time, with the 
remains of past rearrangements of the interior. Originally conceptualized by 
archaeologists as a simple process of ‘sweeping aside’ the remnants of past 
events to make space for new activities, it has become clear that a number of 
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complex and variable practices are represented, and not merely triggered by 
the urgency of a new funeral: the return to the tomb for the purpose of 
reworking the burial context and the creation of a new milieux mixing old 
and new elements (see Boyd 2016a; 2016b for reviews of the debate and 
further references). Thus a strong contrast with the shaft grave burials 
emerged. The remains of the latter represented separate funerary events and 
were in general maintained as a visible record, while the new chamber tomb 
burials challenged the entire point of the funerary process: their aim was the 
curation of communal history, of ancestral remains, where the individual was 
much less identifiable.

Astonishingly, this alternative world view came to be adopted by the 
highest echelons of society, thus supplanting the shaft grave rituals. The first of 
the nine great tholos tombs of Mycenae was built around the time of the last 
of the shaft grave burials. Even if we imagine the groups using the first chamber 
tombs as at least partly different from those likely to have been included in 
shaft grave burials, we must nonetheless accept that those who arranged for 
the construction of the first Mycenae tholos tombs did so partly to resituate 
their burial practices within the emerging wider social practices in which the 
chamber tombs were used. This change in practice can be seen to be derived 
partly from below rather than being imposed from above, and those burying 
in the Mycenae tholos tombs sought new legitimacy for their burial practices 
by wholesale borrowing of architectural form from other places, and practice 
from differently constituted groups using the chamber tombs.

It remains an unfortunate circumstance of history that no intact contexts 
have been excavated in Mycenae’s nine tholos tombs. Tholos tombs elsewhere 
that have preserved contexts indicate that the mode of use was the same as 
the chamber tombs: multiple burials and multiple instances of rearrangement. 
One clear fact is that the Mycenae tholos tombs were large: whereas elsewhere 
both large and small tholos tombs are found, at Mycenae only large, difficult 
to construct tombs were built. When it was decided to build the first such 
tomb, an experienced architect was imported from elsewhere and given the 
task and the required resources, including time and labour. The smaller 
Mycenae tholos tombs have chamber areas about four times that of the 
average Mycenae chamber tomb; others are up to eight times larger, and the 
largest of the early Mycenae tholoi (the Lion Tomb) is twelve times larger 
than the average chamber tomb (Boyd 2015b, Table  2). This is not merely 
extravagant in terms of construction effort and materials; the scale of these 
tombs is important in two ways: the number of persons who can take part in 
activities in the chamber, stomion and dromos, and in the relationship 
between the scale of the architecture and the affordances of the human body. 
It is not too much of a stretch of the imagination that the first burials in the 
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new tombs would have tried to replicate many of the practices of the shaft 
graves, with much of the audience now able to enter the tomb as witness. But 
it is also certain that the long period of use of the tombs ensured that, unlike 
the shaft graves, their contents were rearranged, reused, reimagined and 
remembered over the years. Meanwhile the ability to command resources 
and to plan construction events extending years into the future was also now 
being focused on the acropolis of Mycenae itself, and on the creation of ever 
more focused endpoints for processions where different kinds of revelations 
might take place (Chapter 5).

The remarkable funerary sequence from Mycenae records endless 
engagements, both intimate at the scale of the grave and more widely at the 
scale of the southern Aegean. At the intimate scale of co-presence, mourners 
and other participants engaged with each other within the circumstances of 
death and the material resource available to create events in which the 
identity of the dead, the identities of key participants, and a sense of 
communal identity were all foregrounded. Such events came at times to draw 
in participants, material and ideas from great distances. These elements 
brought a cosmopolitan flavour to the proceedings, generating a view of the 
world that came to be comprehensible throughout southern Greece by 
adopting disparate new elements. Thus the identities created at Mycenae 
were always intended to be understood widely, and the changes noted in the 
ways funerals were carried out were intended to make the acts at Mycenae 
more relevant in the wider world. The intention was never to project a 
Mycenaean identity that would overshadow other ways of understanding the 
world; the intention was to co-opt those ways of understanding the world in 
an overarching world view with Mycenae at its very core.

In previous chapters we have indicated that the third and second millennia 
were different to what came before, and what came after, in terms of material 
complexity, movement and place. Similarly, the third to second millennia in 
both Britain and the Aegean witnessed an increased investment in the 
funerals of at least certain individuals. That investment was marked, amongst 
other things, by the efforts expended in the construction of the grave and the 
rituals themselves, the materials that conferred a new status upon the dead by 
their inclusion in the grave, and by the redesign of the landscape through the 
location of the grave and the funerary monuments. The dead were not absent 
in these worlds but continued to play a part in the ways that the land was 
occupied and used. Thus the roles of the dead, the funeral and the cemetery, 
were fully implicated in expanded world views of this time, so that much of 
the material complexity we have described came to be oriented toward the 
dead, and the place of the dead in the landscape was often oriented to the 
great communal centres of the time.
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Living amongst Things: Practice, Place and 
Identity in Expanding Worlds

The excavations by Cunnington’s workmen of the Bush Barrow (Wilsford 
G5) recovered from amongst the finds associated with the corpse a set of 
bone mounts that appear to have once been set on a wooden haft. The 
suggestion made by Ashbee and others (see Figs 6.4 and 7.1; Needham et al. 
2010), that the perforated stone mace head from the burial (Annable and 
Simpson 1964, no. 175) was hafted onto this composite artefact finds little 
support in Hoare’s admittedly ambiguous account of the excavations (Hoare 
1812). The cut ‘zig-zag’ shape of these mounts finds only a general comparison 
with a set of ivory mounts recovered from grave Iota in Grave Circle B at 
Mycenae, a comparison that is illustrated by Anthony Harding (Harding 

Fig. 7.1  Reconstructed baton from Bush Barrow with bone zig-zag mounts. 
Courtesy Wiltshire Museum, Devizes.
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1984, 114–115). Bush Barrow is dated by Needham and colleagues to the 
period 1950–1750/1700 bce (Needham et al. 2010, Table 1), a comparable 
date with that for grave Iota which probably lies within the years 1750–1700 
bce. In comparing the form of these objects Harding also draws attention to 
the roughly similar form of four gold ‘crowns’ from the Kerlagat dolmen, 
Carnac (Taylor 1980, pl. 25f) and the two mounts from the area of the 
Mycenae Acropolis, although lacking in a more specific context (Harding 
1984, 114 and Fig.  31; 1990, 148 and Fig.  10). Harding comments: ‘In the 
absence of more comparative material it is impossible to form an objective 
judgement about this analogy’ (Harding 1990, 148). The problem would seem 
to be that: ‘Tempting though it may be to imagine a direct correspondence 
between Mycenae and Wessex to account for these extraordinary objects, 
other explanations are possible’ (Harding 1984, 114–115). It remains unclear 
as to what those explanations might be.

In this book we have attempted to move away from treating the material 
as if it could only be interpreted as the representation of those historical 
processes that resulted in its formation. This representational model of 
archaeological data limits the understanding of historical conditions to the 
procedures resulting in archaeological deposits. Given that only these 
formation processes are visible, it follows that only these processes can be 
established with a degree of objectivity (Binford 1987). It was upon this basis 
that theoretical claims for the importance of historical processes that either 
generated an ambiguous material record (such as the symbolic representations 
of an agent’s motivations), or generated no record at all, could quite logically 
be dismissed as lying beyond the limits of archaeological visibility. The 
problem, as Harding appears to have discovered, is that even if we can map 
the distribution of materials whose geographical origins are securely 
established, then this mapping can only ever represent the fact that materials 
have moved, it does not represent the political and economic processes that 
resulted in that movement.

Renfrew attempted to address the historical interpretation of archaeological 
distribution patterns by establishing a topography that equated a type of 
distribution pattern with a type of exchange mechanism (Renfrew 1975). The 
problem is that to model the different fall-off in material density from source 
in this way requires consistency in the process of both deposition and recovery, 
neither of which are likely to have existed or to exist. For example, the 
differential recovery of the various amber necklace plates dating to the early 
second millennium bc that has resulted in clusters of finds in southern Britain 
(Wessex), central Europe and the Aegean (Harding 1990, Fig.  5) certainly 
indicates the movement of such worked material derived ultimately from raw 
material sources occurring around the Baltic or the eastern British coastlines. 
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But a mapping such as this does not reveal the mechanism for that movement, 
nor does it indicate where such material circulated but was not deposited in 
archaeologically recognizable contexts.

One possible solution to such questions is to model a world where 
continent-wide networks are taken as a pre-existing condition which 
provided a framework within which a shared cosmology and social structure 
could develop (Kristiansen and Rowlands 1998; Kristiansen 1998; Kristiansen 
and Larsson 2005). In all this work the European and Eurasian Bronze Ages 
are treated as geographically extensive systems of human movement, material 
exchanges, political alliances, ideological commitments and cosmological 
uniformities. The tension that has been exposed by some of the criticisms 
directed towards this work (e.g. Nordquist and Whittaker 2007) is that whilst 
the expectation is that the historical processes operating in the late third and 
early second millennium bce were geographically extensive, the material 
details that might support the existence of those processes cannot be related 
with any certainty to the patterns recovered in the archaeological data.  
For example, the comparisons of certain stylistic motifs that play such a 
central role in Kristiansen’s and Larsson’s arguments for the existence of a 
commonality in Eurasian cosmologies might, it is argued, be treated as little 
more than patterns of coincidence. ‘The trouble with this whole discussion’ 
Harding comments when considering the controversial study of ‘Mycenaean’ 
motifs elsewhere in Europe, ‘is that it is almost totally unsusceptible to 
objective analysis’ (Harding 1984, 189). We might add that fragmented 
patterns of circulation of materials do not in themselves encode past beliefs, 
social systems or even networks of interaction.

If the comprehensive systems Kristiansen and Larsson argue for are not 
self-evidently indicated by the data, it is nonetheless the case that the 
widespread exchange of materials, human movement and shared cosmological 
understandings were likely to have been significant factors in the Eurasian 
Bronze Age. In this book we have set out to show how we can understand the 
role these factors played in the historical conditions of the past by situating 
human action within its material and discursive context.

This brings us to the heart of the case that we are making. In reviewing a 
period in Europe that runs from about 3200 bce to about 1200 bce, we are 
dealing with two millennia over which the material world became increasingly 
more complex, not simply in terms of the range of things that existed 
(although that certainly occurs), but in terms of the range of material 
conditions that people had to engage with and thus had to understand in 
order to behave effectively. In Hodder’s terms, the density of the entangled 
relations between people and things therefore increased with new 
technologies that worked directly upon the ways that the body might perform 
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in terms of productive activities, the architectures of movement, and the 
technologies of trust and engagement, both with others (notably in the 
service of food and drink) and with the dead. Any engagement with these 
changing conditions of existence must have involved movement from one 
place to another. Whilst it is for this reason that we have placed such an 
emphasis upon voyaging and upon processions, the fundamental point is 
that to exist and to develop as a person at this time was to move.

The importance of places such as Stonehenge or Knossos is that people 
came to orient themselves and their world in relation to them. The reason 
why such places came to exert a hold on the imagination of such far-flung 
populations was not because of what power they represented, be that sacred 
or profane; these places provided the backdrop in which people could adopt 
and express identity, and make their place in the world through the very act 
of going there. Places like Stonehenge fulfilled a role whereby ever larger and 
more diverse groups could be brought together in gatherings that reaffirmed 
expanding views of the world.

In a similar way, portable objects became props through which identity 
could be expressed and augmented. Material culture carries no meaning of 
itself; but new and ever-more complex objects served as media through 
which the self or the community might be expressed, and by adopting new 
materials and the practices that went with them people could adopt new 
elements of identity.

In contrast, then, with archaeologies that seek monolithic group identities 
through distributions of material style, we suggest that in the third and 
second millennia identity was constantly recreated through acts of movement 
and communication made possible by the changing technologies and the 
material conditions which people brought about. This means not that people 
knew the meaning of the Bush Barrow lozenge because it was one member of 
a class of material used throughout Europe, or because it carried universally 
recognizable symbols, but that to the people of Europe at that time the 
expression of kinds of identity through such material practices was part of a 
comprehensible order of the world.

The leads to the methodological thrust of our argument, which is that 
archaeologists record the material conditions through which those 
movements once occurred, as well as the material consequences of the 
actions that followed from those movements, whether these be the debris 
that might have been generated, or the architectural embellishment of the 
places that were passed through. These material conditions thus describe the 
‘fields’ within which performances occurred. The archaeological task now 
becomes not simply to reconstruct such fields but to understand how their 
changing architectures and the available technologies facilitated the 
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emergence of different forms of life. This moves us away from an archaeology 
that attempts to trace human life in terms of the debris that it generated, but 
more importantly it implies that the meaning of things was the product of an 
understanding and use of those things, it was not carried by the things 
themselves. It is therefore pointless for archaeology to claim that things  
have carried a consistent meaning across time and space and that this 
supposed meaning can be recovered archaeologically. People understood 
things because they knew how to live amongst them and the task of 
archaeology, as we have attempted to demonstrate, is to understand how that 
‘living amongst things’ was practised in different parts of Europe over the 
period that saw, amongst other things, the widespread adoption of metallurgy.

Let us now return to those small pieces of bone, ivory and gold that come 
from the Bush Barrow in Wessex, shaft grave Iota at Mycenae, and the 
Kerlagat dolmen, Carnac with which we began this discussion. No source 
material analysis can possibly link these finds and their design is not only 
simple but the comparisons between them are imprecise. Consequently, few 
would accept that this material represents an objective record of early second 
millennium contacts between these regions. This is not, however, the point. If 
these were mounted on simple batons, then we would argue that they can 
only be understood relative to the practices of the body itself. They did not 
signify some form of social status, but to know how to carry and to display 
such an object, the dignity that was demanded by its presence and the way 
that such dignity was borne, to have performed in this way and to have been 
recognized for it, these were the conditions out of which a social identity was 
practised. This argument does not require a direct link to have existed 
between Wessex, Amorica and Mycenae, but is does allow that in different 
parts of Europe in this period the display and performance of bodies that 
evoked authority would have been recognizable to a significant level of detail.

Our argument throughout this book has been to find an alternative from 
the conventional treatment of archaeological data as if they represented 
either cultural, economic or socially determined behaviour. Our point has 
been that material conditions do not so much represent but rather enable 
particular kinds of human behaviour to come into being. This has not caused 
us to revise arguments concerning the relationship between Bronze Age 
Mycenae and Wessex, but it has explored some of the ways that the movement 
of things and people through different regions of Eurasia enabled different 
forms of human life to come into existence.
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